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Anglo-Arab Literatures
Enmeshing Form, Subverting Assignation,
Minorizing Language
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When discussing the prose of Franz Kafka and proposing to read it as a case of
“minor literature,” Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari guarded against a possible miscon-
ception of the term “minor.” “A minor literature,” they explained, “is not the literature
of a minor language but a literature a minority makes in a major language” (116). For
obvious reasons, this resonates with the literature discussed in this special issue — the
first of its kind in France — of Commonwealth Essays and Studies. Indeed, the basic defini-
tion often given for the Anglo-Arab corpus is a set of texts written by a minority (Arab)
in a major language (English). Some critics endorse this definition (Nash 11-2), while
others regret it and the restrictions that ethnicity imposes on the corpus (Gana 29-30),
but both sides agree on its perimeter.

Deleuze and Guattari did not stop with this initial statement but swiftly moved on to
indicate that Kafka was of particular interest to them for his “minor use” of literature
while writing in “the major language” that German represented for him and the Bohe-
mian Jewish community in which he grew up. The “minor use,” which certain writers
force on a major language, plugs their literature directly into the political. It creates a
field of tension, if not a battlefield, in which literature in the minor mode may chip at
language, gradually hollowing it out, and “spin it along new revolutionary lines” (19).
In other words, Deleuze and Guattari are not concerned about how a minor literature
may rally the majority group but reflect on the conditions necessary to “wrest a minor
literature from our tongue” (19).

This introduction and the volume as a whole represent an attempt to re-think Anglo-
Arab literatures outside the box and to propose that they hold more for readers than a
pre-packaged corpus responding to the identification of a demand for exoticism and,
in the post-9/11 context, for knowledge of the Muslim/Arab Other. I suggest it parti-
cipates but also crucially escapes the capitalist logic of what Graham Huggan referred
to as the marketable margin, and argue that a definition restricting it to a popular sub-
branch of diasporic or postcolonial literatures would be fundamentally flawed. Rather, I
aver Anglo-Arab writing be reclaimed as a literature that opens up a space of a becoming-
minor for English.

As a corpus, Anglo-Arab literatures cover any type of fictional and non-fictional
writing whether in the form of prose, poetry, or drama, written in English by authors
of Arab descent, but who do not necessarily live in an Anglophone country and who
do not necessarily possess the American, British, Canadian, or Australian nationality.
Similarly the degree of connection to the Arab country of “origin” and to Arabic lan-
guages, in the form of fus.h.d (classical and modern standard) and ‘@wmiyya (vernacular),
varies significantly from one author to the next, depending on the desire and capacity
of the author to maintain that link to the language. Even non-practitioners in the lan-
guage do invariably retain connection to Arabic cultures and literary traditions. Most of
these texts and performances belong to the categories of immigrant (Hassan), diaspo-
ric (Smail Salhi and Netton; al-Maleh; Hout), or minotity/postcolonial (Gana; Moote)
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writing, as they predominantly recount of Arab migration experiences to the North/
West, Arab migrant/minority lives in the North/West, but also of the havoc wrought
by Western military interventions, wars, and occupation in the Arab-speaking world.
While recognising the practicality of using the tag, I also feel an all-too pressing need
to pluralise the term literature and to warn against the dangers of ethnicising/essentia-
lising and monolingualising the corpus.

As the articles collected for this issue demonstrate, Anglo-Arab literatures are to
be conjugated in the plural since they defy assignation to one race, nation, or language.
The articles are based on the awareness of the variety of historical, social, cultural, and
linguistic contexts in and through which authors navigate. Some of them write only in
English, but still use Arabic as their mother tongues. Some do not use Arabic at all some
write indifferently in English and Arabic, others prefer Arabic for certain topics, genres,
formats, and English for others. English may be chosen or self-imposed, as when writ-
ers face censorship. It may be considered as more or less porous to the Arabic lexicon,
syntax, and prosody, and be used naturally or with some degree of anxiety. Without a
doubt, the choice of English carries meaning and has consequences. Writing in English
testifies to the domination of the latter as a global language. It also necessarily selects a
readership, imposes a notion of what its horizon of expectations should be, and defines
the type of questions the narratives are likely to raise.

This being said, it must also be acknowledged that the words “choice” and “English”
remain two very problematic terms. The notion of “choosing” to write in a language
is far from obvious or natural and appears as the result of history (sometimes even
personal history) and politics. Writers would concur that English is less chosen by than
given to them and sometimes even imposed on them by the logics of globalisation and
by educational systems which position English as the language of the cultural elite. For
most Arabic writers today, consecration comes with English translation. They may also
have “chosen” English strategically as a linguistic tool to write back to the Empire and
be heard in it. This position is akin to the notion of “strategic essentialism” defined by
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak who states that minorities have to know how and when to
use the identity politics card to further their demands and fight for their rights (Outside
in the Teaching Machine 3).

Finally, what is implied in the “writing in English” is the “not writing in/with Ara-
bic” or any other languages. It presupposes a conception of languages as discrete and
exclusionary entities and implies monolingualism as default option (Young). On the
contrary, what the articles gathered in this volume show are situations where English
is reinvested as a language and as a literary tradition by writers with connections to
the Arab world. Thus it may be argued that it is never absolutely clear what exactly is
the English they are choosing, and that choosing English does not necessarily mean
abiding by its rules. Rather, it may be chosen for purposes of destabilisation and cross-
fertilisation, through other grammars and other traditions. In this configuration, Arabic
serves as “the revolutionary line” to demotion and, as a minority language working
from within the English polity, it blocks any neat overlap between the language and the
nation. It opens up new ways to think about personal, linguistic, and literary identities
by refusing to define them as bordered entities and by choosing instead intersectional,
temporal, less predictable, more disruptive and hence more creative modes of being,
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The poetry of Suheir Hammad in breaking poems is fruitful for thinking how gram-
matical English may not adequately convey the violence and brutality of life in Gaza,
and how by hurting form and syntax the poet achieves a better transcription of reality.
A language, i.e. English, cannot remain “proper” and be treated as such when it serves
a global order decimating civilian populations abroad. Another illustration of the poli-
tics of language would be the co-presence of Arabic in English, as in Ahdaf Soueif’s
or Fadia Faqir’s prose. Modes of writing, such as hurting the syntax or intersecting
and co-mingling the languages, are linguistic strategies that allow for the emergence
of alternative uses of language that destabilise hegemonic discourses and majoritarian
conceptions of the world.

A second problem raised by the term “Anglo-Arab” is that of ethnicisation, by
which I mean the fact that in order to write Anglo-Arab literature one has to be eth-
nically identified as Arab. Additionally, ethnicisation implies an expectation that Arab
writers must write about Arab-related matters. This category appears to be extremely
constricting and reduces the interventions of writers to community-related issues. Quite
ironically, in a context where the opposition between imagination and reality, between
the fictional and the non-fictional, falsehood and truth, is still culturally deeply rooted,
even if held as scientifically invalid, the Anglo-Arab corpus tends to be read forensically
as a purveyor of truth.' This approach is dangerous for at least three reasons. First it
disregards the politics and ideological positions of the writers themselves who always
produce narratives from a certain standpoint and who are always necessarily embroiled
in (sometimes conflicting) regimes of truth. Second, reading Anglo-Arab literatures
ethnographically tends to deprive authors of the possibility of aesthetic interventions
and by separating the aesthetical from the political, declares as nugatory any belief in
the politics of form or fiction.

As a matter of fact, this type of ethnographic reading of Arabic literatures dates
back to the early days of orientalism when the study of Eastern cultural productions
was justified because it contained what was then regarded as useful information to
understand the social and individual psyche of the Arabs. In other words, today’s eth-
nographic reading of Anglo-Arab literatures amounts to a reproduction of an Ori-
entalist agenda articulated in contemporary terms — the same that was applied to the
Aprabian Nights in the eighteenth century. Arab authors are not immune to Oriental-
ism, especially since they depend on Western publishers and book markets. Instead
of deconstructing Orientalist Zgpoz, self-orientalised Middle-Easterners reproduce and
confirm, since they are articulated by “natives,” already existing prejudices (Lau; Lau
and Mendes).

The authors in this volume spin out a different reading of the hyphen that links the
“Anglo” to the “Arab” elements. It no longer functions as a block indexing a commu-
nity, but as a suture that shows the stitches necessary in all identity construction, high-
lighting the tension and fragility involved in the process. It is both and at the same time
affiliative and disjunctive and reminds us that identities are composed of pieces quilted
together, which can be made and unmade. Our reading of “Anglo-Arab” is thus not

1. Anglo-Arab writers are generally very much aware and critical of this political approach to their writing. See for
instance Sinan Antoon in an interview with Malcolm Forbes.
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ethnic but “affiliative,” in the Saidian sense of the term.? The construction of Anglo-
Arab identities and literatures are not to be understood as two blocks joined together
at the seam so as to form a greater entity, but as the intersection, located in the hyphen,
of various “routes” (Clifford). The hyphen functions less as a link than as a tension or
a “distance that is not a safety zone but a field of tension” (Adorno 127). One of the
methodological consequences of this is that many of the articles contained in this issue
consider the Anglo-Arab corpus comparatively with other corpuses.

English writing by Middle Fasterners is not a new phenomenon and can be traced
back to the early twentieth-century diasporic literature of Khalil Gibran and Ameen
Rihani. The publication of Anglo-Arab literature then boomed during the last decade,
after 9/11 and the beginning of the war in Iraq in 2003 (Gana 1-5). This boom was
supported by publishing houses which capitalised on a rise of the demand for Arab lite-
rature in English, purveying readers with some indigenous knowledge and perspectives
on the people with whom Western countries were at war. Thus, the literary production
of Arab writers, addressing a global audience in English, has largely been interpreted
as a form of response or “writing back” (Ashcroft ez al)) to the legacies of colonialism
in the not-yet-postcolonial present (see for instance Ahdaf Soueif’s second novel 17 zhe
Eye of the Sun and Leila Aboulela’s Lyrics Alley but also Suheir Hammad, Susan Abul-
hawa, and Selma Dabbagh on Palestine), to the politics of war (Hisham Matart’s I the
Country of Men and Anatomy of a Disappearance), and to mounting racism and Islamopho-
bia in the West (Leila Aboulela’s The Translator).

Thus Anglo-Arab literatures have made a long overdue entry (Loomba; Bernard ez
al.) into the postcolonial literary canon. The Arab(ic) element in them makes them sup-
posedly better positioned (the 7nside view) and equipped to reflect on past and present
forms of colonisation and coloniality, and in particular the colonial nature of Western
interventions in the Middle-East and representations of Arab and Muslim people. Au-
thors and critics alike, while highlighting the need not to restrict literature to the realm
of politics, recognise the importance of these contributions as forms of counter-dis-
course to majoritarian views and stereotypes circulated in, amongst other places, Wes-
tern mass media.

Additionally, participants in the fields of comparative literature, Arabic literature,
and translation studies are taking the corpus in new directions and their perspectives
renew with fascinating insights our perceptions of how Anglo-Arab writers intervene
in contemporary literatures and societies. In particular, they scrutinize the relationship
between language and power and emphasize the ways in which major publishing groups
shape the literary market of translation. Numerous studies and reports emphasize the
paucity of translation into English — with 3% as yearly estimate for the average of all
translations recorded in the British National Bibliography between 1992 and 2012 — and
denounce the parochialism of English literature. This situation has a direct impact on
the literary production of Arab writers. For instance, they may opt for self-translation
or directly revert to English when writing fiction, in order to overcome the limitations

2. See for instance the definition Edward Said provided in his interview with Bruce Robbins for Social Text. “World-
liness was meant to be a rather crude and bludgeon-like term to enforce the location of cultural practices back in the
mundane, the quotidian, and the secular. Affiliation is a rather more subtle term that has to do with mapping and draw-
ing connections in the world between practices, individuals, classes, formations [...]. Above all affiliation is a dynamic
concept; it’s not meant to circumscribe but rather to make explicit all kinds of connections that we tend to forget and
that have to be made explicit and even dramatic in order for political change to take place” (336).
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of the market of translated literature. Translation theory, especially on the notion of
translation as creation (Benjamin), non-transferability, and non-equivalence between
languages — what Barbara Cassin and Emily Apter called the “untranslatables,” provides
us with tools to rethink about the Anglo-Arab corpus and its relation with literatures
in Arabic. In turn, this opens up new possibilities to consider the corpus from a com-
parative perspective, especially since writers are often cosmopolitan figures who have
experienced exile or migration and are prone to identify with the figure of the other and
find their inspirations in other literary traditions than the one in which they were born
or in which they write. Writing in English on the edge or at the intersection with other
languages and literary traditions constitutes a powerful means of creation, as well as a
potent reminder that languages and literatures never belong (Derrida 39).

The contributions gathered in this volume place these stakes in the limelight. The
first two by Jumana Bayeh and Geoffrey Nash question the scope and perimeters of
action of the corpus. Bayeh’s essay provides an overview of the recent and burgeoning
developments in the field of Anglo-Arab criticism and assesses the widely used labels
of “Anglophone Arab” or “Anglo-Arab” in these studies. It highlights the limitations of
this “Anglophone Arab” designation and suggests that the critical concept of “diaspo-
ra” be applied instead. Nash’s article focuses on the relation between Arab writers and
Western publishing houses and calls into question the ability of Arab authors — whether
their writings are translated from Arabic or inscribed directly in English — to undermine
the stereotyping of Arabs and Islam and de-orientalise.

Sara Irving and Nora Parr read Anglo-Arab novels in comparison with Arabic lite-
rature, while Tahia Abdel Nasser suggests triangular comparisons with English, Arabic,
and Spanish. Irving’s article examines the portrayal of Arab-Jewish romance by Naomi
Shihab Nye and Samir El-Youssef, two Anglophone authors of Palestinian origin. It
reads these portrayals comparatively with those of Arabophone and Hebracophone
writers, arguing that differences stem in the main from their diasporic positionalities.
Parr’s article discusses the rendition into English of Adania Shibli’s second Arabic novel
and more particularly the removal of six love letters at the author’s request, harnessing
the politics of moving between languages in order to articulate the further removal of
a national space. Finally Abdel Nasser’s comparison of diasporic memoirs of return to
Palestine in Arabic (Mourid Barghouti’s Ra'aytu Ramallah), English (Najla Said’s Looking
for Palestine), and Spanish (Lina Meruane’s 1olverse Palestina) illuminates how Arab, Arab-
American, and Latin American writers of Arab ancestry contribute to the redefinition
of the genre and its particular role in the global cultural production on Palestine.

The last three contributions, by Sophia Brown, Irene Ramos, and Valeria Anishchen-
kova investigate how the choice of language impacts the contents, forms, and politics
of writing, Brown’s article seeks to examine the impact that urban space has had on the
development of political consciousness in Ahdaf Soueif’s autobiographical work. The
article focuses on Megzaterra: Fragments from the Common Ground (2004) and Cairo: My
City, Our Revolution (2012) and argues that broad political affiliation and global solidarity
emerge from the author’s Arabic locale. Ramos’s article discusses the increasing number
of Palestinian theatre productions in English and unpacks the different strategies adop-
ted to engage with the “burden of representation” imposed by global power structures
while participating in them. The volume concludes with Anishchenkova’s article which
discusses several Arab-Americans’ autobiographies in English, namely Edward Said’s
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Out of Place, Thab Hassan’s Out of Egypt, and Leila Ahmed’s A Border Passage, in order to
highlight how certain language aspects — namely, Bakhtinian polyphony and hybridity —
reinvent and complicate any relation to language, genre, and identity.

This special issue aims to bring the Anglo-Arab corpus under the closer scrutiny of
postcolonial scholars and to reclaim the term from simplified, monolingual, and ethnic
uses in order to redirect it towards a strategy of becoming minor. Anglo-Arab authors na-
vigating between languages both recognise the many labels and preconceptions placed
on Arab identities and Arab writing, while establishing the inadequacies of the boxes
to fit the subjects at hand. As editor and critic, I am less interested to define Anglo-
Arab literatures as texts in English by authors of Arab descent, than in considering the
corpus as fundamentally relational and as a group of texts that evade monolithic and
homogenous conceptions of belonging — to a language, a race, or a nation. I also be-
lieve that this is how the contributors to this volume conceived of the texts and perfor-
mances under study. Anglo-Arab literatures belong to ecotonal zones where languages
and literary traditions and inspirations, East and West, enmesh and produce rhizomatic
structures of indistinguishable roots and stems. The Anglo-Arab corpus is minor when
it produces its own Warterfliichten (exits); when it shifts, deviates, and escapes assignation;
when it unsettles the codes of Orientalism; when it refuses to decode and interpret and
experiments with new and alternative literary directions instead.

Claire GALLIEN
Université Paul Valéry—Montpellier 3 (France)
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Anglophone Arab or Diasporic?
The Arab Novel in Australia, Britain, Canada, the
United States of America’

This essay examines Arab literature written in English. It provides an overview of the
recent but burgeoning critical studies of this field, and assesses the widely used labels of
“Anglophone Arab” or “Anglo-Arab” in these studies. It highlights the limitations of this
“Anglophone Arab” designation and suggests that the critical concept of “diaspora” be applied
to this writing to overcome, even if partially, some of these limitations.

In his critical introduction to The Edinburgh Companion to the Arab Novel in English
(2014), Nouri Gana suggests that the question of national or ethnic identity is a signi-
ficant burden that weighs upon underlies Arab writing in English. Focusing on Arab-
American fiction, which Gana treats as paradigmatic of all Anglophone Arab works
(13), he cautions that “it has become quite common to approach [...] Arab American
creative endeavors in a homogenous fashion,” emphasising its Arab and/or American
traits while generally bypassing “the nuanced struggles to break out of the ethno-racial
identity [...] matrix” (29). He refers to this as the “identity-imposition-disposition” that
menaces all Arab migrant writers in the US, and is further muddled by the fact that
“Arab American scholars and critics have not yet resolved their differences on the issue
of labelling” (29-30).! The closest resolution can be found in Lisa Suhair Majaj’s no-
tion of the “split vision” that is “expressed as a tilt toward one side of the hyphen or
the other” marking out Arab-American fiction as alternately Arab or American (124).
Although this split vision was first formulated 1999, Gana’s more recent comments in
relation to it, where he argues that it “has not ceased to hijack the decentered gravity
of Muslim and Arab American literatures,” illustrate that this notion of split identity
remains pertinent (20).

Laleh Al Maleh, in her editot’s introduction to Arab Vvices in Diaspora (2009), also
discusses the complexity of trying to classify examples of Anglophone Arab literature in
national terms as well as the serious shortcomings to the study of this field if it remains
constrained by identity. Stressing what she refers to as the “difficulty of ‘locating’,”
Al Maleh states that with “human mobility on the rise and new identities constantly
being formed and re-formed, inclusion and exclusion [of Anglophone Arab literary

1. The term “Arab” is a difficult one to define but based on the main studies that deal with Anglophone Arab wri-
ting, by Nouri Gana, Layla Al Maleh and Wail Hassan, as well as catlier works by Geoffrey Nash, the term seems to be
used in two ways. Primarily, Arab is used to describe a writer who has migrated from an Arabic-speaking country or who
is the offspring of migrants from the Arabic-speaking world. A more complicated usage relates to the changing nature
of national identity in the Arab world and its diaspora. For instance, most of these studies start with the earliest Arab
writers working in English, Ameen Rihani and Khalil Gibran. From the perspective of today, these writers are referred
to as Lebanese-American, but at the time of writing in the early 1900s Lebanon as a state did not exist (it was created
in 1923). At that point they were migrants from Ottoman Syria. It would be more accurate, perhaps, to refer to them
as Syrian-American but their works, in particular Gibran’s, have been used by scholars to map what was an emerging
Lebanese identity. The recent erosion of the border between Sytia and Iraq will potentially reproduce similar instability
of national identity. While using “Arab” does not resolve the term’s instability, it allows critics to draw together a group
of writers to analyse and research their literary texts, while simultaneously noting the ambiguity of borders and fluidity
of the meaning of “Arab.”

2. Part of this article was written and researched during a short fellowship at the Centre for Diaspora and Transna-
tional Studies at the University of Toronto. I would like to thank centre’s director, Professor Ato Quayson, for hosting
this fellowship and for his helpful feedback on several ideas explored in this essay.
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texts|] under a national rubric become increasingly difficult” (52). Insisting on the use
of such “national rubrics” obscures other important considerations, like “whether the
mere crossing of a geopolitical border amounts to traversing boundaries of space, race,
culture, and history” (52). In a similar move, Gana has suggested that the main reason
why spirited debates have emerged amongst literary scholars “about the definition and
scope” of the four main fields of Anglo-Arab writing (Arab-American, Arab-Austra-
lian. Arab-British and Arab-Canadian) is due to the inadequacy of nation-based identity
labels (9). Gana samples a definition from the work of Steven Salaita, which emphasises
the Arab origins of writers alongside the identities they assume in relation to the host
lands in which they reside after migration. But these dual national designations do not
satisfy Gana, and he is quick to point out that Salaita’s definition “ought to be supple-
mented by a more comparative, transnational and multidirectional framework if it were
to be fully applied to the entire phenomenon of Arab fictional writings in English” (10).
Both Gana and Al Maleh, then, the respective editors of the two substantial collections
that critically engage with Arab literature in English, agree that nation-based definitions
are limiting, and what is urgently required is a comparative framework that can identify
the transnational connections and literary affiliations that underpin this field of writing;

The supposed comparative approach Al Maleh and Gana collections pursue is one
they and their contributors interchangeably refer to as “Anglo-Arab” or “Anglophone
Arab.” Both these terms supposedly undermine national categories, allowing these lite-
rary critics to theorise the works of authors who have migrated from the Arab world,
who write in English and work within various English-speaking countries. This kind of
non-national determined designation has prompted Al Maleh to include a writer like
Nada Awar Jarrar, whose migrant or diasporic status is ambiguous because while Jarrar
writes in English, she resides mainly in Lebanon after having spent many years in Aus-
tralia (54). The non-national approach has also seen the incorporation of a chapter, by
Mara Naaman, on the distinctly American author Mona Simpson in Gana’s collection.
Simpson’s Arab lineage, due to her Syrian father, provokes complex questions about
how literary criticism could assess her fiction as Arab-American. These examples typify
the two elements — language and ethnicity — that are used to define literary works as
“Anglophone Arab.” Although language and ethnicity are not synonymous with the
idea of nation and transcend it in many ways, these two elements have not produced a
comparative or transnational model of literary analysis as one would expect, but have,
rather ironically, maintained a nation-centred framework. In light of this, the focus of
this essay is two-fold. Firstly, it will examine why the “Anglophone Arab” designation
has been unable to escape the domineering nation-based framework, highlighting how
writing produced in one particular national space is viewed as the archetype of all An-
glophone Arab literature. Secondly, drawing on texts, primarily novels, from a range of
Arab diaspora writers, this essay will explore how an alternate concept or designation,
that of “diaspora,” might overcome some of the limitations of the Anglophone Arab
mode.’

3. This article will focus on one particular form of literary writing produced by Arab diaspora writers — that of the
novel. There are a couple of reasons for this. The first is that the novel is the most prevalent and prolific form across
the century-long petiod of Anglophone Arab writing and, more importantly, across the several national spaces that are
the focus of this article. The second relates to the diasporic dimensions of this essay. Poetry by Arab diaspora writers
dominates in the US, especially in the eatlier decades of the twentieth century, but is not as significant in other national
spaces. Developing the transnational comparative approach and diasporic methods in this article requires this novelistic
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Anglophone Arab Literature

The emphasis that Gana and Al Maleh’s collections place on ethnicity and language
maintains the analytical focus established in two of the earliest studies of Anglophone
Arab literature, written by Geoffrey Nash. In these two works, Nash defines what
“Anglo-Arabism” entails, referring to it as a “discourse” in the first book (The Arab
Wiiter in English, 2) and an “encounter” in the second (The Anglo-Arab Encounter, 11).
In both these instances, Nash’s understanding of the term is oriented by language and
ethnicity. As he explains, Anglo-Arab writing is “embodied in Anglophone [z.¢., English
language] fiction and autobiography by writers of Arab ethnicity” (The Anglo-Arab En-
counter, 12). However, what differentiates Nash’s work from Gana and Al Maleh’s is the
latter critics’ incorporation of world literature methodologies. One illustration of this
incorporation is the expansive nature of the more recent studies, which include analyses
of a vast array of authors and novels when compared to Nash’s more focused works.
Additionally, Gana and Al Maleh’s volumes cover a century-long period of writing,
starting from The Book of Khalid (1911) by Ameen Rihani to the more contemporary
titles like Rawi Hage’s Cockroach (2008), while Nash’s titles focus on the first half of
the twentieth century, in the first book, and the last two decades of it in the second.
World literature facilitates this sort of temporal and textual expansion, particularly if
one follows Franco Moretti’s approach, which urges distant reading and makes use of
digital technology to ensure that the largest number of literary texts are read, or em-
ulates David Damrosch’s methods outlined in What is World Literature? (2003), which,
for instance, examines The Epic of Gilgamesh (c. 2100BC) as a way to probe the interplay
between antiquity and modernity.

This temporally expansive approach extends to geography, where literary analysis
focuses on the global as opposed to national dimensions of texts. Moretti’s “distant rea-
ding” makes it possible to incorporate many nationally-based canons into a truly world
study of literary culture. It is also facilitated by Damrosch’s focus on the circulation and
translation of texts beyond their national points of origin. Literary works, he argues,
might “continue to bear the marks of their national origin even after they circulate
into world literature” but these “traces are increasingly diffused and become ever more
sharply refracted as a work travels farther from home” (283). Moretti and Damrosch’s
efforts to define the study of world literature have been applauded mainly for advancing
a methodology that supports a “global” and “transnational” approach to literature, that
undermines western-centric canons, and that disrupts the convention of reading texts
as a form of national allegory (Emery; Giles 3, 5; Rooney 272). This is also generally
how critics have responded to Pascale Casanova’s The World Republic of Letters (2004),
notwithstanding Casanova’s assertion that Paris is the central hub of world literature
(Ashcroft 35). Perhaps because it aims to take a global approach to literature or, as
Robert Dixon describes, “to read books at the scale of the world,” wotld literature has
been posited as the antidote to the way literary study is pursued through a nationalist
template. It is not surprising that world literature has had a particular, even if recent, ap-
peal in literary geographies like Australia’s. As a mode of reading, world literature opens
up Australian literature to a global literary scene, challenging the supposed parochialism

focus. Certainly, a larger and longer study would incorporate the range of fictional varieties available, which include not
only novels and poetry, but also short stories and plays.
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that has framed the study of Australian literature and highlighting how Australian litera-
ture is determined by contexts beyond its own national confines (Giles; Dixon).

World literature’s capacity to undermine or broaden localised or nationalist readings
of texts is what seems to animate most of its proponents. But other scholars interested
in world literature argue that this “globalizing imperative” has had some undesirable
consequences in relation to the treatment of space in this mode of literary analysis
(Palambo-Liu, Robbins and Tanoukhi 4). Having supposedly unbounded the object of
study from the strictures of national space, practitioners of world literature, according
to Dixon, have not simply failed to pay due analytical attention to territorial space (173),
but have both, if paradoxically, absorbed all spaces into one and maintained a sense
of a hierarchy of spaces, where the constraints of the nation unwittingly remain para-
mount. These two observations are interrelated and have not just presented a problem
in literary studies but also in human geography which, perhaps not unremarkably, has
well theorised the notions of space and territory (Brenner; Smith). Neil Brenner, for
instance, highlights that the absorption of all spaces into one larger entity does not
question territoriality, but simply reproduces it on a global scale — what he refers to as
“global territorialism” or “state-centrism on a world scale.” In this formulation, the
world is a “pre-given territorial container [...]| stretched onto the global scale” (49).
Phrases like “wotld society,”
Brenner because what they portray is the emergence of a troubling homogeneity, both
in terms of territorial space and claims to a universal culture.

In the realm of world literary studies, Apter has referred to this as “oneworldedness”
— “a relatively intractable monoculture that travels through the world absorbing diffe-
rence” (83). The concern with homogeneity or “oneworldedness” from Brenner or
Apter is heightened when one considers that a uniform global culture is not neutral,
but is still infected by pre-existing relations of power within the international system. In
world literature these power relations produce, or perhaps reproduce, spheres or sites
of dominance which are European, French if one believes Casanova, and, more signifi-
cantly from the perspective of Anglophone Arab writing, American. This leads Robert
Dixon, an Australian-based literary critic working on Australian literature, to conclude
that in world literature “all the world is like America or Paris [...] but never like Sydney”
(5). Studies of Anglophone Arab writing have gained considerably from world litera-
ture models, especially as the latter has developed a framework for analysing migrant
fictions within a global format. Wail Hassan’s Immigrant Narratives, an important study
of Anglophone Arab writing that focuses on US- and UK-based Arab writers, has been
lauded for its distinctly “global” outlook to examine this corpus of writing (Naaman
378). But this gain has also meant that Anglophone Arab scholarship has replicated the
more limiting aspects of world literature that Apter and Dixon have described. Like
wortld literature, Anglophone Arab scholarship absorbs all spaces of its production into
one and maintains a kind of hierarchy of space, even while professing to dismantle such
hierarchies that prioritise certain literary geographies over others. What seems to be the
case, in both Gana and Al Maleh’s anthologies, and Hassan’s monograph, is a prioriti-
sing of Arab-American writing, where it is the standard to which all other Anglophone
Arab writing is measured against, making Dixon’s statement “all the world is America
[...] but never Sydney” or Toronto or even London, all too relevant here.

global culture” or “transnational civil society” preoccupy
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One of the reasons for the bias toward Arab-American fiction in studies of the
Anglophone Arab field perhaps relates to the fact that the overwhelming majority of
this writing takes place in America, especially in the first decades of the 1900s where
it was almost exclusively American (Gana 3). In addition, what these studies also em-
phasise is that this fiction began in the US. It is noteworthy that Gana, Al Maleh and
Hassan’s texts contain a specific chapter study — the first chapter — of The Book of Kha-
lid by Rihani, acclaimed as the first Arab English novel. By commencing with Rihani,
these works signal that America is the primary site of Anglophone Arab writing and its
model form. This is reinforced by Gana when he refers to Arab-American literature as
“paradigmatic” (13) and uses it to sketch what Anglo-Arab literature entails. He further
extends the special status of the American scene when he comments that it is only the
“Anglophone Arab novel in the U.S. [that] has |...] gradually reached a level of maturity
that would permit [...] placing it under the sign of world literature” (24). These com-
ments exhibit the same problem that Theo D’haen has pointed to in relation to world
literature: “Notwithstanding the best intentions [...] American proponents of world
literature always risk turning the practice of what they are doing against their avowed
aims, thus perhaps unconsciously [...] upholding a cultural hegemony they consciously
profess to be combating” (93-94).

These observations demonstrate how studies of Anglophone Arab literature en-
force, even if unwittingly, the cultural hegemony of the US. They also expose why the
elements of language and ethnicity which, as outlined above, have been used to analyse
and define Anglophone Arab literature have endured despite the shift toward the expan-
sive world literature approach. In other words, because they are broad and applicable
in various transnational contexts, language and ethnicity mask the “oneworldedness”
that Apter has criticised, ignoring that the preoccupation with them, particulatly the
unresolved issue of the ethnic identity of texts, was set in relation to Arab-American
writing. A key consequence of this has been that a vital aspect, that of diaspora, has
been marginalised in the study of the field. This is a curious oversight considering that
all the critics mentioned recognise that diaspora, and its related dimensions of mobility,
migration and displacement, are significant. Hassan notes it in the very title of his book,
Immigrant Narratives, and highlights that immigration is one aspect of his study — “how
has” he asks, “such writing been shaped by immigration?” (3). Likewise Gana states that
in order to analyse Arab writings in English a distinctly “transnational and multidirectio-
nal framework™ is required (10). For Al Maleh, it is through diaspora that the similarities
of Arab Anglophone writing are evident “regardless of its authors” dwelling-places”
(55). These novels, Al Maleh continues, “are semblances |...] of parallel life episodes
lived similarly in all of their diasporic corners of the world. In this sense, ‘diaspora’
can be seen as a befitting abode |...] giving [...] [authors] a literary ‘home™ (55). In all
these instances, though, the literary critics do not probe the concepts of migration or
diaspora much further, utilising them as descriptive terms, that is as a way to describe as-
pects of the literature, rather than exploring and deploying the analytical value found in
theories of diaspora. Moving beyond description, a diasporic reading would illuminate
the reciprocal transnational dynamics between texts produced across a range of sites.
Such a mode of analysis, which I discuss below, would attend not just to influence of
Arab or English literary culture on these texts, but also to the centrality of place and the
significance of an unstable and transnational notion of ethnicity found in this fiction.
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Toward an Arab “Diaspora” Literature

The diasporic approach to Arab writing in English that this essay attempts to outline
is closely aligned with the growing debates about the need to pursue a “migration” or
“diasporic” view of Middle East research. In their inaugural editorial to Mashriq & Mabh-
Jar: Journal of Middle East Migration Studies, Andrew Arsan, John Karam and Akram Kha-
ter identified an unspoken fixity that pervades the area study of the Middle East. They
argue that Middle Hast research has accepted the colonial and nationalist discourses that
dominated the twentieth century, discourses that “worked to produce the reality they
described — one of bounded territories and populations, each one neatly delineated and
differentiated from the next” (para. 1). As a result, studies of the Middle Hast have not
only adopted a “staid notion of space and place” but have also, in terms of analytical
focus, “remained resolutely trained upon a single spot on the map,” marginalising the
histories of Middle East migration that are, as the editors argue, a significant aspect
of understanding the region (para. 5). A diasporic approach would cast doubt over
the Middle East as a demarcated region and make way for the discovery of the “weird
patterns of discontinuous and broken lines” that connect the globally dispersed com-
munities of this region (Rafael 1210). Understanding the Middle East as a “diasporic
cartography,” rather than “a clear territorial package,” exposes it as “a set of networks
holding together [...] people and things, places and practices” (Arsan ez /. par 12). The
traces of this Middle East are evident in “migrants’ newspapers, books, cultural clubs
[and] restaurants,” revealing “palimpsests of diaspora” (para. 12).

This notion of diaspora when applied to Anglophone Arab writing can help over-
come some of the difficulties outlined eatlier, namely the hegemony of Arab-American
writing and the centrality of the nation in world literature. Diaspora is especially useful
because, as the editors of Mashrig & Maljar suggest, it, firstly, interrogates notions of
geographically enclosed spaces, notably nation-states, and, secondly, is helpful for un-
derstanding cultures or ethnicities of displacement while accommodating difference.
With regard to the former, theorists of dispersal have exposed the fallacy of states as
hermetically sealed by highlighting the deterritorialisation or transnationality that un-
derpin diasporic communities. Virinder Kalra, Raminder Kaur, and John Hutnyk argue
that because of their deterritorialisation, diasporas “fundamentally puncture the notion
that territorial association or land and cultural affiliation are natural sources of identifi-
cation” (Diaspora and Hybridity, 32). The inability to link one’s cultural or ethnic identity
to a fixed plot of land illustrates how, from the vantage point of diaspora, conceptions
of territory are diffuse and unstable. For Khachig T6l6lyan, because diasporas are the
“exemplary communities of the transnational moment,” they not only transcend the
fixity of geographically defined spaces, like nation-states or regions, but also question
their construction as delineated land masses (“The Nation-State and its Others,” 5).
These ideas tie closely to the second distinction diaspora makes possible, that of cultu-
ral and ethnic difference.

In more traditional theorisations of diaspora, ethnic or cultural identity is largely
seen in homogenous terms. According to William Safran, a common cultural or ethnic
identity is essential for dispersed peoples to remain unified in realising their ultimate
goal — that of return to the homeland (83-84). This understanding of diasporic cultural
identity has been widely criticised, especially by Stuart Hall who refers to it as “the impe-
rialising, the homogenising form of ‘ethnicity”” (235). Hall argues against essentialised
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notions of ethnicity, insisting on the heterogeneity of diaspora. For Hall, “diaspora
identities are those that are constantly producing and reproducing themselves anew,
through transformation and difference” (235). Hall’s conception of identity is further
explained by Ashraf Rushdy in his discussion of the African diaspora. Rushdy notes
that the African diaspora was the dispersal of not one nation but many peoples from a
continent. Unlike the so-called classical diasporas, the “Armenians, Greeks, Jews, Irish
— these were [already] nations whose populations were dispersed,” (299) the African
diaspora was forged with an already existing difference. This difference was exacerbated
through diasporic experience because African migrants travelled multiple routes and
settled in a diverse set of locations, forming a complex web of affiliations.* In light of
this, Rushdy refers to the African diaspora as a “concept” where difference is its central
defining feature. He argues that “difference becomes the antidote to racial essentialism”
and “transnationalism [...] the antidote to [...] cultural nationalism™ (299). In this sense
not only is diaspora “necessarily attuned to the ways identities are constituted in spaces
not bound by the borders of the nation-state,” (298) it is also distinctly capable of resis-
ting and monitoring the “oneworldedness” that seems prevalent in world-based modes
of analysis.

Hall and Rushdy’s observations have particular resonance for the Arab diaspora,
which, like the African variant, is comprised by the dispersal of peoples from a va-
riety of nation-states and constituted through difference. Insights from Kalra, Kaur
and Hutnyk regarding the need to reconceptualise enclosed geographical space, are
reflected in the arguments of Arsan, Karam and Khater namely in relation to adopting
a “diasporic cartography” that sees the Middle East as less a regionally bound entity
and more a web of “weird patterns” and “discontinuous lines.” The conceptual mo-
del of diaspora that the ideas of these theorists establish, one that is comparative and
that maintains rather than erases difference, is apt for examining Anglophone Arab
literature. It is a model that can illuminate and probe the reciprocal transnational dyna-
mics between texts that originate from different corners of the diaspora and one that
acknowledges the diverse and dispersed qualities always-already embedded in the term
“Arab.” It is this that is missing from extant readings of Anglophone Arab literature
which have generally resisted analysing texts across geographical sites, and as a result
failed to challenge narrow constructions of place and ethnicity.” However, placing Arab
novels in English under the sign of diaspora goes some way to addressing these neglec-
ted aspects.

Regarding geography, Arab novels in English, when assessed as diasporic works,
illustrate how national or regional spaces are constructed beyond their own confines.
This is evident in two ways: the first relates to the comparison or juxtaposition of un-
likely cities found in this fiction; and the second is revealed in this literature’s marked
engagement with history. In relation to the use of history, this does not refer to novels

4. For Rushdy, African migration was voluntary and involuntary, but he places great stress on the latter noting that
forced migrations were the result of the extensive slave trade. He argues that the “enormous injustice of the slave trade”
conttributed to the production of a “new people.” While he does not suggest that slavery should be assessed has having
positive consequences, he argues that it is important to “see how a people creatively responded to these crimes” of
slavery and forced displacement (300).

5. A survey of, for instance, Gana’s collection illustrates the strong emphasis on the category of the nation in the
analysis Arab writing in English. What is even more revealing are the two chapters that examine Arab-Australian and
Arab-Canadian writing as separate entities that are not seen to interact with other Arab writing produced in the UK or
US. A comparable trend is evident in Nash and Al Maleh’s work.



20
COMIMONWEATTH FSSAYS ann sTunies

that are set in ancient or medieval periods, but rather the extent to which narratives set
in the contemporary period note the diasporic historical depths of the region. This is
reflected in two award-winning novels, Rawi Hage’s De Niros Game (2006) and Hisham
Matar’s In the Country of Men (2006). Hage’s novel is set during Lebanon’s civil war, preci-
sely in 1982, in the Christian sector of East Beirut. The narrative explores the impact of
this war on two adolescent friends, Bassam al-Abyad and George al-Faransawi, as they
rapidly diverge in their political views and their commitment to Lebanon. Bassam, on
the one hand, is preoccupied with leaving Lebanon, while George, on the other hand,
becomes increasingly involved with a Maronite Christian militia. Matar’s text is a story
told by the adult narrator, Suleiman el-Dewani, from the vantage point of 1994 Cairo,
looking back on his childhood in 1979 Libya. Suleiman’s father, Faraj el-Dewani, is
abducted by Gaddafi’s guards for his opposition to the regime and its increasing autho-
ritarianism. As will be illustrated, it is through these narrative concerns that both novels
depict and ultimately undermine the construction of Lebanon, by Christian Lebanese,
and Libya, by Gaddafi’s regime, as culturally and politically closed spaces.

Hage’s novel, which depicts the insular political culture of 1980s East Beirut, pro-
vides insights into this Christian community’s view of Lebanon’s national culture and
identity. For these Christians, Lebanese culture is distinct in the Middle East because
it is not Arab. This point has been stressed on numerous occasions in Lebanon’s his-
tory, notably during the 1940s independence debates that took place between members
of Lebanon’ Christian and Muslim political elite, and is also supported by a broader
scholarly discourse that secks to essentialise Lebanese culture and history as particu-
larly Christian and non-Arab. In doing so, Lebanon’s historical record has been used
to produce a narrative that explains any Arab influence, such as the use of the Arabic
language, as “historical accidents” (Moosa 303).° This Christian version of Lebanon
seals the country’s geographical contours and projects an essentialist and distinct image
of Lebanese national identity. It is this Lebanon, and the threat from Muslim militants
seeking to take over and Islamise it, that George and his militia colleagues aim to de-
fend. George conveys the urgent nature this mission to Bassam, stating that the Muslim
ummalh (nation) is organised against L.ebanon: “They are coming from all over the world
to fight us, Bassam, here in our land. Palestinians, Somalis and Syrians — everyone has a
claim on this land” (Hage 128). In Matat’s work, the singular vision of Libya that Gad-
dafi insisted on is depicted throughout the novel, mainly by detailing the threat to those
who challenge Gaddafi’s view of Libya. Matar’s book documents the long-standing
opposition within Libya, one which became most visible in the 2011 uprisings. It also
shows the degree of the regime’s thoroughness in targeting figures of the opposition,
with scenes in the novel of the regime’s guards approaching even the young Suleiman
to determine the location and activities of his father. What the regime enacts in the
novel in 1979 is reflected in a speech delivered by Gaddafi on 22 February 2011 in Tri-
poli, directed at the revolutionary forces seeking to overthrow him. Gaddafi states his
“millions” of supporters will comb Libya “inch by inch, home by home, building by
building, alley by alley, person by person” until the “country is clean of dirt and impuri-
ties” (Gaddafi). This speech was delivered toward the end of Gaddafi’s leadership, but,
as depicted in the novel, his leadership was characterised by such acts of “purification.”

6. For further details of the construction of Lebanon in the Maronite imagine see Bayeh especially 73-85, Hage
(1996), Salibi.
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It is this insular and enclosed vision of Lebanon and Libya, put forward by the
political culture of the Maronites and Gaddafi’s regime that is resisted in the work of
Hage and Matar, notably through their engagement with history. In De Niros Gane,
Hage’s protagonists ride through war-raved Beirut on a motorcycle, during a lull in
fighting. Although surrounded by destruction and decay while driving “down the main
streets where bombs fell” Bassam notes that these streets are also the place “where
ancient Greeks had danced, Romans had invaded, Persians had sharpened their swords,
Mamelukes had stolen the villagers’ food, crusaders had eaten human flesh, and Turks
had enslaved my grandmother” (12). Through this description, Bassam disrupts the
enclosed Maronite view of Lebanon, and focuses attention on the country’s disorder
to highlight its rich and multilayered past. Similar narrative manoeuvres are evident in
Matar’s text, where the protagonist is preoccupied by Libya’s ancient Roman past in
the midst of its oppressive present. In the opening scene, Suleiman accompanies his
mother to Tripoli and is instructed to wait for her by the sculpture of Septimius Seve-
rus where the “Roman Emperor born all those years ago in Lepcis, proudly stood” (3).
Suleiman describes the posture of the emperor, suggestively noting his extended arm
pointing toward the sea, “urging Libya to look toward Rome” or to look outside and
beyond itself (4). From its initial pages the novel gestures toward a porous image of Li-
bya. This is further reinforced in a later sequence where Ustath Rashid, an art historian,
takes Suleiman and his friends to the ancient site of Lepcis. Rashid informs the group
that Lepcis, before it became Roman, was founded by the Phoenicians of Tyre, from
modern-day Lebanon. The many artefacts located in Lepcis also highlight African and
Greek influences. Libya, then, like Lebanon, is a place that is far from self-contained but
is, as its history reflects, constituted by a plurality of places that have penetrated it. In
this light, the “alley by alley” that Gaddafi sought to purify would be an impossible task
because, as Matar illustrates, a delimited and insular Libya runs counter to the country’s
more plural historical record.

Alongside this recourse to history, Arab diaspora writers also juxtapose urban
spaces, utilising particular narrative techniques to highlight that a full appreciation of
Arab cities and spaces relies on a transnational framework. Ahdaf Soueit’s I the Eye of
the Sun (1992) and Tony Hanania’s Unreal City (1999) are key examples of this. While the
narratives unfold respectively in Cairo and Beirut, both also feature London and En-
gland as significant sites in relation to these Middle Eastern cities. Critical engagement
with Soueif’s novel — which focuses on Asya al-Ulama, her life in Cairo and later the
UK where she travels to complete a doctorate in English literature — has been framed
by postcolonial theory. Joseph Massad writes that Soueif transports her lead character
to “the heart of Empire,” (76) and Shaden Tageldin suggests that Soueif’s narrative has
internalised the impact of modern European imperialism on Egypt (84). As a novel
that dramatises the colonial relationship between England and Egypt, set between these
two places and featuring a central character who becomes a professor of English lite-
rature at the American University of Cairo, assessing this novel as a postcolonial work
is appropriate. But this is not the case in relation to Hanania’s novel and its marked
engagement with London. In this instance the postcolonial frame is not entirely adap-
table to Unreal City as Lebanon and England do not share the same kind of imperial
relationship as Egypt and England. Unrea/ City details the life of a nameless narrator
during Lebanon’s harsh civil war, noting his upbringing in a well-heeling Beirut family,
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his education in prestigious English schools, his work as an artist at the London Tate
gallery, and his final absorption into an Islamic fundamentalist group, Jibad al-Binaa, to
enact a suicide mission in London supposedly against Salman Rushdie. But these refe-
rences to London and the protagonist’s connection to England are not merely inciden-
tal. Rather, if one notes the intertextual engagement that Hanania establishes with the
very title of his novel, then London’s relevance to Beirut is heightened. The reference
“unreal city” is taken from T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, a poem considered as “English
Modernism’s definitive report” on post-World War I decimated London (Long 146). It
is this comparative reference that Hanania employs to shed light on the urban decay that
defined wartime Beirut. Read through a diasporic lens, Unreal City and In the Eye of the
Sun can be taken together to illustrate, whether determined by postcolonial dynamics or
not, how geographical spaces are not exclusive, but are constituted through interaction
with external and unexpected places. The boundaries of the UK and Egypt, or London
and Beirut are not, to borrow from Akram Khater, “hermetically sealed” but in these
transnational narratives “perforate,” dislocating the Middle East from its familiar and
staid coordinates (322). What this and the geographically diverse historical references in
Hage and Matar’s novels reflect from a diaspora perspective is not only how places are
determined by rich and varied comparisons and interactions with other spaces, but also
how it is a diffuse sense of place that diaspora authors utilise to narrate and describe
the Arab Middle Fast.

This complex approach to place is replicated in Arab diaspora literature’s treatment
of ethnicity. Unlike Anglophone Arab criticism, which remains constrained by the “split
vision”” model that stresses nation-based labels, Arab diaspora fiction looks beyond it.
The limitations of the Anglophone Arab approach have marginalised the degree to
which Arab writings in English reimagine ethnicity, especially how they draw on or esta-
blish alternate spheres where such imaginings can take place. Diana Abu-Jaber’s Crescent
(2003) and Michael Mohammed Ahmed’s The Tribe (2014) exemplify how Arab fiction
need not be guided by the “split vision” model. In relation to its focus on ethnicity, no
other post-9/11 novel seems to have attracted as much critical attention as Abu-Jaber’s
work. This is perhaps not surprising given that Crescent’s publication coincided with the
2003 American invasion of Iraq, and although composed prior to this war, its content
was uncannily prescient. The narrative deals with the story of Sirine, an Iraqi-American
woman who works as a chef in Nadia’s Café in Los Angeles. Although aware of her
Iraqi heritage, through her uncle who raises her after she is orphaned and imparts his
knowledge of Arab history and cuisine, her Iraqi roots are further reawakened by her
relationship with Hanif, an Iraqi exile working as a linguistics professor at UCLA. As
suggested, due to the timing of the novel’s appearance Crescent has been widely ana-
lysed in terms of its treatment of Arab-American ethnicity at a particularly difficult
moment in the relations between Arabs and Americans (Fadda-Conrey 2014; Karoui),
and the ways in which it depicts a multicultural and diverse ethnic community located
in a particular district of Los Angeles (Fadda-Conrey 20006). Gana likens the quotidian
multiculturalism of this district to the conviviality that prevailed in Al Andalusia where,
prior to the fall of Grenada in 1492, Muslims, Christians and Jews were able to coexist
and thrive in spite of their differences. Nadia’s Café is the epicentre of such convivia-
lity and many of the novel’s pivotal scenes take place here. Sirine serves dishes both to
her American customers, like “Lou Hayden, the chair of Near Eastern Studies, Mortis
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who owns the newsstand; Raphael-from-New-Jersey, Jay, Ron and Troy from Kappa
Something Something [sic] fraternity house,” as well as her diverse Middle Eastern
clientele: “Jenoob [South|, Gharb [West] and Schmaal [North| — engineering students
from Egypt; Shark [East], a math student from Kuwait; |...] Odah the Turkish butcher,
and his many sons [...] [and] Khoorosh, the Persian” (Abu-Jaber 10). These descrip-
tions of the American and the Middle Eastern customers might seem to reinforce the
“split vision” mode, depicted in Crescent through the multiple groups that mingle in the
café. But, concentrating particularly on the mixed linage of the café’s Middle Eastern
customers, these descriptions also show how this novel aims to move beyond a split
dichotomy, highlighting the diversity that exists within the Arab and Middle Eastern
ethnicity itself. In a post-9/11 context where the figure of the Arab and Muslim were
increasingly homogenised, not to mention demonised, (KKaroui; Naber) the emphasis
of Abu-Jaber’s novel on the diversity within the Arab ethnic community can be read
as an attempt to complicate the binaristic split vision approach that frames the “Arab-
American” category of fiction.

In Ahmad’s The Tribe, this split view is almost totally marginalised, with the novel ins-
tead focusing on an extended migrant Lebanese family living in Sydney, Australia. Only
one or two scenes address the issues of Arab ethnicity within the context of Australian
racism, signalling that even though this family is racialised by the dominant white com-
munity, this will not be the narrative’s preoccupation. This, however, does not mean that
issue of ethnic identification is absent. The Tribe explores these questions through al-
ternate means, distinctively by drilling down into the domestic space and lives of “Baat
Adam” (The House of Adam) to show how the Adam family has, as Ghassan Hage
suggests, carved for themselves a “resilient” space where they can exist with a sense of
“normality” (“Writing Arab Australian Universes,” par 12). The family’s dwelling space
is vividly described in the novel’s opening section, “I: The House of Adam,” by the
adult narrator Bani Adam, who looks back on his childhood. Readers are taken down
corridors, into various bedrooms, bathrooms, the laundry, upstairs to the second storey,
into the backyard granny flat and are introduced to a cast of characters that include not
only Bani’s parents and three siblings, but also his two bachelor uncles, Ali and Ibrahim,
his married uncle Osama whose family reside upstairs, and his grandma, Yocheved.
Rich with description, it becomes increasingly clear that this “House of Adam belongs
to everyone. We go upstairs and they come downstairs. We don’t knock on doors and we
don’t say ‘excuse me.” No one has a special seat or private drawer. We share the backyard
and the garage and our rooms and our clothes and our toys and our food” (22).

It is within this crowded yet homely space that Bani, in his first person narrative,
explores the family’s collective cultural and ethnic identity, and his place within it. The
family is often referred to as “the tribe,” but Bani also imagines them as many grains
of sand. The most significant figure to Bani is his grandmother, and the novel’s longest
section “II: The Children of Yocheved” details how this matriarch both represents and
binds the Adams together. It is therefore apt that Bani should always see these grains
of sand that operate as a metaphor for his family reflected in his grandmother’s eyes.
Initially what he sees is an “hourglass” but soon discovers “more than just a few grains
of sand — inside [Yocheved’s eyes] was a desert” (35). This prompts Bani to ask his
grandmother “tell me what I am made from?” and her reply inextricably ties him to the
family and his ancestors: “You are made from your grandfather, oh Bani” (35). Later in
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the narrative, at his uncle’s wedding, Bani challenges these ties, wondering if he wants
to completely conform to this tribe’s expectations. His uncle’s bride is a distant relative,
connected to the family even before the marriage, and Bani questions if it will also be
his fate to accept such a marriage. He recalls the hourglasses in his grandmother’s eyes,
but this time the sand in them is not simply a capacious desert but is a limited scene,
where “the sands dictate [his] future” (102). His questions “what if the desert in my
grandmother’s eyes came to an end? What if it collided with the sea?” are a register of
Bani’s resistance to the expectations of the tribe, which involves marrying a woman
from his ethnic and religious community. Bani, however, expresses a desire for a “fo-
reign” wife outside this community, from over “there, across the sea” “I can see her
face, her fair skin and her freckles and a shy smile; nothing like the girls of The Tribe”
(102). The novel does not offer a comfortable resolution to Bani’s wish to break free
of familial and communal expectations. Rather an ambivalence is registered with his
grandmother’s death when he looks through her “eyelids and into her eyes, one last
time, the very last time, and into those hour glasses, running no more” and realises the
“truth [of] where I come from, and what I am made of” (131). While he is part of the
sand that constitutes the Adams, this sand has “stopped running” allowing him some
freedom beyond the tribe. It is in this sense that Ahmad’s novel remains concerned with
questions of ethnic identity but eschews the “split vision” frame of analysis. What the
family, the Adam tribe, provide in this text are alternate ways to explore the issue of
diasporic belonging without, to rephrase Hage, constantly “worrying” about how this
Arab culture fits in with, or against, the dominant one.

Conclusion

In her essay on the author Mona Simpson and the need to broaden the category of
Arab-American fiction so that it includes writers like Simpson, Mara Naaman makes
a strong case for moving beyond the narrow categories of ethnicity and language. She
argues that an urgent political project faces Arab-American writers today, in a post-9/11
and Iraq war era, which is to resist marking out their literature for its representations
of a minority ethnic identity, an identity that is all too often romanticised and even fe-
tishised (380). It is a challenge to which these writers must rise to reclaim their voice as
Arab- and Muslim-Americans, and assert their right to represent their own community
in all its complexity against the “cacophony of distorted voices and images of Arabs
that bombard Americans daily” (380). There is, however, no reason why Naaman’s im-
portant and prescient suggestions should not also extend to the way Anglophone Arab
literature has been defined and analysed. Her words focus on the Arab-American lite-
rary space, thereby restricting the antidote to the problems or concerns she has with this
literary field. One of the key ways to broaden the analysis of Arab-American fiction, to
resist potentially parochial readings and challenge the dominance of this field within the
wider sphere of Arab writing in English, is to apply forms of analysis that attend to the
transnational dimensions of this literature. A diasporic mode of reading which, as this
article has outlined, challenges cultural or ethnic hegemony through its recognition of
“difference” and stresses the interconnections between disparate geographical spaces,
illustrates how this literature can be read as a form of diaspora writing. By employing
diasporic reading methods, literary critics and scholars can show how this writing desta-
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bilises the “split vision” approach to ethnicity and the hermetically sealed constructions
of place that has preoccupied analysis of this literature.

Jumana BAYEH
Macquarie University (Sydney, Australia)
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Arab Voices in Western Writing:
The Politics of the Arabic Novel
in English and the Anglophone Arab Novel

This article discusses the problems faced by Arab writers who wish to have their work ta-
ken up by Western publishing houses. It starts out from the assumption that, in the main,
the latter demand reproduction of a specific repertoire of representations and images
of Arabs. Arab authors — whether their writings are translated from Arabic or inscribed directly
in western languages — have the option of acculturating to these requirements or run the risk of
not getting into print. The article tests claims often made for Anglophone Arab novels that they
are a form of postcolonial writing with both the potential and the achievement of circumventing
translational bias and undermining stereotyping of Arabs and Islam.

In the twenty-first century translation from English into other languages massively
outweighs translation of other languages into English. “Only three per cent of all books
published in English are translated from foreign languages, and within this group trans-
lations from Arabic represent the weakest of the weak” (Abou-Ela 42). Nonetheless,
given the pressures of gaining a name as an author of Arabic literature, not to speak
of the poor rewards, it is not surprising that some Arab writers might seek to buck that
trend and, however forbidding the challenge, eye the opportunities translation might
bring. What are the problems that face Arab writers who wish to see their work transla-
ted? A recent (2015) call for papers by Clina, an interdisciplinary journal of translation
published in Spain, proposed for consideration a number of issues ranging from: “the
factors that influence the selection of an Arabic literary work for translation”; whether
“translators foreground, or exaggerate, particular stylistic or thematic aspects in the
works they translate”; whether the notion that it is “embargoed” still influences the way
Arabic literature is being treated by translators, publishers and readers; and whether
there is a deliberate intent, as Said stated, to “interdict any attention to texts that do not
reiterate the usual clichés about ‘Islam,” violence, sensuality and so forth?” (Shamma) A
consensus among critics and commentators concerning the obstacles facing the Arabic
novel in Western markets and issues surrounding translation of Arabic literary texts into
English/French might be summarized as: 1) The Western point of view that Arabic
literature is “problematic” and is still therefore to some degree “embargoed,” for the
reason that Said gave in 1990: that “Arabs and their language were somehow not res-
pectable, and consequently dangerous, buche, unapproachable.” 2) The limited criteria
that determine which type of text gets translated and which does not. 3) The quality of
translations produced (these frequently being sub-standard).

The set of conditions just discussed imposes on the writer in Arabic who wants her/
his work translated the requirement of recognizing differences in implied readerships
and negotiating the putative gap between the global and the local. Even before this
process can begin, however, s/he must face the more basic problem of finding her/
himself caught somewhere between the two: what Samia Mehrez considers the double
bind of contemporary Egyptian writers “unable to manoeuvre freely within the [local]
literary cultural field because of the influence of the state on the cultural establishment
and locked out [...] in the global literary field” (qtd. in Naaman 451). A live issue at the
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heart of debates within World Literature, this situation also links to conditions closely
tied in with the international publishing industry. Speaking of a category of Arabic fic-
tion which he terms “the Arabic bestseller,” Roger Allen (“Fiction and Publics”) nomi-
nates three novels' from different parts of the Arabic-speaking world which “have met
decidedly mixed evaluative receptions from their local critical communities, and yet, in
spite of that, have sold unusually large numbers of copies. Beyond that, their translated
versions have also sold extremely well in Western markets” (10). The approach toward
translation can itself have a significant bearing depending on how it is viewed: whether
it is of the kind that domesticates and smoothes out the not easily translatable features
of the Arabic original, or maintains by various stratagems the difference of Arabic texts
with the aim of challenging the reader of the target culture (Venuti). In Allen’s opinion
it is significant that while each of these works adopts

very different narrative approaches, [they] are united in their avoidance of the ambiguity,

uncertainty, and stylistic and generic complexity that is characteristic of much recent

novelistic production in Arabic, and at the hands of writers as varied as Ilyas Khuri,
Ibrahim Nasrallah, and Ibrahim al-Kuni. (“Fiction and Publics” 10)

Allen’s observation begs the question as to what, beside their conventional narrative
styles, these Arabic bestsellers have in common. We might argue that those writers who
do succeed in getting translated and receive significant exposure may be said to comply,
wittingly or not, with frequently rehearsed stereotypes about Arabs.”

Adopting the perspective of an American reader Steven Salaita suggests the “ca-
tegory of ‘Arab’ [...] brings to mind a set of images [...] some of them contradictory:
brutish, misogynistic, untrustworthy, sexually voracious, greedy” (46). Drawing on an
MLA survey that showed enrolment on Arabic literature courses in American univer-
sities rose significantly in the post 9/11 environment Sally Gomaa and Chad Raymond
discuss a selection of texts placed on university syllabuses as representative of Arabic
literature and culture. They argue that translated Arabic texts taught in an American
classroom cover a limited repertoire and result in reinforcement of stereotypes of mas-
culinity and violence. “Arabic fiction taught at undergraduate level in the US,” they
conclude, “does not reflect [...] an Arab world view as much as it reflects a neo-Orien-
talist vision of the Middle East, replete not with genies and flying carpets but with
ominous, scheming jihadis and oppressed, exploited women” (39). It is quite thought
provoking that Gomaa and Raymond signal out for discussion texts such as Tayeb Sa-
lib’s Season of Migration to the North (“continues in the Orientalist tradition of exoticizing
and sexualizing the Arab, Muslim, African male”); Alaa al-Aswany’s Yacoubian Building
(“Taha’s story, albeit tragic, confirms stereotypical definitions of Arab masculinity”);
Hanan al-Shaykh’s S7ry of Zahra (foregrounds Arab society’s “misogyny”); and Nawal
El Saadawi’s Woman at point Zero (quoting Christison: “El Saadawi has done irreparable
harm to the Arab image in the West”) (33, 34, 35, 38). All the writers/novels mentioned
would presumably feature highly in a critical study of Arabic writing of the last fifty
years. Perhaps the approach adopted by the authors of the article is itself somewhat
naive and sensational and, rather than confirm the stereotypes they adduce, a sensi-

1. The three “Arabic bestsellers” Allen refers to are Rajaa Alsanea’s Banat al-Riyad, Ahlam Mustaghanimi’s Dhakirat
aljasad , and Ala’ al-Aswani, Tmarat Ya'qubiyan

2. For modernist fiction and the reasons why it is unlikely to gain a wide readership in translation see Stefan Meyer
and Fabio Caiani.
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tive and creative teacher could equally use some of the novels to challenge these. No-
netheless, it supports a key assumption that I wish to expand on: in the main, Western
readers are acculturated to reproduction of a specific repertoire of representations and
images of Arabs. To begin to address how this operates I shall start by reviewing critical
work by specialists that probes how in a particular topic area translations into English
significantly modify writing initially produced in a local national context.

Translating Arab Women

Hodda Elsadda writes: “the reception and consumption of Arab women’s writing in
translation in the West is inevitably tinted by the political and cultural environment
of the host language” (xxviii). This state of affairs has been underlined in articles by
Mohja Kahf and Amal Amireh in which they review translations of writings by two
Arab women who have become feminist icons in the West. Kahf focuses on Margot
Badran’s translation and re-packaging of Huda Sha’rawi’s memoirs for a Western au-
dience, demonstrating how in the process of editing Badran seriously underplayed the
public theatre of the Egyptian’s activities in order to emphasise her secluded private
world encapsulated in the word hares, which is almost entirely absent in the Arabic
text. Amireh lays out disparities in respect of crucial terminology between Nawal El
Saadawi’s feminist-oriented work in Arabic and the widely read English versions. In
both cases translation is shown to operate in such a way as to smooth over difference
and situate the texts firmly within the Anglo-American reader’s horizon of expectation.
Kahf concludes that:

The United States reading public, despite promising instances here and there, takes in
data about women from the Arab world mainly by using conventions emergent from a
long history of Western stereotypes about the Arab peoples and the Islamic religion. I
find that these conventions take shape today in three stereotypes about Arab women.
One is that she is a victim of gender oppression; the second portrays her as an escapee
of her intrinsically oppressive culture; and the third represents her as a pawn of Arab
male power. (Kahf 285-86)

A more recent text that invites us to probe the extent to which identities are culturally
stereotyped, resisted, overcome, or reproduced in translated literature is Rajaa Alsanea’s
novel Banat al-Riyadh. Entitled in its English version Girls of Riyadh this is a softer, less
conflictual work than the translated Arabic novels mentioned above; it elicited highly
positive reviews in the US and Britain on its publication in 2007. The novel’s original
translator Marilyn Booth in her article: “The Muslim Woman as Celebrity Author and
the Politics of Translating Arabic: Girls of Riyadh Go on the Road” records how she
strove to resist power differentials more urgently than the Arab author (and the western
editors) who “wanted the book to blend in with the Anglophone popular fiction market
which depends on familiar, at times formulaic, |...] structures and styles to maintain its
large audience” (171). With respect to Girls of Riyadh Booth mobilizes familiar argu-
ments pertaining to the Western publishing industry: powerful “multinational conglo-
merate media outlets” exerted pressures of domestication on the translated text erasing
the Arabic version’s many “cultural and linguistic specificities” thereby “assimilating the
novel to the chick-lit generic conventions in the Anglophone market place” (149). The
result, she claims, was that her well thought-out translation strategy to remain “closer to
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the original Arabic in reproducing (not omitting) lexica, modes of address, and genres
of repartee” was sacrificed (174).

Not for want of trying on the part of the translator who was strongly minded to
resist, in the case of Girls of Riyadh power differentials might seem to have won the day;
the Arab author opted to work with the Western publisher to ensure accommodations
were made. An author of a work of Arabic fiction, eager to establish its place in the
world, specifically the Anglophone popular fiction market, Alsanea preferred to see
through to publication a reader-friendly translation of her own text. In proffering an
alternative translation, which she claims was closer to the original, Booth’s intervention
complicates the proposition that power differentials work more negatively on transla-
ted texts than on those composed directly in a metropolitan Western language. Howe-
ver, while the published English version may be said to confirm rather than challenge
the reader’s cultural expectations, it can be argued that in the case of Girls of Riyadh the
writer was exercising her right of agency in approving such a translation; in desiring
to render one she considered more “authentic” Booth’s resistance could be seen as
misplaced.

Moreover, the values projected by the novel in its Arabic original are not significantly
changed in English translation. The setting with its ubiquitous cell phones, social media
and shopping malls, above all the chick-lit genre of the novel, demonstrate the extent to
which the local/national context has been transformed wholesale by the international
and transnational. Girls of Rzyadh on its own may not prove a thesis in respect of trans-
lations accommodating to power differentials. However, whatever its reception in the
Arab world, its subject designates Alsanea’s novel as prime for translation into English.
We could say that the projection of the twentieth-first century behaviours and lifestyles
of young Saudi women, sandwiched as they appear to be between the confinement of
the same-sex extended harem and the postmodern freedoms of young Bridget Joneses,
induces a pleasurable frisson in Western readers. What is new about these females is
that they strain to enact agency as well as desire, only for the limitations of their so-
ciety to rein them in. Simulacra of liberated Western “chicks,” but imperfect ones, they
remain at the mercy of deceitful Arab men who through perfidious manoeuvres such
as breaking engagements, the arbitrary ending of relationships, or giving in to family
pressures, can still ruin their happiness or destroy their reputations. A flavour of the
impact the novel had on Western readers might be observed in the following extract
from an online blog:

Although I am well versed with Arab culture, there are still shocking discoveries about

the Saudi Arabian society. The novel is illuminating, 7 fells us of the reality of Saudi Arabian

society. In Saudi Arabia, single young men are not allowed to enter certain famous shopping
malls to avoid the harassment and flirting they initiate towards women. Valentine’s day is
banned because it is a Christian event that ignited unvirtuous feelings between boys and
gitls. (“bibliojunckie”; emphasis added)
The blogger, who claims to be “well versed with Arab culture,” is gratified by the man-
ner in which the text uploads information about peculiarities of Saudi society such as
the use of Bedouin names and its main tribal divisions, in effect endorsing the text as
authoritative ethnographic report. In addition he clearly approves the text’s titillating
revelations on aspects of gender separation, which we sense confirmed rather than
shocked his expectations.
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The Gender Pact

I now wish to move on to discussion of the issue of how critical thinking has engaged
with an alternative means of encoding Arab themes in literature: Anglo- (or Anglo-
phone) Arab writing, Comparison of novels written in Arabic and translated into En-
glish, and novels written directly in English invokes variant sets of criteria while, I shall
argue, still retaining significant commonalities. Obviously, there are differences in im-
plied readership between novels written in Arabic and Anglophone Arab novels. Indeed
it could be argued that the specific power differential is not necessarily a key concern
for authors writing for a readership in the Arab world; for them power constraining
their writing might be said to have a different application. Censorship is usually ope-
rative, and in the case of Egypt for example, as already discussed by Naaman above, a
state-run writers’ apparatus controls writers’ publication opportunities. When it comes,
however, to work taken up for a Western market, we have already touched on features
that are lost in the translation process and others which favour the selection of texts for
translation and circulation in the Anglophone world.

Additionally, when it comes to Anglophone Arab writing, we might consider what
features are changed or receive undue emphasis, and which new ones are inscribed.
In comparison with English translations of Arabic texts primarily concerned with re-
presentation of Arab women such as those discussed above, Anglophone Arab wo-
men’s writing obviously works within different parameters. Accommodation to Western
readers’ horizon of expectation often seems less straight forward because it operates
behind an exterior that appears to give agency to women writers. Freedom from cen-
sorship and publication in European languages provides the licence to explore patterns
of behaviour only partially allowed to male Arab authors in Arabic, but not at all to fe-
male ones. The implication is that Arab women writers who can compose in European
languages are doubly compensated for the lacks they face in their native land: in “exile”
they gain the freedom to engage with behaviours interdicted by patriarchal societies
as well as the licence to write about them. In fact Western publishers might be said to
contract a pact with such authors that underwrites much of their work: in order to be
published, this type of subject matter will form at least a part, if not the sum, of what
they write. This can be said to spill over into gender issues relating to the fictional repre-
sentation of Arab women not infrequently within cross-cultural relationships. This can
be considered to be applicable for several writers discussed below.

If this is an accurate encapsulation of a significant range of Anglophone Arab wo-
men’s writing the nostrum that a bilingual/ Anglophone writer engaged in cultural trans-
lational fiction may be more aware of and motivated to resist power differentials needs
to be problematised. Here, we should acknowledge a distinction between immigrant
writers and writers born in the UK and the US where there is a different relationship
to the colonial history. Discussing respectively novels by Egyptian-born Anglophone
author Ahdaf Soueif and native Arab American writer Diana Abu-Jaber I shall never-
theless endeavour to show that similar imperatives apply. Soueif’s fiction has been cele-
brated for its incorporation of an Arab national narrative and mildly deprecated (more
in her earlier work) for recycling Orientalist tropes. In Immigrant Narratives Wail Hassan
posits her novel Map of Love as “a paradigmatic text for what I have called ‘translational
literature™ in a resistant mode (160). Other critics have also seen her work as a defini-
tive, postcolonial Arab voice responding to British colonial influence in Egypt and the
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wider Arab world (164). Canadian-Iraqi academic Amin Malak has likewise celebrated
her postcolonial vision, praising Soueif for her transposition of Egyptian dialect into an
Arabised form of English and considering her attitude to one of her hybridised Egyp-
tian protagonists as Rushdiesque (133). In her first novel, the semi-autobiographical
Bildungsroman I the Eye of the Sun (1992), alongside a personal narrative focalizing her
female protagonist Asya, Soueif attempts to deliver an Arab national perspective with
mixed results as far as the coherence of the work is concerned. Her achievement might
be said to reside in the novel’s presentation of an Arab narrative filiated to the type
of secular nationalism favoured by a significant number of intellectuals from the later
twentieth/early twenty-first century Arab world, some of whom see her fiction as in
part owing its provenance to Naguib Mahfuz and Tayeb Salih, or even as incorporating
Edward Said’s case against Orientalism (King). For these, we could argue, the nationalist
element acts as a benchmark against which the resistance quality of Soueif’s particular
brand of Anglophone Arab writing is to be measured.

From the beginning of her career as an Anglophone Arab writer in the 1980s, howe-
ver, Soueif has also attracted criticism for employing Orientalist tropes, particularly in
her representation of Arab female sexuality. Asya of In the Eye of the Sun is summarised
by Joseph Massad as motivated by a “quest to combine love and desire” (Massad 706).
Her much discussed relationship with the English hippy Gerald demonstrates a curious
“presentation of Egypt or the East in terms that perhaps the West was comfortable
with,” and of upper “class Orientalism” (Massad 86; Hassan, 2011: 162). It might be
useful here to draw parallels between Soucif’s novel and Assia Djebar’s Les Enfants dun
nonvean monde (1962), which in certain respects Soueif’s shadows. Both novels engage
with colonial /post-colonial struggles (in Soueif’s the Arab-Israeli war of June 1967) that
provide backdrops to the respective young female protagonists’ pursuit of a lifestyle of
experimentation beyond the expectation of their female compatriots. Soueif’s novel
might be considered to wander into the territory of Kahf’s three stereotypes about
Arab women with Asya an escapee from “intrinsically oppressive” Egyptian culture
where fathers must sanction their daughters’ behaviours and male doctors have the
licence to linger over inspection of their female patients’ genitalia. Soueif’s Arab female
character escapee lapses into a tortuous cross-cultural relationship: in an intriguing re-
versal Asya becomes victim to gender oppression not by a manipulative Arab male but
an exploitative Orientalising English one. Certainly Soueif realised the undesirability of
In the Eye of the Sun being translated into Arabic, partly no doubt on account of women’s
writing tendency to be received as autobiography in the Middle East.

The events in Diana Abu-Jaber’s second novel Crescent are transacted in a milieu in
which Middle East immigrants are numerous, but the narrative is focalized through
Sytine, an American-born young woman of mixed Arab/Irish ethnicity. The work has
been celebrated for its weaving into a Californian setting different strands of Arab and
Middle Eastern ethnicity to produce a sort of revived “Andalusian legacy” or conviven-
ca. In Nadia’s café Arab American Syrine, through a variety of styles of Arab cooking
brings together exiles from different Arab countries and native-born Americans of
Arab ethnicity against the chauvinistic backdrop to the invasion of Iraq in 2003. The
Pan-Arab politico-cultural mix, in this case not limited to the Anglo-Egyptian-Palesti-
nian triangle of Soueif’s writing, has inspired Nouri Gana to laud the novel for



33
Arab Voices in Western Writing

drawing a complex tableau of Arab American subjectivities — attending thereby to their
daily lives, traumata, and joys, and harnessing their histories and aspiration with those
of multiple other ethnicities. The ultimate effect is the demystification of the Middle
Eastern politics and reconfiguration of Arabness through a retrospective reactivation of
Andalusian conviviality. (206)

However, in spite of its achievement in representing an Arab politics within an Ameri-
can context, Abu Jaber’s work also re-iterates Orientalist tropes concerning incarcera-
tion, male-honour chauvinism and veiling, As a counterpoint to American fixation on
terror, incidents in the novel disclose a brooding sexually-driven violence and violation
cither visited by or on Arabs. On the personal front, the female characters deliver zesz-
monios on Arab boyfriends/husbands. Syrine’s narrative of her boyfriend Han’s Othello-
type jealousy over a scarf he gives her and she loses takes the reader into the territory
of the Arabic fiction stereotypes discussed by Gomaa and Raymond. Saudi Arabian
student Rana fills the escapee role to a tee; having succeeded in releasing herself from
the imprisonment meted upon her by her obsessive “control freak” Saudi husband she
comes to university in America where, while still wearing full Islamic dress, she engages
in a succession of casual sexual encounters. Rana admits she is not eager to relate her
story to her American friends because “it just feeds all the stereotypes,” (270) and while
Abu-Jaber’s defence here could be that she is attempting to modify these, in the process
of repetition she also appears to be reinforcing them (Aldalala’a and Nash).

What is particulatly of interest in comparing these two novels, aside from their va-
riant articulations of the politics of Arab/West contestation and their different focaliza-
tions of home and of foreignness, is the degree to which each allows entry to the kind
of stereotypical representations of Arab women that conform to what Kahf, quoting
Wolfgang Iser, terms Western “reader expectation.” In her closing remarks she goes
on to argue: “This calls for texts that make reading less smooth. It calls for publishers,
translators, authors, and readers to become conscious of comfortable patterns of re-
ception of the sort that restrict Arab women’s writing to the ghetto of victims, escapees
and pawns” (302).

I am aware that this statement is made in reference to Sha’rawi’s Arabic memoir and
its English translation, and therefore that I might be charged with conflating Anglo-
phone Arab writing and translation in a way unwarranted by Kahf’s remarks. Yet I do
not consider this is stretching the significance of the encodings of women’s experience,
which I have been discussing so far. Despite their outward enfranchisement by leaving
the Arab homeland for the West in the Anglophone text, we might say that Arab wo-
men, in their fictions, are still victims and escapees, only functioning on a broader stage.
The feature of cross-cultural sexual encounter that Soueif introduces in Iz #he Eye of
the Sun and continues in Map of Love (in the case of the latter it may well have been
borrowed from one of its intertexts, Ruth Prawer Jhabvala’s Hear and Dusi) becomes
almost a staple of Arab women’s Anglophone fiction. The mode most frequently adop-
ted is the Arab female/Western male alliance which is also found in, for example, Fadia
Faqir’s My Name is Salma and in Hanan al-Shaykh’s bilingual Only in London. 1t doesn’t
stretch our imagination too far to see such cases as romantic updates of Spivak’s cele-
brated nostrum of white men saving brown women from brown men.
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Cultural Translation and Anglophone Arab Fiction: The Facility to
Resist Power Differentials?

The proposition that there is such a thing as “a gender pact” between Western pu-
blishers, and authors and translators of a certain genre of Arab women’s writing, is part
of my argument that Arabic novels translated into English, and those written directly
in English, frequently invoke a set of criteria which retain commonalities pertaining to
Western reader expectation and the representation of Arab women. This position, I
shall now go on to argue, is not significantly diminished by the notion that as a type of
cultural translation, Anglophone Arab writing is better situated than translation to resist
such stereotypical formulation.

Edward Said was perhaps the first to celebrate the sexual politics of Soueif’s work
and there can be little doubt that alongside other Arab feminist writers like Fadia Fagqir,
she stages an obvious challenge to conservative mores as related to the treatment of
women in Arab societies. On the reaction in Egypt to the Arabic translation of Map of
Love Wail Hassan points out:

Those defensive [Egyptian/Arab] readers who accused Soueif of defamation saw no

difference between an Egyptian author of a controversial English book and a hostile

European writer. Interestingly, some who defended Soueif did so based on the fact that

the novel was written in English, so in both camps, the politics of language and location
was paramount. (Inmigrant Narratives 160)

Addressing whether or not this is an issue of “two-way cultural translation” proving
impossible, Hassan significantly points out Soueif’s “success has to a great extent been
due to her location and her translational use of English™ (Imnigrant Narratives 166). In
his analysis of Anglophone Arab writing Hassan applies the term “translational litera-
ture” to “those texts that straddle two languages, at once foregrounding, performing,
and problematising the act of translation” (Immigrant Narratives 32). Here Hassan can
be said to have progressed Lawrence Venuti’s concept of foreignisation by stretching it
to incorporate texts by Arab writers composed in a language other than Arabic, in for
example Hebrew and French as well as English. Hassan proposes that certain Anglo-
phone texts constitute a form of writing that can “thematize the processes of transla-
tion,” “bring into sharp relief the conditions of immigrant Arab writing in general and
draw a benchmark for the most contestatory kinds of cultural translation found in it.”
This, type of literature, he argues:

offer[s] the most radical form of cultural translation [...][because it] lay[s] special

emphasis on translation as a crucial component of cross-cultural contact [...] More

crucially, translational texts are positioned to resist power differentials that influence the work of the
translator and reproduce stereotyped cultural identities (33; emphasis added)

Hassan proceeds to list a variety of strategies adopted in translational texts, from trans-
literating words and phrases for which there is no English equivalent to inserting literal
translation of idiomatic expressions, all of which together have as their product the
facility to ““Arabize, ‘Africanize, or ‘Indianize’ English” (“Agency and Translational
Literature” 754). In point of fact Anglophone Arab writers who create this form of lite-
rature are not necessarily performing anything new as Hassan recognizes by referencing
African and Indian writers who do the same thing as well as Maghrebians who write
in French. However a bilingual writer, it is implied, might be more enabled and better
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placed to engage in resistance to power differentials than a writer, and perhaps more
crucially a translator of Arabic fiction. While this may well be the case, the assumption,
vis-a-vis translation of Arabic fiction in particular, is that producers of Anglophone
translational fiction potentially may be more aware of and more motivated to resist the
power differentials implicit in translated text.

There is, however, a corollary, one connecting both Arabic literary works translated
into English, and Anglophone Arab fiction: that is, a translator from Arabic into En-
glish and an Anglophone writer are equally at liberty to take up the option either of ac-
commodating or of resisting power differentials. Either may accede to the pressures of
market demand and the literary conventions of English fiction if they are so inclined.
To state this corollary is not, however, to confuse the imbalance in cultural translation
where, as we have already argued, the pressure to accommodate to the target culture can
be stronger than the pressure to resist. In the case of the translator there may be little
reason to adopt a foreignising stance, especially since, as Aboul-Ela argues, publishers
prefer ones who have English as their first language. However, in the case of cultural
translation, as Susan Bassnett notes, “the use of translation as a figurative term to ex-
plore postcolonial contexts has not found universal acceptance” (344). Some critics
have a priori problems with cultural translation’s underpinning, In particular, Bassnett
cites Harish Trivedi who has argued against it on the grounds that it “focuses on the
idea of exchange, not the reality of the language contact” (344). Though she considers
Trivedi’s position “harsh,” Bassnett has sympathy with his view that cultural translation
marginalises interlingual translation (“translation between languages”) through “the ap-
propriation of a discourse of translation by scholars who are unable to translate because
they can only function in a single language” (344). Egyptian novelist and critic Samia
Serageldin also calls into question the kind of Anglophone writers who would need to
write in English because that is their “only language of written expression” (4306). In the
Indian context at least, Trivedi contends such a state of affairs disadvantages “minority”
languages (344). To dismiss this position as a species of nativism may be too easy: to
do so might well be said to cover a contested element in the postcolonial project itself.
That is, the charge that the cosmopolitan sites of enunciation out of which postcolo-
nial writers and critics work can lead to shortchanging of the cultures on which they
purport to discourse. Trivedi’s reaction can be extended to Arabic-speaking critics who
according to Mara Namaan contend that postcolonial approaches to reading literature
replace “indigenous cultural field[s]” which are not addressed to a privileged global or
cosmopolitan reader’ (463). In both contexts there appears to be support for Trivedi’s
argument that “those of us still located on our home turf and in our own cultures and
speaking our own languages can no longer be seen or heard” (qtd. in Bassnett 344).

Conclusion

Clearly, whether Arabs write novels in Arabic, either with the intention or the effect of
their being translated into English, or attempt to incorporate Arab meanings into fiction

3. Postcolonial criticism of Arabic literature has been no more able to throw off a westocentric vantage point than
the conventional ctiticism, which has been inscribed in Western terms, with importation of terminology derived from
periodicity applied to Western literatures. Also, within the national canon, debate over what was the first Arabic novel
was “regulated by the symbolic of a [Western-oriented] liberal national elite whose cultural imaginary shaped the literary
canon so as to represent their own worldviews and their ontological and dominion” (Elsadda xxi).
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by composing directly into a language that can command a global readership, what they
produce will necessarily be modified from what is produced in a local, national context.
Such an assessment is hardly controversial. That there will be considerable difference in
the way novels written in Arabic signify for an Arab readership, and those either trans-
lated into or directly composed in English signify to an international readership almost
goes without saying. My focus has largely excluded the majority of Arabic literary texts,
which remain untranslated, as well as the few texts which tend to be modernist or ex-
perimental in certain aspects and which are translated for their perceived literary merit
but which will not gain a wide readership in translation. The proposition that some An-
glophone Arab novels (Arab American or Arab British), particulatly the type addressed
to the experience of Arab women, in enacting the function of cultural translation have
the capacity and scope to circumvent the translator’s bias and undermine neo-colonial/
Orientalist stereotyping of Arabs and Islam, can not be considered a straightforward
assumption. Arab Anglophone writing may be better positioned to resist the power
differentials that influence the work of the translator and reproduce stereotyped cultu-
ral identities, but in practice this advantage is not pressed home unreservedly. On the
contrary, restrictions can be considered significant enough to undermine the premise.
Anglophone writing’s privileged enterprise as cultural translation is called into question
in the case of the kind of English composition that not only could not have been en-
coded in Arabic, but follows a tacit set of rules whereby the culture leaving its traces on
the protagonist, or otherwise reported on, is implicitly marked backward and inferior. In
the words of Samia Serageldin: “The successes of these novels in English by authors of
Middle Eastern heritage highlights, conversely, that their target audience is limited to the
Western reader. They may bring the East to the West, but they often do not travel well in
the opposite direction” (435). In this article I have attempted to problematise the notion
that Anglophone Arab writing offers a corrective to the semantic failings of the genre
of commercially successful Arabic literature in English translation. Western publishers
may favour the incorporation of specific exotic or sensational tropes in translated Ara-
bic fiction, as well as encourage similar features in Anglophone writing by writers of
Arab ethnicity. The claim that Anglophone Arab novels, as a form of postcolonial
writing, possess both the potential and the achievement of circumventing translational
bias and undermining stereotyping of Arabs and Islam can receive at best only qualified
assent. The notion that because they are better set up to resist such stereotyping they
are more effective is not conclusively borne out by the evidence.

Geoffrey NasH
The University of Sunderland (United Kingdom)
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Love as a Peace Process?
Arab-Jewish Love in the Anglophone Palestinian Novels
of Naomi Shihab Nye and Samir El-Youssef

This article examines the portrayal of Arab-Jewish romance by Naomi Shihab Nye and
Samir El-Youssef, Anglophone authors of Palestinian origin. It identifies differences
between their treatment of the theme and that of Arabophone and Hebracophone wri-
ters, arguing that this stems from their diasporic positionalities and raising some broader ques-
tions about how literature by writers of Palestinian origin is currently studied.

Relations of love and sex which cross borders — of nation, class, ethnicity and other
difference — are a trope of literature the wotld over, from Rowmeo and Juliet to modern
examples such as the musical West Side Story or Peteni’s Hill of Fools. Arabic fiction is
no different, and this plot device has been used numerous times to probe the politics
of identity and nation within the Middle East since the early twentieth century. This
article looks specifically at works in which writers of Palestinian origin use romantic or
sexual encounters to explore the very particular relationship between Jews and Arabs
in the context of Palestine/Israel. Building on my broader research into depictions of
Arab-Jewish amatory relations in Arabic novels and fiction by writers of Arab origin, in
this article I discuss ways in which Palestinian Arab writers have used this trope, argue
that the work of Anglophone Palestinian writers uses this device in different ways from
novels by Palestinians living within historic Palestine or the Middle Fast and writing in
Arabic or Hebrew, and suggest some tentative lessons for the discussion of “Palesti-
nian” literature which might be drawn from this.

A glance over recent scholarly surveys of Palestinian literature reveals a range of
ideas about what “Palestinian’ means in this context. Bashir Abu-Manneh’s recent book
highlight well-known (indeed canonical) writers born in historic Palestine but who for
the most part lived their adult lives in exile in other parts of the Middle East. Several
other studies (Mahmud Ghanayim’s The Lure of the Title, Ibrahim Taha’s The Palestinian
Nowvel) focus solely on Palestinian authors from within the State of Israel. Anna Ball
and Kamal Abdel-Malak take the broadest approach, including writers and film-makers
born in all parts of historic Palestine and in the diaspora, with Anna Bernard’s volume
falling somewhere between these and Abu-Manneh. All of the writers analysed in these
studies are labelled “Palestinian,” a designation which is entirely valid but which, used
uncritically or without interrogation, obscures differences of biography, experience and
even, I would argue, creative production.

In this essay, I examine in particular portrayals of Jewish-Arab love and romance in
two Anglophone Palestinian novels, Naomi Shihab Nye’s Habibi and Samir El-Youssef’s
A Treaty of Love. My primary reason for selecting these is that they represent the most
substantial depictions in Anglophone Palestinian writing of this theme (Mischa Hiller’s
Sabra Zoo also deploys it, but extremely briefly). From my readings I suggest that whilst
they share many of the themes and motifs of other depictions of the subject by Pales-
tinian authors originating and living within historic Palestine, there are discernible dif-
ferences in the treatment of the topic, which highlight the need for greater complexity
and nuance in our use of the category “Palestinian.”
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It has often been said (and, admittedly, questioned) that diaspora literatures tend to
stereotype the homeland, either idealising it into a lost paradise, or condemning it as a
site of irredeemable oppression (Morawska 1031, 1036-40). Reading El-Youssef and
Shihab Nye’s novels, I would contend that this generalisation might also be extended to
the comparison of diaspora writers’ treatment of the “homeland as political issue” with
that of “homeland-based” writers for whom this is also a lived, everyday experience. So
whilst Atallah Mansour, Anton Shammas or Sayed Kashua (all Palestinian citizens of
Israel) or Rabai al-Madhoun or Ghassan Kanafani (Palestinian refugees or diasporics)
undoubtedly have social and political messages to convey in their writing, and the Arab-
Jewish relations which appear are part of this, the impression given is one of the mixed
liaisons as part of a complex but quotidian flow, one loaded aspect of the many politics-
laden events of everyday existence. Emotional and physical relationships cleatly have
allegorical purposes, but amidst many other intersecting issues. In El-Youssef and Shi-
hab Nye’s work, by contrast, one senses that mixed relationships are clearly flagged as
the key allegory, metaphor or theme through which a political point is expressed. Where
Mansour, Kanafani, Shammas, Madhoun or Kashua use Arab-Jewish romances as one
of many ways in which the tensions and complexities of Palestinian life are conveyed,
in El-Youssef and Shihab Nye’ novels, the plot is clearly constructed around this as
“The Big Issue” of the book. To call this use of the theme didactic risks being seen as
denigrating them, which is not my intention, but it captures the strength of a purpose,
which goes beyond the use of allegory to complicate and disrupt discourses.

This is not to argue that Palestinian writers in Arabic and Hebrew do not write with
political purpose, but to suggest that the singularity and clarity of that purpose, and its
response to specific incidents and conversations in Palestinian political life, is signifi-
cantly greater in these Anglophone diasporic examples. Nor is it to claim that all diaspo-
ra literature is built around a political aim, or even that all Palestinian refugee literature is
so constructed. But I do suggest that Palestinian writers in diaspora may feel — whether
as desire or compulsion — a necessity of tackling issues of refugees, exile and “right of
return,” in line with Stuart Hall’s notion of the “burden of representation.” Where Hall
sees this as pressure to present one’s people in the best possible light (27-30), I suggest
in this Palestinian case it is the urge to advocate for one’s people (Shihab Nye) or make
political arguments about the situation in which they are embroiled (El-Youssef).

Indeed, Edward Said imposed on his compatriot intellectuals a double responsibility:
engagement as a duty of the exilic author (Representations 59), and the obligation to speak
and act for one’s Palestinian people (Rezzh Lectures 6). What greater pressure could be
imagined for many diaspora Palestinian writers? This may also be linked to the diasporic
or hybrid subject’s quest for identity, or their experiences of racism and marginalisation
in the host country. Sometimes, as in El-Youssef’s case (and as Hall discusses in the case
of Hanif Kureishi, 31), the writer resists — but as we can see in the figures of the nar-
rator’s group of Arab drinking-buddies, that resistance is also what shapes the work, it
still demands the foregrounding of a politicised position. For Anglophone writers, this
dynamic of obligation and duty seems all the greater. Unlike those Palestinian authors
working in Arabic or Hebrew, whose writing can be seen as part of a conversation in
the homeland in which a certain amount of shared understanding exists, the diasporic
“burden” as articulated by Hall and Said includes the necessity not just of advocating
for the people with whom one is identified, but also explaining and representing the issue
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and its complexities to often uninterested, ill-informed or hostile audiences in the host
country. If the politics of Anglophone Palestinian novels are often placed firmly in the
foreground, in comparison with the more subtle approaches of writers from amongst
Palestinian citizens of Israel or the Occupied Territories, we need to consider this at
least to some extent as a function of the reception their authors are seeking, and their
greater proximity to audiences to whom they must convey a particular message.

In short, I argue that writing by authors in the Palestinian diaspora is shaped just
as much by the writer’s diasporic experience, including the pressures stemming from
that diasporicity (hybridity and/or non-Palestinian origins and milieu) as it is by their
“Palestinianness.” There is a tendency for works which are (through translation or An-
glophone authorship) more linguistically accessible to Western audiences to become
“canon” and/or popular, with concomitant impacts on the academic treatment of
works by writers of Palestinian origin more generally. I would suggest that the kinds of
differences and tendencies visible in Shihab Nye and El-Youssef’s work raise questions
about what we mean when we write about Palestinian literature, how we should go
about this task, and the extent to which some recent approaches to Palestinian litera-
ture — particularly those reliant upon translated and Anglophone works — carry within
them a danger of stripping out the historical specificities of Palestinian writers and ex-
periences. Anna Ball, writing on Naomi Shihab Nye and Suheir Hammad, foregrounds
“their identity as specifically Palestinian Americans” (Ball 147, emphasis in original). 1
suggest that to understand the work of writers such as Shihab Nye, and El-Youssef, we
need to reverse the italicisation, and consider what it means for them also to be Palesti-
nian _Americans and Palestinian British.

An increasing body of academic literature looks at Anglophone Palestinian writing
and Arabic works in translation; the potential for this to cause radical distortions in
how national literatures are viewed, especially in relation to colonialism, has been ex-
plored most recently and comprehensively by Aamir Mufti in Forget English! Indeed, Bart
Moore-Gilbert highlights the dangers of this practice for his own engagement in the
field, with translational choices prompting misreadings and misleading conclusions (6),
although it has been defended by scholars such as Anna Ball (13) as potentially destabi-
lising Anglophone tendencies in literary scholarship. I suggest, though, that to discuss
Anglophone writing by writers of Palestinian origin alongside works translated from
Arabic or Hebrew into English under a unitary category of Palestinian, without paying
close attention to authorial experiences and life-stories, bears within it certain dangers.
Amongst these are the elision of internal differences within Palestinian experiences,
and a lack of recognition of the power dynamics between Anglophone writers and
those who must be mediated by translation and are condemned by Western publishers
as “difficult to sell” because of the perception that translated works are unpopular with
consumers.

Palestinian Writers and Cross-border Sexuality

In addition to these issues within the study of Palestinian literature, broadly defined, the
literature of Arab-Jewish and Muslim-Jewish romance also differs in Palestinian fiction
from that by authors from other parts of the Arabic-speaking world. For writers from
places such as Egypt, Iraq and Yemen, themes of nostalgia and past longing permeate
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stories set in or referring to the large, socially and culturally significant Jewish commu-
nities present in those countries until the early 1950s (Irving Romance 347 and Copts,
Istamists 3, 6). In many parts of the Arab world, Jews had been established parts of local
communities for centuries, if not millennia, and whilst representations of co-existence
and harmony may now be over-romanticised, Islamic countries were certainly less dis-
criminatory environments than Christian Europe (Veinstein 171-5; Laurens 269-72).
Many novels by authors writing in Arabic reflect this idealisation, using historical images
of Muslim-Jewish interaction and particularly romance to express the desirability of
past tolerance and diversity (Irving Romance 346, 359, and Copts, Islamists 8). In Palestine,
however, the meaning of “Jewish” and the figure of the Jew was much more radically
destabilised, and at an earlier date. Awareness of the potential threat posed by European
Jewish settlement was mentioned in the regional press from at least the first decade of
the twentieth century (Gribetz 2, 37, 130) and for those actually displaced by Zionist
colonies the issue was very concrete. To post-1948 Palestinians (including writers), Jews
represented not an ancient, departed, part of the community, but a Zionist movement,
which had made many of them refugees and others the inhabitants of occupied land.
For Palestinians living in the occupied territories, since the early 1990s the only encoun-
ter with actual Jewish individuals is likely to have been Israeli soldiers or settlers, whilst
for those living within the Israel, Jews are co-citizens but within a situation of conside-
rable tension and discrimination.

Literature itself, for Palestinian writers, has often been seen as a direct tool of
struggle, resistance and mobilisation (Ball 3, 61; Brenner 113-6; Hatlow; Kanafani
1968). As highlighted above, though, there are limits on how far it is possible to talk
about “Palestinian” literature. Although writers of Palestinian origin share a common
cultural origin and the common fact of the Nakba (the Palestinian “catastrophe” of the
establishment of the State of Israel in 1948), their actual lived experiences can be hugely
divergent, varying between military occupation, refugee camps, economically privileged
diaspora or paperless displacement. The Palestinian subject can be the classic “Deleu-
zian nomad” in a free-flowing globalised world or (perhaps more probably), someone
for whom the “flux and fluidity” of diaspora is “deeply oppressive” (Ball 133). Similar
diversity characterises any Palestinian readership, while closed borders have prevented
the free movement of printed material (as well as human beings) between sections of
historic Palestine and between them and the wider Arab world. We might also apply to
literature Alexander’s argument (153, 167) that the absence of bodies to fund, unite and
support Palestinian film-makers (in contrast to the national funding agencies existent
in most states) has affected the extent to which we can speak of the common develop-
ment of a literature which can be identified with the nation. As I have argued above, the
ways in which authors of diverse Palestinian origins write romantic themes highlights
the necessity of understanding the impact of place, origin and hybridity on their work.

It has become a commonplace that, as in literatures from around the world, Palesti-
nian writing about the nation and homeland is often gendered, and expressed using “the
imagery of desire, sexual union, penetration, fertilisation, love and family” (Ball 21, 30)
and of rape and sexual possession (Layoun 14-106, 148-50). Mahmoud Darwish’s images
of Palestine as both mother and lover are perhaps the most famous examples of this
feminisation of the homeland. As Anna Ball notes, Rashid Husain’s poetry explicitly
uses the idea of marriage to set out the issue of Palestine, with the land as a girl having
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to choose between her old lover, the Palestinian Arabs, and her new Zionist suitor (35-
8), a notion also implied in the 1987 Palestinian film Wedding in Galilee (Layoun 35-8).
But, as other scholars have outlined, the actual political and social environment in which
many Palestinian men exist is deeply emasculating (Muhanna 3-4 ¢ passin), disrupting
this gendered scheme and highlighting — as Ghassan Kanafani expresses in his novella
Men in the Sun — their ultimate powerlessness over their home situations, their political
environment, and their own bodies (Abu-Manneh 78-81).

The earliest uses by writers in Arabic of Arab-Jewish sexual and romantic encoun-
ters to explore relations between the two peoples occur in fiction by Palestinian writers.
In 1919 or 1920, Khalil Baydas, an educator and translator from Russian into Arabic,
published A/lwarath (The Heir), a novel in which a young Syrian, living in Egypt, loses
his dignity and inheritance to a Jewish woman, who is depicted as cruel, wanton and
greedy. Abdel-Malek suggests that Baydas had a “didactic purpose,” trying to scare
Palestinian youngsters away from Jewish lovers (24). Jayyusi criticises the novel more
strongly, calling its depiction of Jews “pejorative, Shylock-like” and of Arab society as
depending on “inherited morals and a traditional outlook,” claiming that the novel relies
on essentialist stereotypes rather than a critique of the Zionist project (13). This use of
the Jewish woman as a symbol of decadent, urban modernity, set against the upstan-
ding rural Palestinian/Arab male, continues into the post-Nakba period with Ghassan
Kanafani’s short story collection An al-rijal wal-banadiqg (Of Men and Guns, 1968). Here,
the character of Eva is part of the urban-Jewish nexus which separates Dr Qassim —
for whose education his peasant father has made great sacrifices — from his family and
identity (Pafestine’s Children 59-61, 77-8, 98).

In more recent works from Palestinian writers that adopt the cross-border romantic
theme, we find a greater diversity of attitudes, with the depiction of Arab-Jewish re-
lationships often shifting and apparently influenced by the positionality of the writer.
These various locations — geographical, religious, social, linguistic — include Palestinians
living within the state of Israel (Atallah Mansour’s Iz A New Light (Hebrew, 19606), Sa-
mih al-Qasim’s The Last Picture in the Album/ Al-siira al-akbira fi al-album, (Arabic, 1980);
Anton Shammas’s Arabesques/ Arabeskot (Hebrew, 1988)); those living in the Occupied
Territories (Yahya Yakhluf’s The River Bathes in the Lake/ Nahr yastabam fi al-bubayra;
Ghassan Zaqtan’s An Old Carriage with Curtains, 2011); Palestinians living in diaspora
and writing in Arabic (Rabai al-Madhoun’s The Lady from Tel Aviv/ Al-sitt min Tel Abib,
2009) and those living in diaspora and writing in English (Naomi Shihab Nye’s Habibi,
1999, Samir el-Youssef’s A Treaty of Love, 2008, and Mischa Hiller’s Sabra Zoo, 2010). In
considering the commonalities between the depictions of Arab-Jewish love in Shihab
Nye and el-Youssef’s works, I argue that they employ this motif in differing but more
openly ideological ways which contrast with the more everyday appearance of Jewish
objects of love in novels by Palestinians writing at closer proximity to such experiences.

Naomi Shihab Nye and Samir El-Youssef

My analysis focuses on to two novels set during the 1990s, against the background of
the Oslo Peace Process and hopes for a solution to the Palestinian refugee crisis and
search for a state. The first, Habibi, is a young adult novel by Naomi Shihab Nye, an
American writer of Palestinian and American parentage who grew up partly in Jerusa-
lem and is best known for her poetry. In the semi-autobiographical Habibi Shihab Nye
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portrays a Palestinian-American teenager whose mixed family move to Jerusalem at a
time of optimism in Arab-Israeli relations, and who falls in love with a Jewish boy. The
second, Treaty of Love, is by Samir el-Youssef, a writer born in Rashidiyyeh camp in
Lebanon to a Sunni father and a Shi’i mother, and resident in London since 1990. El-
Youssef has been a controversial voice for many Palestinian writers and political com-
mentators, as he rejects the idea of a Palestinian “right of return,” urges dialogue with
Israel, and published Gaga Blues, a joint collection of short stories with Israeli writer
Etgar Keret (Ball, 179; Reisz). El-Youssef’s previous works, which feature themes such
as suicide, oppression of women, and homophobic violence, can be seen as offering a
deconstruction and rejection of mainstream Palestinian masculinity (Ball 80). Treaty of
Love depicts a love affair between a Palestinian Arab man and an Israeli Jewish woman;
the relationship takes place in London during the 1990s and is explicitly used to trace
the rise and fall of the peace process.

Shihab Nye and El-Youssef both use romantic relationships to evaluate the possibi-
lities (and possible failures) of the Oslo peace process, initiated in 1993 with an agree-
ment signed by Yasser Arafat and Yitzhak Rabin. It is notable, however, that Shihab
Nye’s narrative offers an optimistic take on the political process, something which could
be seen as credible when the novel appeared in 1997. By the time El-Youssef’s work
was published in 2008, however, all that could be believably expressed was a dissection
of the process’s failure and its descent into bad faith and violence, as reflected in his
novel’s traumatic ending.

Naomi Shihab Nye’s Habibi is a young adult novel, the protagonist of which is Liya-
na Abboud, a teenage gitl whose father is (Christian) Palestinian and mother American
(of European origin). Strategically establishing itself as a teen novel rather than a didac-
tic work, the book opens with the main character’s musings on her first ever kiss. She is
then confronted with the information that her parents are taking the family back to her
father’s home city of Jerusalem, where conditions are perceived as safe enough for him
to want his children to grow up in his own culture. The plot reflects the real-life decision
of significant numbers of diaspora Palestinians to return during the 1990s, in the hope
that the developing political settlement would result in an independent state; it also,
however, mirrors the discourse of “return” which was key to the Zionist movement
and later to Palestinian politics. During its exploration of the difficulties Liyana and her
younger brother experience in transitioning to a new cultural environment and familial
expectations, Liyana befriends and becomes romantically involved with a teenage boy,
Omer, who she discovers some time into their friendship is Jewish.

The assertion of Palestine as a potential site of peace and cross-cultural tolerance is
made even before the Abboud family’s return. At school in America, Liyana is required
to write an essay on Jerusalem in which she chooses to highlight how, as a child, her
father “and the kids on the street liked to trade desserts after dinner” (Nye 28). Jewish,
“Greek” and “Arab” (signifying Christian and Arab, respectively) children are depicted
as playing together harmoniously and “nobody |[...] thought much about being Arabs
or Jews” (Nye 28). Modern-day Palestinians are shown as one people, any differences
between Christians and Muslims subsumed beneath a national identity, and although
the extended Abboud family are Muslim, more detail is actually given about Chris-
tian beliefs and connection to Palestine. The family’s encounters with Jewish Israelis in



45
Love as a Peace Process?

the first days of their return are, however, traumatic, with depictions including hostile
airport officials and their uncle’s humiliation by a checkpoint guard on the journey to
Jerusalem (34-7, 44). The sense of nostalgia expressed in Liyana’s essay is quickly dispel-
led as she realises that instead of a “halo” the city has “diesel fumes” (51). And, in terms
of thinking of identity as articulated in amatory terms, the complexities of Liyana’s
mixed-parentage, migrant subjectivity are suggested by her father’s anger when a rela-
tive asks for the fourteen-year-old girl to be engaged to his son, thus asserting the gitl’s
cultural distance from “archaic customs” in the homeland as well as from the Israeli
occupiers (60). At a family discussion, the terminology of love is also used to explain
current tensions between Jews and Arabs, understood through the idea that people who
love one another also fight and that the two peoples are “bonded for life. Whether they
like it ot not” (73).

At the start of Liyana’s friendship with the Isracli Jewish boy Omer she mistakes his
name for the Arabic Omar, flagging the similarities between the names and cultures,
and at their first arranged date, they share a plate of the quintessentially Middle Eastern
dish, hummus (153). Omer’s love of walking, museums and countryside establish his
connection to history and place, and both teenagers are depicted as outsiders amongst
their age group, establishing the possibility that they can be “different” in their com-
mitment to peace. Liyana’s father’s immediate reaction of anger over the relationship
— rooted in his fear for Liyana’s safety and reputation — is, however, explicitly compared
to his idealised childhood tales of Arab-Jewish coexistence (171).

The religious identities of Liyana and Omer are, indeed, complicated in Shihab
Nye’s approach. Liyana’s immediate family do not practice the father’s Islamic faith but
instead are portrayed as having a wide-ranging set of beliefs which embrace Buddhist
and Hindu elements and which reject religious truth claims of all kinds (173-8). Omer is
attached to his Jewish identity — his “Jewish hands, Jewish bones, Jewish stories and [...]
Jewish soul” but in a secularised way which involves celebrating “a few special-holiday
things” (176). This could be seen as the two teenagers finding their own, personally au-
thentic sense of identity which allows them to bridge externally-imposed divisions. On
the other hand, we could read the novel as suggesting that it is only by renouncing their
communities’ values and identities — by adopting a secularised, deracinated notion of
self and adhering to what Liyana’s father calls “moderate |...] liberal” ideas (179) which
many Palestinians and Israelis would find deeply problematic — that the two can meet.
Following the novel’s main exploration of the pair’s religious and ethnic identities, they
are said to have “talked more about wanderers and gypsies and vagabonds longer than
they talked about anything else,” underscoring this sense of dislocation and strangeness
and marking the young couple as members of the kind of post-identitarian nomads
mentioned above, transcending ethnic and religious boundaries.

I believe that Shihab Nye’s portrayal of the affection between Liyana and Omer
needs to be read not only through the lens of the novel’s explicit message of Palesti-
nian-Israeli peace, but also in connection to the author’s widely-discussed position as a
specific kind of activist Arab-American/Palestinian-American writer, who has also re-
ferred to herself as a “wandering poet” (BarclayAgency.com). The Palestinian-American
poet Suheir Hammad, herself strongly influenced by the Black American culture of her
childhood, has highlighted both Shihab Nye’s explicit literary activism in US community
relations and her hybridity not with Hammad’s urban milieu but with a more mains-
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tream/white US culture (Knopf-Newman 78-9). Much analysis of Shihab Nye’s work
has also focused on her use of domestic detail and everyday familial references to build
a sense of warmth, strength and spirituality which — as seen in Habibi — draw out deeper
strands of (often but not exclusively) female wisdom which transcend cruder social
structures (Kutrieh 3, 8-14). As such, Shihab Nye could be said to have constructed for
herself a distinctive authorial persona, incorporating an activism which is intertwined
with the Palestinian aspects of her heritage but which evades, or rejects, the nationalist
or feminist “burden of representation” imposed on many creatives, especially those in
the diaspora, and especially women (Elia 141; Friedman 29; Valassopoulos 93-4).

Samir El-Youssef’s 2008 novel A Treaty of Love, meanwhile, centres on a love affair,
which explicitly tracks the rise and fall of the Oslo peace process. Each chapter opens
with two or three lines commenting on political events or progress and on the main
events in the relationship between Ibrahim (a Palestinian raised in a Lebanese refugee
camp) and Ruth (an Israeli living in London). Examples range from: “First we had
peace; there was that notorious handshake between Arafat and Rabin, and then I met
Ruth and started to think about making a film” (11) to “First Sharon visited Haram al-
Sharif, then the second intifada started, then I wanted to reveal to Ruth what had happe-
ned to Maryam. Instead we fought” (200). The initial widespread optimism hinging on
the Oslo Accords and the Arafat-Rabin encounter in Washington parallels Ibrahim and
Ruth’s meeting at a party, at which their hosts deliberately introduce them as a reference
to the political atmosphere (35). Major events over the ensuing decade are then mentio-
ned in most chapter openings, combined with personal developments and often used to
cast a pall across even apparently happy news, prefiguring their role in the relationship’s
apparently inevitable decline. Rabin’s 1995 assassination, for instance, is paired with
Ibrahim and Ruth moving in together (44) and the growing frequency of suicide bom-
bings with their attempt to improve their relationship by going on holiday (69).

Despite this apparently obvious and crude pairing of the relationship between an
exiled Palestinian and an Israeli with the failed negotiations of the 1990s, El-Youssef’s
novel actually offers a more complex discussion of the two identities and their encoun-
ters. In the earlier stages of the novel, there is a repeated emphasis on the similarities
between Ibrahim and Ruth. They have similar personal habits, seeing each other as “like
a long-lost relative,” “not too foreign” in comparison with other people each had met in
London, and with a “long common history” (El-Youssef 7, 34, 37, 39). Meeting in Lon-
don allows El-Youssef to frame them at the start as a less idealistic version of Shihab
Nye’s Deleuzian nomads, transcending their respective nationalities in a foreign space.
Their overlapping experiences include traumas stemming from their countries’ conflict,
but are also, more positively, rooted in a Middle Eastern geography — “childhood me-
mories of the Lebanese and Israeli shores of the Mediterranean flooded back into our
present” — reinforcing the sense of a common Arab-Jewish identity which is not just
founded in their personal similarities but in a shared regional origin (61, 68).

As the relationship deteriorates, however, the shared characteristics become destruc-
tive and damaging, with Ibrahim and Ruth each locked into identical patterns of simul-
taneous rejection and possession (9, 175), to the point where their identities become
blurred and confused (19). Ibrahim’s feeling that “I cannot even ask her to leave because
that would be as if I was leaving myself” (8) has a triple significance in this context: it
is an expression of sexual co-dependence, but as a political statement it evokes both an
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underlying identicality of Arab and Jew, and a sense of the unbreakable death-grip in
which Palestine and Israel as political actors were locked by the end of the Oslo period.

Whereas non-Palestinian Arab writers such as Bahaa Abdelmegid and Mahmoud
Saeed explicitly reject the conflation of Jewish with Israeli identities (Irving Romance
354-5, Copts, Islamists 7, 9), El-Youssef follows both the dominant Israeli rhetoric and
the prevailing political environment in seeing Ruth as intrinsically representing the Is-
raeli nation-state and a longer, more essential Middle Eastern Jewish selthood. In 4
Treaty of Love, Jews and Arabs are, we are repeatedly told, almost identical, but in the
political framework of the divisions between Israel and the Arab nations as states, this
identicality is either insufficient to sustain a relationship, or indeed is its downfall. Des-
pite the hopes that Ruth and Ibrahim express at the start of their affair, emphasising
their likeness and commonalities, in their end their “shaky experiment [is] doomed to
failure” (65), with a rushed, poorly thought-through cohabitation mirroring the flawed
negotiations of the Oslo Accords.

As with Shihab Nye, autobiographical elements are plain in El-Youssef’s novel, in
the protagonist’s emigration from the camps of Lebanon to London, and his rejection
of Palestinian and Arab nationalist views. Unlike Shihab Nye, however, El-Youssef’s
critical views on Palestinian nationalism and mainstream Palestinian discourses of iden-
tity and resistance combine with the later historical date of his novel to present a much
datker, more cynical — not to say nihilistic — image of Palestinian-Israeli/ Arab-Jewish
relations. While both novels articulate an underlying sense that, in the end, Jews and
Arabs are fundamentally similar, in El-Youssef’s version this likeness, distorted by po-
litics and power relations, descends into a tightly-bound and inescapable downward
spiral.

Conclusion

As this examination shows, for Shihab Nye and El-Youssef, sex and love between Jews
and Arabs is not a subtle allegory woven into the varying plot lines of a story. Rather,
the theme is placed front and centre in their novels. In Habibi, Shihab Nye’s eloquent,
accessible writing is utilised to advocate a specific position on the question of Palestine,
isolating many of the political points made by opponents of Palestinian rights and
answering them through the device of Liyana and Omer’s relationship, the discussions
they have about their identities and the reactions of Liyana’s relatives to the Israeli-
Jewish Omer. In A4 Treaty of Love, meanwhile, El-Youssef even more openly uses mat-
ters of love and sex to discuss the downward trajectory of the Oslo peace process and
the author’s energetic rejection of identity politics as a solution; as such, the political
aspect of El-Youssef’s project structures the entire work.

For an author of Palestinian origin to depict romantic or sexual relations between
Jews and Arabs cannot, in the current climate, be anything but a political act. But where
representations of this theme in Arabic and Hebrew novels weave it into plots in which
it is often a supporting theme, one amongst many, these two diaspora authors fore-
ground the subject and the political points they are making. As outlined in the first
half of this article, I believe that this difference stems at least in part from the differing
environments in which the writers work and the audiences they face. Where contempo-
rary Palestinian writers working in Arabic or Hebrew use the device of a cross-border
sexuality to disrupt discourses of separation or to assert the humanity and commonality
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of Arabs and Jews despite political divisions, Shihab Nye and El-Youssef seem to be
facing different readerships. Instead, they present themselves to these more “foreign”
audiences as insiders (Palestinians), with interior knowledge of the situation and the
emotions it engenders. On the other hand, they also appear as outsiders (diasporic fi-
gures) who experience a sense of duty or compulsion to articulate a particular position
or cause. This, I argue, demands that we read their works in a slightly different way,
acknowledging not only the circumstances of their production, but also the aims and
intended audiences which lie behind their writings. And as such, it also highlights the
need to take such issues into account when we read Anglophone diasporic Palestinian
writing next to that of Palestinians in other environments, whether in translation or in
the languages of the Levant.

Sarah IRVING
Edge Hill University (United Kingdom)
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Coherence in a Context of Fragmentation: The Missing
Letters in Adania Shibli’s Kulluna ba'id bi-dhat al-miqdar
an al-hubb and We are All Equally Far from Love

As Adania Shibli’s second Arabic novel is rendered into English, edits and the removal of
six love letters at the author’s request see the work become as much of a translation as an
“amplification.” The work’s project of re-imagining the nature of fragments is continued
in English, harnessing the politics of moving between languages to deepen critique and ultima-
tely using uneven cultural terrain to re-claim national space.

Fragments, the distance between them, and the question of what makes these parts
cohere; this is what is at stake not only between the solitary vignettes that make up Ada-
nia Shibli’s (b. 1974, Palestine) second novel, but between the text and its translation. In
Kulluna ba'id bi-dbat al-migdar ‘an al-hubb (2004) [literally: We are all distant by the same
measure from love] fragments are revealed as a problem of conceptual frame, and are
shown only to remain fragments so long as the tools to see them as part of something
cohesive are absent. To begin with, the eight failures of love traced in the novel stem
from the disconnect between traditional concepts of love and the contemporary reali-
ties of the protagonists. Both individuals and value systems are fragmented. It is as
though two value systems (or, perhaps, systems of logic) were at work, operating on
different planes: love is one geography and reality another, putting the characters at a
“distance” from even the idea of connection. This, of course, is the same problem set
out in the translation, We are A/l Equally Far from Love (Trans. Paul Starkey, 2012). Howe-
ver, changes made to We are A/l link it inextricably with Ku/luna as an amplification of
the theme of the fragment, demanding an expanded toolkit to read both texts as part of
a single project. Indeed, Shibli saw We are A/l as a continuation of her original project,
as a chance to sharpen and hone ideas put forward. As Shibli read and edited Starkey’s
English translation, she said, the meaning of the text “got cleaner in both mind and
language.”

Fragments take on multiple and always problematic meanings within and across the
two texts. The first of these problems is love, with each of the characters in the novel
“equally far” from connection to others. Separation is reinforced by the very structure
of the work, which breaks up its narrative into discrete sections, so each character is
confined to a chapter. In separate vignettes, eight miserable stories of lonely protago-
nists are told. Each fails in unique ways to find love, from mothers, lovers, brothers or
strangers. All end up lonely and alone in their separate chapters, with little hope for
resolution. Shadowing these visible concerns are the depiction of disconnected social
systems and disjointed Palestinian geopolitics, all undergirded by structures of Israeli
settler colonialism and the legacy of British imperialism in the region. When reading We
are All as an extension of this problem of the fragment, it is the conventions of transla-
tion that come into play, as well as the politics these conventions are embedded in. The
decision to remove sections, to perpetuate isolation, becomes a reflection of the uneven
structures that the text traverses. This “distance” was amplified as the text moved from
Arabic into English. At the request of the work’s author, six love letters were removed,
left un-translated. They are made absent from We are A//in what Gérard Genette would
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call a process of “self-excision” (Palimpsests, 229), that “resumes and corrects |...] earlier
works.” The result of the conversation between the texts is an “amplification” (233) of
the original, which becomes a “hypotext” twice (262), once as a translation and once as
the source for amplification. The missing letters — stolen from the post office by one
of the protagonists and never delivered to their intended — are preserved undelivered in
the pages of Ku/luna. The translation even draws attention to the absence of the letters
in the work’s paratexts. A note from Starkey alerts readers to the difference (distance)
between the text/translation, over and above the changes translation entails. The pro-
blem of distance and isolation set up in the Arabic work is compounded.

To read the novel, the reader is asked to forge the necessary tools to understand the
parts as whole: to re-think assumptions about distance and collective, geography and
imagination. The very act of reading connects the miserable stories of the protagonists
and constructs a frame of connection, making it possible to understand the works as
part of a single novel (or a single project). More than this, in becoming familiar with the
characters a reader can find traces of one in the story of another, and is able to again see
connections where the characters cannot. Just as the solution to the isolation of prota-
gonists in Kulluna was to read the vignettes not as fragments but as integral components
of alarger story, so too the solution to the compounded isolation of the translation is
to read it as part of a wider project that began with the Arabic work. The two works
can be read as a collective piece of Anglo-Arab writing, As a term that denotes the
development of meaning across and between English and Arabic contexts, read collec-
tively, Kulluna and We are A/l offer insight into the intersections of translation, fluency,
and intertextuality. A reading of the works within this hyphenated context gains access
to the development — specifically the amplification — of meaning across contexts. To
read the fragments as a single text means not only to take into consideration the diffe-
rent linguistic milieus, but also the historic imbalance of power that presides over their
interchange. This interpretation “reads-in” the structures that created the question of
fragmentation at the same time as it seeks its own radical answer.

Vocabulary of Distances

Written in Shibli’s rented flat in Jerusalem’s Old City, Ku//una tells of excruciating isola-
tion, and maps a period of Palestinian social fragmentation onto the world of the heart.
Eight uneven parts constitute the short 170-page novel: a brief “beginning” (bidaya),
six chapters labelled sequentially as “measures” (wugdar), and a “conclusion” (khatina).
These uneven sections — ranging from 12 to 46 pages and including diverse sources
from letters to diary entries — draw out in agonizing detail the distance between their
protagonists and love in what become painfully physical terms. For example, a store
clerk measures his loneliness in footsteps as they thud past his last hope for a date sit-
ting on a park bench. For a jilted man, it is the number of rings of the telephone that
echo unanswered in the house of his once lover. For an invisible housewife, distance
from love is calculated in the sparks of electricity she imagines between her body and
the hands of her uninterested physiotherapist. Then there is the workingwoman of
“the beginning” who measures her loneliness by the number of letters she sends to her
beloved that go unanswered. From different angles and perspectives, the same question
of love and distance is explored in each of the vignettes. Read as standalone segments,
each protagonist can only be lonely, isolated, a fragment.
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At the close of each “measure” there is nothing but despair. There is the sense, as
the protagonist in “the beginning” puts it, that “Everything was advancing — without
anything to stop it — toward death” (16), the ultimate absence of connection. In the
vignettes, the dysfunction of love and the isolation of individuals become palpable. A
woman “twelve meters away,” who would, after a few steps, “disappear from his life
shortly,” or an adult daughter who listens “From behind my closed bedroom door” to
her father whisper sweet nothings to his lover over the phone. A woman, who realizes
lying down “on the seat under the bright light of the hallway between the rooms” (96)
that, “it was as though she did not know how to love” (94). The realization brings no
catharsis, however, an in her new awareness “the silence intensified” (96). In Kulluna,
doorways, meters of pavement, silence, and the distance between individuals give the
absence of love a map-able quality. Love, like geography, is revealed as fragmented. The
characters cannot see how close they are to each other, so they can only focus on the
distances. As one protagonist paradoxically mentions, “it was impossible that anything
could happen between the two. Though the distance between them was small” (65). For
the characters, distance is not simply physical distance.

Kulluna responds directly to the political period in which it was produced. Between
2002-3 Shibli worked as a fixer for a news crew in Jerusalem. It was, as she explained,
“the period of the biggest wave of reinvasions of Palestinian cities since the Oslo
Agreements” (2016). Invasions meant curfews, checkpoints, and closures; this reinfor-
ced and made semi-permanent the system of checkpoints that had been put in place,
executing a policy of “divide and conquer” (Dor 6) over the Palestinian people. It was
also the era when Israel began constructing the separation wall. Whereas in the late
1990s there was only a handful of restricted access points within the West Bank, or
between the West Bank and Gaza, or both and Jerusalem. By 2003 there were 392 obs-
tacles preventing Palestinians from accessing other locations of Palestine. These went
down to 376 by 2005, and then rose sharply to 528 the following year (OCHA 2003,
2005). A UN communication described the effects of the combined walls, checkpoints,
and bureaucratic measures that reinforced them, as not only severely restricting “the
daily life of Palestinian civilians” but as a total system of occupation that “would ren-
der the creation of an independent, unified Palestinian State impossible” (June 2008).
Written on top of this geopolitical landscape, Ku/luna set out to map the effects of such
ghettoization in human terms. As Shibli put it, the novel was a “question of how this
larger lack of love [lack of connection, of society] can materialize on a very personal
level” (2010).

To propetly “map” the fragmentation of national space onto a larger question of
love, Kulluna layers community/territory as a second binary onto what is eatly on esta-
blished as a stark division between “gendered self 2/”’possibility of love.” Both become
separate-but-parallel geographies, revealing the impossibility of coherence between the
now-opposed elements. The problem with the binary in Ku//una is thus one of inco-
herence. To create community and to exist within a national territory are not one in

1. All translations from the Arabic are my own. Page numbers, unless specified, refer to the Arabic work published
by Dar al-Adab in 2004. Translations tend to the literal, offering for those who wish to compare with the translation, an
additional sense of the “difference” or “distance” between the texts.

2.1n this work, and the others referenced here, gender is also constructed along binary male/female lines. This
binary is questioned but not reconstructed.
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the same thing, just as performing the gendered self is not to create the possibility of
love. Amy Zalman noted a similar issue in the now canonical Men in the Sun by Ghassan
Kanafani (b. 1936 Akka, d. 1972 Beirut). The story of four men who leave Palestine
and its camps to work in the Gulf writes the agony of when being a “man” and being
a “Palestinian” are somehow 7o the same thing. As Zalman explains it, Men in the Sun
shows what happens with “the failure of masculine and national identity to cohere”
(57). For Kanafani’s refugees who sought to be men, to support their families, and
support the nation ten years after the Nakba, the chain of logic that once guided them
toward manhood/nationhood no longer held. For the men, “the signs of masculinity
and the signs of nationalism do not all point in the same direction” (57). Where once
taking care of a family meant tending the earth and providing for a community, in 1958
it meant being smuggled to the Gulf and leaving both family and homeland behind.
Zalman read Kanafani’s work as a warning that “gender identity must be constructed
in relation to [the changed] national identity” (53). She saw the death of the men as a
sign that without this coherence of the gendered and national selves, the narrative of
Palestine “implode|ed] at the crossroads” (57).

In Kulluna, instead of a set of factors “imploding,” there is simply no possibility
for a collective, as if each of the parts was at an impossible distance from the others; a
distance too wide to form a whole. Gender, love, territory, and the collective are all at “a
distance less than half a meter, only the door separating one from the other” (106), but
a door that remains unopened. So where Palestinians — in the West Bank, in the Gaza
Strip, in what became Israel in 1948, in the refugee camps across the Arab world, and
in the diaspora — were all in “Palestine,” there is no operating logic that can bring them
together and open the doors that separate them in either conceptual or physical terms.
For Kulluna, the signs indicating gender and those indicating nation are no longer arrows
pointing in opposite directions on the same road sign — they are the markers of what
appear to the protagonists to be multiple discrete worlds. To live the gendered self and
to live the nation are constructed as fragmented actions. To love meant to be excluded
from the propriety of national norms, and to perform the national role meant lone-
liness and isolation. Neither gendered self nor national actor is able to form a collective
(a connection): the protagonists experience an utter failure of coherence.

Take, for example, the protagonist in “The third measure,” met by the reader on his
way to work as a grocery store clerk. The “measure” begins by announcing, “suddenly,
now, at half past eight in the morning on his way to work, his eyes filled with tears. He
could no longer bear it” (23). The young man is heavy with the persistent knowledge
that his meagre income will not afford him a wife or a family. With no hope for a mar-
riage and no vision for an alternative to love he is painfully lonely. The nameless prota-
gonist spots a woman dressed in black sitting alone on a bench and is drawn toward her
because she resembles a woman from his last night’s dream. The vignette opens as he
sees her, his measured steps punctuated by thoughts of inadequacy. As he approaches,
he laments that he “had not managed to meet the requirements for the third year at
university” (73). A step later, he admits that this means “he wasn’t in such great condi-
tion”(66) for marriage, or as Starkey puts it, “he wasn’t much of a catch” (40). By the
time he reaches the woman, the protagonist has described a social structure wherein he
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would never be able to fulfil the role of father or husband, leaving him alone and isola-
ted from a family disappointed in him even before he crosses her path.

What is left is to enumerate all of his past sexual encounters. Instead of providing
a refuge from loneliness, however, these memories only add up the protagonist’s fai-
lures. Conjured into the vignette is a woman who, ostensibly looking for shampoo in
the grocery store, solicits the protagonist. When he clumsily fails to bring her to sexual
climax she interrupts the encounter and the two never see each other again. He does
not have the language of sex (here as one of the languages of love) through which to
communicate with a lover’s body. Instead, he has the language of nation in which he
tries to become the provider for a family. It is the same problem that Joseph Massad ex-
plained, “nationalist agency is constituted through gender-specific performances whose
meanings are always already paired up with nationalism” (Persistence 49). For the prota-
gonist it is being that ideal Palestinian that former Palestinian President Yasser Arafat
described to the UN in 1974, a man who protects his family by earning for it: “the bro-
ther [who| paid for the education of his brother and sister, and took care of his parents
and raised his children, but continued to dream in his heart of returning to Palestine”
(qtd. in Massad, “Conceiving of the Masculine” 478). The protagonist cannot be the
quintessential fighter; he cannot even be a wage earner. Being unable to perform his
scripted role the young man of “The third measure” is just as cut off from an imagined
national body as he is from the woman on the bench. Though treading the earth of
some bit of Palestine, the fragmented structures through which that geography is read
mean that nation, community, self, and love can only remain fragmented.

The impossibility of connection here realizes Massad’s warning about the problems
of a mutually constituting role between Palestinian masculinity and nationality: “A na-
tionalist performance would seem to be then imbricated with masculine performances
which guarantee its definitional coherence and without which it would become im-
possible” (Persistence 49). Impossible: just as the love that the protagonist in “The third
measure” first felt for a young friend of the family. They had explored each other’s
bodies in an empty building and “he kissed her” (71). But when it came to the end of
the day, they each retreat to the wotld of the nationally appropriate. Standing next to
their families, their hands lay submissively in the hands of their parents, “and the love
disappeared from their eyes” (71). In the public realm the exchange between the two is
silenced. Recounting these experiences on his way to the grocery store, the protagonist
is in fact measuring the gaps between his self and the masculinity formed by cultural-
national terms that wants him to be a “male lover, a groom, and a defender” (Amireh
750). These norms imprison, so even though he is surrounded by women, in anguish he
breathes to himself, “my god how he missed the touch of a person, and the quiet feeling
of a human body in his life” (69). Not only is this isolation personal, it is also national,
and in Kulluna the map of one hovers directly overtop of the other.

This is all brought into acute relief as the protagonist, crossing the final stretch to
the shop, nears the woman in black by only a few paces. Each footstep is counted with
an idea of how to approach her, as one foot hits the ground he has decided it is impos-
sible, and as the other touches the stones another idea emerges. The actual space of the
city square and the social prisons his mind stumbles against are being put in tension,
with the constant question of what one element means to the other. With the vignette’s
tension at an electric pitch, the young man walks right past the woman in black. As he
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does so, the reader can almost feel the distance. No longer decreasing, the gulf widens.
The man laments:

“What’s the time?”

If only he was able to say this to her! But he could only mutter the phrase to himself, in

a voice choking him with the weight of his back that watched her disappearance, that
woman in black that he left sitting on the wooden bench behind him. (78)

The un-measurable gap between the protagonist and the woman is thus tallied. Not
only in steps, but by demarcating the boundaries of a national and sexual self that can-
not possibly cohere. Though he, a lonely Palestinian, exists within the same city square
as the woman (another lonely Palestinian, we learn elsewhere), the protagonist has no
language with which to speak of love to the woman he is next to. They are — like the
gendered self and possibility of love — separate, fragmented.

Reading the stories of these protagonists together, however, fragmentation is seen
differently. As parts of a novel, the vignettes form a collective. Even more than this, it is
only with access to each of the parts that the other protagonists can in fact be detected
within the structural confines of the other chapters. The woman in love with her phy-
siotherapist dressed in black the day she professed her love. Dejected, she goes to sit
on a bench in a public square to collect herself before returning home. Might this not
be the woman that the store clerk desperately wishes to speak with on his way to work?
The jilted lover of “The fourth measure” could easily be the ex of the woman who lets
the phone ring endlessly in her apartment in “The fifth measure.” The protagonist of
“the conclusion,” who confesses to writing each of the “measures,” may also be the
author of “the beginning,” giving a unity to the vignettes as an expression of the despair
of a single mind.

Of these faint linkages, the most obvious in Ku/luna are six love letters. Written by
the protagonist of “the beginning” the woman agonizes in her chapter over what to say
to her beloved. The six letters next appear in the post office where Afaf, the protagonist
of “the first measure,” is forced to work. For Afaf, the letters represent the only win-
dow to love in a miserable existence. Kept in a small tin box, the letters were physical
proof of connection; they left the hands of one protagonist, landed squarely in the life
of another, and were preserved within the pages of the book as irrefutable evidence
that such links existed. As the first — indeed the only absolute — connection between
the vignettes, it was the letters that prompted readers to wonder if — despite separa-
tion — there was some real inevitability of connection between sections (and therefore
between the characters, and thus hope for love and nation).

The Missing Letters

In “The first measure” Afaf is sent to work in the post office the day after she quits
school. Raised by a stepmother after her own biological mum walks out, the scandal of
the separation and infidelity “compounded and became her [Afaf’s] whole life, turning
into a scandal without end, a pile of repugnance that never stopped growing” (31). Afaf
feels unwanted within the new family unit, and is constantly reminded that she is failing
to live up to the standards of “daughter” for the new couple. She is miserable. Whether
it is out of spite, or out of a pained longing for even a whiff of affection, when she
is at work Afaf steals a series of love letters from the post. In Kulluna the six letters
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are preserved in the confines of Afaf’s “The first measure,” re-printed in full for the
reader. There are only six, we learn in “The beginning,” because the woman who wrote
them gave up on her love for the recipient. Once stymied, the love letters cease. When
the love is gone, Afaf also loses interest. She forgets the letters, “gathered in the same
box with [her mother’s| hairpins, no longer bringing profit or love to anyone” (33). The
stories of the women are thus tangibly connected.

The letters are full of reflections on love. They begin when the protagonist realizes
her feelings for an acquaintance who has asked her to leave him alone. Once it dawns
on her how much the act of loving brings love into her life, the protagonist cannot stop
writing, She confesses in the letters: “This love has returned me to a strange relationship
with myself [...] I no longer know how I would exist without you. I have forgotten”
(41). The love, even though it is not reciprocated from the space of her beloved, buoys
her up. She exclaims: “Oh how your existence is a thing of beauty, as I labour to carry
my own being” (41). We see from the letters themselves that even unrequited love
connects a person to their own self, forging a connection across the “distance” between
the gendered and the national self. They are evidence of love and proof that love —
when realized — can connect and make whole what were otherwise fragments. Enacting
love connects the individual to the self in a way that surpasses the geography of gender
norms (in the letters no one scolds the writer for her behaviour, she does not hold back
for reasons of appropriateness), and reaches across the geography of fragmentation.
The act of love, of imagining connection, poses the beginning of an answer. It also
spurs love in other fragments.

The letters may not reach their intended but their professions of love do have an
impact — at least for a while. As Afaf reflects: “These letters were not just love letters,
they also opened a small door in my soul” (33). In them, Afaf sees love for the first time,
and describes how love felt “like opening the tap over your head during a shower, and
suddenly finding water under your feet, that got there without you feeling it or knowing
when it happened. That secret moment, that is love” (35-6). An upside down moment
of total consummation. This is the ultimate connection, and it is in this turning upside
down that the binaries cease to be binaries and the ideas of community/territory and
gendered self/love can finally exist in the same spaces. In Ku/luna, the letters show how
love can reverse the expected order of events. Made absent in We are A/, the actual love
(though not its effects) no longer exists within the narrative.

In a book about separation and the pain of distance, a removal of the letters exacer-
bates isolation. This was precisely the author’s intent, explaining the decision to remove
the letters Shibli said “it was more important to have these letters — which are stolen —
to be an /dea of stolen letters; letters that you can never read |...] because they did not
reach their first destination they should not reach the reader” (2016). What it meant,
however, was that the distances painfully communicated in the Arabic were amplified
in translation, where the hints at connection are reduced to bare whispers. Furthering
isolation, readers are told through paratexts that the letters are missing: love is made
somehow less possible in English than in Arabic.” Starkey’s translatot’s note advises:
“Readers with access to the Arabic original will note that the six letters referred to on
p. 25 of the English translation have been omitted from the English version at the

3. The French translation has also had the letters removed.
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request of the author” (147). These and other changes, he comments, mean the work
“is no longer a strict translation of the original” (147). So where the Arabic uses the
letters to show what is missing, the English deletes the letters entirely but its paratexts en-
sure the double absence leaves a trace. The missing letters thus come to reveal another
problem pertaining to fragments.

That the letters in fact exist, just in a language largely inaccessible to the translation’s
reading public, reveals the gap between languages. Within the rubtic of Kulluna/We are
Al this gap becomes a “distance” between fragments. The letters did not cross from
one language to the next for the same reasons they could not pass from their writer to
her beloved: because of the context of fragmentation. This extends the project’s ques-
tion about the nature of “distance” and how it might be overcome. The answer once
again looks to a connection between texts; this time across languages and the political
contexts that divide them. This further distance creates what Edward Said describes as
the “severe and unresolved tension between two worlds which [are] not only completely
different, but also in conflict” — namely, the world of English and the world of Arabic
(Reflections on Exile 8). Since both Kulluna and We are A/l engage in the same call for rea-
ding against fragmentation, the question of language must also be addressed. As Susan
Bassnett observed, understanding a translation is as much about the structures of a do-
minant language or culture and its impact on the source text, as it is a question of word
choice (Constructing Cultures 152). For Kulluna/ We are All, this question of dominance
is critical. In reading the works as a single project, the fact of cultural imperialism and
the fact of colonialism must also be “read in.” In a different way here, the “distance”
between the Arabic and English texts is also territorial.

In his Culture and Imperialism Said stressed the necessity that post-colonial works
reimagine colonial territory. For Said, at the very core of imperialism was a dominant
imagination that controlled and defined an indigenous location. This re-imagining was,
for him, the essence of the postcolonial drive and the only way out of imperial domi-
nance. It was also what he called “the partial tragedy of resistance [...] that it must to
a certain degree recover forms already established or at least influenced or infiltrated
by the culture of empire” (253). Since this act of reclamation is always a re-narration,
Said, quoting T.S. Eliot, lamented that the postcolonial text and the colonial one were in
many ways forced to write within the “same embroiled medium” (194). In writing back
to empire Said observed the production “of what [he has] called ovetlapping territo-
ries” (253). This is at once imaginative and physical. Both the colonizer and the indige-
nous imaginations are of the same physical space, so that the actual territory becomes
re-invested with indigenous imaginings. In both cases, meaning is constructed within
and against colonial frames; thus, the battle over space takes place within the “same
embroiled medium” (194). In the Palestinian case, however, the post-British period did
not mean the end of colonialism and the start of re-inscribing meaning onto post-co-
lonial space. Instead it marked the transition from one colonial regime to another, so
that Palestinian writers would not so much have to re-inscribe space with culture, but
would have to — by the time Shibli started writing — re-imagine national space within
the context of severe fragmentation. What the amplification of the project set out by
Kulluna through We are A/ achieves, in some measure, is a way to see coherence between
and within what colonial forces have created — and narrated — as fragmented space.
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To read the novels as a single project, what is “measured” are three sorts of dis-
tances. First, as the underlying principal of the text, the physical distance between ghet-
toized Palestinian towns and villages at the height of Israel’s re-occupation of the West
Bank and enclosure of Gaza. On top of this is mapped the emotional distances that
are compounded by policies of separation. The loneliness of each of the novel’s eight
protagonists — isolated in separate chapters, unable to speak to each other — at the same
time echoes the less measurable question of national culture. Within a state of frag-
mentation and a physical territory that only reinforces cultural separation, it becomes
difficult to maintain what Said calls a resistance culture, characterized by an “insistence
on the right to see the community’s history whole, coherently, integrally [...] [and to]
restore the imprisoned nation to itself” (Culture and Inmperialism 259). Kulluna is thus a
painful call to re-think how Palestinian writing can go about re-inscribing “the meaning
of space within culture,” (253) given the realities of territorial and indeed social frag-
mentation. The writing does this by re-investing the concept of territory with cultural
meaning and making it possible to see a connected whole across what individuals can
only perceive as isolation.

To amplify the story of fragments and distances through the work’ translation and
transformation into English is to show that these distances are magnified when they
cross into imperial cultural terrain. Distances are made wider, silences are reinforced,
and the call to the reader to carry out the work of integrating the fragments is made all
that much stronger. In English, there is something missing, there is a love that exists
but is denied to the reader if they do not have access to the Arabic. This “distance” —
which constructs Anglo-Arab as a binary (Anglo/Arab) — again parallels the one set up
between the store clerk and the woman in black; barriers of language and power struc-
tures prevent the English reader from finding love just as occupation’s fragmentation
of Palestine prevents the clerk. To collapse fragmentation in Ku//una a reader must reach
across chapters and find the collective story. With We are A/, a reader is forced to look
to the Arabic for answers. This inverts the binary, collapsing the “distance” between
fragments and creating a space of resistance at the intersection of English and Arabic
works. Here, the reader must find a way to navigate between cultural terrains in order to
combat the fragmenting force of imperialism both past and present.

Re-imagined Territory

The project developed in Kulluna/We are All introduces a more nuanced, current, and
complicated notion of territory and domination than that which Said put forward. In-
deed, in his theory of writing back Said (perhaps ironically) presupposed the existence
of a territory that could be reclaimed. Kulluna/We are All — because of the realities
of Palestine — addresses the difficulty of reimagining national space under a not-yet-
post-colonial system. What is at stake is an imagined national geography that creates a
place of coherence between the self and community that overcomes geographic frag-
mentation. It works backward toward Said’s idea of reclaiming. For Palestine, it is not
once sovereignty is gained over territory that cultural terrain can be imagined; instead,
it is only when cultural coherence is achieved that the terrain can be re-mapped. “Like
opening the tap over your head during a shower, and suddenly finding water under your
feet,” national meaning must be re-imagined so it can again be constituted through ac-
tion on the ground it is enacted upon. Only in this way can the space of the nation be
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re-mapped from within a newly created cultural geography. The glaring question in this
equation, however, is: what is the place of the actual territory of Palestine within this
imagining? How do we use analysis that comes through translation to interpret a local
cultural territory?

Here, the reflections of academic, translator, and activist Samah Selim seem to pro-
vide key insight. In her writing on the act of translating “in a state of emergency” as
the protests in Cairo were underway in 2011, 2012 and 2014, she observes: “The Arab
revolutions crystalized this question in my mind — the question of place — when I
found myself on the streets of Cairo, like thousands of others, facing gas and bullets
in the name of a set of abstract ideas” (Translating Dissent 78). Quite literally “in place”
in Cairo, and running home to translate video of protests and their violent repression,
Selim was confronted with the question, “but were these ideas [of place| really so abs-
tract?” (78). Her translation of neatly-live video with the Mostieen Collective continued
inside of Egypt and out, and as she continued the work she came to understand “in
place” as more than just dodging bullets at the center of the action. As she explained, a
sense of place was “being fought over here, together, in this place, on this street, where
the ghosts of so many had also lived and loved and fought” (78). Place became meanin-
gful because, in Egypt, it became a physical location where abstract notions of space
and nation were being played out.

Building on this idea, actual place becomes critical when it is ¢reated as a location to
physically determine the abstract notions of space, culture, and nation that Said writes
about, and which are critical for Palestine. For Kulluna/We are All, space is part of what
makes up the vocabulary of distance. It is transformed from the abstract notion of
ghettoization or “bantustanization” (Makdisi 126) that leads to geographic separation
into the emotional fragmentation of a man walking past a woman, or a girl stealing love
letters out of the post. To find a way for the self to cohere with community — to find
an imaginative space where ideas of place can be fought over would be to close the
“distance” between characters. This would be the beginning of a coherence between
the nation as a people, which could then — as a collective — re-imagine in Said’s terms
the relationship between the collective and the land. To imagine “distance” transformed
from miles into heartbeats, and to recognize the impossible-inevitability of connection
between peoples is to find a space within which the nation can gather. It is the space of
the collective — joined through a re-imagined coherence between self and community —
that creates the space of resistance.

In reading Kulluna/ We are All as part of the same project where the lessons of one
are amplified through the other, what emerges is an alternative way of thinking the
territory. The unification of fragments within and between texts creates a place within
which resistance can be enacted, and through which contemporary colonialism may be
countered. It is the space created by the reading of fragments and the act of unification
this entails. In this double project this space is amplified by the work’s particular tran-
sition from Arabic into English. This again echoes Selim, who sees in the act of trans-
lating “a remarkable, almost seamless continuity between the presence of witnessing”
(82-3). To tie the translation to the Arabic text not only as a hypotext of translation
but also one of amplification (in Genette’s terms) means that a space of Anglo-Arab
writing is able to extend and reinvigorate anti-colonial resistance in a world that is not-
yet-post-colonial. This space is also able to identify new ways of creating collectives
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despite the fragmenting effects of imperial and colonial powers. To engage in the battle
over imagining the future of a physical place, the realities of today necessitate a new
understanding of the cultural territory within which that imagining takes place. Here, it
is an imagining that begins in Arabic but takes on doubled counterhegemonic potential
as it is re-envisioned in English. It demands that Anglo-Arab writing become a space
of resistance, and engage in the production of a cultural territory that might eventually
carry out the liberatory work of a thus-far stymied postcolonial moment.

Nora PARR
King’s College, London (United Kingdom)
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Arab and Latin American Literature:
Mourid Barghouti, Najla Said, and Lina Meruane
in Palestine

Over the past quarter-century, the production of memoirs on Palestine in Arabic, En-
glish, and, more recently, Spanish animated the genre. This article compares diasporic
memoirs of return to Palestine: Palestinian poet Mourid Barghouti’s Ra'aytu Ramallah
(1996), Arab-American author Najla Said’s Looking for Palestine: Growing Up Confused in an Arab-
American Family (2013), and Chilean writer Lina Meruane’s I o/verse Palestina (2013). Examining the
narrative of return genre across three languages illuminates how Arab, Arab-American, and Latin
American writers of Arab ancestry contribute to the rise of new memoirs in Arabic, English, and
Spanish within a global cultural production on Palestine.

For more than a quarter-century, the production of memoirs on Palestine in Arabic,
English, and, more recently, Spanish animated the genre. In the twenty-first century,
diasporic narratives of return have formed part global cultural production on Palestine.
Mahmoud Darwish, Mourid Barghouti, and Annemarie Jacir have elaborated narratives
of return rooted in experiences of dispossession, exile, and diaspora. While Arab and
Arab-American writers have penned memoirs that revisit the dispossession or focus on
the diaspora, Latin American writers of Palestinian ancestry have begun to contribute
to a global cultural production. These narratives of return have crisscrossed the world,
tracing routes of comparison across the Arab world, between Europe and the Middle
East, North America and the Middle East, and Latin America and Palestine.

Francophone and Anglophone Arab autobiography has opened up ways for lite-
rature to migrate between languages and in turn to be enriched by this migration. For
much of the twentieth century, exile, migration, exchange, and translation recreated
Arab autobiographical production. Darwish, for example, moved between the Arab
world, Moscow, and Paris and Barghouti moved between Palestine, Egypt, and Hun-
gary. In Arabic and Anglophone Palestinian memoirs, language has played a central
role in the narrativization of experiences of dispossession and return and, for writers
who came into contact with other languages, these narratives are infused with further
histories, trajectories, and interactions. The languages of memoirs are intimately inter-
twined with the writers’ location and historical context. For example, memoirs in Arabic
draw on Palestinian experience and a rich history of Arab cultural production, while
memoirs in English explore a history of dispossession along with an Arab-American
background. More recently, Spanish has offered another language through which wri-
ters explore Palestinian ancestry and images of Palestine in Latin America.

This article compares diasporic memoirs of return to Palestine: Palestinian poet
Mourid Barghouti’s Ra'aytu Ramallah (I Saw Ramallah, 19906), Arab-American author Na-
jla Said’s Looking for Palestine: Growing Up Confused in an Arab-American Family (2013), and
Chilean writer Lina Meruane’s Volverse Palestina (Becoming Palestine, 2013). Barghouti’s
Ra’aytu Ramallah recounts his twelve-day visit to his ancestral village of Deir Ghassaneh
in 1996 after a thirty-year exile. Said’s Looking for Palestine explores her Arab-Ameri-
can youth in the United States and her belated discovery of Palestine. Remarkably for
Chilean writers of Palestinian ancestry, Meruane’s Volverse Palestina chronicles her re-
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turn to Palestine in 2012 in search of the origins of her family name. These memoirs,
written in Arabic, English, and Spanish, trace trajectories, continuities, and networks
that contribute to the comparative study of Arab literature. Examining the narrative of
return genre across three languages illuminates how Arab, Arab-American, and Latin
American writers of Arab ancestry elaborate the return to Palestine and contribute
to the rise of new memoirs in Arabic, English, and Spanish within a growing global
corpus. These writers have produced new memoirs that explore ties to Palestine within
such contexts as post-9/11 America and hitherto unexplored connections between Pa-
lestine and Latin America. Barghouti’s memoirs have been the subject of some critical
attention (Bernard; Abdel Nasser; Mattar). In contrast, Said and Meruane’s memoirs are
little known and have never been the subject of a critical study. Both memoirs examine
young Arab-American and Chilean-Palestinian women’s search for Palestine and Pales-
tinian roots in similar ways within a genre represented by Barghouti’s famous memoir,
though the narrative of return is framed in different contexts, languages, backgrounds,
and ties to Palestine.

This comparative framework allows us to assess the effect of language and reloca-
tion on diasporic memoirs. In Ra'aytu Ramallah, Looking for Palestine, and 1 olverse Palestina,
I argue, language and location contribute to images of Palestine and Palestinianness:
the legacy of Palestinian dispossession in the Arab world, the articulation of Palesti-
nianness in the United States, and Palestinian resonances in Chile. These narratives of
return offer polylingual reworkings of the form and transnational networks within a
rich canon of Palestinian cultural production.

Arabic, Arab-American, and Latin American Memoirs

In the twentieth century, diasporic memoirs flourished in Arabic and offered a long
autobiographical tradition shaped by Jabra Ibrahim Jabra, Fadwa Tuqan, Mahmoud
Darwish, and Mourid Barghouti. While memoirs by Barghouti, Said, and Meruane draw
upon a form that has been amply reworked in Arabic and English, they are also read wi-
thin the specificities of Palestinian experience in the Arab world, the United States, and
Latin America. In many ways, these are transnational memoirs, drawing up geographical
and cultural routes in the language in which they are produced.

Diasporic Anglophone memoirs are read within the framework of Anglo-Arab li-
terature. In his study of the Anglo-Arab novel, Nouri Gana points out the need to
elaborate what he calls “comparative, transnational, multidirectional” (10) frameworks
of study of the phenomenon. He examines the transnational circuit of the Anglophone
Arab novel, tracing literary affiliations and transactions. Wail Hassan reads Arab-Ame-
rican literature as “immigrant narratives” within a Western Orientalist tradition. While
Arab-American memoirs may be considered within a tradition of Anglophone Arab
writing as “a rapprochement” (al-Maleh 4) between East and West, recent memoirs
such as Said’s refocus attention on another East-West encounter within post-9/11Arab-
American literature.

Anglophone Arab autobiography has witnessed a steady rise, especially in the twen-
ty-first century, with a large portion represented by Palestinian diasporic writing. Anglo-
phone Arab memoirs include Edward Said’s Owt of Place (1999); two volumes by Jean
Said Makdisi, Beirut Fragments: A War Memoir (1990) and Teta, Mother, and Me: An Arab
Woman's Memoir (2000). In the last quarter-century, the list of Palestinian memoirs in
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English has increased. Other Anglophone Palestinian memoirs include Ghada Karmi’s
In Search of Fatima: A Palestinian Story (2002) and Return: A Palestinian Mensoir (2015); Raja
Shehadeh’s Palestinian Walks: Notes on a Vanishing Landscape (2008); Stranger in the House
(2009); A Rift in Time: Travels with ny Ottoman Uncle (2010); and The Third Way: A Journal
of Life in the West Bank (1982); and, more recently, a collection of Anglophone Palesti-
nian memoirs by Sharif Elmusa, Jean Said Makdisi, and Raja Shehadeh, among others
(Johnson and Shehadeh).

Growing scholarship on the connections between Latin America and the Arab world
offers new ways to consider narratives of return from Latin America. While Christina
Civantos (2000), Ottmar Ette and Friederike Pannewick (2000), and Evelyn Alsulta-
ny and Ella Shohat (2013) have devoted attention to literary and cultural exchanges
between Latin America and the Arab world, literary ties between Palestine and Latin
America are largely unexamined. Cecilia Baeza (2014) focuses on the large Palestinian
community in Chile and Viola Raheb and Adnan Musallam (2012) examines the history
of Palestinian migration to Latin America.

Memoirs by Barghouti, Said, and Meruane traverse diasporas in the Arab world, the
United States, and Latin America. Each of the encounters with Palestine is intimately
intertwined with the writer’s history: Barghouti returns from exile to post-Oslo Ra-
mallah; Said looks for Palestine in the United States in the 1980s and post-9/11; and
Meruane “becomes” Palestinian as an expression of her growing solidarity for Palestine
in the twenty-first century.

Seeing Palestine

In I Saw Ramallah, Barghouti (b. 1944) chronicles his return to his village of Deir Ghas-
saneh in 1996 after a thirty-year exile. Exploring the poet’s exile from Palestine after
the 1967 War and his return to Ramallah in 1996, I Saw Ramallah offers a narrative of
return. While I Saw Ramallah belongs to a long autobiographical tradition in Arabic —
with intertextual allusions to Fadwa Tuqan’s Rillab jabaliyab, riblah sa‘bab (A Mountainous
Journey: An Antobiography, 1985) — Barghouti pens two memoirs set between Egypt and
Palestine. Barghouti contributes to the genre in Arabic by examining the effects of
dispossession between Palestine and Egypt where he settled and writes for an Arab
audience familiar with the fate of Palestinians and Palestinian autobiography. Moreo-
ver, he underscores the transnationalism of the memoir in which the poet’s trajectory
spans Palestine, Egypt, and Europe. Born in the Palestinian village of Deir Ghassaneh
in 1944, Barghouti moved to Cairo to attend university from 1963 and settled in Egypt
after the 1967 War. In 1977, he was deported from Egypt, settling in exile in Budapest.
Embedded in a national narrative, I Saw Ramallah is shaped by the communal story from
the loss of Palestine in 1948 to the poet’s return in 1996.

Barghouti animated Palestinian autobiographical production through his prose
memoirs. The forms he reworks in [ Saw Ramallah are multifarious: memoir, poem
fragments, anecdotes, and travelogue. Set between Egypt and Palestine, I Saw Ramallah
evolves from the exile and return of the poet (Abdel Nasser). The poet’s movement
and the memoir’s migration between Cairo and Ramallah challenge the regulation of
mobility in Palestine and Egypt epitomized in experiences of deportation, checkpoints,
and curfews. Indeed, the memoir metaphorically challenges the firmly drawn borders
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imposed by Israel through its migration between Egypt and Palestine and illuminates
the post-Oslo Palestine to which the poet returns in 1996.

Born in the Palestinian village of Deir Ghassaneh in 1944, Barghouti moved to
Cairo to attend university from 1963 and settled in Egypt after the 1967 War. In 1977,
he was deported from Egypt, settling in exile in Budapest until his return to Cairo in
1995. Embedded in a national narrative, I Saw Ramallah is shaped by the communal
story from the loss of Palestine in 1948 to the return of the poetin 1996. In 1995, after
his return to Egypt, Barghouti wrote I Saw Ramallah, a memoir that narrates his return
to Palestine and underscores the centrality of his exile after the 1967 War and the Israeli
occupation of the West Bank to his poetry.

I Saw Ramallah opens with the poet’s return to Palestine after thirty years: “Here 1
am crossing the Jordan River” (1). The poet contemplates the Jericho Bridge (formetly
Allenby Bridge), a checkpoint between Jordan and the West Bank on which exiles are
interrogated and which he crossed from Ramallah to Amman on his way to attend Cairo
University in 1966. The narrator cites the names of the Bridge in colonial history and
common language:

Fayruz [the famous Lebanese singer] calls it the Bridge of Return. The Jordanians call it

the King Hussein Bridge. The Palestinian Authority calls it al-Karama [Dignity] Crossing.

The common people and the bus and taxi drivers call it the Allenby Bridge. My mother,

and before her my grandmother and my father and my uncle’s wife, Umm Talal, call it
simply: the Bridge. (Ra'aytu 15; 1 Saw Ramallah 10)

In 1996, the poet stands on the Jordanian bank on the lookout for the signal to cross the
bridge and enter Palestine. This is a moment of return narrated through his perception
of the bridge, which recalls the memory of the poet’s return to Cairo in 1966 and the
1967 War that would commence his exile. He was about to graduate from Cairo Uni-
versity in 1967 but on the morning of June 5, 1967, he learns from Voice of the Arabs
radio station that “Ramallah is no longer mine and that I will not return to it. The city
has fallen” (Ra'aytu 7; I Saw Ramallah 3). Forbidden entry into Palestine, he discovers
“displacement” in the summer of 1967 and the sense that Ramallah is no longer his
own enforces the implication in the title: to see Ramallah is to lay claim to his city.” In
a sense, too, by seeing Ramallah again he encounters the tragedy of the occupation.
Thirty years later, the poet on the West Bank of the Jordan River declares: “This then
is the ‘Occupied Territory’?” (Ra'aytu 10; I Saw Ramallah 6). Rather than the homeland
in his poetry, the poet comes into contact with the reality of Palestine upon his return:
“It is no longer ‘the beloved’ in the poetry of resistance [...] it is not an argument or
a metaphot” (Ra'aytu 11; I Saw Ramallah 6). The poet en route to Ramallah — “I the
individual, the stranger who leaned toward silence and solitude” (I Saw Ramallah 65) —
returns from exile, where he perfected “his solitude” (Barghouti, I Was Born There 170),
to Palestine.

I Saw Ramallah narrates a return and a rediscovery of the geography of Palestine in
parallel with a contemplation of the poet’s status through repatriation. The poet was
allowed no identity card and therefore no citizenship of the Occupied Territories; he is
unable to enter Jerusalem; he returns to apply for a “reunion” identity card to grant him

1. Subsequent references are to the Arabic edition (Ra'ayt), followed by the English translation (I Saw Ramallah).
2. 'The word in the Arabic edition of I Saw Ramallah is ghurba (Ra’aytn 8) of which a more literal translation would
be “estrangement.”
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the right to citizenship after thirty years and to obtain a visa for his Cairo-born son Ta-
mim (the Palestinian-Egyptian poet Tamim Barghuti) to visit Palestine. The expropria-
tion of land and water has changed the landscape. The poet notes: “I no longer know
the geography of my own land” (I Saw Ramallah 10). When he returns to his ancestral
village, he observes the Israeli settlements: “The Settlements are the Palestinian Dias-
pora itself ” (30). In Deir Ghassaneh, the poet encounters the effects of the occupation
and thus sees in the settlements what impedes the sense that he has fully returned home.

I Saw Ramallah tocuses on the fellowship with poets and writers in Barghouti’s his-
tory. The poet-narrator preserves an iconic image of the Palestinian writer Ghassan Ka-
nafani (Ghassan Kanafani) in his office in Beirut and the posters of emblems of libera-
tion movements in Asia, Africa, and Latin America plastered on the walls: “The star on
Guevara’s beret;” Neruda, “the words of Cabral, [...] and the vision of Fanon” (Ra’aytu
225 I Saw Ramallah 106). These observations invoke an iconography of Third World libe-
ration movements within the Palestinian struggle. In Walidtn hunaka, wulidtu huna (I Was
Born There, I Was Born Here, 2009), his second memoir, the poet invokes Latin American
poets further: “I'd wonder at the ‘blooming good health’ of Pablo Neruda, because he
looked like a bank director — as though a poet had to look wasted, half dead, and pale,
like someone who’s fallen into a chasm or just been pulled out of one!l” (Wulidtu hunaka
27; I Was Born There 15). What he notes as his fellow poet’s “blooming health” in fact
creates a contrast with the wasted poet fated to fall into the spiral of dispossession.

Another story of exile and return is narrated in parallel in [ Saw Ramallah: his return
to Cairo. In 1977, he was visited by six plainclothes policemen of the State Security
Service on the morning of the feast and deported. In 1995, he was permitted to return
to Egypt after a seventeen-year prohibition. The history of his exile and deportation
creates a narrative between “the clarity of displacement” and “the uncertainty of re-
turn” (I Saw Ramallah 73). As the history of his separation from his family, his wife
Egyptian writer Radwa Ashour and his son Tamim, shows, his return to Egypt and
subsequently to Palestine is fraught with uncertainty.

I Saw Ramallah explores the poet’s relationship to Palestine and reworks the form to
restage the drama of exile and return. Barghouti contributes to the form through his
poetic memoir and the transnational focus of his memoirs, resituated between Palestine
and Egypt. His memoir of return turns attention to return through the Allenby Bridge,
the poet’s estrangement in Ramallah, return to Deir Ghassaneh, and travel to Jerusalem
from which he is barred, reworking experiences that are central to the genre in Arabic
while incorporating an iconography of Third world liberation movements from the
1950s and 1960s. The memoir also shows that the productive intertwinings of Palestine
and HEgypt animate the poet’s narrative of return.

Looking for Palestine

Another Anglophone memoir in a growing body of Arab-American memoirs is the
newly published Looking for Palestine: Growing Up Confused in an Arab-American Family by
American-born writer and actress Najla Said (b. 1974). While Said enters a long tra-
dition of Anglophone memoirs on Palestine, including her father Edward Said’s Owz
of Place, her memoir explores Palestine as part of post-9/11 Arab-American literature
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and its examination of Palestinianness in the diaspora.’ Looking for Palestine belongs to a
genre of Palestinian memoirs whose concerns and commitments are interwoven with a
history of colonialism and dispossession. Said examines her Palestinian and Lebanese
background in the 1980s and post-9/11 America in an Arab-American memoir in En-
glish. Unlike Barghouti, Said has never lived in Palestine and is a third-generation Ame-
rican who was born in the US, but discovers Palestine belatedly — through her father’s
activism and later by accompanying him on a tour to Palestine. Looking for Palestine ex-
presses her belated identification with Palestinians, though she does not identify with
Arabs in America and the ways they were represented in the 1980s.

Said writes in the US with little direct knowledge of Palestine about a hostile Orien-
talizing moment in the 1980s during the Arab-Israeli conflict through to the effects of
the 9/11 attacks. Looking for Palestine shows a growing identification with Palestine and a
belated discovery of hyphenated Arab-American identity. The memoir does not focus
on Arab immigrants to America. Rather, Said writes of growing up with little unders-
tanding of her Arabness and her discovery of her Lebanese and Palestinian heritage.
In Looking for Palestine, she belongs to the generation of Arab-Americans born and
raised in the US and introduces the post-9/11 Arab-American whose understanding of
Arab-American culture also entails a discovery of Palestine. Set in the US, Looking for
Palestine explores Arab-American subjectivity to counter prevailing stereotypes of Arabs
in American culture. In the memoir, Najla tours Gaza, where she has a sense of the oc-
cupation and apprehends Palestine through her father’s activism, but looks for Palestine
and discovers her heritage in the US.

Born to a prominent Palestinian father, Edward Said, and a cultured Lebanese mo-
ther, Said grew up in 1980s New York at a moment of intense political instability in
the Middle East and misrepresentation of the Arab-Israeli conflict in the West. Her
memoir belongs to a body of work made up of the memoir of her celebrated father
and a new twenty-first century generation of memoirs focusing on Arab-American and
Arab subjectivity vis-a-vis Palestine. Adapted from her play Palestine, Looking for Palestine,
it focuses on her confusion and self-conflict about her cultural background in 1980s
and 1990s New York. Said expanded her play into a memoir to explore further her
confusion, insecurities, and the complexity of a “mixed-up identity” (Looking 254). She
writes: “With a great deal of outside encouragement and support, in 2009 I turned my
life story into a play, and the play has now evolved into this book™” (253). Responding
to the profound reception of her play, she further challenges stereotypes and images of
the Middle East in post-9/11 America through a story that is both specific and broad
in her memoir. Her confusion, an echo of Said’s being out of place in Egypt and the
United States, reworks the trajectory of Ouwt of Place through the examination of her
Arab-American adolescence in New York, where her parents’ identification with Pales-
tine and Lebanon appears to be at odds with the world of her youth.

In Looking for Palestine, Said works to reconcile her Arab-American girlhood with
her parents’ identification with Palestine and Lebanon in a process by which she has to

3. 1In the last quarter-century, the list of Palestinian memoirs in English has increased. For other Arab American
Anglophone memoirs, see Hassan (2011). Other Anglophone Palestinian memoirs include Ghada Karmi’s Iz Search of
Fatima: A Palestinian Story (2002) and Return: A Palestinian Memoir (2015). See also Raja Shehadeh’s Palestinian Walks: Notes
on a Vanishing Landscape (2008); Stranger in the House (2009); A Rift in Time: Travels with ny Ottoman Uncle (2010); and The
Third Way: A Journal of Life in the West Bank (1982). For new Anglophone Palestinian memoirs on exile by Sharif Elmusa,
Jean Said Makdisi, Raja Shehadeh and others, see Penny Johnson and Raja Shehadeh, Seeking Palestine (2013).
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continually take the measure of her subjectivity through her father’s secular humanism
and her parents’ Arabness as well as rising anti-Arab sentiments and the Arab-Israeli
conflict. A Christian Palestinian-Lebanese-American growing up in a Jewish neighbo-
rhood on the Upper West Side in the 1970s, she is aware of the complexities of her
identity in ways that echo Edward Said’s self-awareness of the differences between his
family and the Cairene and colonial community of 1940s Cairo in Owt of Place. The
memoir opens with an unequivocal statement: “I am a Palestinian-I.ebanese-American
Christian woman, but I grew up as a Jew in New York City. I began my life, however,
as a WASP” (Looking 2). Said goes on to chronicle her White Anglo-Saxon Protestant
girlhood, growing up with Jewish friends, “steeped in secular, humanist thought” (133).
Throughout her youth, she learns the complexities of categorizations of culture and
nationality and works through prevalent cultural stereotypes.

Set in Manhattan’s Upper West Side, her home frequented by the Western world’s
prominent writers and figures of the Palestinian Resistance, and Chapin School on
the Upper East Side of Manhattan, where she feels her otherness through her appea-
rance, nationality, name, and the conflation of ethnicity with religion, or Arab with
Muslim, Looking for Palestine focuses on her Arab-American background in the United
States. She then parses the complex set of filiations in her youth — Arab and Ameri-
can — while being unaware of the political landscape of the Middle East prior to her
visits to Palestine and Lebanon. In her youth, she enacts a separation from her Arab
heritage and the representations that have characterized the Orientalism on which her
father’s scholarship is founded. A baptized Episcopalian, she attended Chapin, the pri-
vate Upper East Side girls’ school, where she grew up “absorbed in the world of Jewish
culture” (Looking 126). A Chapin schoolgitl, she has “an instant awareness” of her “dif-
ferences” (2) and works to understand her world, culture, and family amid perceptions
of Arabness as “barbaric” and “backward” (3). She notes that her awareness of her
“physical awkwardness” was at a moment of rising tensions and growing instability in
the Middle East in the 1980s (82). On her return from Lebanon, in the summer of 1982,
and her experience of the bombing of Beirut, she notes: “I began to realize that even if
I didn’t entirely identify with Arabs as they were presented to me in America, I actually
was one of them just as much as I was an American from New York™ (99).

The scenes in which the young Najla recalls her father’s explanations of the poli-
tics of representation made famous in his 1978 Owentalism in her youth evoke shared
moments and, at the same time, underscore her confusion about her Arabness and his
advocacy for Palestine in the United States. The young Najla seems affected by her
fathet’s revolutionary critical practice insofar as she works to make sense of the reality
of Palestinian and Lebanese affiliations in the New York of her youth. Looking for Pal-
estine focuses on an Arab-American adolescent, confused about her fathet’s identifica-
tions and uncertain of her Arabness, who rediscovers her roots. Though surrounded
by Arabic and aware of her parents’ identification with Arab culture, she is assailed by
Orientalist images on TV. She writes, “While my father was writing books about this
very subject, I was looking at the images of Arabs on TV and in the movies and then
looking back in the mirror, confounded” (63).

Said chronicles the family’s return to Palestine upon her father’s diagnosis with leu-
kemia and a visit to Gaza’s Jabaliya refugee camp. An acceptance of her heritage follows
her visit. In Palestine, she notes that the landscape is riddled with small Arab towns
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surrounded by settlements. She recounts her awkwardness and incongruity in Jerusa-
lem and Gaza: “The Arabs spoke to me in Hebrew, or Italian, or Spanish, but never in
Arabic, and I smiled awkwardly, unsure of how to explain myself” (160). Nonetheless,
she remarks upon the centrality of Palestine after her 1992 tour: “Though I have never
returned to Palestine, Palestine always returns to me” (250). Her trip thus becomes cen-
tral to her growing identification with Palestinanness in the United States.

The 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center and the ensuing American responses
elicit a change that contrasts with her distance and separation from her Arab background
in the 1980s. She recalls feeling the moment when people in the vicinity came to the
“collective, silent conclusion” that the perpetrators were Palestinians and notes: “#hat
was the moment my life changed forever” (214; emphasis in original). In post-9/11
America, she becomes an Arab-American, a term about which she expresses ambiva-
lence: “I don’t feel entirely American, never have, but it’s not because I don’t want to
ot because I don’t seem it — I do want to, I do seem it. I don’t feel entirely Arab though
either, for the same reasons. But I also certainly don’t feel like any combination of the
two” (217; emphasis in original). She joins a group of theater artists of Arab origin
to work on a documentary theater project and her work with the group expresses her
self-understanding in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks: “in America, there is no doubt
that since 9/11, I am officially an Arab, bridging the gap between two worlds that don’t
understand each other” (251). While she writes that she is neither fully American nor
fully Arab in the US, she notes the categorizations to which she has been subjected in
post-9/11 America, writing in the US in English to work through the nuances of her
Arab-Americanness in the twenty-first century.

Looking for Palestine contemplates the experience of growing up in an immigrant fa-
mily in the United States and the journey toward the understanding of a new hyphenated
Arab-American identity in a world that changes from rampant misrepresentations of
Arabness during the Palestinian struggle and the Lebanese civil war (1975-1990) to the
post-9/11 climate of burgeoning anti-Arab sentiments. When she runs into a protest
of young women wearing “Free Palestine” T-shirts while walking up Broadway, she is
beset by the intense feeling she experiences when the word “Palestine” is spoken aloud
and feels “immensely grateful” that they are protesting for her and for Palestinians and
wants to join them and “be a revolutionary” (252). In a climactic moment, she notes
her intense identification “because I am this girl, this young woman |...] this [...] e, 1
am this Palestinian” (252; emphasis in original). Though she creates theater as an Arab-
American and becomes more certain of her Palestinian identity, the Upper West Side
remains her home. She asserts, “None of it changes the fact that I started and finished
school in America, that English is my first language, that I still live in New York™ (253).
Though she asserts that English is her first language and she lives in New York, Said
is emblematic of Palestinians in the diaspora — American and Latin American — who
look for Palestine and discover an Arab heritage. By the end of the memoir, she has be-
come Arab-American in concert with that particular post-9/11 historical moment and,
though she has found solidarity with an Arab-American theater group, she directs her
creative energies to a solo show devoted to Palestine. For Said, being Palestinian is thus
not only an affirmation of her heritage but also an expression of solidarity.
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Becoming Palestine

Volverse Palestina can be read within a history of Arab migration from the Ottoman
Empire to the New World and the presence of a large Palestinian community in Chile
with historical ties to Palestine since the nineteenth century. Moreover, Meruane’s me-
moir has appeared at a moment of pro-Palestine solidarity in Latin America. Over the
past decades, understanding of and support for Palestine have grown in Latin America
in spite of the fact that Palestinians who migrated to Latin America since the late ni-
neteenth century held Turkish passports and were known as “Turks” (Abugattas 118).
Until recently, the question of Palestine in Latin America was debated against a history
of adoption of the European or North American line and Latin American Orientalism
(Abugattas 120). Unlike Arab-Americans, Palestinian immigrants assimilated into Latin
American culture. Currently, Chile has “the most active group” of Latin Americans of
Palestinian descent dedicated to the Palestinian struggle and has seen the growth of a
“pro-Palestinian movement” in the twenty-first century (Baeza, “Palestinians in Latin
America” 67). Baeza notes: “Today, Palestinians in Latin America are a highly active mi-
nority, both culturally and politically” (“Palestinians in Latin America” 68). Awareness
of and solidarity for Palestine have grown among Palestinians in Latin America, espe-
cially Chile, and, as Baeza notes, writers “of Palestinian ancestry express their solidarity
with Palestine in their work and through their activism” (‘“Palestinians in Latin Ame-
rica” 69). Meruane writes within that revival of interest in Palestine and understanding
of the Palestinian struggle, and return to ancestral ties.

Latin American writers of Arab ancestry have traced these cultural ties in recent
narratives of return, notably Miguel Littin’s Crdnicas Palestinas (2001) and Lina Meruane’s
Volverse Palestina. Lina Meruane (b. 1970), a Chilean writer of Palestinian ancestry, is one
of the foremost contemporary writers in Chile. [“o/verse Palestina focuses on her trip
to Palestine in March 2012 to trace the origins of her family name. Unlike Barghouti
and Said’s memoirs, Meruane’s memoir offers an exploration of her origins and an
understanding of Palestine within growing Latin American solidarity. While Barghouti
returns to his birthplace and Said undertakes a trip with her father, Meruane crosses
into Palestine, writing a Latin American chronicle of return. Writing in Spanish between
New York and Chile, Meruane explores the understanding of Palestine and her own
excavation of her Palestinian heritage in Latin America.

Volverse Palestina chronicles Meruane’s trip to Palestine in March 2012. Uniquely,
Meruane examines Palestine through her family’s history in Latin America and her trip.
In Volverse Palestine, Palestine assumes importance as her own narrative of return in the
place of her father and becomes a form of political activism. Unlike her father who
would not return after the dispossession, Meruane undertakes a trip to Palestine. The
memoir focuses on Meruane’s discovery of her ancestry in Chile, the history of her
grandfather and father’s migration to Latin America, and her own trip to Palestine.

Volverse Palestina, written in the form of her 2012 autobiographical novel Sangre en e/
Oyo (Seeing Red), set in New York where a young Chilean writer moves for doctoral study
and suffers blindness after a stroke, is a memoir and a travelogue. Unlike the genre of
testimonio produced in response to the violence of Latin American dictatorships in the
1970s and 1980s, Meruane’s memoir appeared at a moment when personal and political
memoirs flourished in Latin America (Meruane, “Lina Meruane: el reencuentro con la
historia”).
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For Meruane, the trip is a point of entry to Palestine that captures the minute details
of everyday life. Her chronicle recounts the harassment endured by travelers of Pales-
tinian descent to the Occupied Territories, interrogations by Israeli officers at ports of
entry, a heavy military presence, and the systematic use of violence. As a Chilean with
a Palestinian surname, she has no freedom of movement, goes through security, has to
pass through army checkpoints, and joins “political tours” (“recorridos politicos”) that
help her gain entry into Hebron or a small town in Bethlehem.

In Volverse Palestina, Meruane offers an explanation of her “return” in her Chilean
reworking of the genre:

Return. 1 am assaulted by that verb whenever I think about the possibility of Palestine. I
tell myself: it wouldn’t really be a return, just a visit to a land I’ve never been to before, a
land of which I have no images of my own. Palestine has always been a murmur in the
background, a story I tell myself to rescue a shared origin from extinction. The return
would not be my own, I repeat. It would be borrowed from someone else, made in
someone else’s place. My grandfather’s, perhaps. Or my father’s. But my father has had
no desire to set foot in the occupied territories. He has only been as far as the border.
Once, from Cairo, he turned his already elderly eyes eastward and let them rest there for
a moment towards Palestine.” (11)

Unlike Barghouti who crosses the bridge, a symbol of return, and Said who returns
with her father, Meruane presents her father’s near-return; he never crossed the border
into the West Bank because he refused to pass through the checkpoints. On another
occasion, her father stands at the Jordanian border but is unable to approach the border
crossing. Her mother insists on crossing into the West Bank because she had come to
feel part of the extended clan. Her father marches in the opposite direction, refusing to
subject himself to interrogation at the Israeli border; to be called a stranger in his own
land, where his father’s house still stands and of which he has been “disinherited”’; and
he dreads the prospect of approaching a house, now full of strangers, without a key
and knocking on the door. The scene her father conjures up is of settlements, security
cametas, soldiers, barbed wire, and rubble. Like countless Palestinians who could no
longer return after the Nakba (catastrophe) and the founding of Israelin 1948, the 1967
War, and the annexation of Palestinian territories, her grandfather and father would
assimilate into Chilean culture. For her, she completes her father’s return to Palestine,
tracing the Palestine-Chile journey undertaken by her grandfather and father through
the Santiago-Jaffa route. In New York, she muses: “I think that Chile is my own Levant.
There is no longer any family in Beit Jala but a couple of women who carry the name
Meruane” (30).°

4. Volverse Palestina has appeared in two editions: Volverse Palestina (2013), published by Literal and Conaculta in the
US. and Mexico; and Volverse Palestina (2014), an expanded edition published by Penguin Random House in Chile and
Spain. Subsequent references are to the first Literal edition. Unless otherwise noted, all translations are my own. For a
translation of an excerpt from [olverse Palestina, see Rosenberg (2016). Here I quote from Rosenberg’s translation of the
passage: “Regresar. Ese es el verbo que me asalta cada vez que pienso en las posibilidad de Palestina. Me digo: no serfa un
volver sino apenas un visitar una tierra en la que nunca estuve, de la que no tengo ni una sola imagen propia. Lo palestino
ha sido siempre para mi un rumor de fondo, un relato al que se acude para salvar un origen compartido de la extincién.
No serfa un regreso mio, repito. Serfa un regreso prestado, en el lugar de otro. Di mi abuelo, acaso. De mi padre. Pero mi
padre no ha querido poner pie en esas tierras ocupadas. Una vez estuvo en Egyipto. Desde El Cairo dirigié sus ojos ya
viejos hacia el este y los sostuvo un momento en el punto lejano donde podria ubicarse Palestina.”

5. “pensando que Chile es mi unico Levante. De me familia en Beit Jala no quedan mas que un par de mujeres que
llevan en algun lugar el Meruane.”
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In Jaffa, Meruane encounters the reality of Palestinians under occupation and tours
the city with her hosts, Ankar, her Jewish friend and his Muslim wife, Zima. En route
to Jerusalem, a city surrounded by a wall of barbed wire that divides Israelis and Pa-
lestinians as well as Palestinians in the same neighborhood, she notes the site of the
demolition of four hundred Palestinian villages. In the final section of the memoir, Me-
ruane chronicles her encounter with Palestine as a return. Upon landing in Tel Aviv, she
is subjected to an interrogation and her observations create central parallels between
the Israeli authorities and the Pinochet dictatorship. Her interrogation focuses on the
Israeli harassment of Chileans of Palestinian descent and her own growing sense of
Palestinianness (la palestinidad).

Part of her experience of the reality of Palestine includes her discovery of a dizzying
array of numbers: Palestinians of 1948, Palestinian refugees, and the Palestinians of
1967 who remained in the area annexed by Israel in the 1967 War. When Meruane wants
to know how her grandparents would be categorized, Zima observes that what matters
is the possibility of return. In that moment, Zima tucks a loose lock of hair behind her
ear and Meruane does the same, mirroring her gesture. That scene underscores her spe-
cial affinity with Zima and her sense that Zima’s life could have been her own.

When Meruane wants to enter the Gaza Strip, a large prison, surrounded by concrete
walls, and the poorest, most populated territory in the world, her friends, activists, and
UNICEF representatives say, “Forget it.” Because Gaza is blockaded, she goes on to
Hebron. On the way, she notes the concrete wall that separates Israel from the territo-
ries, Palestinian-Muslim refugee camps, the large Kiryat Arba settlement at the entrance
to Hebron, a motorway for Israelis and bullet-proof buses in which settlers travel. They
encounter Isracli soldiers, a group of Arab children, and a young American guide. While
they run through Hebron in the West Bank, Isracl bombs the Gaza Strip. In interviews,
Meruane notes that her chronicle not only traces the origins of her last name but also
makes sense of a current crisis (“Lina Meruane: el activism de la letra” 15). She dis-
covers that Palestinians must cover great distances because the roads are blocked and
settlers have taken over the market. A poster on a radical settlet’s car reads: “I killed an
Arab, and you?” (63). In Hebron, graffiti painted by settlers, mostly in English, abounds
on the walls of houses and Meruane translates, puzzled: “Arabs to the gas chambers”
(63).

Volverse Palestina circles back to Meruane’s return in the section “Becoming Pales-
tine.” In Jaffa, on the eve of her departure to New York, Meruane contemplates the
implications of her return to Palestine. As she initially set out for Palestine, she thought:
“Volverme Palestina. Volver” (33) (Return to Palestine. Become it). The play on “vol-
ver” (returning and becoming) and “Palestina” (Palestine and Palestinian) in Spanish is
telling: her return becomes a change that ensues from her discovery of her roots and
her solidarity.

Conclusion

Each of these narratives of return contributes to global Palestinian cultural produc-
tion and comparative frameworks with transnational Arabic literature, Arab-American
literature focused on Palestine, and Latin American cultural production that examines
Palestine through historical and cultural ties between Latin America and the Arab world.
Barghouti, Said, and Meruane open up the study of networks between Arab, Arab-
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American, and Latin American literatures with a focus on Palestine. In Barghouti’s me-
moir, Palestine is the site of return in counterpoint to Egypt. While Said’s memoir is
steeped in the Arab-American diaspora and her belated discovery of Palestine, Me-
ruane’s memoir is a return to her roots and an expression of solidarity. Reworking the
narrative of return, these writers contribute to a polylingual literature on Palestine that
lends different transnational networks to the genre. The translation and circulation of
these narratives of return — Meruane’s Spanish memoir — will no doubt contribute
further to global Palestinian cultural production and transnational networks between
Palestine and Latin America.

Tahia Abdel NASSER
American University in Cairo (Egypt)
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Compelled to Narrate:
Politics, Cairo and the Common Ground
in Ahdaf Soueif’s Life Writing

This article secks to examine the impact that urban space has had on the development of
political consciousness as represented in the autobiographical work of the Anglo-Arab
writer, Ahdaf Soueif. The article focuses on Mezzaterra: Fragments from the Common Ground
(2004) and Cairo: My City, Our Revolution (2012) in order to argue that Soueif’s broad political
affiliations, which extend beyond Egypt, nonetheless emerge from her relationship with the city
of her birth, Cairo.

Well known as a novelist, translator and political commentator, Ahdaf Soueif has
long maintained a status as a prominent Anglo-Arab writer. A regular feature in studies
on Arab women writers, Anglo-Arab writing and Egyptian literature, her work has rai-
sed important questions for these categories and the themes that animate them, in par-
ticular women’s agency and sexuality, Egypt’s relationship to the West, and Arab identity
in a changing political climate. Criticism often focuses on her Booker Prize-nominated
novel, The Map of Love (1999), or her eatlier novel, I the Eye of the Sun (1992), both am-
bitious and somewhat sprawling works that foreground gender issues, as well as draw
attention to Egypt’s political history and the impact of colonialism (see, for example:
Awadalla, Hassan, Malak, Tageldin, Valossopoulos). Similar themes are to be found in
her two short story collections, Aisha (1983) and Sandpiper (1996), which predominantly
focus on women’s interior lives, as well as the experience of moving between Egypt and
the West.

Her two most recent publications are both non-fiction: Mezzaterra: Fragments from the
Common Ground (2004) and Cairo: My City, Our Revolution (2012). These texts (which I
read as examples of life writing) are the focus of this article, and my primary concern
is Soueif’s relationship with the city of her birth, Cairo. I am particularly interested in
the clear links that the works establish between urban space and political consciousness
and there are several key questions I hope to answer. How does Soueif’s attachment
to Cairo shape her political agency? What issues does this agency give rise to and how
are they woven into Soueif’s personal accounts of what it means to be connected to
Egypt’s capital and to feel its influence? Integral to answering these questions is my
belief that Soueif’s work is driven by an ethical imperative that determines her subject
matter, which has ranged from the 1967 Arab-Israeli War, to the invasion of Iraq and
Egypt’s protest movements, meaning that her vision extends out from Cairo to include
the national and the global. There is a strong sense of responsibility dictating not just
the content of her writing but also the form — demonstrated by a shift from fiction to
non-fiction which is consistently dedicated to the causes that Soueif feels most passio-
nate about, especially at moments of political urgency.

Given the questions I have posed and my intention to focus on Soueif’s life writing,
Mezzaterra and Cairo are the only texts under consideration here. I am disinclined to read
fiction autobiographically (even though a novel such as I the Eye of the Sun arguably en-
courages this) because such an impulse is often critically lightweight and highly specula-
tive; furthermore, there has been a comparative lack of critical attention paid to Soueif’s
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non-fiction in contrast to her fiction. In terms of my framework for undertaking this
analysis, recent criticism that contributes both to the study of postcolonial autobiogra-
phy and Anglo-Arab writing has laid important groundwork that encourages further
engagement with the site of overlap between these two sub-genres, and it is at this site
that this article is similarly positioned (see, for example, Bugega; Hassan; Moore-Gil-
bert; Whitlock, 2007 and 2015). In Postcolonial Life-Writing, Moore-Gilbert productively
brings together postcolonial and autobiography studies, drawing attention to the lack of
engagement between these two fields of study thus far. He also rightly points out that
theorisation of the subgenre of postcolonial autobiography lags behind theorisation
of postcolonial poetry and novels. As well as concurring with these assertions, I would
also posit that theorisation of autobiographical writing by Anglo-Arab writers is not
as prominent or developed as theorisation of the novel and therefore I hope that this
article contributes to redressing the imbalance.

“Life writing” (as well as “life narrative™) is an accepted term within auto/biography
studies and is favoured by critics who wish to analyse autobiographical works without
adopting the classical term, “autobiography,” and its Hurocentric and male heritage
that excludes female and non-Western subjects (see: Moore-Gilbert; Smith and Watson;
Whitlock, 2015). By eschewing the term “auto,” life writing indicates that certain auto-
biographical narratives do not necessarily privilege the self but instead seek to narrate
beyond a single life and its private concerns. Given Soueif’s identity as an Arab woman
and her narration of collective struggles and aspirations, “life writing” seems a parti-
culatly pertinent term to describe her autobiographical output. In addition, the term
life writing is deliberately broad in order to encompass a wide range of approaches to
narrating lives, which is relevant for the study of Mezzaterra, a collection of essays and
journalism, ranging from 1981 to the collection’s publication in 2004, and thus not a
unified autobiographical work. Blending autobiography, social commentary and testi-
mony in order to meet its intention of personally narrating the revolution of 2011, Caire
also benefits from being considered as a life writing text.!

Compelled to Narrate

When Soueif’s first book, Aisha, was published in 1983, Edward Said reviewed the
collection of short stories for the London Review of Books. He found much to admire in
them and identified her as a new voice capable of articulating the complicated legacy
of colonialism, continuing important work done by other postcolonial writers using
English, such as Chinua Achebe and V. S. Naipaul. Nonetheless, he qualified his admi-
ration as follows:

None of the antecedent Egyptian experiences in Aisha is at all political: no mention is

made of the 1952 Revolution, nor of the 1967 War, nor of Sadat’s Egypt, although all

of them lie just off the text where, inevitably, they are also meaningfully absent for the

Western reader. Instead of politics we are given the strange dislocations that are caused

by that unresolved tension between what is traditionally Muslim and Egyptian and what
is Western and modern. (para. 0)

1. Interestingly, the subtitle for Cairo changed between the original UK hardback edition and the subsequent paper-
back edition, from “My City, Our Revolution” to “Memoir of a City Transformed,” indicating an intention — at least on
the part of Soueif’s longstanding publisher, Bloomsbury — to further emphasise the book’s autobiographical characteris-
tics. The most recent US edition also uses “memoir.”
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Said concludes his review by stressing that “if in the future she returns to her Egyptian
material, she will have to confront its inherently political charge” (para. 8). This review
of a young writer at the beginning of her career, written by someone who became a
mentor and friend to Soueif, is fascinating as a starting point for examining the steady
politicisation of Soueif’s writing. We know, as Said would too before long, that over
the years she has returned time and again to her Egyptian material and that its political
charge has long been present; increasingly so. Marking a decided shift from the off-stage
quality to politics in her early short stories, both of her novels are as deeply commit-
ted to interpreting Egypt’s history and holding to account the country’s succession of
corrupt governments, as they are to exploring intimate relationships. Alongside intense
love affairs, there is uncompromising analysis of the destructive and far-reaching effects
of British colonial rule, and of Egypt’s damaging relationship with both the United
States and Israel.

Nonetheless, whilst she has continued to produce work along this curve of steady
politicisation, The Map of Love in 1999 was Soueif’s last published work of fiction. In
an interview in 2010 (on the cusp of Egypt’s uprisings), Soueif considered the question
of the usefulness of studying literature: “At the point when I the Eye of the Sun was
written and in the time it describes, I guess that this question was not quite as urgent as
it is today and there was room to study literature without agonizing too much about its
usefulness” (Rooney, “Conversation” 478). Evidently, this question now strikes Soueif
as far more urgent; folded into this notion of now having to consider the usefulness of
literature is the nagging issue of how responsible it is to write fiction and whether the
writing (and reading) of it allows for the clearest engagement with today’s world. In her
life writing, she has often also written about her distance from fiction, which is explicitly
linked to her engagement with current-day struggles. Megzaterra, which deals directly
with contemporary Arab politics, showcases Soueif’s strong commitment to articula-
ting the injustice and corruption inherent to the conflicts that form an inevitable part
of her life as an Egyptian. Doing so through fiction is asserted as unachievable during
times of crisis, which occur all-too frequently. Following the invasion of Afghanistan
and with the Iraq War looming, she observes that “[i]t is impossible to close your eyes
to the black spectacle mushrooming before us and concentrate on making things up”
(Mezzaterra 107).

For Soueif, a writer attuned to politics and guided by it, fiction is not the right me-
dium for narrating the intensity of present-day politics, which has held her concentra-
tion since the publication of The Map of Love:

I think of myself as a writer of fiction. But fiction follows its own rhythms; it cannot

be forced. In my experience, fiction — except of a certain raw kind — will not be born

today out of today’s events. The impressions, insights and feelings of today need to be

laid into the rag-bag a writer takes along everywhere. Later, much later perhaps, you will

draw them out and examine them: which have held their colour and which have faded?
(Mezzaterra 1)

The distance, time and ensuing perspective Soueif needs in order to produce fiction is
made abundantly clear. As her work continues to be committed to “today’s events,” the
conditions needed for producing fiction remain absent. In fact, there is an intimation
across her life writing that so much is happening politically, at such a rapid pace, that
fiction continues to be sidelined and other approaches adopted. This does not mean
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that the impact of her writing is necessarily diluted or even that her life writing is less
creative or less reliant on the imagination than her fiction. Christiane Schlote makes the
valid argument in her discussion of Soueif’s Megzaterra and the Lebanese novelist, poet
and visual artist Etel Adnan’s non-fiction that such texts are evidence that some of the
key innovations in Arabic novels — fragmented narratives, intertextuality, counter-histo-
riography — can be used just as productively in non-fiction, meaning that we should not
see these works as a biding of time between novels but instead as “a welcome experi-
mental expansion of their work” (293). Such techniques also overlap meaningfully with
key facets of postcolonial life writing, namely decentred models of selfhood, a demons-
tration of political agency and thus an intention to disrupt established historiography,
and the use of intertextual matetial in order to do this (see Moore-Gilbert).

Soueif’s ongoing distance from fiction is also addressed in Cairo, a text which can
certainly be read as another example of innovative non-fiction as Schlote defines it.
Its moments of interiority and use of the imagination (examined eloquently by Ziad
Elmarsaty), work in tandem with a fractured chronological testimony of the eighteen
days of the revolution, suspended midway through by a retrospective section entitled
“An Interruption: Eight Months Later,” which allows Soueif to reflect both on what
happened at the beginning of 2011 and how it continues to shape the present as she
narrates it. As is shown in Megzaterra, the all-consuming nature of the present — and the
narrative strategies needed to narrate that present — prohibits fiction writing:

The novel I've been working on (and off) for the last several years has gathered itself

into a cold little knot in the corner of my mind: is my novel obsolete? My characters,

discussing the state of Egypt, the state of the world, acting, working, loving — are they
dead? (128)

As a novelist, there is, unsurprisingly, a sense of unease over this (Soueif swiftly refers
to guilt, self-blame and procrastination). There is also an acknowledgement that her
focus has been elsewhere: “I did a million other things when I could have, should have,
been writing and now my poor novel struggling to be born has been left behind, unreali-
sed, unfinished, aborted, irrelevant, stillborn™ (128). She then refers to the Palestine
Festival of Literature (Pallest) as “my other baby that took me away from the novel
these five years” (128). The violence of the language is striking; in a rush of feeling, her
novel is not merely unfinished but also aborted and stillborn. Her political commitment
to Palestine, realised through the festival she founded, is also personified and rendered
dependent on her, competing (successtully) for her attention. These insights underscore
her commitment to honouring her political consciousness, not just because it is evident
that the revolution and Palestine have dominated her attention but more profoundly
because there is a clear indication that Soueif desperately still wants to be a novelist and
yet cannot commit to it at the present time due to the rapid and lamentable changes to
“Mezzaterra” that she is documenting in her non-fiction.? Integral to this distance from
fiction writing is her focus on politics as learned through Egypt’s capital city, a focus
which has sharpened and become more concentrated.

2. Soueif makes a similar observation in a Guardian article in late 2012, in which she claims that “[ijn Egypt, in the
decade of slow, simmering discontent before the revolution, novelists produced texts of critique, of dystopia, of night-
mare. Now, we all seem to have given up — for the moment — on fiction” (par. 12).



81
Compelled to Narrate

Cairo: Establishing the Common Ground

For Soueif, Cairo is not merely experienced as a backdrop to quotidian experiences, but
also as a political centre and a dynamic space that shapes her political agency. Whilst the
city is an undeniable and evocative presence across Soueif’s fiction, Cairo also occupies
a fundamental place in her life writing, Indeed, the lack of fictional characters and in-
tricate plotlines transforms the city into a central character itself, no longer jostling for
attention but instead centre stage. With her novelist’s eye, Soueif makes this clear very
early on in Cairo:

The city puts her lips to our ears, she tucks her arm into ours and draws close so we can

feel her heartbeat and smell her scent, and we fall in with her, and measure our step to

hers, and we fill our eyes with her beautiful, wounded face and whisper that her memories
are our memories, her fate is our fate. (9)

In an article about Cairo, Vincent Battesti claims that “[i]t is essential to grasp the
city dweller in her/his mutually constitutive relationship with the space in which s/
he evolves,” and it is precisely such a symbiotic union that Soueif evokes here (5006).
Soueif’s fate is Cairo’s fate. This relationship is rooted simultaneously in the local and
the global and derives from Soueif’s use of the term “mezzaterra.”

In Mezzaterra, Soueif begins by eloquently describing how she grew up in an envi-
ronment and an era that, for her, celebrated diversity and encouraged the mixing of
cultures. Born in 1950, Soueif grows up believing that identity is not fixed and that there
is no need to self-identify as one thing at the expense of another. Studying in London
briefly during this time, it is precisely this attitude — a forced reliance on identity politics
— that Soueif encounters and which she strongly balks against. It is anathema to the
complex identity which she feels that she has cultivated in Cairo:

Growing up Egyptian in the Sixties meant growing up Muslim/Christian/ Egyptan/

Arab/African/Mediterranean/Non-aligned/Socialist  but  happy with small-scale

capitalism. On top of that, if you were urban/professional the chances were that you

spoke English and/or French and danced to the Stones as readily as to Abd el-Haleem.

In Cairo on any one night you could see an Arabic, English, French, Italian, or Russian

film. (Mezzaterra 5)

This was a place that was multicultural and inclusive; interested in the modern as much
as in its own heritage. For Soueif and the like-minded of her generation, this meant
retaining a vision that looked out, as far as it could: “We were not looking inward at
ourselves but outward at the world. We knew who we were. Or thought we did. In
fact I never came across the Arabic word for identity, huwiyyah, until long after I was
no longer living full-time in Egypt” (6). There is the assertion therefore that to focus
inwards, to construct a rigid identity, is unproductive and undesirable.” Such a perspec-
tive — which spans Soueif’s life writing — speaks directly to Moore-Gilbert’s observation
that a central tenet of postcolonial life writing is its articulation of relational selves; in
other words, models of selthood that stress the importance not of a singular, private
identity (integral to traditional Western autobiographical selves) but of a contingent

3. Incidentally, this is highly reminiscent of the fluid identity that Said — Soueif’s mentor — espouses in his memoir,
Out of Place (1999). Similarly, Said rejects the notion of a solid self in favour of an identity that will always remain pro-
visional and unfixed.
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and connected one (17-33). Ultimately, the political affiliations that Soueif cultivates
through her experiences in Cairo stem from this inclusive model of selthood.

Relationality is key to “Mezzaterra,” Soueif’s term for a “territory” and a “meeting-
point” inspired by her eatly life in a diverse Cairo. This common ground was “an area
of overlap, where one culture shaded into the other, where echoes and reflections added
depth and perspective, where differences were interesting rather than threatening, be-
cause they were foregrounded against a backdrop of affinities” (7-8). Maggic Awadalla
rightly characterises Soueif as a writer who moves beyond the national in her emphasis
on a hybrid identity that celebrates both Arab and Western culture; Awadalla also draws
attention to the significant use of territorial and geographic language in articulating
the concept of “Mezzaterra” (447). Indeed, as well as signifying “territory” in an abs-
tract sense, the term evokes the Mediterranean through its Italian etymology (“Mez-
zaterra” translates literally as “middle land,” thus creating the sense of being amongst
or between), perhaps chosen as a geographical bridge between the Arab world and the
Global North. This underscores the fact that “Mezzaterra” is both /Ziterally and synboli-
callylocated, as Soueif simultaneously makes it a rooted and fluid concept. What is most
interesting in terms of Cairo is that this symbolic use of territory, this celebration of a
common ground that looks far beyond the local, derives directly from where she grew
up and the specific cultural climate of the city at the time, ensuring that her relationship
to Cairo is a dynamic component of how she sees the world.

Crucially, because it is not static or predetermined in any sense, “Mezzaterra” allows
for critical perspective as there is both proximity and distance: “It means, for example,
that you are both on the inside and the outside of language, that within each culture
your stance cannot help but be both critical and empathetic” (8). This combination of
critique and empathy is key. As Caroline Rooney observes:

[W]hile Soueif and others draw attention to the “cosmopolitanism” of Egyptian culture,

Soueif puts forward the term “common ground,” implying that beyond cosmopolitanism

as liberal multiculturalism, a benign accepting of differences, there are more radical

questions of what we strongly value in common and of what therefore may unite us in
solidary. (“Revolution” 140)

“Mezzaterra” thus stands for far more than a simple and superficial acceptance of di-
versity that ultimately maintains structural inequality, as implied by Rooney’s reference
to “liberal multiculturalism.” Instead, it is both radical and nurturing, deeply committed
to the concept of solidarity and lived experience as something that must be shared, as
well as critiqued, in order for it to be meaningtul. Admittedly, one must acknowledge
Soueif’s own privileged background and the many opportunities this affords her in
terms of greater access to other cultures and languages; yet this need not detract signi-
ficantly from her intentions when it comes to the common ground, which through its
relationality seeks to accommodate far more than her own class, especially through its
ethical stance and commitment to solidarity.

The work of several prominent feminist geographers is helpful for further elucida-
ting the dynamics of the space that Soueif celebrates as the common ground. Linda
McDowell writes of the importance of not ovetly privileging or idealising the local by
also emphasising relationality: “If we move towards a definition of both identity and
place as a network of relations, unbounded and unstable, rather than fixed, we are able
to challenge essentialist notions of place and being, and of local, face-to-face relations
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as somehow more ‘authentic™ (36). She maintains that a certain openness, which she
terms “global localism,” can allow for the assertion of difference as well as impor-
tant commonalities, which are rooted in local experience but which are receptive to
interconnectedness, hybridity and change (38). Similarly, Doreen Massey asserts that we
must not think of space as contained, with all social relations existing within it:
[TThe particular mix of social relations which are thus part of what defines the uniqueness
of any place is by no means all included within that place itself. Importantly, it includes
relations which stretch beyond — the global as part of what constitutes the local, the
outside as part of the inside. Such a view of place challenges any possibility of claims

to internal histories or to timeless identities. The identities of place are always unfixed,
contested and multiple. (5)

Massey contests the distinction between the local and the global, instead affirming that
the relationship is far more symbiotic than binary. Souecif’s conception of “Mezza-
terra” (and thus her vision, too, of Cairo) has strong parallels with McDowell’s “global
localism” and Massey’s similar assertion that a place is made up of relations which go
beyond the local. All three conceptualise a space that allows for the mixing of cultures
and which admits of other locations, creating a far-reaching network of associations
and also — crucially — solidarities.

A further pertinent connection which points us towards an updating of these
concepts is Samia Mehrez’s more recent notion of a “global text”. In Egypts Culture
Wars, she asserts that due to her education and subsequent career in the US and the
fact that she writes in English (which echoes Soueif’s education and career in the UK),
Mehrez’s “localised” text is situated within a global one: “All of the issues that surround
my discussion of the cultural field in Egypt must be understood and read within the
context of this global text, a new world order of which the Egyptian case is but one ma-
nifestation” (13). This new world order includes state violence across the globe, the rise
of fundamentalism, neo-conservatism, the religious right and censorship, and Mehrez’s
alertness to these issues is a timely reminder of the flows between the local and the
global that now define the lives of many. Soueif is acutely aware of these flows and the
ways in which they signal a narrower approach to identity and political agency, and thus
she mourns their effect on “Mezzaterra.” From the mid-1980s up until the time of wri-
ting in 2004, she admits that she has had to move from celebrating the common ground
to defending it. She laments that “I have seen my space shrink and felt the ground
beneath my feet tremble”; and connected, surely, to her turn away from fiction, she
acknowledges that very little else has preoccupied her (Megzaterra 9). Thus, she admits
that “[p]ersonally, I find the situation so grave that in the last four years I have written
hardly anything which does not have direct bearing on it. The common ground, after all,
is the only home that I and those whom I love can inhabit” (9). The importance of this
is underscored by the very structure of Mezzaterra: Soueif’s explication of “Mezzaterra”
forms the preface to the collection of ensuing essays, which are divided into “Political
Essays” and “Literature, Culture and Politics,” with both parts ordered chronologically.
This means that what follows Soueif’s warning in the preface of what is happening to
the common ground is a series of essays that reinforce what “Mezzaterra” consists of
and steadily reveal how it is being compromised.
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Itis Soueif’s children (whom she describes as “inhabitants of the common ground”)
and their generation who must now face the threat that the loss of “Mezzaterra” poses
to their developing identity (v). She states:

My children are half-Scots. Should I encourage them to forget their other half? My half?

Forget Arabic, forget their family in Cairo and Alexandria. Forget Egypt and the Nile and

Fairuz and ’am Ahmad in the grocery on the corner of our street. Should I plug them
into MTV and save them? (Mezzaterra 100)

By posing these questions so personally, by adding colour and detail, we are reminded
of how important it is #oz to forget the other half, to always pay attention to all aspects
of identity and heritage and to reject binary oppositions. Caire reveals that her sons have
not forgotten “[her] half,” as well as also demonstrating how it is their generation, as far
as Soueif is concerned, who have reclaimed “Mezzaterra.”

Past and Future: “Mezzaterra” and 2011

At the beginning of Cairo, Soueif declares a twenty-year struggle she has had with wri-
ting about her city, unable to deal with it directly:
For twenty years I have shied away from writing about Cairo. It hurt too much. But the
city was there, close to me, looking over my shoulder, holding up the prism through

which I understood the world, inserting herself into everything I wrote. It hurt. And now;,
miraculously, it doesn’t. Because my city is mine again. (9)

As with the difficulty of writing fiction despite her love of it, her attachment to Cairo
has similarly posed an obstacle to writing. This struggle to narrate Cairo mirrors the
keen sense of threat to the common ground that Mezzaferra articulates, creating an ovet-
lap between mourning for the precariousness of Cairo and for the common ground.
One intuits that for Soueif, it is tremendously difficult to write about Cairo if it is no
longer a “Mezzaterra.” The revolution, of course, changes this — albeit temporarily
given Egypt’s trajectory since 2011. Throughout Cairo, she maps her own past, guided
by the city at a euphoric moment in its history, and in combining these two strands —
personal and national history — Soueif’s text evokes Philip Holden’s observation that
postcolonial autobiography (in Holden’s case, male narratives) often enacts anti-colonial
nationalism, through mapping a collective narrative onto an individual narrative of sel-
thood (5). Cairo is the story of an extraordinary moment in Egyptian history but it is
also very much “a story about me and my city; the city I so love and have so sorrowed
for these twenty years or more” (8). This sorrow is what has held her back from wri-
ting personally about Cairo: “Many years ago I signed a contract to write a book about
Cairo; my Cairo. But the years passed, and I could not write it. When I tried it read like
an elegy; and I would not write an elegy for my city” (xiii).

There are certain sensitivities and impulses to unpack from these various opening
statements in Cairo. There is admittedly something potentially problematic in Soueif’s
rejection of writing about Cairo in personal terms until the moment of revolution;
could this not signal a disengagement from Cairo’s troubled reality during the twenty
years that Soueif has struggled to narrate the city? Her admission in Caire of being el-
sewhere (at a literary festival) when the revolution gained pace and flying in to join the
people in Tahrir Square also adds to this sense of only stepping in when the possibility
of enjoying real change has emerged (and it also, of course, indicates the undeniable
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privilege that Soueif enjoys, travelling with ease across the globe). But if, as argued
above, Cairo is the common ground (or at least its original inspiration), then this idea of
refusing to compose an elegy for the city can also be read as a fervent assertion of the
continuing validity of her political principles in today’s world.

To follow this argument is to acknowledge that if Cairo requires an elegy then so
too does the common ground. Soueif’s response appears to be a very intentional re-
treat from such eulogising, instead protecting and utilising her political heritage, derived
from “Mezzaterra” and its Cairene origins. Her clear focus on PalFest since 2008 and
her regular journalism on Palestine and Iraq during the 2000s is indicative of her need
to affirm her political beliefs and her commitment to “Mezzaterra.” Thus I disagree
with Sherine Fouad Mazloum’s claim that Soueif’s choice of the autobiographical form
in order to write Cairo is indicative of “a reconciliatory process,” whereby Soueif is
choosing to reintegrate into an Egyptian collective following an “ambivalence” towards
affiliation and a “lack of identification before 25 January 20117 (213). Instead, I see
Soueif’s work as guided by an ethical impulse and commitment to “Mezzaterra” that
means emphasising affiliations (whether to Egyptians, Palestinians, Iraqis, or the Third
World more generally) depending on where she currently perceives the threat to the
common ground.

Soueif is honest, too, about the failure of her generation to save the common
ground from being encroached upon by hostile forces that seck to harden differences
and deny political agency. Acknowledging this failure is also her way of asserting that
“Mezzaterra” will come from the shabab, the youth of Egypt — her children’s generation.
Thus, when the revolution happens, she affirms that:

We followed them and we marvelled at them and we stood shoulder to shoulder with

them and every so often — more often than they wanted, for sure — we’d grab one of

them and hug them and shake their hand and thank them. Yes, we would thank them
for lifting the burden of failure from our backs; for ridding our hearts of their load of

sorrow, for stepping forward and sweeping away the question that tormented each of us:
what manner of homeland, what manner of future am I leaving my children? (46)

Despite this failure, Soueif is cognisant of the history of resistance that she is part of
and she makes it clear in Cairo that there is a legacy of political consciousness being
passed on from one generation to the next, meaning that everyone plays a crucial part.

Unsurprisingly, given the city’s role in shaping that legacy for Soueif, it is Cairo
that dominates the narration of this history. Personifying the city as a motherly figure,
Soueif writes that “her streets, her Nile, her buildings and her monuments whisper to
every Cairene who’s taking part in the events that are shaping our lives and our chil-
dren’s futures as I write” (8). These buildings and monuments remind her of the city’s
history but equally of her ow history; the two are mixed together, inseparable. And it is
the city — her streets, her buildings — that guides Soueif:

They whisper to us and tug at our sleeves and say: this is where you were born, this is

where a man, a boy, first reached for your hand, this is where you learned to drive, this

is where the picture in your schoolbook shows Orabi facing down the Khedive Twefik,

this is where your mother says she and your father stood in ’51 and watched the fire take
hold of Cairo. (8-9)

Borrowing from Walter Benjamin, Svetlana Boym explores the idea of porosity, a sense
of flux, which she sees as inherent to all cities, “reflecting the layers of time and his-
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tory, social problems, as well as ingenious techniques of urban survival” (77). Porosity,
she continues “is a spatial metaphor for time in the city, for the variety of temporal
dimensions embedded in physical space” (77). This porosity is identifiable in Soueif’s
narration of the history of political agency in her family within Cairo. From the build-
up to revolution in 1952, to what Soueif learns in her schoolbook, we recognise in
these layers of located memories the clear importance for her family of resistance and
the ways in which these memories indicate the broader Egyptian struggles and methods
of survival that Boym references. These moments in personal and national history that
Soueif recalls are specific to Cairo and continue to be mapped on to urban space, in-
dicating again the inseparability of politics, the city and the formation of the self. This
sense of porosity — of flux and often tension — becomes even clearer through Soueif’s
descriptions of how Cairo has changed over the years preceding the revolution. Many
of these changes are negative and unwelcome, but Soueif also sees — or seeks — some
hope in the landscape, reminders of the diversity and sense of potential that she grew
up with. There are the trees that refuse to die, still flowering (in itself an image of resis-
tance); small art galleries and performance spaces; and “[m]osques and cultural centres
[that] clutched at the derelict spaces under flyovers” (45). A state of flux is evident, but
so too is agency.

A sense of political agency as achievable only through the opening up of urban
space is central to Cairo. This belief drives her narrative, whether reflecting on the
past or present. Borrowing from Brian Massumi’s work, Nancy Duncan considers the
difference between “holding the fort” and “holding the street”; the former signifies
territory and domination, the latter an opening up of the political sphere, of resistance
and of deterritorialising space (129). So much of what Soueif describes in Cazro fits in
with this notion of resistance which opens up, as opposed to closes down. Throughout
her account, we intuit the need to remake the space of Cairo, to reignite “Mezzaterra,”
in order to undermine the structures that have dominated it. For Soueif, part of this
remaking derives from the shared goals of those from different backgrounds and she is
keen to emphasise the enabling environment of Tahrir in this respect:

Through the eighteen days Liberals, Progressives, Salafis, Ikhwan, Leftists, Gama3at and

those with no affiliation, just the desire for a better, cleaner, happier life, had rebelled

together, broken bread together, talked to each other, slept in the same place, defended
the Midan and, finally, died together — and they had discovered the vastness of the

common ground they shared and the myriad meeting points between them and how
much work they needed — and wanted to do together. (87-88)

Once again, the common ground is vast and diverse, instead of compromised and
shrinking. Her city has temporarily made this possible, just as it provided the template
for the concept of “Mezzaterra” in the first place.

At the very end of Cuairo, she reatfirms her commitment to difference (it being an
essential feature of the common ground) in her wish for an Egypt “where variety and
difference are recognised as assets in confident, vibrant, outward-looking communities”
(187). Therefore I would question Mazloum’s criticism that Soueif’s belief in Egyptians
working together is the result of “positive homogenising around a common destiny”
(215). This seems to overlook Soueif’s explicit emphasis on difference, alongside her
commitment to non-negotiable human rights, which are more concretely defined than
the rather vague term “common destiny” implies. Instead of interpreting Soueif’s be-
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lief that Egyptians can collectively fight specific forms of oppression and injustice as
naive, we can think about it in terms of a productive and pragmatic form of utopia.
In Urban Space in Contemporary Literature: Portraits of Cairo, Mara Naaman notes that
“lujtban spaces, in particular, may be vessels for memory, sites of entertainment, sites
of labor, or receptacles for our utopian fantasies of community” (xix). This observa-
tion is as true about Soueif’s life writing as it is about the Egyptian novels that Naaman
analyses. A vessel for memory, the city as a “Mezzaterra,” with its layers of history, is
often heavily imbued with a sense of utopia. In the epilogue to Caire, she acknowledges
the different futures that could emerge: “There are many bad possibilities. But there are
more good ones. I believe that optimism is a duty” (1806). This investment in the positive
could strike one as unrealistic. However, I agree with Rooney that the solidarity to which
Soueif is committed — engendered by the common ground — is not nostalgic or retros-
pective but instead “may be thought of as an ongoing #fgpian horizon” (“Revolution”
140, emphasis in original). Soueif’s assertion that optimism is a duty reinforces the idea
that this is activism as a constant process, forward-looking but also somewhat relentless
because of the challenges that will inevitably be posed.

This form of utopianism means that Soueif remains a realist, acutely aware of the
forces post-revolution which seek “to push the spirit of Tahrir away from the miraculous
to the mundane” (98). And it is more than a sense of the mundane that subsequently
presides, given the local and global dynamics that dictate Egypt’s current trajectory. In
her contribution to a 2016 article in the Guardian reflecting on the Arab uprisings five
years later, she observes — as so many other Egyptians have — that:

The number of ordinary citizens detained and ill-treated by the security services is higher

than ever. [...] The infrastructure of people’s daily lives — hospitals, schools, transport,

employment — is getting worse. The reasons people came out in 2011 are still there — are
more acute. (para. 38)

Soueif still believes that discontent will eventually boil over, making its voice heard as it
did in 2011. But “the eruption, when it comes, will be born of despair rather than hope”
and it will not reject violence (para. 41). Writing in 2005, Diane Singerman and Paul
Amar note that “[dJomination within Cairo is complex and dynamic, still undeniably
cruel, hierarchical, and often violent. Nevertheless, in its fragmented contingent forms,
domination never completely forecloses creativity and agency” (10). Much has happe-
ned in Cairo since these words were written and yet they still ring true. Domination and
cruelty and the ensuing tensions have not been eradicated and in turn, this domination
cannot eliminate the possibility of change and political agency, which even Soueif’s
recent sombre comments acknowledge in their assertion that it is only a matter of time
before Egyptians, driven by their heavy grievances, reach boiling point.

Soueif’s understanding of these tensions and grievances stem from her connection
to Egypt’s capital. After all, it has always been Cairo “holding up the prism through
which I understood the world” (Cairo 9). Her political affiliations to spaces — symbolic
and actual — that foster an understanding and acceptance of multiplicity, respect and
social justice are what this prism produces. It is these affiliations that dominate her life
writing. Whether Soueif’s future output marks a shift back to fiction or not, it seems
obvious that Cairo will continue to feature heavily, whether as a specific urban space, or
figuratively through the concept of “Mezzaterra.” Ultimately, even if the loudest voices
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currently deny it, “in today’s world a separatist option does not exist; a version of this
common ground is where we all, finally, must live if we are to live at all” (Mezzaterra 9).

Sophia BrowN
School of English, University of Kent (United Kingdom)
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The Limits of Authenticity
and the “Burden of Representation”:
Palestinian Theatre on the British Stage

This article explores the increasing number of Palestinian theatre productions and prac-
titioners on the British scene. Through two case studies, it unravels different strategies
adopted to cope with the “burden of representation” which stems from postcolonial
power structures still present today. The new system of international funding for theatre pro-
motes a predetermined notion of authenticity in the representation of Palestinian identity, which
British-Palestinian collaborative theatre productions seck to deconstruct.

In the last fifteen years, there has been an increasing interest in promoting art and
culture as part of broader development strategies. This new interest comes from the re-
cognition of economic development as insufficient and of the need for the promotion
of cultural projects. The funding of theatre production in Palestine is intimately linked
with these dynamics, and foreign-funded theatre within development strategies in Pales-
tine has had diverse and entangled consequences still-to-be analysed. On the one hand,
this phenomenon has increased the possibilities for access to funding for Palestinian
theatre groups and has created a more fluid environment of artistic cooperation and
dialogue. These collaborations have fostered the creation of a unique Palestinian thea-
trical language shaped by multiple influences while at the same time, they have promo-
ted the image of Palestinian theatre on the international scene, contributing to raising
awareness of the current ongoing occupation of Palestine.

On the other hand, this new environment might have had a negative impact on
theatre’s autonomy, as foreign funding has made theatre groups largely dependent on
external financing. This dependence not only affects the material conditions of theatre
production, but also the narratives, dramaturgy and aesthetics of the plays, which are
directed to represent a stable image of Palestinian identity. Palestinian practitioners of-
ten find themselves subject to audiences’ and donors’ expectations of an essentializing
“authenticity” and the burden of representing a stable image of Palestine and of being
Palestinian. This paper will look at the situation in the United Kingdom, where the pre-
sence of Palestinian topics, texts, practitioners and productions has become increasingly
important in recent years.

There are certainly Palestinian theatre groups that operate outside the system of
international funding and which are able to stay apart from the dynamics that will be
described in this paper. These groups, along with other groups which manage to fund
some of their activities autonomously, can establish different messages and narratives
which challenge the essentializing discourses of post-colonial aid system. Yet, the pre-
sent paper will analyse two plays that are the result of collaborations between Bri-
tish and Palestinian practitioners. Through this analysis I aim to uncover different ap-
proaches that Palestinian-British productions have adopted, and how they deal with the
power dynamics that underlie the cultural logic of globalization. In this sense, theatre
processes cannot be understood as self-contained atreas; theatre events are influenced by
numerous unmeasurable variables that differ between each theatre event. The process
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of meaning creation needs to be analysed taking into account the audience’s process of
“framing, reading, interpreting and experiencing” (Rozik 10).

I have chosen two productions that involved professionals from the UK and Pales-
tine and were performed both in the UK and Palestine. Both productions are part of a
broader scene within which Palestinian voices are increasingly being heard in the UK. 1
want to claim that engaged political theatre can provide a certain space to the immedia-
cy of both performers and audience experience. The ephemeral character of the pro-
cess of meaning creation that happens within the theatre space gives practitioners the
possibility to articulate what Schonmann defines as a “counter-text” which calls upon
the audience to take action (181). Audience’s engagement is relevant for political theatre
insofar as it allows the articulation of messages that challenge dominant discourses and
can contribute to shape consciousness.

Palestinian Theatre on the British Stage: The Burden of
Representation

Since the Oslo Accords (1993-1995), there has been a proliferation of foreign-fun-
ded theatre production in Palestine and an increasing number of collaborative projects
between UK-based and Palestinian playwrights and theatres.! This new development
does not mean that the hardship over theatre production’s conditions has been lessened.
The historical lack of means, “of original texts, actors, rehearsal spaces and an infras-
tructure,” (Nassar 10-7) has been worsened even further by the post-Oslo restrictions
on movement. The military occupation and the Israeli neo-colonial rule have caused
and reinforced the internal difficulties that Palestinian theatre practitioners have to face
in their work. In addition, there is a lack of national institutions, which could provide
stability in terms of funding to ensure a solid and lasting dramatic production.

Nevertheless, the proliferation of foreign-funded drama in Palestine in the last twen-
ty years has increased the possibilities of access to funding and therefore, the possibility
of having a more dynamic dramatic and artistic production. This shift reflects a more
favourable approach to Palestinian arts in general, and Palestinian theatre in particular.
The proliferation of internationally funded productions, workshops, and projects have
contributed to both making Palestinian voices more audible in international circuits and
fostering artistic collaboration between European and Palestinian practitioners. In the
UK, the increasing interest in Palestinian theatre derives from a shift in the genre of
political drama, which now looks for a “single-issue drama” that aims at the emotional
involvement of the audience (Bernard, Taking Sides 164). Instead of focusing on domes-
tic issues, British contemporary political theatre tries to create strong reactions and to
foster commitment by putting the Palestinian question on stage.

This shift has been materialized in two different ways; on the one hand, the in-
creasing presence of Palestine in British theatre in plays like My Nazme is Rachel Corrie or
Seven Jewish Children — which were both hosted by the Royal Court Theatre in London

1. Some examples of these collaborations are, for instance, Al-Rowwad and The Freedom Theatre’s network of
UK friends, which actively support both theatres. Besides, the Edinburgh Forest Fringe 2015 presented “Shakespeare’s
sisters”, produced by Beit-Jala-based Al-Harah Theatre, in an event developed through a collaboration between Forest
Fringe, London’s Gate Theatre, and the playwright David Greig, with significant support from the A. M. Qattan Foun-
dation and the British Council. Palestinian playwrights like Raeda Ghazaleh, Dalia Taha and Imad Farajin have partici-
pated in the Royal Court International Residency. Furthermore, the Globe Theatre performed “Hamlet” in Ramallah on
October 2015 within its world tour.
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for their first performances. These plays are written in English by British playwrights
but deal with the Palestinian issue in different ways. None of them presents testimony
from Palestinians (Bernard, Taking Sides 167), but they speak to the British audience
from an insider perspective. This trend represents a strong political statement about
the increasing support to the Palestinian situation and the rising criticism against Israeli
occupation.

On the other hand, there has been a proliferation of theatre projects in which British
and Palestinian groups and practitioners have been brought together to engage in artis-
tic collaborations. These cases form the focus of this article and they certainly reflect
a renewed interest in, and an ongoing negotiation with, the colonial status of Palestine
from the UK’s position as a postcolonial power. The presence of Palestinian art on the
former colonial power’s theatre scene counters processes that would contribute to the
othering of Palestinian narratives. In a supposedly postcolonial era, the repositioning
of Palestinian narratives on British stages might have a positive impact in terms of in-
creasing the visibility of the current colonial occupation of Palestine.

At the same time, the current system of international funding, which includes most
of the collaborative artistic projects, still subdues theatre production to international
donors’ guidelines in order to have access to the funding that is paramount for the sut-
vival of the Palestinian theatre scene. In a double-edged process, international funding
is fostering the possibilities to maintain an active theatre scene with a clear international
scope, while at the same time the shadow of material, financial, and artistic dependence
hangs over that theatre scene. Palestinian theatre’s dependence on foreign funding per-
meates to a level beyond its material conditions and into the realm of the message and
significance of the theatrical momentum.

Traditionally, as stated by Nassar, Palestinian theatre survived by borrowing and
adapting “models, ideas, and methods from world drama, including Israeli theatre, in an
ongoing process |[...] of liberation and healing” (16-7). Many examples can be found
of theatre production, especially by Palestinians with Israeli citizenship, in which Pa-
lestinian theatre production has been tightly connected to Israel and beyond.” Nassar
defines this process as “cultural hybridity,” which refers to the creation of a more fluid
cultural form, easily adaptable to the international scene. “Hybridity” is here positively
defined as a subversive tool for colonial subjects, which can erase “any existentialist
claims for the inherent authenticity or purity of cultures” (Bhabha 83-4). However,
there has been a wide range of academic critical discourse that has problematized the
use of the notion of “hybridity” in postcolonial studies; some representative works
are “Notes on the ‘Post-Colonial” by Shohat; “The Politics of Cultural” and “Foreign
Asia / Foreign Shakespeate” by Bharucha; “Hybridity: Limits, Transformations, Pros-
pects” by Prabhu and “Debating Cultural Hybridity” by Werbner and Modood.

Drawing upon this theoretical discourse, the definition of Palestinian theatre as hy-
brid is problematic not only because we cannot deny the relevance of the pleas for
authenticity that are intrinsic to the history of Palestinian theatre and which are also
part of a survival strategy, but also because it would overlook the current develop-
ment of theatre production in Palestine. Palestinian theatre’s development is marked
by its inclusion as part of the system of international funding, on which Palestinian

2. For more information see ““I'he Arab in Israeli Drama and Theatre” and “Palestinians and Israelis in the Theatre: A Special
Issue of the Journal Contemporary Theatre Review” by Utrian; Interview with Bushra Karaman by Daoud.
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practitioners depend, and that system encourages them to convey a sense of authenti-
city. Contemplating contemporary theatre production only as borrowing and adapting
elements from international theatre would ignore the existing power dynamics that lie
behind cultural production in Palestine. In this sense, the representation of Palestinian
reality is influenced by postcolonial images of the “Other” and these images reproduce
essentialist discourses about Palestinian identity.

In my opinion, the use of “hybridity” to define the current situation is inaccurate
and risks to overlook the consequences of colonial domination “if not articulated in
conjunction with questions of hegemony and neo-colonial power relations” (Shohat
109). The conditions of contemporary production are inserted into a system that fos-
ters that kind of essentialist lines. In this sense, the new position of Palestinian theatre
on the international stage transforms this historical process of hybridization into an
even more fluid form, in which Palestinian theatrical language secks both to be under-
stood and to present the image of the Palestinian “Other” to international audiences.

The impact of the renewed interest in Palestinian theatre — and its increasing depen-
dence on international funding — has a new influence on Palestinian theatre’s message
and representation of the self that distances itself from Nassar’s idea of hybridity as a
mix and positive exchange of theatre models. Palestinian playwright Dalia Taha, resi-
dent playwright at the Royal Court’s International Residency between 2013 and 2015,
defines this new process in an interview conducted by Stephen Moss for The Guardian:
“It’s always like this for artists or writers who come from places with conflicts and wars.
People, especially in the West, have specific expectations. You expect us to make a poli-
tical statement, to tell the story of our suffering” (Moss). Taha’s critique of “the West”
refers here to those countries, which actually fund and direct the narrative of Palestinian
drama on the world stage, 7¢., mainly European and North American countries.

Taha’s statement is relevant because it points at a kind of cultural hierarchy that
echoes colonial and post-colonial narratives which not only promote certain values in a
perceived “civilising” mission in the Middle East (Hazou 140), but also support essenti-
alizing views of —in this case — Palestine. The expectations that she talks about Palestine
might correspond to what Lo and Gilbert have described as “Western fascination with
non-Western performing arts” (32). The external gaze that is contributing to making
Palestine visible worldwide is, at the same time, contributing to recreating imbalanced
power structures, inside which the position of Palestine is always determined by pre-
established narratives.

The Palestinian subject is increasingly visible on the international stage, but that
does not necessatily mean that his/her voice is more audible. In fact, the present pa-
per questions the different mechanisms by which Palestinian theatre productions have
made sure that their voices were heard in the past couple of years. In that sense, the
presence of the Palestinian subject on stage sometimes complies with a certain narrative
which “might fulfil our colonial fantasy of unwrapping the masked Other” (Schwartz-
DuPre and Scott 350). In this respect, the expectations that Dalia Taha mentioned refer
to the “burden of representation” which compels Palestinian performance artists not
only to represent a stable image of Palestinian identity, but also to introduce a certain
Palestinian authentic self.

The “burden of representation” is on most occasions an unconscious imposition;
most of the time there is an underlying interest in fostering theatre productions which
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“transcends particular cultures on behalf of a universality of the human condition” (Pa-
vis 6) — as is the case in the production of Richard Il by Ashtar Theatre. The idea behind
most of the collaborative theatre projects is what Christopher B. Balme calls “syncretic
theatrical experiments,” (2) in which the stage is decolonized and any form of theatrical
exoticism is avoided. These experiments have indeed had great advantages in terms of
educational and artistic opportunities for artists and students with restricted mobility
due to the Israeli occupation. However, the process of universalizing theatre might aim
at representing some kind of universal human experience that would “transcend (and
ultimately ignore) the realities of Palestinian life and struggle” (Hazou 1406).

At the same time, this universalization does not take into account the power imba-
lance that is still at stake. In this sense, the theatrical representation of the Palestinian
subject does not necessarily “retrieve the lost subaltern subject as a recovered authentic
voice who can be made to speak once more out of the imposed silence of history, be-
cause that subject is only constituted through the positions that have been permitted”
(Young 207). Therefore the burden of representation of a stable Palestinian identity,
which complies with what Taha defined as “Western expectations,” highlights the une-
ven power distribution on the international stage.

However, we must not infer that in the face of the power imbalance presented above
theatre groups remain powerless and immobile; indeed, theatre production and recep-
tion are fluid, which allows practitioners to enunciate a language through which they
convey a form of agency. Simultaneously, the “burden of representation” represents
nothing but a metanarrative that can be challenged when it comes to the daily work
of theatre practitioners, both Palestinians and their British counterparts. Both Rich-
ard 1I and The Siege involved professionals from various countries in their productions
and who collectively contributed to the artistic process. Both plays illustrate different
yet similar theatrical trends of British-Palestinian productions from two of the most
important and politically engaged theatre groups in Palestine. Both have different posi-
tions on the Palestinian scene, but they share a clear political and social interest’ that is
materialized through their different activities.

Both plays represent voices that are considered authoritative either due to the ori-
ginal text — Shakespeare’s text in Rehard 1I — or due to the use of interviews and real
characters’ testimonies in the devising of The Siege. Both plays were well received by au-
diences and critics, but neither could escape deep-rooted expectations of the portrayal
of a certain narrative on stage. The following analysis aims at unravelling the symbolic
meanings that are brought about by these collaborations. It questions the possibilities
for theatre to go beyond power differentials and convey an “authentic” message “out-
side” existing structures of power.

Richard IT

The London’s Globe theatre celebrated in 2012 the “Globe to Globe Festival,” part
of the World Shakespeare Festival (WSF). The “Globe to Globe Festival” brought to-
gether 37 theatre groups from different parts of the world to perform Shakespeare’s
plays in London over six weeks. It had a significant impact and coverage in academic

3. Ashtar Theatre has organized five “International Theatre of the Oppressed Festivals”, with the participation of
local and international groups. Freedom Theatre has developed a consistent work on cultural resistance.
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and media circles due, partly, to its connection to the Olympic Games, which gave it
even more international projection. The Ramallah-based group Ashtar Theatre perfor-
med Richard IT* which was directed by Irish director Conall Mortison and cast thirteen
Palestinian actors and actresses, including Iman Aoun, artistic director of Ashtar Thea-
tre. The relevance of this production lies in the strong significance of Shakespeare’s
authority in English literature and his role as a national symbol, while at the same time
being the most performed playwright worldwide.

The play was performed in Arabic with English subtitles for the London audiences
and, although advertised as being performed in Palestinian Arabic, it was in fact trans-
lated into modern classical Arabic by Palestinian poet Ghassan Zaqtan, which kept “the
poetry of the sentences but not the heaviness of the old classical (Arabic) translation”
(Aoun n.p.). Translating Shakespeare’s drama, which has been recognized worldwide as
an integral element of British national identity, is in itself an act that “subverts the au-
thority of Shakespeare’s text” (Bulman 7) by locating it in a postcolonial context thereby
re-interpreting it.

In my opinion, translation grants a renewed room for aesthetical and semiotic ma-
noeuvre in which, for instance, a stylized use of classical Arabic to re-narrate Richard
II’s story represents an empowering appropriation not only of a British national symbol
but also of the underlying universal human dilemmas posed by the play. Therefore, we
could say that the Globe theatre’s efforts to explore new meanings that can only be
achieved by translation can be inscribed in a broader interest to reach “new levels of
intercultural understanding” (Hoeselaars x). This idea of an “intercultural understan-
ding” through the adaptation and translation of Shakespeare needs to be seen from the
point of view of Shakespeare’s Anglo-centred symbolic authority. The Globe theatre’s
interest in achieving an intercultural theatre event lies on the overarching universality
of Shakespeare.

As stated on the Festival’s webpage,” the organizers were looking for the “inspira-
tional stories” of people working in difficult conditions. At the same time, Dominic
Dromgoole and Tom Bird — Artistic and Festival Directors respectively — added in the
description of the festival that Shakespeare’s plays “have midwifed new theatre cultures,
spread light and laughter, and helped nations, new and old, to define themselves” (3).
This statement emphasizes the constitutional authority of Shakespeare who, as stated
by Dobson, “was declared to rule world literature at the same time that Britannia was
declared to rule the waves” (Dobson 7). There is therefore a structural background
that locates Shakespeare in a canonical position, which allows the festival organizers
to openly maintain the assumption of the Palestinian group’s need for help “to define
themselves” through Shakespeare.

On the other hand, the significance of a Palestinian translation of Shakespeare is
different when performed in Palestine for a Palestinian audience than when presented
to an audience at the London Globe — “a site dominated by concepts of Shakespearean
authenticity and originality” (Ng 429). In this sense, the audience’s expectations in Lon-
don were articulated in a two-way process in which the burden of the authenticity of

4. Ashtar Theatre has also co-produced “This Flesh is Mine” (2014) and “When Nobody Returns” (2016) with
London-based theatre company Border Crossings and the Central School of Speech and Drama, with the support of
the Arts Council England, British Council, Nour Festival and Rose Bruford College.

5. For more information see: http://globetoglobe.shakespearesglobe.com/archive /2012/
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Shakespeare’s texts clashed with the intercultural interests of the organization. The au-
dience, more or less consciously, expects a certain level of authenticity in the Palestinian
performance of Shakespeare, which should stay in tune with the “original.” As stated
by Ng, the audience needed to locate an authentic point of reference, “a set of stable
signs and significations” (429) to understand the performance; therefore, Shakespeare
becomes a point of reference from which the performance is understood.

Back in 2012, Ashtar Theatre had to deal with a reception background highly in-
fluenced by the situation in many Arab countries where the so-called “Arab Spring” was
challenging the long-established political systems. The political situation preceded the
play’s reception in a context in which organizers and audience expected a certain reflec-
tion of the political situation. Therefore, Ashtar had to cope with the tension between
the intercultural aim of the festival organizers and the expectations of an inherent
authenticity — either Palestinian or British. First of all, Ashtar assumed an anti-essen-
tialist strategy by detaching their production from the actual Palestinian context. The
Ramallah-based group created a version, which was not explicitly tied to the Palestinian
political and/ ot social reality. As stated by Iman Aoun in an interview with Sarah Irving,
“at some point you could see a Palestinian dress onstage [...], but it does not particularly
say that this is happening here in Palestine [...]. We want the audience to concentrate
and think”.

Ashtar’s de-contextualization of Richard Il was a conscious move that uncovered
broader themes that were present in Shakespeare’s original text. As stated by Aude-
bert, the text alone proposes a basic political message which is independent from the
external context and the personal background (706). In this sense, the emphasis on a
non-specific locality shifted the play’s political resonance towards more general topics
that would more easily connect with a London audience’s political consciousness. The-
refore, Ashtar Theatre managed to convey their own message and focus on a neat and
simple representation of Shakespeare’s themes: kingship and power struggles; and they
successfully questioned the intricacies of the game of power and the seemingly unavoi-
dable corruption of power, without falling into the trap of positioning themselves as
voices of the authentic Palestinian experience.

At the same time, it could be argued that this delocalization and subsequent repre-
sentation of broader topics might support the WTF organizers’ interest in claiming the
universality of Shakespeare’s themes. However, Ashtar Theatre managed to treat Shake-
speare “as neither ‘universal’ nor inherently allied with ‘cultural imperialism”” (Litvin,
Walkling, and Cormack 5), and speak to different audiences. Shakespeare’s undeniable
relevance as a playwright was brought to the stage by Ashtar’s theatre in a conventio-
nalized and saliently artistic way, refusing to portray homogenized human experiences.
Before the postcolonial dilemma that Shakespeare’s translation posed within the WSE
Ashtar not only decided to avoid representing nationalist ideas of Palestine, they also
enabled a more complex discussion about the overarching topics of the play.

The Siege
The Siege was produced by Jenin-based Freedom Theatre in 2015 and co-directed by
Nabil Al-Raee from Palestine and Zoe Lafferty from the UK. The story is based on the

2002 events in the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem, in which the Isracli Defence
Force (IDF) occupied Bethlehem as part of Operation Defensive Shield. As a result,
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thirteen Palestinian fighters fled into the Nativity Church —a UNESCO World Heritage
site and one of the most sacred Christian sites in the world — where they sheltered with
around 200 monks and civilians.® More than a decade later, the Freedom theatre traced
the fighters, who now live exiled across Europe and Gaza, and collected their personal
stories and memories.

The play was premiered in Jenin and was presented in ten different locations around
the UK during the spring of 2015. The Freedom Theatre’s UK Tour was the largest tour
undertaken by a Palestinian theatre company in the UK (Hutchison) and was funded
by the British Council, The Arab British Centre and the Arts Council England, among
others. The play presents six men during the 39 days of siege inside of the church and
exposes their deepest fears and contradictions. It uses video footage — showing, for
instance, fragments from the Israeli invasion of Bethlehem —, excerpts from interviews
with the fighters themselves, adds the meta-reflexive presence of a tour guide, interpre-
ted by Ahmed Tobasi, and emotionally charged and disquieting fighting scenes.

The Siege uses the techniques of documentary theatre to represent Palestinian voices
on stage — which is, in fact, not a new trend in the Palestinian-Israeli theatre scene —
by inserting real testimonies into a dramatic work. Freedom Theatre draws upon this
archive, while at the same time offering an interpretation and critique of its different
political implications. Thus, the Palestinian narrative is unapologetically located at the
centre of the stage, arguing against the need to “‘balance’ their stories with the Israeli
point of view” (Bernard, Taking Sides 172).

The presence of this production on British stages says a lot about the recent deve-
lopment not only of the representation of Palestinian on the British stage, but also of
a new openness to collaborative projects that challenge prejudices about Palestine. At
the same time, this development is still not free from controversy and the representa-
tion of the voices of Palestinian fighters were strongly criticized in some British media.
Controversy sparked when the right-wing Dazly Mail published an article on 2 May 2015
defining The Siege as “a play sympathising with Palestinian terrorist groups” (Craven).
By portraying the Freedom Theatre as a terrorist sympathiser, the journalist reproduces
the orientalist principle enunciated by Edward Said, according to which: “there are good
Arabs (the ones who do as they are told) and bad Arabs (who do not, and are therefore
‘terrorists’)” (Said 3006). This reductionist premise by tabloids diminishes the Freedom
Theatre’s work and ultimately secks to silence Palestinian voices.

Similarly to Richard 11, The Siege signalled the core values that underlie the characters’
decisions without trying to essentialize any kind of authentic experience. However,
Ashtar conveyed its message through Shakespeare’s language, articulating a universality
that the WSI organizers were keen to promote. The Freedom Theatre, on the other
hand, combines fragments of the characters’ real interviews while placing their expe-
riences at the centre of the stage, showing their dilemmas and internal struggles.

The Siege invites questions to be raised regarding the polarised division between
“good Arabs and “bad Arab” that, as stated by Sanz Sabido, has characterized British
media for long time (205). In this sense, the play offers an historical account that differs
from traditional media account and reinvests the symbolism of the figure of the figh-
ter. In this sense, just as Ashtar Theatre disregarded London audiences’ expectations

6. For more information about The Szege see: http://news.bbe.co.uk/2/hi/middle_ecast/1950331.stm
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and adapted Shakespeare’s Richard I to a placeless yet meaningful context, the Free-
dom Theatre responded by threatening the stability of the figure of fighter itself and
by giving voice to unheard experiences and testimonies whose authority could not be
questioned.

Concluding Remarks

This article has examined two different theatrical approaches present in collaborations
between Palestinian and UK based practitioners. Both projects were performed on Bri-
tish and Palestinian stages and therefore exposed to both British and Palestinian au-
diences. The collaboration aimed at reaching different audiences beyond Europe and
those involved wanted to assert their creative agency by challenging any biased assump-
tion of what Palestinian theatre should look like. As mentioned above, even though
theatre production is included and influenced by a metanarrative, the agency of practi-
tioners is undeniably essential for the construction of meaning,

Both Richard 1I and The Siege have strong political meanings that found their ways
onto the stage and to the audiences. Of course, the two plays do not represent the
whole Palestinian-British scene; moreover, the present paper’s interest lies in presen-
ting the particular junctures in which the burden of political representation meets with
aesthetic considerations. Theatre helps to counter media representations and stereo-
types and shows a new approach to the Palestinian question within the UK. The two
analysed plays adopted two different strategies: Richard Il is deterritorialised from Pales-
tine and The Siege puts the focus on usually unheard voices. Ultimately, both experiences
transcend the “burden of representation” of a stable self that would comply with the
audience’s views and articulate transformative discourses.

In this sense, this paper has highlighted the need for a critical approach that does
not disregard the relevance of power dynamics within international theatre collabora-
tions. At the same time, I wanted to both recognize and emphasize the actual potential
of theatre to foster reflection and concede an important space for the audiences in
the UK and Palestine to interact with the performers and recreate different meanings.
Likewise, as stated before, the daily work of both British and Palestinian practitioners
distances itself from any pre-established idea of what Palestinian experience is and this
is something that then gets translated into the performance and its interaction with the
audience.

Finally, and most importantly, the presence of Palestinian voices on a British stage
is in itself a political statement, especially because, as we saw, the way to get there is not
at all free from difficulties. For instance, in Richard 11, Henri Bolingbroke announces his
trip to Jerusalem to clean his bloody hands after killing King Richard 1I. The London
audience laughed at the reference. Later on, in a special discussion with Iman Aoun,
the company’s artistic director, and other members of Ashtar Theatre entitled “Theatre
under Occupation: What does Shakespeatre have to say to the Palestinians?”” Nicola
Zreineh, the actor interpreting Bolingbroke in Richard 11, spotted the irony of not being
able, as a Palestinian living in Bethlehem, to visit Jerusalem while his character, five cen-
turies ago, could travel over 2000 miles from London to Jerusalem (West n.p.).

7. The discussion is recorded and available online: http://inminds.com/article.phprid=10544
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The recent upsurge in productions like the ones we have analysed in the present
paper are extremely important to balance misunderstanding and misrepresentation of
67 years of occupation and conflict. The representation of Palestine has traditionally
reflected power inequalities and sharpened the division “us vs. them”; in this sense,
theatre can help audiences to “imagine a kind of political belief and political belonging
that is seemingly more consequential, urgent and ‘real’ than their own political circums-
tances” (Bernard, Consuming Palestine 201). At the same time, as we have seen, power im-
balance may be translated on stage via a renovated “burden of representation” that can
only be deconstructed by means of an open and frank dialogue about the Palestinian
question in the UK, overcoming the colonial heritage and examining its postcolonial
role. The two cases presented in this paper represent good examples of different thea-
trical strategies to present Palestinian voices on stage while overcoming that burden.

Irene Fernandez Ranmos
SOAS, University of London (United Kingdom)
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Speaking in Tongues: Arab Autobiographical
Discourses of Americanization

The article discusses narrative and ideological conceptualizations of Arab-American au-
thors-immigrants who wrote their autobiographies in English, the primary case studies
being Edward Said’s Ouz of Place, Ihab Hassan’s Out of Egypt, and Leila Ahmed’s .4 Border
Passage. The main focus is on the language aspect — namely, Bakhtinian polyphony and hybridity
— which exposes the unavoidable plurality of immigrant selthood.

Physical and psychological relocations between different cultural zones, languages,
landscapes, social infrastructures, and political climates expose the identity-making me-
chanisms in the increasingly transcultural and multilingual realities of our world. How
do we construct our personal and collective identities when crossing over from one
culture to another? How do multilingual immigrants choose a language to articulate
their selfhood most accurately? By looking at three autobiographical works by immi-
grant Arab authors composed in English — Edward Said’s Ouz of Place: A Menoir (1999),
Leila Ahmed’s A Border Passage: From Cairo to America — A Woman’s Journey (1999), and
Thab Hassan’s Owt of Egypt: Scenes and Fragments of an Autobiography (19806), 1 argue that
a complete cultural and linguistic crossover is, in fact, impossible, but one always keeps
looking back, never able to fully settle down on the other side.

In his Letters of Transit, André Aciman delineates the nature of exile, based on his
own experiences as an Alexandrian in exile via Europe and then the United States:

With their memories perpetually on overload, exiles see double, feel double, are double.

When exiles see one place they’re also seeing — or looking for — another behind it.

Everything bears two faces, everything is shifty, because everything is mobile, the point
being that exile, like love, is not just a condition of pain, it’s a condition of deceit. (13)

Indeed, the state of exile, of immigration and of displacement configures the subject’s
experience as un-singular — and these are not just doubles, but rather a melting pot of
numerous competing identities. In my discussion of Said’s, Ahmed’s and Hassan’s nar-
ratives 1 am particularly interested in the language aspect — namely, its polyphony and
hybridity — which exposes the multiplicity of immigrant selthood with particular clarity.

Drawing on Mikhail Bakhtins concept of hybridity, I propose to approach the phe-
nomenon of multilingualism as signifying the presence of multiple selves. Bakhtinian
hybridization is ““a mixture of two social languages within the limits of a single utterance,
an encounter, within the arena of an utterance, between two linguistic consciousnesses,
separated from one another by an epoch, by social differentiation or by some other
factor” (Dialogic Imagination 358). These social languages can be situated within the fra-
mework of the author’s identity that operates in multiple languages and in multiple
cultural contexts; separated linguistic consciousnesses articulate different cultural selves
that constitute immigrant subjectivity, and the autobiographical text offers an encounter
between these selves. Bakhtin’s Dostoyevsky polyphonic model, too, offers a helpful
approach to immigrant multicultural configurations of identity:

A plurality of independent and unmerged voices and consciousnesses, a genuine pohphony of fully
valid voices is in fact the chief characteristic of Dostoyevsky’s novels. What unfolds in his works
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is not a multitude of characters and fates in a single objective world, illuminated by a
single authorial consciousness; rather a plurality of consciousnesses, with equal rights and each
with its own world, combined but not at all merged in the unity of the event. (Problems of
Dostoevsky’s Poetics 6)

An immigrant’s identity is by definition polyphonic. The voices of past and present, first
and second language, homeland and new land, are indeed a plurality of consciousnesses
that fight to take over the process of autobiographical storytelling.

The texts selected for my inquiry register their authors’ spatial, linguistic, and cultu-
ral crossovers from Arab to American realities. The crossover is the defining element
in these works — starting from their titles, each emphasizing a physical relocation, an
uprooting: out of Egypt, out of place, border passage. All three authors were born into
wealthy families, raised in the Arab world, have received Western education, and have
relocated to the United States during their adulthood and by choice (none of them is
a refugee in a traditional meaning of the word). Each of them represents a success
story of immigration. Not only were they able to effectively assimilate into American
society, but they have been recognized as leaders in their respective fields of postcolo-
nialism, women’s studies and postmodernism. While Said, Ahmed and Hassan do have
similar backgrounds, it is the Bakhtinian hybridity that draws the most striking parallels
between these texts. Writing in English was not really a choice for these writers: all three
have been educated in English and, despite fluency in spoken Arabic, had limited ability
of composing in fisha.! Howevet, this does not mean that Arabic is completely absent
from these texts. On the contrary, it often interferes with the English text and contri-
butes to the immigrant narrative’s polyphonic texture.

Edward Said’s Out of Place: The Agony of Multilingualism
For a Transcultural Person in Flux

Edward Said, born in 1935 to a Palestinian father and a Palestinian-Lebanese mother in
Jerusalem, is a definition of a transcultural subject. The well-off family lived between
Palestine and Hgypt for years, before finally settling down in Cairo where Said’s father
opened his highly successful stationary business. Edward Said and his siblings always
had an American passport — the US. granted their father American citizenship due
to his military service during WWI. Owt of Place covers Said’s childhood, adolescence
and early adult years — up to the mid 1960s — and the many places where he lived yet
never completely belonged to: Jerusalem, Cairo, summer house in Dhour (Lebanese
countryside), Victoria College in Alexandria, and the United States. The circumstances
of his life and the rupturing historical events that he and his family lived through — Is-
rael’s occupation of Palestine, the Egyptian revolution, Nasserism, the Lebanese Civil
War — did not allow Said to grow solid roots anywhere he lived. He was always out
of place: “as a Palestinian in Egypt (and in Lebanon, where the family had a summe-
rhouse), as a Christian in a Muslim world, and as an Arab, holding an American pass-
port, in a colonial world” (Confino 183).

On the surface, Out of Place is a conventional Bildungsroman-style autobiography,
where the linear narration of the book appears to be in contrast with Said’s highly

1. Fusha is a formal, written register of Arabic. Thab Hassan is the only one of these three authors who received part
of his higher education in Arabic (at Cairo University).
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fragmented sense of self which defined him both as a multicultural subject and as an
intellectual. But as I will illustrate, Bakhtinian social languages permeate Said’s narrative
and create textual hybridity that resonates with the author’s highly complex subjectivity.
Said’s range of social languages include different narrative voices (Said as an academic
inquirer or Said as a tormented son of his authoritarian father) and multilinguistic en-
counters, such as bursts of Arabic and French within the predominantly English text.

The voice of Said-the intellectual dominates the narrative. This social language is
clearly the author’s “comfort zone” and highlights the importance of the intellectual
self to his self-representation. Said himself emphasized this aspect of his identity on
numerous occasions: “I have always felt the priority of intellectual, rather than natio-
nal or tribal, consciousness, no matter how solitary that made one” (190). Indeed, the
language of Out of Place is very similar to Said’s academic writing: “Said represents his
childhood in the same metaphors with which he represents the intellectual” (Confino
23). For example, Out of Place offers a detailed account of Said’s neighborhoods in
Jerusalem and Cairo, but although meticulous, these depictions show a noticeable em-
otional distance. Said looks at the places of his childhood from the perspective of a
scholar. The act of remembrance often focuses on an overview of social and political
conditions or a demographic analysis — and these generally lack warmth or emotional
attachment that one expects of a childhood home description. This is how he talks
about their neighborhood in Cairo:

Unlike Talbiyah, whose residents were mainly a homogeneous group of well-to-do

merchants and professionals, Zamalek was not a real community but a sort of colonial

outpost whose tone was set by Europeans with whom we had little or no contact; we
built our own world within it. (22)

Itis as if the description (“colonial outpost,” “homogeneous group”) were taken from a
textbook, rather than evoking a feeling of nostalgia and emotional connection that one
expects from a displaced immigrant.

Despite the dominance of the “intellectual” social language, the glimpses of Said’s
other selves are certainly present in the text. For instance, the frequently intense en-
counters with his father and their tumultuous relationship expose a different Said —
vulnerable and emotionally open. These are the episodes where transliterated Arabic is
often integrated into the text. In this particular case, Arabisms are utilized to juxtapose
the father’s limited knowledge of English with Said’s fluency. This is how he describes
his father’s struggle with English words: “My father’s chronic — and by now legendary
— difficulty with unfamiliar words (‘feeta beta’ for Phi Beta Kappa, ‘Rutjers’ for Rutgers,
ete.) foundered spectacularly on the word ‘psychiatrist,” which emerged as ‘psypsy’ or
‘psspss’ or ‘giatrist’ or ‘something-trist™ (214). Said uses linguistic subversion to de-
construct the traditional familial hierarchy and rebel against his father’s despotism. Fur-
thermore, by mocking the father’s lack of bilingualism, the author differentiates his own
hybridity from the implied monolithic identity of a “traditional” Arab man. In contrast,
when talking about his mother, Said’s outbursts of Arabic —more precisely its Levantine
dialect, her first language — are emotionally charged and emphasize the importance of
his Arab Shami? self. Perhaps the most important and stable relationship in his life, his

2. Shami means “Levantine,” referring both to the geographical/cultural area and the regional dialect.
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mother is an embodiment of the Arab culture and serves as a symbolic anchor to his
displaced self:
Certain spoken phrases of hers like #islamii or mish ‘arfa shu biddi ‘amal? or rou’ha— dozens
of them— were Arabic, and I was never conscious of having to translate them or, even
in cases like Zslamdi, knowing exactly what they meant. They were a part of her infinitely
maternal atmosphere, which in moments of great stress I found myself yearning for in

the softly uttered phrase “ya mama,” an atmosphere dreamily seductive then suddenly
snatched away, promising something in the end never given. (19)

While trying to reconcile with his own hybridity, Said populates Owf of Place with an ar-
ray of colorful characters who are, too, linguistically and culturally hybrid. Among those
characters are his classmates: “the half-American Ali Halim, whose father was of Al-
banian stock and was King Farouk’s cousin; Bulent Mardin, a Turkish boy from Maadi;
Arthur Davidson, who had a Canadian father and an Egyptian mother; Samir Yousef,
with a Coptic father and Dutch mother” (205); his cosmopolitan relatives: “Renée Dit-
lik [...] was the daughter of a Lebanese-Egyptian father and an Armenian mother; Loris
was Armenian and Turkish; both were cosmopolitan — fluent in French and English,
less so in Arabic” (217); and his uncle David, in whom Said saw a fellow out-of-place
soul: “He spoke a bizarre combination of windswept and tattered old Arabic, with a
few dozen American phrases (‘Gee Bill, you should see how much money I made one
evening in Bahia’) and some incomprehensible Portuguese” (231). The plethora of hy-
brid characters and the apparent ease with which they treat their hybridity help Said to
come to terms with the complexity of his selthood. Yet, there is no one that Said feels
he can completely relate to. He talks about the strong sense of estrangement which he
carried throughout his life as a defense mechanism, in order to protect his private self —
selves — from a communal identity which he calls “Edward self”” and which was shaped
by numerous contrasting influences from his colorful environment: “I connected this
sense of distance, apartness in myself with the need to erect a kind of defense of that
other non-Edward self. For most of my life I have in an ambivalent way cherished and
disparaged this core of icy detachment” (165-06).

The agonizing negotiations between his three languages, where one constantly ne-
gates the other, mirror the clashing pieces of his fragmented identity: “While speaking
English, I hear and often articulate the Arabic or French equivalent, and while speaking
Arabic I reach out for French and English analogues, strapping them onto my words
like luggage on an overhead rack, there but somehow inert and encumbering” (198).
Out of Place offers many examples on this linguistic hybridity, such as the following des-
cription of a train journey, where an English text is punctuated with both Arabic and
French words: “I used to look forward to going to the resplendently gaudy dining car,
with its table silver and beady lampshades tinkling as the train lurched from side to side,
making the white-robed s#ffragis and the tuxedo-clad Italian or Armenian maitre d’hétel
do the same” (149).

Edward Said’s painful relationship with multilingualism, rooted in the impossibility
to reconcile multiple linguistic selves, is not an unusual aspect in immigrant writing, As
such, Oxut of Place bears more than a few similarities to Vladimir Vladimirovitch Nabo-
kov’s autobiography Speak, Memory (1951). Nabokov’s and Said’s life stories have many
commonalities — a wealthy family, a multilingual Western education, and major historical
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events that led to a permanent displacement.’ Like Oz of Place, Nabokov’s autobiogra-
phy focuses on the burden of being a displaced, multilingual immigrant subject — all
despite his incredible success as an American writer. Two years after publishing Speak,
Memory in English, Nabokov took on a difficult task of translating his work into Russian
and it was published in 1954 under the title Drugiye Berega (Other Shores). In an introduc-
tory letter dedicated to the Russian reader, he talks about the agony of abandoning his
native language (Russian) for the language of his education (English):

Having transitioned into a different language, I therefore rejected not just the language

of Avvakum, Pushkin, Tolstoy or Ivanov, my nanny’s language, or the language of

Russian journalism [...] but my individual, intimate dialect [...] The terrible pains of

the upcoming metamorphosis and the terror of separation [...] have put me in an
indescribable mental state. (7-8)

This sentiment closely resonates with Said’s expressed difficulty of choosing one lan-
guage to tell the life lived in another, which he mentions in the introduction:
The basic split in my life was the one between Arabic, my native language, and English,
the language of my education and subsequent expression as a scholar and teacher, and so
trying to produce a narrative of one in the language of the other — to say nothing of the

numerous ways in which the languages were mixed up for me and crossed over from one
realm to the other — has been a complicated task. (viii)

Perhaps it is this irreconcilable conflict between linguistic consciousnesses that forced
both Said and Nabokov to look for other outlets of artistic expression, other languages
that do not carry the weight of cultural belonging and national affiliation: for Said it was
music and, for Nabokov, chess.

Only towards the end of his life was Edward Said able to accept his multilingualism
and to “feel more comfortable, not translating but speaking or writing directly in those
languages, almost but never quite with the fluency of a native” (198). One aspect of
Said’s linguistic hybridity that he embraces with positive rigor is its political dimension.
When in Victoria College, where speaking any language other than English was severely
punished, Said and other boys utilize Arabic — “a criminalized discourse” — as an act
of rebellion: “Because of Rule 1 we spoke more, rather than less, Arabic, as an act of
defiance” (184). They also employ Arabic to subvert their teachers’ colonial authority
— and the corresponding linguistic authority of the English language — by mercilessly
mocking them in class:

In answer to one of his [the teacher’s] questions, a student would begin by suavely

mouthing an Arabic imprecation (“koss omak, sir’) immediately followed by a “loose”

translation (“in other words, sir””) that had nothing to do with the foul phrase (“your

mother’s ¢ t”). As the class roared their appreciation, Mr. Maundrell would jerk
backward in fear and astonishment. (184)

In a similatly acerbic manner, Said uses his bilingualism to expose the pretentiousness
of expat Arabs who betray their culture in order to completely assimilate in the English-
speaking environment. For example, during his encounter with Alexander — a fellow
Egyptian who poses as an American — Said meticulously deconstructs the latter’s Ara-
bicized English:

3. In Nabokov’s case, the major event was the Russian Revolution of 1917.
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[...] I switched into Arabic, thinking that his and my native language might open up a
more generous avenue of interaction. It had exactly the opposite effect. Stopping me in
midsentence, Alexander held up his right hand, “No brother” — a very Arab locution, I
thought, even uttered in English — “no Arabic here. I left of that behind. Here we are
Americans” — another Arabic turn of phrase, instead of “We’re in America now” “and
we should talk and act like Americans.” (228)

By effortlessly moving between Arabic and English linguistic and cultural discourses,
Said shows complete authority over both languages. Thus, his bilingualism is not only
an instrument of rebellion, but a means to reverse the power relationship between a
colonizer and a colonial subject.

Leila Ahmed’s A Border Passage: Connecting the Dots

Leila Ahmed, born in Cairo in 1940 into a Muslim upper-class family, grew up in a
post-revolutionary Egypt. Having been schooled exclusively in English in Cairo, in the
late 1950s Ahmed moved to England to attend Girton College in Cambridge where she
earned a degree in English. Despite their privileged status, after the revolution Ahmed’s
family became political pariahs after her father, a prominent civil engineer, opposed the
Aswan High Dam project. The government continued to harass Ahmed’s family for
years, including a refusal to issue a travel passport to Leila Ahmed who wanted to return
to England for graduate studies. Eventually Ahmed was able to travel and received her
doctorate degree from Cambridge in 1981, after which she moved to Abu Dhabi to
work for a commission on women’s education. Finally, she came to the U.S. for a profes-
sorship at the University of Massachusetts in Amherst. She taught there up until 1999
when she became the first professor in Women’s Studies in Religion at Harvard Divinity
School. Ahmed has established herself as a leading scholar in Islamic studies and gender
studies. Her seminal work Women and Gender in Islam: Historical Roots of a Modern Debate
(1992) remains one of the core texts in Islamic feminist theory.

Edward Said’s and Leila Ahmed’s autobiographical storytelling offer a number of
interesting parallels. Certainly, both Ou# of Place and A Border Passage belong to the genre
of academic memoirs, but they are also stories of immigration, similar in their com-
plexity. Like Said’s, Ahmed’s narration often resembles scholarly inquiry more than in-
timate storytelling: “As the autobiography of an academic scholar, .4 Border Passage is
[...] both an extension of Ahmed’s academic work and an exposition of its prehistory”
(Hassan, Immigrant Narratives 146-7). Ahmed’s recollections of Egypt, too, include me-
ticulous sociopolitical analysis, but at the same time, her Cairo is a more nostalgic place
than Said’s. Full of sounds, colors, and smells, the narrative recreates a vibrant picture
of her childhood city:

I remember it as a time, that era of my childhood, when existence itself seemed to have
its own music — a lilt and music that made up the ordinary fabric of living. There was the
breath of the wind always, and the perpetual murmur of trees; the call of the karawan
that came in the dusk, dying with the dying light the reed-piper playing his pipe in the
dawn and, throughout the day, the music of living; street-vendors’ calls; people passing
in the street, talking; the clip-clop of a donkey; the sound of a motor car; dogs barking;
the cooing of pigeons in the siesta hour. (A Border Passage 47)

If Said sees hybridity and displacement through the lens of his own unique background
and as a prerogative of his life story specifically, Leila Ahmed approaches those identity
markers in more general terms — as an essential condition of human experience: “I
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think that we are always plural. Not either this or that, but this and that. And we always
embody in our multiple shifting consciousnesses a convergence of traditions, cultures,
histories coming together in this time and this place and moving like rivers through us”
(25). Ahmed’s view of human plurality also lacks Said’s sense of pain when meditating
over his self-fragmentation. As Wail Hassan pointed out, “A Border Passage presents
itself as a narrative of connectedness rather than polarity” (147). Indeed, Ahmed’s au-
tobiographical project sets to reconcile her British-English-speaking American-living
self with the lack of a clearly delineated “Arab identity.”” She occasionally regrets not
having any knowledge of the written register of Arabic, fusha — which prevents her from
appreciating the depths of Arab literary heritage. Thus, she speaks of her feelings of
void and her desire to belong at Hanan al-Sheikh’s* lecture in Cambridge:
How lovely is our literature. What a fine thing, whatever it is people say of us what a fine
thing it is in spite of them all, to be Arab; what a wonderful heritage we have |[...] What
wouldn’t I give, I sat there thinking, listening to her [al-Sheikh] quote Arab poets, to have
had that in my past, all that wealth of Arabic literature that nurtured her as a writer; what

wouldn’t I give now to have all those poets and writers to remember and write about and
remind people of? (253)

At the same time, Ahmed uncompromisingly rejects any zustitutional configurations of
Arabness — be it Nasser’s Pan Arabism or the Orientalist constructs imposed on her by
the American academia: “two notions of Arab that I am trapped in — both false, both
heavily weighted and cargoed with another silent freight. Both imputing to me feelings
and beliefs that aren’t mine” (256). But while feeling completely detached from the Nas-
serist Arab identity, Ahmed cherishes her Egyptian self. Moreover, for her — in contrast
with Said’s clashing linguistic consciousnesses — there is no conflict between English
and the Egyptian dialect of Arabic. In fact, she identifies some important similarities
between the two languages:

I had always felt that English was somehow closer and more kin to Egyptian Arabic

than was standard Arabic [...] Now I realized that in fact English fe/f more like Egyptian

Arabic because it was more like it: both are living languages and both have that quickness

and pliancy and vitality that living spoken languages have and that the written Arabic of
our day does not. (283)

A Border Passage is not only a story of cultural and linguistic (dis)placement, but it is
also a story of Leila Ahmed’s feminism — where her immigrant and feminist identities
are intricately linked. Initially, Ahmed rejects her Egyptian womanhood — “I knew that
I had to become either a man or a Westerner” (194). But having gone through several
experiences of immigration — her studies at Cambridge, her work in Abu Dhabi, a
brief return to Egypt, and final immigration to the US — Ahmed develops a nuanced
understanding and appreciation of her feminist identity that incorporates her numerous
selves — Muslim and secular academic, Egyptian and American, English-speaking and
Arabic-dialect-speaking.

The linguistic hybridity in .4 Border Passage echoes Leila Ahmed’s identity quest. Des-
pite the prevalence of an academic-style English narration, her distinct social languages
distort the seeming linguistic uniformity of the text. It is also important to note that
Ahmed’s polyphony is much more harmonious than Said’s: though diverse, her narra-

4. Hanan al-Sheikh is a highly regarded Lebanese novelist who writes in Arabic.
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tive voices complement and build on each other to highlight not the contractions but
the internal connectedness of her feminist Egyptian-American immigrant identity.

Inclusions of transliterated Arabic play an important role and point to the presence
of several social languages. One may certainly observe the effect of the strict English-
language schooling where “English was valued above Arabic in ways that would have
marked it, in a child’s mind at least, as being somehow innately a ‘superior’ language,”
whereas Arabic —in any of its forms — would be relegated to a lowbrow discourse (23).
For instance, in Ahmed’s childhood perception, the popular baladi music is representa-
tive of “the unsophisticated folk regions of town” — here the very choice of an anthro-
pologist terminology indicates the authot’s emotional disconnect from this culture (24).
Yet, this is also the language of the mother, the grandmother and the Egyptian woman-
hood in general, which for Ahmed is a symbol of female strength and perseverance
under the harshest circumstances. The use of occasional Egyptian colloquialisms imi-
tates the women’s speech: “[she] told to come back bokra — tomorrow — or next week”
(27). They delineate the feminine space of the harem: “al-makana, the machine that the
pumped the water in the house;” “salamle, an apartment set aside exclusively for male
guests (50, 102). They offer precise descriptions of women’s appearances, especially
when there are no direct equivalences with English: “her [Ahmed’s grandmother]| eyes,
a kind of green-gold that we call ‘@sa/i, honey-colored, looked down from under wide,
unplucked eyebrows with love and without artifice” (106). When talking about the wo-
men of her family, the author’s voice switches from an emotionally removed scholarly
analysis to a warm intimate storytelling. The linguistic spurts of Egyptian colloquial
create a sense of belonging to her community and erase the separating lines between
Ahmed the academic and Ahmed the Egyptian Muslim woman.

Given Ahmed’s argument that Islam was first and foremost an orally transmitted
culture where women played an essential role, the Egyptian colloquial is utilized to
subvert the male authority (articulated through fusha) over the most conservatively regu-
lated of all Arab cultural discourses. For example, occasionally a verse from the Quran
would be quoted with Egyptian accent: “man gatala nafsan gatala al-nas gami’an, wa man
abiya nafsan abya al-nas gami'an. ‘He who kills one being kills all of the humanity, and
he who revives, or gives life to, one being revives all of the humanity” (75). The word
gami'an’ is written with a “g” — the most telling sign of an Egyptian speaker — instead of
the formal jami’an. In another instance, Ahmed recalls how her grandmother had taught
her the opening verse of the Quran — far-ha — which is also spelled in imitation of the
HEgyptian dialect, as opposed to the formal spelling of faziba (68).

In addition to its Egyptian colloquial polyphony, .4 Border Passage also shows some
interesting examples of intertextuality in English, most prominently with Virginia
Woolf, who was a big influence in Leila Ahmed’s work. Woolf’s essay .4 Roomz of One’s
Own (1929), which is considered one of the most important pieces of feminist litera-
ture, made a particularly strong impression on the young Ahmed. The chapter descti-
bing Ahmed’s life in Girton, where Woolf had given many lectures, alludes to .4 Roow
of One’s Own in both language and content. For instance, Woolf’s highly provocative
idea of “women and fiction” — a thorough analysis of socioeconomic conditions that
would allow women to write literature — is matched by Ahmed’s own provocation when
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she suggests that “Girton represented the harem perfected” (183). And although she
clarifies that this is “not the harem of Western male sexual fantasy [...] but the harem
of older women presiding over the young,” such a bold attempt to connect the tradi-
tional culture of Arab women and the “modern” education of Western women is as
provocative as it gets. Among the most obvious intertextual references to A Room of
One’s Own is the symbolism of closed/opened doors, whete the wording of Ahmed’s
own experiences — “arriving at the door, opening the outer door, knocking on the in-
ner one” (183) — echoes Woolf’s famous quote “Lock up your libraties if you like; but
there is no gate, no lock, no bolt that you can set upon the freedom of my mind” (76).
Thus, drawing inspiration from Woolf’s pioneering work both linguistically and thema-
tically, Ahmad utilizes a social language that shows the reader the beginnings of her own
unique stance on feminism.

In sum, A Border Passage is indeed a hybrid text where all its social languages — a
scholarly language of women’s studies, a spoken Arabic of Egyptian women and its
subversion of the “male” formal Arabic, Ahmed’s intertextual references to Virginia
Woolf’s seminal essay — work in unison to construct a transcultural feminist identity.

Thab Hassan’s Out of Egypt: Living in Denial

Hassan, a well-known theorist in literary and cultural studies (most prominently, in the
area of postmodernism), comes from a family of Egyptian aristocrats. He was born
in 1925 in Cairo and received his early education in French and English schools. Ha-
ving graduated with high honors from the University of Cairo in 1946, Hassan came
to the United States on a prestigious fellowship to study chemical engineering at the
University of Pennsylvania. He later changed his field and began studying literature,
and received his PhD in English in 1953. Hassan is considered one of the first theorists
who have conceptualized postmodernism. He is the recipient of numerous awards and
fellowships and the author of fifteen books and over three hundred articles and essays.

Unlike Edward Said and Leila Ahmed, Hassan is known for downplaying his Arab
Egyptian background. He sets off to convince the reader (and himself) that his auto-
biographical subject is completely void of multiculturalism, claiming that he has a/ways
been American and his Egyptian origins are irrelevant: “Roots, everyone speaks of
roots. I have cared for none” (Out of Egypt 4). In one of his other autobiographical
essays, “Beyond Exile: A Postcolonial Intellectual Abroad,” he goes as far as completely
dismissing the concept of an Arab American: “I am not a tribal man; I believe in free
affiliations. That is why I came to America in the first place, and reject for myself hy-
phenation. Arab-American is to me redundancy, pleonasm” (460). From the linguistic
point of view, Hassan asserts his identity as essentially American and claims English as
the chosen language of living experience:

Born in Egypt I have lived all my life — so it seems — in Ametrica. I babbled first in Arabic

and French; now I speak, write, think, dream in English. How many thousands, how

many millions, share some similar displacement — I will not call it exile —in space, in time,
in language? I regard my birth in Cairo as fortuitous, an accident, not a destiny. (453)

Thab Hassan’s portrayals of Egypt are formulated almost entirely within the Orientalist
discourse. A native Egyptian, he quotes directly from Gustav Flaubert’s A Sensibility on
Tour to talk about the Great Pyramids (2-3). He uses a New York Times article as a source
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of news about his city of birth: “I perceive the changes from afar, in the tales of tra-
velers, in news reports [...] Cairo itself has become a place of unspeakable pollution
and occlusions, ‘crumbling under the weight of its people,” the New York Times reports”
(13, 24). Wail Hassan highlighted those peculiar contradictions of a self-orientalizing
immigrant:

It would be warranted to dwell on ironies involved in the fact that Orientalist stereotypes

are recycled by one who fled Egypt because he could not liberate it from the colonizers,

or that Manichean metaphysics is trumpeted by one of the prophets of postmodernism
(Immigrant Narratives 15).

Alas, Hassan’s complete and uncompromising rejection of his Egyptian self is in vain.
Out of Egypt exposes the telltale signs of cultural hybridity, such as distinct social lan-
guages (for instance, his two autobiographical narrators) and linguistic consciousnesses
(Hassan’s occasional use of Egyptian colloquialisms), thus illustrating the impossibility
of a complete assimilation into a chosen host culture. Hassan acknowledges the frag-
mented nature of memory and warns the reader that his remembrance of past events
is “like the scattered bones of Osiris” (ix). Moreover, he recognizes the presence of
multiple voices: “The reader may encounter here other distractions: quotations, brief
interludes. In this time of immanent media, minds blend into minds, voices into voices”
(x). Most prominently, the narrative structure of Out of Egypt is highly fragmented, in
contrast with a traditionally linear flow of Said’s and Ahmed’s autobiographies. There is
also an evident split of the autobiographical subject into two selves, who carry different
names — “I. H.” (the initialized name he assigns to the Egyptian self) and “autobiogra-
pher” (the American self) — while the two engage in a dialog. It is as if the underlying
objective of the autobiographical act in Ouz of Egypt was an attempt to reconcile the
tension between the two consciousnesses.

In spite of Hassan’s obvious preference for English, Egyptian colloquialisms conti-
nue to undermine the narrative stability. Many transliterated Egyptian words and expres-
sions are followed by English equivalents in parentheses, but a sizable amount of words
are left untranslated — sakiab, baksheesh, baladi, shadouf, exbah — hence, concealing certain
images and meanings from an English-speaking reader. These colloquialisms illustrate
the impossibility of a complete obliteration of the Egyptian linguistic consciousness.

Conclusion: Pillars of Salt

While representing only a segment of the vast body of Arab immigrant literature in
English, these three works illustrate several issues worthy of further exploration. Each
of these narratives offers a different take on the linguistic aspect of immigrant identity,
including Said’s tumultuous relationship with his multilingualism, Ahmed’s attempt to
reconcile her English with Egyptian colloquial, and Hassan’s failure to become a fully
assimilated English-speaking American. These autobiographical works also demons-
trate a number of features that are unique to Arab immigrant writing, such as the power
discourses of Arabic and English, stemming from the colonial past and other historical-
ly complex relationships between the English-speaking and the Arabic-speaking worlds.
At the same time, these works offer some important commonalities: the complicated
relationship with one’s bilingualism, the inescapably hybrid nature of immigrant iden-
tity, the inability to completely cross over — or to go back.
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Whatever the exact circumstances of the border crossing might be, however much
time passes by, and no matter how successfully one assimilated into the new society, an
immigrant can never completely shake off the omnipresent image of homeland which
plays an integral part in their identity building process. Salman Rushdie, reflecting on his
own negotiations of immigrant identity, described the construct of imaginary home-
land best: “It may be that writers in my position, exiles or emigrants or expatriates, are
haunted by some sense of loss, some urge to reclaim, to look back, even at the risk of
being mutated into pillars of salt” (Imaginary Homelands 10). The hybrid autobiographical
identities of Out of Place, Out of Egypt and A Border Passage show that this sense of loss
can also be an inspiring beginning of one’s identity quest.

Valerie ANISHCHENKOVA
University of Maryland (USA)
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Decolonizing the Landscape: Indigenous Cultures in Australia. BEdited by Beate Neumeier
and Kay Schaffer. Amsterdam/New York: Brill-Rodopi, 2014. x1x, 296 pp. ISBN13
(hb): 9789042037946, €77.

Reviewed by Salhia BEN-MESSAHEL

Beate Neumeier and Kay Schaffer’s edited book, Decolonizing Landscape: Indigenons
Cultures in Australia, examines the violence of Australia’s colonial past to engage in an
intercultural dialogue and call for a renewed ethical response. The multi-disciplinary
character of the topic is clearly reflected in this volume which brings together 15 inno-
vative essays that combine philosophical, ethnographic, psychoanalytical, postmodern,
and postcolonial approaches. In their introduction, Neumeier and Schaffer indicate that
the book is part of an international and cross-disciplinary project marking the esta-
blishment of a Chair for Australian Studies in 2009, at the University of Cologne. The
guiding question of the book is “how to probe the limitations of Anglo-European
knowledge-systems so as to lay the groundwork for entering into a true dialogue with
Indigenous writers and critics” (ix).

Part 1, “Sharing Across Boundaries,” presents interesting case studies and advocates
a rethinking of current practices beyond cultural boundaries. Kim Scott explores the
use of classical Nyungar culture and language to revive an Indigenous spirit, referring to
“the activity of ‘tracking’,” of following the Songlines, as “a metaphor for reading” (5).
Stephen Muecke extends this line of thought and supports the embracing of Indigenous
traditions by non-Indigenous Australians. His Deleuzian approach and reference to
the botanical metaphor of the rhizome, to apprehend multiplicities and surpass the
usual classifications and cultural boundaries, imply that translation operates in various
ways, that languages or cultures “border” on each other to ensure continuity. Eleonore
Wilburger refers to the affiliation of people with the land as part of Indigenous Law
and demonstrates how “artworks express and represent individual and group identity”
(74). The display of Indigenous art in museums, especially in Europe, tends to ignore
this and to maintain instead a focus on cultural difference. Anna Haebich considers that
the collection and conservation of historical sources require the active participation of
Indigenous people; she emphasizes the necessity to “re-contextualize the records” (39),
adding that this must come through Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians’ capa-
city to combine their efforts in assessing the past. Michael Christie’s essay concludes this
part and calls for “an ethic for decolonization” with a focus on “a remote Aboriginal
community garden” (57). He advocates an original methodology for social sciences that
takes into account Indigenous sensibilities and approaches to the land so that “the gar-
den would build the community rather than the other way around” (64).

Part 2, “Ethical and Other Encounters,” is concerned with narratives and the way
Western ontology interacts with Indigenous discourse. lan Henderson identifies an al-
ternative form of modernism, coined “antipodernism,” that engages with the construc-
tion of Indigeneity and white settler vision in various writings. His references to the
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works of Emile Durkheim, James Frazer and Sigmund Freud to analyse the entangle-
ment of concepts such as “modernism,” “settler modernity” and “Aboriginality” are
stimulating but would be best explored through more specific literary illustrations. Bill
Ashcroft interrogates the transformative aspect of transcultural space through herme-
neutics and epistemology. He examines non-Indigenous and Indigenous authors, with
references to theoretical and philosophical texts, and calls for an intercultural dialogue.
Despite a relevant analysis, his design and use of a diagram of the hermeneutic spiral
is too abstract and opaque. Kay Schaffer posits the idea that the “future of reconcilia-
tion in Australia may require many moments of white-settler immersion in territories
of confusion and contradiction on the re-writing of colonial history by non-Indige-
nous authors” (165). Her reference to reconciliation novels by Muecke, Somerville and
Schlunke delves further into new ways of belonging to “country” with a keen interest in
hybrid forms that operate on the intersection of theoretical and scientific approaches.

Part 3, “Reading Transformations,” traces the transformative power of fiction and
the performance of cultural translations. Philip Mead addresses the geopolitical in Alexis
Wright’s Carpentaria, demonstrating how the novel’s Indigenous and postmodern affilia-
tions reflect the cultural and political reality of a distorted geography and idealized (post)
colonial history. Heinz Antor argues that Sam Watson’s The Kadaitcha Sung “establishes
transcultural postcolonial solidarity among the oppressed victims of white colonialism
in Australia and beyond” (227). He contends that while the orality of Indigenous culture
and story telling served the colonial purpose of objectifying Indigenous Australians, it is
also an epistemic system that contributes to restoring their presence. The “transcultural
and postcolonial solidarity” among the oppressed forms the crux of Anne Brewster’s
discussion on the position of white readers towards Indigenous writings. Brewster’s
focus on humour as an element of power and resistance establishes a fruitful parallel
with American popular culture and the work of W. E. B. Du Bois and Paul Lewis on
the effects of humour in cross-cultural encounters. Moreover, basing her arguments on
the Freudian claim that “humour works cross-racially to critique racialized violence,”
she stresses that the relation between teller, listener and butt of the joke is nonetheless
“modified through a destabilization of the structural hierarchy of whiteness and racial
difference” (240). The process of undoing racist stereotypes, of challenging the legacies
of colonization and the legal fiction of Zerra nullins, is examined in Kathrin Althans’s
essay on Richard Frankland’s short film, No Way 7o Forget, on the issue of Indigenous
deaths in custody. Althan analyses the subversion of the gothic genre, with the themes
of trauma and haunting deriving from colonial representations of Indigeneity. Beate
Neumeier takes up the themes of trauma, absence and identity in plays to examine how
Indigenous performance decolonizes not only history but also the stage.

Decolonizing the Landscape takes up the sensitive double issue of belonging and of res-
toring historical facts through a decolonization of place and space. This well-structured
volume succeeds in showing that the need to acknowledge the impact of Australia’s
colonial past implies processes of mediation, negotiation, translation and a true unders-
tanding of otherness. Itis a welcome addition to the field of Australian cultural studies.
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Bourdien and Postcolonial Studies. Edited by Raphael Dalleo. Liverpool: Liverpool UP,
2016. 256 p. ISBN: 978-1-78138-296-7, €120.

Reviewed by Sam COOMBES

This volume sets out to chart a “sociological turn” in postcolonial studies, which the
editor Raphael Dalleo dates to 2000, taking the work of Pierre Bourdieu as its guiding
inspiration. This sociological turn, Dalleo argues, followed on from the Marxist materia-
list critique of postcolonial studies dating from the early 1990s, which had been highly
critical of a leaning in the field towards an acceptance of celebratory discourses of glo-
balization. Dalleo presents the publication of Graham Huggan’s The Postcolonial Exotic
(2001) as the decisive moment when a new, Bourdieu-inspired sociological approach to
postcolonial reflection first surfaced, one which was to be followed by the appearance
of numerous other works over the course of the following decade that also drew on
Bourdieusian thought in diverse ways. A re-worked chapter drawn from one of these
volumes, Sarah Brouillette’s “Postcolonial Authorship Revisited,” along with a chapter
from Huggan’s seminal Posteolonial Exotic, appear at the start of Bowurdien and Postcolonial
Studies to set the tone for what is to follow. The sociological turn, Dalleo points out,
grew out of “the same impulse that animated the Marxist critique” but promised to
couple it “with self-awareness of its own participation in postcolonialism’s institutions”
(8). Whereas the Marxist critique had “position[ed] itself as oppositional to the field’s
institutional mainstream” (8), the Bourdieu-inspired turn proved to be less contestatory.

Following the previously published opening chapters of Bowurdien and Posteolonial
Studies, the volume is made up of new pieces on diverse, predominantly anglophone
postcolonial studies topics which incorporate reflection on different aspects of
Bourdieusian thought. The concepts of cultural capital, symbolic domination, hystere-
sis, habitus, split habitus, anamnesis, cultural field and other Bourdieusian preoccupa-
tions are all covered by one or another author in the course of the volume. There are
inevitable overlaps, “habitus” for example being a focus in chapters 4, 5 and 9, but these
instances of repetition do not detract from the quality of the volume, and Dalleo suc-
ceeds in showcasing a range of approaches to Bourdieusian influences in contemporary
anglophone postcolonial criticism. Less convincing is the not particularly in-depth en-
gagement with Bourdieusian thought of some of the contributions; although the pieces
by Chris Bongie (chapter 2) and Michael Niblett (5) present stimulating argumentation
on their chosen topics, their interest in Bourdieu remains somewhat peripheral. To a
lesser extent the same can be said of the chapters contributed by Caroline Davis (6) and
Kris Singh (8). Davis for example offers an illuminating account of the ascent to literary
prominence of South African township poet Oswald Mtshali by establishing valuable
connections with Bourdieu’s concept of the cultural field and views on literary prestige;
yet these latter preoccupations still seem as much a theoretical accompaniment as they
are thoroughly integral to elucidating the topic.

A number of pieces in the volume stand out however for their intense engagement
with Bourdieusian concepts. Brouillette offers an impressive analysis of postcolonial
authorship employing Bourdieu’s views on the field of cultural production. Roxanna
Curto (chapter 4) offers a comparative reading of Bourdieu and Fanon presented as
an “imagined dialogue,” concluding that “[w]hat Fanon adds to Bourdieu is a conside-
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ration of the role of race; and Bourdieu brings to Fanon insights into the workings of
social classes and the process of symbolic domination” (102). The exercise is inevitably
somehow artificial, there never having been any actual dialogue, in person or of an in-
tellectual nature, between the two thinkers, but it is conducted rigorously and throws up
unpredictable points of contact between their ideas.

Nicole Simek (chapter 9) offers a sophisticated account of the value of Bourdieu’s
interest in anamnesis to literary studies, subsequently bringing this discussion to bear on
an analysis of Chamoiseau’s novel Un dimanche an cachot (2007). Highlighting the fact that
habitus in Bourdieu is best understood as embodied history and that practice is insepa-
rable from the material space of social relations that it navigates, her analysis also covers
reflexive critique and examines the relevance of these concepts to the political commit-
ment of postcolonial literature beyond the Chamoiseau text which is its central focus.

Overall, Dalleo’s Bourdien and Postcolonial Studies offers a valuable overview of one
of the key recent trends in postcolonial theory and criticism, highlighting the relevance
of different aspects of Bourdieu’s thought to postcolonial studies. As such it will be
of interest to researchers in a number of key areas of the field, the historical, socio-
logical and literary areas in particular. Nevertheless, the articles composing the book
conform quite closely to a now well-known template in Anglophone criticism in its
method which consists principally of applying the concepts of a renowned French thin-
ker to material in an established academic discipline which has no intrinsic connection
to them. One might add in this regard that with only one exception (Stefan Helgesson)
all the contributors are based in Anglo-American academic institutions and that only
two contributors are not affiliated in disciplinary terms to English Studies or exclusively
English-language based disciplines.

References to Bourdieu’s works are given in their English translations and one is ine-
vitably reminded of Francois Cusset’s French Theory (Lla Découverte, 2005) which charted
the fortunes of thinkers such as Derrida and Foucault in the Anglo-American academic
worlds. Is the Bourdieu we are presented with here to some extent the “Bourdieu” of
the Anglophone academy, unmoored from the French cultural context and language?
Certainly the overtly politically committed Bourdieu of the 1990s is entirely absent
from this volume. As indicated above, Dalleo points out in his Introduction that one of
the defining features of the Bourdieu-inspired “sociological turn” in postcolonial stu-
dies has been its comparative political discretion. This tendency arguably coheres with
a prime focus on Bourdieu’s theoretical claims rather than active political involvements.
Nevertheless, it would have been heartening to be able to note that at least one of the
contributors to this volume had referred to works such as L.a Misére du monde (Seulil,
2007), Contre-Feux (Raisons d’agir, 1998) or Sur la télévision, suivi de emprise du journalisme
(Raisons d’agir, 1990).
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Combined and Uneven Development: Towards a New Theory of World-Literature. Warwick
Research Collective (Sharae Deckard, Nicolas Lawrence, Neil Lazarus, Graeme Mac
Donald, Upamanyu Pablo Mukherjee, Stephen Shapiro, and Benita Parry). Liverpool:
Liverpool UP, 2015. 196 p. ISBN (pb): 9781781381915. £ 19.99.

Reviewed by Cécile GIRARDIN

“The periphery is where the future reveals itself” (J. G. Ballard). The epigraph to
this impressive new work by the Warwick Research Collective encapsulates the project’s
alternative and somewhat idealistic spirit. Such a statement gestures towards revelatory
ends and justifies a method relying on Marxist class struggle theory. Yet, giving voice
to what is excluded from the center is reminiscent of the projects of both subaltern
and postcolonial studies, with which the present book shares similar topological tropes
(one needs only think of Bhabha’s handling of the margins and the interstitial space).
According to the authors, the center is obsolete as signifier, and the periphery has be-
come the locale where unbearable tensions give birth to new, other and more complex
representations. Combined and Uneven Development, Towards a New Theory of World-Literature
tries to “grasp world-literature as the literary registration of modernity under the sign
of [Trotsky’s| combined and uneven development” (17). The book opens on two theo-
retical chapters: “World-literature in the context of combined and uneven develop-
ment,” which articulately identifies the intellectual sources of the ongoing debate about
globalization and culture, and “The question of peripheral realism,” which delves dee-
per into the literary implications of an analysis focused on uneven development. Then
follows a series of four case studies which successfully put the arguments to the test,
with texts by Tayeb Salih (Sudan), Victor Pelevin (Russia), Peter Pist’anek (Slovakia) and
Ivan Vladislavic (South Africa).

Marxism provides a refreshing and startlingly convincing critical perspective on two
approaches that hold center stage in contemporary criticism: global literature, seen as an
extension of postcolonial studies, and world-literature, defined as “what happens when
comparative literature goes global” (5). Despite obvious common goals, the authors
repudiate postcolonial studies because, they argue, the “post” emphasizes incommensu-
rability and difference, and therefore eschews antagonism. Edward Said’s work is taken
to task as the collective demonstrates that capitalism is not only political and cultural,
but also material: to neglect this, according to them, tends to equate the West with ca-
pitalism, which is deemed unacceptable since capitalism and modernity are all-encom-
passing and global processes. Similatly, comparatism has lived because it remains blind
to power relations and inequality: comparatists, they lament, as they develop a strong
case against Emily Apter, reduce knowledge to linguistic knowledge, by considering
language as neutral and all languages as equal.

The book purports to resituate the problem of world literature by “pursuing the lite-
rary cultural implications of [Trotsky’s] theory of combined and uneven development”
(0), in the manner of the recent work on world literature by Pascale Casanova, who de-
fines it as a system based on inequality; it is also a line developed by the seminal Marxist
works of Theodor Adorno or Fredric Jameson, the latter suggesting that class-based
relations often appear more vividly in the peripheries of the world system. The volume
relies on two concepts: “semi-periphery” and “irrealism.” The former is borrowed from



Franco Moretti, who defines it as the place where inequality is most vivid, not because
it is outside or on the edge, but because “it has been incorporated within that system
precisely as peripheral” (124). The latter refers to the formal feature that best defines
this peripheral world-literature, characterized by non-synchronism and combined sym-
bolic forms originating from disparate places. Drawing on Marxist theorist Michael
Léwy’s notion of irreality, the authors postulate that “an elective affinity exists between
the general situations of peripherality and irrealist aesthetics” (68), and claim insistently
that there is a mimetic correlation between historical context and formal rendering. This
equation can be considered as the blind spot of such a method, as it always runs the
risk of overvaluing political pressures in the field of art. As a case in point, One Hundred
Years of Solitude is defined as the ideal-type of the modern irrealist epic where an isolated
community is “caught up in the modern world system, which subjects it to an unex-
pected, violent acceleration” (54), justifying the postulate according to which irrealism
arises in periods when “all that is solid melts into air” (73). By focusing on so-called
unorthodox works throughout the ages and the globe (the corpus includes Cervantes,
Dostoyevsky, André Breton, Elfrida Jelinek and Ngugi wa Thiong’o), the authors pro-
vide a convincing incentive to think beyond modernism, and to anchor criticism in
history rather than in abstract universals. This counters David Damrosch’s prominent
thesis on world-literature, which he defines as a mode of reading, an engagement with
the world beyond our own place and time, as well as an elliptical refraction of national
literature. Alternatively, they highlight hierarchy and the struggle for power characte-
ristic of the modern capitalist wotld running from the 19" century onward. The key
issue of capitalistic development is best described as this process which “takes the form
also of the development of underdevelopment, of maldevelopment and dependent
development” (13), explaining why works from Iceland, Brazil, Spain or South Africa
resonate so well with the general thesis. As a matter of fact, the last chapter devoted
to Ivan Vladislavic’s depictions of Johannesburg is particularly engaging: the writing is
concerned with the very material discrepancies that capitalist development entails in
a semi-periphery, of which the South African city becomes the epitome. The book is
indeed at its best when it grasps world-literature as a mode of resistance to capitalist
modernization, in short a creature of modernity, part of the capitalist world system as a
whole. Yet, this sweeping claim could be nuanced by taking into account the huge body
of work already devoted to magic realism and to postmodernist formal recuperations
and innovations, like historiographic metafiction; such inclusions would modulate the
authors’ claim to newness, a slightly excessive one.

This work presents the rare quality of navigating through an extremely large corpus
of primary and secondary sources, thus providing an illuminating synthesis to whoever
wants to enter the current debates surrounding globalization and culture. The homo-
geneous quality of the collective leaves no room for redundancy and creates a complex
argument, richly layered with the multiple sources and currents of thoughts available
today. The lack of individual signatures makes it a truly collective work, as if performing
a common refusal to submit to the individualistic ethos of the modern liberal world.
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What Is a World? On Postcolonial Literature as World Literature. By Pheng Cheah. Durham:
Duke UP, 2016. 397 p. ISBN (pb): 978-0-8223-6092-6, US$ 28.95.

Reviewed by Christine LORRE-JOHNSTON

The definition of “world literature” has been subject to many discussions since the
late 20" century (see Cécile Girardin’s review in this issue); with this book, Pheng Cheah
adds a cogent contribution to it. He starts by asking the question “what is a world” when
one talks of “world literature,” challenging our spatial view of the world, as divided into
time zones, when originally it was conceived as a temporal category. Conceptualizing
the world in temporal terms, Cheah then undertakes to develop a “normative theory”
of world literature, according to which literature can play a role in resisting and “trans-
forming the world made by capitalist globalization” (2). In doing so, he also seeks to
connect world literature and cosmopolitanism, understood as “viewing oneself as part
of the world” (3), so that world literature’s normativity is seen as ““a modality of cosmo-
politanism that responds to the need to remake the world as a place that is gper to the
emergence of peoples that globalisation deprives of world” (19).

In the first part of the book, “The World of World Literature in Question,” Cheah
goes back to philosophers’ approaches to the world, mainly Hegel and Marx, to exa-
mine what we mean by “world” from the perspective of teleological time. Chapter 1
first looks at theory of world literature (David Damrosh, Pascale Casanova, Franco
Moretti, and Goethe) and points at the need to distinguish between “world” meaning
the globe, “the thing produced by processes of globalization” (42), and a form of be-
longing or relating that “opens up a new universal horizon” (41). Cheah also stresses
the need to move away from the Eurocentrism of the tradition of Weltliteratur and com-
parative literature. In chapter 2, he examines some key ideas of Hegel’s philosophy of
world history, in which time is teleological and the world is a spiritual process marked by
violence between the various nations and cultural forms. Chapter 3 moves on to Marx’s
materialist account of the world, in which literature has no worldly normative force.
Yet, beyond the alienated world of the capitalist mode of production is the world to be
created by “the teleological time of socialist revolution” (75).

The second part of the book, “Worlding and Unworlding: Worldliness, Narrative,
and ‘Literature’ in Phenomenology and Deconstruction,” examines phenomenologi-
cal and deconstructive accounts of worldliness in relation to literature. It starts from
the temporal concept of “worlding” (welten) coined by Heidegger, that is to say how a
world is held together and given unity, to examine the normative force of world litera-
ture. Chapter 4 discusses further Heidegger’s phenomenological account of the world.
His ontological inquiry into modernity foregrounds alienation and worldlessness, but
also the power of literature to disclose how temporality holds the world together and
to open other worlds. Arendt’s response to Heidegger is examined in chapter 5: she
“anthropologizes” worlding, emphasizing human agency through natality and human
activities, and considers story-telling as central to the worlding process, given the limi-
ted permanence of the material world. Chapter 6 is an analysis of Derrida’s response
to Heidegger. For Derrida, the world is not in the present of the relations between
subjects, but is always arriving; it is in the event that is a “to-come” (/'a-venir). And it
conveys messianic hope, because it cannot be totally appropriated by the imperatives of
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globalization. To Derrida, literature, because its meaning can never be fully determined,
is exemplary of “the undecidability that opens a world” (180); it is “nothing other than
the force of giving and receiving a world” (186).

Having thoroughly analysed the concept of worlding, Cheah proceeds to confront
it with postcolonial literary works in the third part of his book, “Of Other Worlds to
Come.” He starts in chapter 7 by identifying inclusion/exclusion as a key aspect of the
worlding process: how are human beings included in the world, what kind of whole is
created, and what kind of temporality is adopted? Decolonization adopted a teleologi-
cal view of time, through revolution, but that remained uncompleted. Current theories
of alternative modernity and heterotemporality (Dipesh Chakrabarty, Nestor Garvia
Canclini) propose paradigms that envision difference without reducing it to cultural
difference. In the last three chapters, Cheah applies the questions he raised to studies
of postcolonial narrative fiction, which “has become wortld literature by virtue of its
participation in worlding processes” (213), against the background of globalization.
His corpus includes works by Michele Cliff (dealing with Jamaica, slavery, and tourism;
chapter 8); Amitav Ghosh (the Sudarban islands, the subaltern, and environmentalism;
chapter 9); and Nuruddin Farah (Somalia, civil war, and humanitarianism; chapter 10)
that are all set in places that were historically involved in trade with Europe, and then
colonization. The epilogue, which studies works by Ninotchka Rosca and Timothy Mo
(set in the Philippines), is closer to the temporality of American neo-colonialism.

Cheah’s in-depth study of the philosophies of world, whose endpoint is always the
role of literature in the worlding process, enables him to define a fresh take on world
literature’s normative function, in terms of inclusion/exclusion. His chosen corpus (ex-
cept perhaps for the works in chapter 10) is in keeping with the “robust sense” of
postcolonial world literature as activist literature (211), and he is able to demonstrate his
point, even though the notion of cosmopolitanism, which is introduced in the first part,
falls out of sight. The discussion of the philosophies of wortld is particulatly valuable,
and it would be interesting to explore further the concepts of world and worlding in
relation to less activist, more poetic postcolonial literature.
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Reviewed by Claire OMHOVERE

Along with the incisive introduction that precedes them, the twelve essays gathe-
red in this volume have reached the general public as the result of a conjunction of
events. In 2014 and 2015, Alice Munro’s Dance of the Happy Shades (1968) was part of
the syllabus of the French Agrégation, the highly competitive exam that selects aspiring
English teachers at the national level. Its inclusion no doubt reflected the surge of
worldwide interest in Munro’s writing after the Canadian writer was awarded the 2013
Nobel Prize for literature, and it also prompted a whole series of cultural events, talks
and conferences in major French universities. The essays collected in the volume were
thus presented in an oral form in the universities of Paris Ouest-Nanterre and of the
Sorbonne-Nouvelle in the spring of 2015 by a group of European scholars who had
been invited to Paris on that occasion. The interest of these essays, however, goes well
beyond the immediate need to bring out to a new critical audience fresh reflections on
Munro’s first collection of stories. If the volume amply met this initial goal, it is now
obvious that the essays it comprises also deserve to be brought to the attention of the
international community of Munrovian scholars and, beyond them, anyone with an
interest in the short story as an inexhaustible, shape-shifting form.

The volume strikes a fine balance in its gathering essays devoted to individual sto-
ries from Dance of the Happy Shades along with more transversal approaches that relate
Munro’s first collection to her subsequent production. The essays also include readings
of short stories that critics have tended to overlook, “Postcard” for instance, or that
Munro herself has been known to reject, which may also have diverted critical attention
from them, although their complex narrative setups deserve much more than passing
interest. Such is the case with “The Time of Death” and “A Trip to the Coast,” both
of which are the objects of thorough textual analyses bringing out the exquisite crafts-
manship that goes into creating the deceptive surface effects found in Munro’s short
stories, as evinced in Adrian Grafe’s essay on “The Unreal Material.” Readers familiar
with the critical discourse surrounding Munro’s writing will also find that many of
the essays offer synthetic approaches on preoccupations ubiquitous in Munro’s oeuvre,
among which power games, class anxieties, social visibility and gender construction.
Although these questions have admittedly been extensively researched, the textual dy-
namics that involve Munro’s readers into questioning the values corseting a society
that had little space for the characters’ aspirations well deserve the consideration they
receive in With a Roar from Underground. Four of the present essays start from Beverly
Rasporitch’s analysis of clothes in Dance of the Happy Shades and take the motif further
to explore what clothing says about the female body, the affects it mediates and the sym-
bolic relations it expresses. Enlightening use is made of Daniel Sibony’s work on femi-
ninity and the function of clothing that simultaneously conceals and reveals the absence
hollowing out women’s relation to their own body. In this respect Sabrina Francesconi’s
socio-semiotic study of “Red Dress—1946” is extremely fruitful in demonstrating that
Munro’s language works expressively far more than descriptively.
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Wielding the magnifying glass of close reading, the contributors to this volume re-
veal the full extent of recurring themes and techniques, as well as Munro’s highly idio-
syncratic ways with language. Revision aptly describes the stance most of them adopt
regarding Munro’s early stories, and I would concur with Ailsa Cox when she argues
that revision needs to be understood in relation to an entire oeuvre haunted by the pos-
sibilities of failure and ostracism: “This idea, that the story is always open to revision,
informs [Munro’s] aesthetic, both technically and philosophically” (56). Revision does
yield invaluable insights when it comes to Héliane Ventura’s analysis of the palimpsestic
structure and intertextual ramifications of “Postcard,” or Vanessa Guignery’s meticu-
lous analysis of voice construction and narrative polyphony. The infraordinary, a term
Lynn Blin borrowed from Georges Perec’s Species of Spaces, opens new perspectives on
the background noise of social exchanges Munro excels at rendering, along with the ba-
nality of her characters’ lives and their stubborn — sometimes silent, sometimes strident
— rebellions. Although Kathie Birat does not call upon the notion of the infraordinary,
the attraction it exerts upon Munro’s writing is everywhere perceptible in Birat’s study
of doxographic language in “Thanks for the Ride,” where clichés and stereotypes sa-
turate discourse and deprive the speaking subject from her embodied enunciation. The
two essays devoted to “The Shining Houses” — another story which Munro, of her own
admission, did not regard as too successful — should help readers go beyond the fallacy
of authorial intentions and consider how reception liberates the creative potential of
texts. This aspect is most striking in Thomas Dutoit’s Derridean reading of the latter
story and the unsuspected tensions it discloses between “the materiality of the earth
and the formality of the world” (146), an uneasy coexistence Munro has not ceased to
explore in the rest of her writing,

Allin all, this new volume about Munro’s perhaps best-known collection of stories
has a wonderfully cumulative appeal about it. It bears witness to the vitality of the trans-
continental exchanges that have contributed so much to recent evolutions in Munrovian
criticism. To it, it adds a much needed text-oriented approach that reveals original as-
pects in Munro’s handling of language, particularly her deft use of ungrammaticality
and the unsaid. Finally, the volume contains a thoughtfully selected bibliography (177-
80), which makes it a useful, compact guide for any student secking directions in the
thriving field of Munrovian criticism, but also for the many readers among us who will
never tire of learning more about stories that have become life-time companions.
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Carol Shields and the Writer-Critic. By Brenda Beckman-Long. Toronto: U of Toronto P,
2015. 161 p. ISBN (pb): 978-1442613959, CA$ 29.95.

Reviewed by Armelle PAREY

Even though Carol Shields’s work has received considerable attention, very few mo-
nographs have been devoted to her: Adriana Trozzi’s was the first one (Carol Shields’
Magic Wand: Turning the Ordinary into the Extraordinary, 2001) and the second and most
recent one so far was Alex Ramon’s enlightening I zwinal Spaces: The Double Art of Carol
Shields (2008). Contrary to these, Brenda Beckman-Long’s Carol Shields and the Writer-
Critic does not examine Shields’s work exhaustively as she leaves aside the short fiction,
the poems and also some novels (Larry’s Party is briefly mentioned in the introduction
and hardly any mention is made at all of Happenstance) in order to focus on six novels
that portray women writers to illustrate her analysis of Shields as “writer-critic.”

The concept of the “writer-critic”” comes from Quebec writer Nicole Brossard and
conjures up the idea of the novelist as critic, author of novels that are also critical texts,
works that employ strategies that challenge the usual distinctions made between reality
and fiction and can, eventually, question political and social realities. Indeed, Beckman-
Long wants to offer what she considers as a necessary reassessment of Shields’s work
in the context of evolving feminist criticism and autobiography studies to foreground
its political dimension: while Shields’s experiments with narratives are a constant over
her writing career, their critical exploration ranges and expands from feminist to cultural
critique.

Chapter one focuses on Swall Ceremonies and The Box Garden, Shields’s less exa-
mined early novels that are remarkable, like her later works, for their blending of
genres: autobiography, fiction and criticism, a blending which, Beckman-Long ar-
gues, serves Shields’s purpose to voice feminist critique. Beckman-Long notices that
Shields builds on Philippe Lejeune’s view of the autobiographical mode as a narrative
effect but adds on an ideological dimension. She reads these novels as acts of resis-
tance that draw attention to women’s life writing and challenge dominant discourses
of autobiography.

Chapter 2 examines Swann, a novel that questions the boundary between fiction
and non-fiction, in “a parody of biographical and autobiographical modes” (43) that
enables Shields to subvert reductive readings of women writers’ literary legacies. The
study examines how Shields’s narrative displays Foucault’s “author-function” via the
search carried out or the narratives told by its different characters who exert attribution,
appropriation, circulation or valorization. Beckman-Long pairs this reading of Swann
as parody of the author-construction with the evocation of Pat Lowther as possible
template for the character of Mary Swann which, because of Lowther’s real life status,
provides another level of parody. This chapter therefore offers long descriptions of the
parallels between the two women poet’s lives and works.

In The Love Republic, which Chapter 3 explores, the dominant discourses that are
renegotiated by Shields the “writer-critic” are romance fiction and hyperrealism. She
achieves this via the character of Fay MclLeod, a woman and a scholar who comes
to realise how much her self-representation is steeped in romantic narratives, and via
a third-person narrator who adopts the stance of a feminist revisionist. The result,
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Beckman-Long says, is “a political call for a timely re-emergence of women’s writing on
the historical horizon of Western culture” (85).

In her study of The Stone Diaries (chapter 4), Beckman-Long returns to Shields’s
much discussed departure from the autobiographical genre through the unsettling to-
and-fros from first to third-person narration that display a generic ambiguity indicative
of the fictionality of the narrative. Having gone through several characters as potential
narrators, Beckman-Long develops the view that the narrative is compiled by Judith
Downing, author of the epigraph placed at the start of The Stone Diaries and Daisy’s
grand-daughter. Beckman-Long argues that Judith’s narrative is parodic, marked by
“exaggeration and contradiction of feminine stereotypes” (100) that contribute to sub-
verting the vision of a unified self in traditional autobiography.

In Unless, discussed in chapter 5, feminism is at stake via the first-person narrator
from whose view we are invited to distance ourselves, through self-reflexive narrative
strategies, in order to rethink the issue. Rosemary Hennessy’s work provides the critical
framework here for a novel that adopts a third-wave feminism stance.

Beckman-Long rejects the notion of discontinuity in Shields’s writing but, contrary
to other critics whose point of view is challenged in the conclusion, argues that, over
her writing career, Carol Shields coherently and consistently asserts herself as a writer-
critic who resists broad categories (historical writing, the autonomous self, feminism as
a universal subject) as well as established discourses on autobiography, gender stereo-
types, and critical theory, and can suggest directions for political and social change. Her
narratives engage the reader in their enquiry into language, representation and culture.

In a study that draws on the novelist’s archival fonds, that quotes novels and inter-
views abundantly, and that embraces a variety of critical frameworks, Brenda Beckman-
Long returns to already much discussed aspects of Shields’s work: her deconstruction
of life writing, her critical exploration of woman’s self-representation. But she convin-
cingly offers new readings in the light of evolving theory in order to highlight the wri-
ter’s move towards an ethical criticism. Despite repetitions and a certain lack of clarity
in the presentation of critical notions (some of which are presented in the introduction
only to reappear in the conclusion), this study offers valuable insights into Shields’s
“elegant puzzles.”
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