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Abstract:

The following study of comparative imagery will define and evaluate the rubric devised
by the eleventh century Arabic grammarian <Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjant and apply his principles for
the identification, classification, and interpretation of simile and metaphor in three examples of
contemporary Arabic literature. It is of primary interest to the current study to analyze the
images under examination in both their immediate context, intrinsically related to their function
within the novels themselves, and to consider their relevance within specific literary contexts
reflecting the various cultural imperatives related to their meaning. Three “branches” of
figurative language (majaz), tashbih, tamthil and isticarah, will be precisely defined with
reference to the standard established by al-Jurjani and applied to readings of the following
twentieth century Arabic novels: Halim Barakat’s ‘Awdat al-7a 'ir ‘ild al-Bahr (Return of the
Flying Dutchman to the Sea), Huda Barakat’s Harith al-Miyah (The Tiller of Waters), and Nawal
al-Sacdaw1’s Jannat wa Iblis (Jannat and the Devil). 1t will be argued that this approach to the
study of figurative language is the most suitable and appropriate method of analyzing literature

in Arabic.
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Notes on Transliteration

The transliteration system in use throughout this document is based upon the United

States Library of Congress standard. The following is a list of Arabic terms and their English

equivalents commonly referenced within the text in their transliterated form:

majaz (J\a=)

tashbih (4xis)

tamthil (i)

isticarah (5_\xiw))

takhytl (Jui3)

ighrag (32))

tafsil (Jra)

nazm (eL3)

macani aqliyya (dlic )

al-mushabbah (4:5all)

al-mushabbah bihi (4 4xall)

figurative expression

simile

complex simile

metaphor

imaginary/fantastic

hyperbole/exaggeration

particularization

composition or discourse arrangement

intellectual (analytical) meaning

the referent in a comparison

the borrowed term in a comparison



Notes on the Translations:

All translations of the Arabic texts included in the following study are original. Any
correlation between previously available translations occurs as a result of coincidence as a
natural consequence of the fact that any two translations of the same text into the same language
will be similar. In the case of al-Jurjani’s Asrar al-Balaghah, there is no currently available
translation of the entire text in English at this time. Contemporary critics analyzing this text
have translated excerpts in their own studies. The current study includes some of these same
excerpts as well as excerpts not previously translated to my knowledge. In a few cases, notable
discrepancies between the translations included here and previously available translations are
apparent. When necessary, an effort to identify and contextualize such discrepancies has been

made.

Published translations of all three of the novels making up the subject of chapters two
through four have previously appeared in English. However, in many cases those translations
often omit certain references the translator may have deemed too difficult for an English
speaking audience to understand because of cultural or linguistic nuances. In the following study
an attempt is made to avoid such omissions so as to demonstrate the nuanced nature of

comparative imagery as accurately as possible in English.



Introduction:

In any use of language parallels exist between what is uttered or written in its literal sense
and what is actually meant figuratively. As the fundamental process for creating comparative
imagery in literature, this parallel is evident in the use of simile and metaphor. From mundane
speech to inspired poetry, when the meaning of an image emanates from a similarity drawn
between two otherwise unlike objects or concepts, language has the descriptive authority to
stretch the limits of human perception. This current study of simile and metaphor is an effort to
identify and analyze the use of comparative imagery in contemporary Arabic literature through
the theoretical framework devised by the 11%/5™ century grammarian <Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani in
his foundational work on poetic imagery, Asrar al-Balaghah (The Mysteries of Eloquence). Al-
Jurjani was not a literary critic in the modern sense; he is more appropriately described as a
theologian, philosopher, and a master of Arabic grammar. However, in Asrar al-Baldaghah al-
Jurjani provides a framework for the identification, classification, and analysis of simile and
metaphor which remains the foundational standard for the examination of comparative imagery
in modern Arabic literary criticism. The continued relevance of al-Jurjani’s theoretical
framework justifies the assertion that his manner of reading poetic imagery is a suitable
methodological approach to the analysis of imagery drawn from examples of twentieth century

Arabic literature.

Beyond simply defining the meaning of terms relevant to the literary analysis of
comparative imagery, al-Jurjani codifies the meaning of several specific principles as they apply
to the tools for examining comparative imagery. He does this by demonstrating how those
principles apply to his interpretation of specific images drawn from the body of Arabic literature

known to his contemporaries. This current application of al-Jurjani’s methodology is an effort to



provide the same approach to readings of comparative imagery in three representative examples
of twentieth century Arabic literature. It is postulated that the keys of analysis al-Jurjant
provides afford the modern reader of Arabic literature perspectives enhancing the appreciation of
comparative imagery. As a result of this underlying premise, in the examination of specific
images it is necessary to consider words, phrases, and sentences in isolation and in aggregate as
they apply to the composition of comparative imagery. Consideration of the meaning of a given
image requires a deliberative process of interpretation, the translation of cross-cultural referents,
and an effort to identify both the intrinsic relevance of the author’s literary utterance and the

extrinsic social, political, and theological context in which it appears.

Belying the charge that such an exercise is merely anachronistic, the significance and
continued relevance of al-Jurjani’s theory of poetic imagery in the Arabic literary tradition is
without question. By comparison, while Aristotle’s commentary is still relevant historically in
the development of Western critical analysis of simile and metaphor, his framework has been
definitively shown to be too simplistic compared to the vastly more complex contemporary
tradition. In the Arabic literary tradition, al-Jurjani’s contribution represents what is still
considered a pinnacle moment in the establishment of a framework for the analysis of
comparative imagery. See, for example, W. Heinrichs who writes in his essay, “Literary Theory:
The problem of Its Efficiency,” that al-Jurjani represents “undoubtedly the high watermark of
Arabic literary theory” (Heinrichs, 21). In the field of literary criticism in Arabic, Asrar al-
Balaghah endures as the standard for any approach to evaluating the linguistic phenomena

related to the creation and interpretation of comparative imagery. In his text, An Introduction to

! See Marsh McCall’s Ancient Rhetorical Theories of Simile and Comparison (Cambridge, 1969), C. Brooke-Rose’s
A Grammar of Metaphor (London, 1965), and Stephen J.M. Brown’s The World of Imagery: Metaphor and Kindred
Imagery (New York, 1966). For an outline of the specific differences between Aristotle and al-Jurjani see also
Kamal Abu Deeb’s “Al-Jurjani’s Relation to His Background with Special Reference to Aristotle’s Works™ in his
book entitled Al-Jurjani’s Theory of Poetic Imagery (Warminster, 1979).



Arabic Poetics, the renowned contemporary Syrian poet Adiinis describes al-Jurjani’s criticism
as having been distinct in its own era because it “refutes almost completely the poetic criteria of
pre-Islamic orality and establishes other criteria for a poetics of writing, taking inspiration from
the horizons opened up for the written word by the text of the Qur’an” (Poetics, 49). Al-
Jurjant’s work emerges during the fifth century of Islam. The centuries that preceded him
witnessed dramatic changes in the Arabic language, including the refinement of the orthography
inspired by the necessity to codify the message of the Qur’an. In his own era, al-Jurjant’s
writing represents a notable change in the history of Arabic literary theory because of his
advocacy for the relevance of the written word in opposition to a tradition with deep pre-Islamic

roots celebrating oral aspects of literary performance.

Contrasting with his predecessors, al-Jurjani’s approach to analyzing poetic imagery
considers the beauties of oratory and auditory pleasure emanating from an image to be less
significant than elements of composition and the intellectual pleasure which that image may
evoke. Within the previous paradigm, a critic may celebrate a poet’s competence with reference
to spoken elements of performance. For al-Jurjani, competence is associated with compositional
elements of performance. Adiinis points out that in al-Jurjani’s day “the clarity of the pre-
Islamic oral tradition was no longer a standard of beauty capable of arousing passion. On the
contrary, al-Jurjani and others came to see it as the antithesis of what was poetical. True poetic
beauty was to be found in ambiguous, difficult texts which permitted a variety of interpretations
and offered a multiplicity of meanings” (Poetics, 52). Thus, poetic beauty as it pertains
specifically to the creation of comparative imagery is determined by what is ambiguous, difficult
to understand, and open to a variety of interpretations. Analysis of such imagery requires a

deeper consideration of several factors related to composition.



The purpose of simile and metaphor speaks to the human capacity to seek truth in the
seemingly incomprehensible. There are many possible meanings and paths to the evaluation of

figurative language as Adinis has eloquently stated:

Metaphor does not allow a final and definitive answer, because it is in itself a
battleground of semantic contradictions. It remains a begetter of questions, an agent of
disruption, in contrast to the type of knowledge which aspires to certainty. All this
indicates that metaphor is linked to a vision of the truth. It is not only an attitude to the

truth, but also a way of thinking about it, exploring it and expressing it (Poetics, 71).

Metaphor provides the space for a “vision of the truth,” opening new avenues for exploring
reality. As will be evident in Chapter One of the current study, this reference to the “truth” is a
fundamental aspect of al-Jurjani’s analysis of simile and metaphor. Adiinis goes on to suggest
that the Arabic language, “in its metaphoric or poetic structure, is a language which arouses a
desire to search, to know the unknown and to attain perfection. It is too vast to be confined
within the limits of the given and the actual: there is a dimension of infinity to its powers of
expression, which corresponds to the non-finite aspects of knowledge” (Poetics, 72). Although
the question of truth is of paramount concern in al-Jurjani’s analysis, the inquisitive intellect is
rewarded in this search to know the unknown; and in its power of creative expression, language

is infinite.

In al-Thabit wa al-Mutakhawwil (The Permanent and the Changing), Adinis considers
how al-Jurjani’s discourse defined a new emphasis on the qualities of written composition in
literary analysis. This approach contrasts with traditional efforts in literary analysis focused on

evaluating the quality of rhyme and meter. As Adiinis points out, al-Jurjani was among critics



who attempted to provide an answer to questions regarding the poetic value of texts lacking

meter and rhyme:
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All metered and rhymed discourse is no longer considered to be poetry by necessity. In
other words, meter and rhyme are no longer specific criteria for poetry. [...] And this
includes the assertion that there are metrical and rhymed texts and those that are not, and
yet, they are poetry. The poets themselves established this answer, and some of the
critics followed. Among them, cAbd al-Qahir al-Jurjani was the first to try to express it
theoretically. Al-Jurjani sees the poetics of the text not coming from meter and rhyme by
necessity. On the contrary, poetics come from what he calls the method of composition
[tarigat al-nazm], and by this he means the order taken by the words. And today we call
this the method of performance or phrasing, or the structure of discourse (al-Thabit, 244-

245).

Analyzing aspects of composition is a key component of al-Jurjani’s evaluation of simile and
metaphor. His use of the term nazm will be scrutinized in the following study with reference to
how several contemporary critics interpret his use of this term in addition to how it may be
applied to the question of compositional “unity” or “unities” in the evaluation of the novels

considered in Chapter Two through Chapter Four.



Regarding how al-Jurjani’s theory of nazm operates in readings of poetic imagery, Doris
Berhens-Abouseif points to the connection between meaning and linguistic structure in her text,

Beauty in Arabic Culture. She writes that al-Jurjani’s

great innovation was to formulate the inseparability of meaning, imagery, and the
syntactic structure as components of poetry. He viewed imagery as a form of thought
integrally related to linguistic structure, and he equated the structure of the image with
the essence of the meaning. He expected the intelligent poet (as opposed to the
incompetent poet) to be capable of reasoning and imaginative thinking (Behrens-

Abouseif, 100).

The choice and order of words, the phrasing of sentences, the “unity” of an expression’s meaning
within a text all contribute to the poetic quality of comparative imagery. Berhens-Abouseif goes
on to say that al-Jurjani “attributed the power of poetic imagery to its ability to penetrate hidden
meanings and thus reveal invisible things. [...] Veiled poetic speech invites the recipient to
search for the hidden pearl; it is this quest rather than direct rational speech that stimulates
pleasure” (Behrens-Abouseif, 104). In this citation, Behrens-Abouseif evokes one of al-Jurjant’s
own repeatedly referenced images with her reference to the “hidden pearl.” As will be shown in
Chapter One, al-Jurjani suggests that when recipients of poetic images comprehend a difficult

meaning they are like the pearl diver with treasure in hand; the search is difficult, but the reward

is great.

While applying al-Jurjant's theory of poetic imagery to readings of contemporary Arabic
novels, it is of primary interest to analyze the images in their immediate context, intrinsically

related to their function within the novels themselves, and also to explain their extrinsic



relevance within specific literary and cultural contexts. In his analysis of al-Jurjani's definition
of three particular branches of figurative language, simile (tashbih), “complex” simile (tamthil),
and metaphor (isti‘arak),?> Kamal Abu Deeb provides contemporary scholars with a framework
to actively utilize al-Jurjant's theory in evaluations of the relevance and meaning of figurative
language in Arabic literature. As it pertains to the methodological imperative for the current
study, in his book Al-Jurjani's Theory of Poetic Imagery Abu Deeb explains that each of these
three forms of comparison “has been related directly to the associations which are recognized
between two objects in a certain cultural, social and literary environment. As such, each
individual simile or metaphor must be studied as an independent case in relation to the objects
compared and the context in which the comparison is used” (Abu Deeb, 175). Whether in a
passage of poetry or prose, Abu Deeb calls upon critics to actively employ al-Jurjant's theory of
poetic imagery regardless of the literary form in which an image appears. For al-Jurjant,
examples of simile and metaphor must be analyzed on the basis of particular linguistic,

compositional, and cultural referents related to context. According to Abu Deeb, this is because

there is no inherent relationship between metaphor or simile and any particular form of
literary creation. As al-Jurjant's study implies, each metaphor or simile must be analyzed
in its immediate context and the context of the cultural environment as a whole before
one could determine whether or not it is suitable to the literary expression, be it a piece of

poetry or a passage of prose (Abu Deeb, 176-177).

In the effort to analyze examples of simile and metaphor in contemporary Arabic literature, the
current study will seek to provide a definition of each of these three “branches” of majaz

(figurative language) and to further apply these definitions in the identification, classification,

% These and other transliterated Arabic terms listed on page iv will be preferred in the chapters that follow.



and examination of specific images in three contemporary Arabic novels: ‘Awdat al-7a’ir ‘ild al-
Ba/ir (Return of the Flying Dutchman to the Sea), by Halim Barakat, Harith al-Miyah (The Tiller

of Waters), by Huda Barakat, and Jannat wa Iblis, (Jannat and the Devil), by Nawal al-Sacdawi.

Notes on the Reading:

The opening chapter of this study will establish a basic premise for the study of majaz in
contemporary Arabic novels. Al-Jurjani’s concepts provide the theoretical framework in which
the novels in question, and the use of figurative language within them, will be scrutinized. In
addition to the identification and classification of images according to al-Jurjant’s criterion for
creating simile and metaphor in Arabic, a number of images will be analyzed within the

framework of his concept of particularization (tafsz/) and composition (nazm).

The series of events following what is widely known in the Arab world as the “disaster”
(al-nakbah) culminating in the creation of the state of Israel in 1948, the subsequent
displacement of Palestinian peoples, and the consequences of persistent civil strife and war in the
Arab world in the aftermath, have left a lasting imprint on Arabic literature. Not surprisingly,
the literature produced since 1948 is rife with images of calamity involving war, profound loss of

life, social and political upheaval.

In The Arabic Novel: An Historical and Critical Introduction, Roger Allen defines
Arabic literature in the second half of the twentieth century as an unique historical category
within the expansive tradition of Arabic literature distinguished by the Arab literary response to
the circumstances surrounding various events occurring in 1948 and 1967. Concerning the June

War of 1967 in particular, Allen writes that the aftermath of this conflict



has stimulated a great deal of thought and discussion about the very basis of Arab society
and its values, leading many intellectuals to a profound reevaluation of their cultural
heritage. With these factors in mind, it should come as no surprise that many of these
novelists share with their colleagues within other literary traditions an intense
preoccupation with the concerns of intellectuals in society and particularly with their
sense of alienation in the face of the individual and collective tensions of life in the
modern world. Such considerations have often led novelists writing in Arabic to an
investigation of the values found in other cultures through a reading of their fictional and
intellectual heritages. This, coupled with readings in the literary genres of the great
classical tradition of Arabic narrative, produces a contemporary Arabic fictional tradition
that involves the reader in a rich and often complex process of interpreting transtextual

and intertextual references (Allen, 139).

The three novels examined in the following chapters are all examples of what Allen suggests
constitute a “profound reevaluation” of Arab cultural heritage. They are all preoccupied with the
concerns of intellectuals confronting the tension of modern life; and in the context of the current
study of simile and metaphor, readings of each novel necessitate reflections on “transtextual” and
“intertextual” information influenced by the classical tradition of evaluating Arabic narrative and

the work of al-Jurjant in particular.

The subject of Chapter Two, Halim Barakat’s novel <Awdat al-7a’ir ‘ild al-Bahr, is set
during the June War of 1967. The novel’s realism is adorned with examples of simile and
metaphor that aid the reader to visualize the profound anxieties of its characters as they confront
the horrors of war. The novel’s primary motif is built upon a comparison between the

Palestinian people and the sailors of Wagner’s Flying Dutchman. In view of the lack of direction
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in the effort to assert Arab sovereignty in Palestine, Barakat compares the cadre of Arab leaders
directing the initiative to create a Palestinian state to those commanding a ship with no rudder.
Through the use of comparative imagery Barakat creates several images that challenge pervasive
Euro-American perceptions of the Middle East, including a reversal of the traditional narrative of

the Western man’s infatuation with the exotic female of the orient.

In his sociological study of contemporary Arabic culture, The Arab World, Barakat
identifies the imperative behind his own career as a novelist suggesting that “poems, stories,
novels, plays, paintings, graphics and songs constitute historical sources of knowledge about
society as well as aesthetic objects to be appreciated in their own right” (The Arab World, 210).
In c<Awdat al-7a ir ‘ila al-Bahr Barakat endeavors to record a vision of historical reality relevant
to the direct experience of Palestinians who lived through the events of the June War, and the

imagery he creates in the process is vividly stimulating and emotionally provocative.

Chapter Three will focus on Huda Barakat’s novel Harith al-Miyah, and her use of simile
and metaphor in the creation of her protagonist’s surreal experience of life after death. As he
wanders through the streets and alleyways of war torn Beirut, this protagonist hovers between
the potential for reward or punishment in the hereafter utterly alone and unaware of his own
demise. Figurative comparisons range from conventional references such as the correlation
between weaving fabric and narrating history, to the provocative, as in the notion that a woman’s
knowledge of fabric mirrors the development of her sexual maturity. In the comparison between
the city of Beirut and the Garden of Eden, the imagery of disaster, infused with religious
symbolism, inevitably leads to a form of commentary or speculation on the relevance of belief in
the hereafter. The images arising in support of this motif emphasize the notion that both paradise

and the fire are evident on earth in the context of human tragedy.
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Finally, as the subject of Chapter Four, Nawal al-Sacdawi’s Jannat wa Iblis locates a
confrontation between good and evil and between God and the Devil in an asylum for the
mentally ill. Al-Sacdawi invites a profound reevaluation of Arab society by challenging
individual and collective identities traditionally defined by patriarchy. In the novel men are like
gods, the Devil is an innocent pawn in an ancient patriarchal order, and women must bear the
burden of “sin.” Al-Sacdawt also creates imagery pondering the notion that Eve in her desire to
“eat” from the tree of knowledge, and the devil in his refusal to bow before Adam, are both
victims of the patriarchal hierarchy represented by traditional religious, social and political

institutions in Egypt.

Purpose of this Research:

Contemporary literary and cultural critics analyzing the writings of al-Jurjani typically
outline his views on a particular topic often evaluating its relevance to theoretical approaches to
subjects as diverse as grammar and theology. The current study seeks to build upon recent
efforts to reassert the relevance of al-Jurjani’s theories in contemporary Arabic literary criticism,
and it is an effort to apply his method of reading examples of simile and metaphor to examples of
Arabic literature produced in the second half of the twentieth century. In fact, this is similar to
what al-Jurjani does in Asrar al-Baldaghah in as much as he introduces examples drawn from
poetry and prose esteemed by his contemporaries as historically significant in illustration of the
principles he espouses. The difference between this project and other recent readings of al-
Jurjant’s theory of poetic imagery is that this current research seeks to take the next step by

going beyond an evaluation and analysis of al-Jurjani’s ideas as they relate to the examples he



12

chose to examples drawn from modern literature. Whereas Chapter One establishes a model for
identifying, classifying, and interpreting comparative images, the remaining chapters will
explicitly apply this framework in order to demonstrate its validity and continued relevance in

the evaluation of simile and metaphor in contemporary Arabic literature.
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Chapter One

Reading the Poetic Image:

°Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjant’s Asrar al-Balaghah

223 )

The Mysteries of Eloquence

¢Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani codifies the meaning of three terms central to the process of
creating comparative poetic imagery: tashbih, tamthil, and isticarah as they apply to Arabic
literary theory. Collectively these expressions constitute a comparison or comparisons between
unlike objects or concepts that share similar attributes. In al-Jurjani’s framework, the terms
tashbih and tamthil both refer to simile; however tamthil is a distinct and more complex form of
tashbih and isticarah refers to metaphor. The translation of these Arabic and English terms,
however, is not entirely analogous in every circumstance. The following analysis will
demonstrate, al-Jurjant uses the term fashbih to denote the general process for comparing unlike
objects or concepts as well as for referring to specific instances of comparative imagery similar
to those categorized in English by term, “simile.” Al-Jurjani uses the term tamthil to describe
expressions which require an in depth analysis to determine meaning as compared to instances of
tashbih. As a result the term tamthil is, therefore, more closely related to the English use of the
term “extended metaphor.” Finally, al-Jurjani uses the term isti<arah to describe images where
the expression includes an explicit reference to only one of the two (or more) units of
comparison. Thus, the term “metaphor” is more broadly defined in English than in Arabic
because instances of tamthil and isticarah are both categorized as metaphors in the West. In the

following study, each form will be defined and evaluated in reference to al-Jurjani’s examination
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of specific poetic images in order to provide a model for the subsequent analysis of three
contemporary Arabic novels. Furthermore, the term tafsi/ refers to the process for evaluating the
particular details of a comparison in the effort to interpret and determine meaning, and the term
nazm refers to the potential for compositional unity. These terms will be introduced in order to
construct a comprehensive rubric for the analysis of comparative imagery in the Arabic

language.

la: Tashbih

The construct of rashbih serves as the foundation for the theoretical discourse concerned
with analyzing comparative imagery. In addition to referring to the active process of drawing
general comparisons, the term tashbih also defines a simile as based primarily upon perceptible
physical or sensual points of similarity. Complexity can be introduced in tashbih when a
sensually perceptible object is compared to an intellectual concept, or when two or more
intellectual concepts are compared. However, the successful trashbih in any case should still be
reasonably plausible, explicitly stated in the expression, and accessible to the intellect without a
deeper reflection on context. The term itself is a verbal noun of the verb shabbaha (%) “to

make equal or similar, or to cornpare.”3

In Asrar al-Balaghah, al-Jurjani, suggests that compared images will appeal to an
audience if the shared attributes satisfy a specifically defined criterion. For example, as a
fundamental principle in the composition of poetic imagery, tashbih is a general term of which

both ramthil and isti<arah are specific instances. As such, the quality or value of language in

% Wehr, Hans, A Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, 4™ Edition. (Ithaca: Spoken Language Services, Inc.) 530.
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instances of tashbih expressions can be examined in a given linguistic moment with respect to
value judgments based on questions ranging from the remoteness, or disparity, apparent between

the borrowed images to the intensity of the comparison.

Al-Jurjani suggests that in instances of tashbih the intended comparison must be plausible
and clearly stated. Such an expression may be considered to be successful if “the intention of the
comparison in this method was explicitly apparent, existing by virtue of the expression, and
proper in terms of its theme, so that if the expression was not related back to something its
meaning was preposterous” (4srar, 231).* An instance of fashbih should be comprehensible
without reference to a broader context beyond the explicit expression because the intended
meaning is apparent in the expression and the comparison is relatively clear. More than a simple
reference to an individual simile, al-Jurjani uses the term tashbih to describe the central process
for producing similarity between a set of images through a discovery of opposition. In this
process, when the recipient encounters an instance of tashbih, the expression “does not stir or
excite [the reader] unless the similarity is established between two different things in terms of
species [...] And in this way, if you examine instances of zashbih you find that the greater the
distance between the two things was, the more pleasing and delightful to the soul they were”
(4srar, 99).> For al-Jurjani, the pleasure in encountering a new image through the comparative
process of creating rashbih is initially manifest in the recognition of harmony between widely
dissimilar images. Thus, the wider the divide between images, the more dynamic and agreeable

the imagery becomes.
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Al-Jurjani elaborates repeatedly on the “poetic thrill” of tashbih. He explains that this
excitement emanates from the fact that instinctual human nature is such that “if something
appears from an unfamiliar place, and it emerges from a place which is not its place of origin, the
soul’s desire and fondness for it is greater and [it is] more worthy” (4srar, 100).° Both the writer
and audience experience this “thrill” innately when encountering new and creative images drawn
from similarities they had not previously recognized. Acknowledgment of this “pleasure”
principle should not lead to the conclusion that al-Jurjani believes that the central purpose of
comparative imagery is to provide frivolous ornament or decoration to otherwise ordinary or
mundane language. Instead, the pleasure derived from an encounter with a well crafted
comparative image enhances its quality and contributes to the overall cognitive impact of that
image as it applies to various aspects of composition. A distinct correlation exists between al-
Jurjani’s appreciation for the relevance of the poetic thrill associated with comparative imagery
and traditional Western anxieties about ornamental language being problematic in the use of
metaphor in philosophical discourse. Contributing to a long running debate, in his book entitled
Models and Metaphors, Max Black concludes that a prohibition on the use of metaphor in
philosophy based on the charge that a metaphor should more appropriately be rendered in
explicitly literal language “would be a willful and harmful restriction upon our powers of
inquiry” (Black, 47). In this case, both al-Jurjant and Black appreciate the unique capacity of

figurative language to stimulate thought and to inform philosophical discourse.

The discovery of a similarity in dissimilar images is only an initial stage of analyzing
instances of rashbih because not all attempts to relate dissimilar objects are appropriate or valid.

Al-Jurjani considers this added dimension of the process of evaluating examples of rashbih by

6 lete CaRlL OIS 5 ¢ ST 4y (il Alila S el (panay Gl pdnge (1o A s e o seda i ol (1S (g ea 13)
/ ol



17

pointing out that a similarity between entities drawn from different species must actually exist.

These entities in an expression must constitute a plausible comparison accessible to the intellect:
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| did not mean by saying that being skillful in the creation of harmony between things
different in species that you are able to create a similarity that does not have an origin in
the intellect. [...] Do you not see that if an explicit comparison (tashbih) occurs between
two things dissimilar in species, and it is of fine quality and beautiful, their fine quality
and beauty is only by reason of a harmony intrinsic between the referent and the
borrowed term [al-mushabbah wa al-mushabbah bihi] in the aspect in which you have

made the comparison (4srar, 115-116).

The key here is that the perception of similarity is where the power of the image to inspire both
the poet and the recipient is manifest. Beyond the simple necessity that disparate entities are
juxtaposed in tashbih, the recipient discovers the “fine quality and beauty” of the meaningful
poetic image in the recognition of a harmonious synthesis between said entities; their similar
attributes are actually perceptible to the senses and comprehensible to the intellect. While the
remoteness of difference in the comparison magnifies its efficacy, the successful tashbih relies
upon the perceivable and plausible existence of an affinity or affinities between disparate
images; thus, the effort employed by the intellect to decipher the similarity apparent in an

instance of rashbih contributes to its poetic value.
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According to al-Jurjani, the standard for evaluating examples of comparative images
requires a close reflection upon the breadth of dissimilarity between compared objects and also a
determination of the harmony the comparison achieves through the explicit juxtaposition of

unlike objects. Al-Jurjant writes:
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This is evident to you as you see it from the arts and all of the crafts which are related to
precision, when you find the created image in them. Whenever an image had taken the
place of another with a greater difference in form and appearance, the suitability of the
comparison between the one image and the other was accomplished, the harmony
between them was clear and its quality was pleasing, the proficiency of its creator was

acknowledged (A4srar, 113).

Once established, the premise that the breadth of distance between the compared objects is
especially relevant in the evaluation of instances of fashbih. Al-Jurjani emphasizes that when

one encounters a well crafted expression one encounters a disparity and the intellect is pleased:
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There was no pleasure for you in this tashbih [...] merely because the two images are
extremely different in species, but because as it happens with regard to the difference a

harmony as lovely as can be has been achieved, and the combination of the two things,



19

the strength of harmony in the strength of difference, is pleasant, beautiful, appealing and

captivating (4Asrar, 116).

The strength of harmony in the comparison between two dissimilar objects or concepts is evident
in the attributes that constitute the basis for the comparison. An image will be determined to be
of superior quality only when it succeeds in the combination of the strength of harmony and the

strength of difference.

Al-Jurjani cites instances of tashbih ranging from simple comparisons between sensually
perceptible images, to moderately complex correlations between intellectual concepts. Although
instances of tashbih make up the most basic form of comparison in poetic imagery, their relative
complexity in a given expression is scrutinized with regard to the level of requisite ta ‘awwul
(interpretive effort) necessary to recognize an affinity between images. Put simply, there are
straightforward tashbih understood without the need for deep interpretation, and there are others
which have meanings acquired by use of a relatively more focused interpretive effort.
Regardless of complexity, the meaning of an instance of rashbih must be apparent without

reference to external factors beyond the explicit expression.

Among relatively simple instances of tashbih, al-Jurjani explains that comparisons are
drawn between two things with easily perceptible similar attributes: “like comparing the cheeks
with the rose” or “like comparing the man’s body with the spear and the thin physique with the
twig” (4srar, 69-70).” None of these examples requires too much thought to discern meaning.

None of them require reference to broader contextual information beyond the explicit expression,
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and the similarities drawn between them are physical or sensual in nature. The cheek and the

rose are red, and the man’s body is upright and firm, or thin and fragile.

Among his more complex, and thus more pleasing examples of tashbih, al-Jurjani refers
to comparisons involving both sensual and intellectual attributes. For instance, al-Jurjani cites
the effort to describe a man’s fluent use of language in the following expressions: “his words are
smooth like water” or “gentle like the breeze” or “sweet like honey” (4srar, 71).8 In each of
these expressions, the tashbih is apparent in the comparison between an intellectual concept,
eloquent speech, and sensual images like flowing water, a gentle breeze, and sweet honey.
Although a slightly deeper cognitive analysis is necessary to discern meaning in this example,
true to the form of a successful tashbih the connection between the images is still relatively easy
to understand without reflecting on the particular contextual moment in which the expression

appears.

One example al-Jurjani returns to regularly, to demonstrate how the question of form
applies to the difference between rashbih and isticarah is a comparison between Zayd and the
lion. Depending on how the expression explicitly appears, in its context, word choice and word
order, it is classified as either an instance of istiarah or tashbih. For example, in the sentence “I
saw a lion” (ra aytu asadan) which constitutes an instance of isti<arah, the context indicates a
reference to a man. In contrast, the sentence “Zayd is like the lion” (Zayd ka-1-asad) constitutes
an instance of tashbih because of the presence of both the referent and the borrowed term.
Whether an isti<arah or tashbih, the example is relatively straightforward in al-Jurjani’s analysis,

and the comparison is clear because “the characteristic shared between the two [Zayd and the
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lion] is courage, and in reality it exists [both in lions and] in humans” (4srar, 52).° The
fundamental difference between these two examples is the presence of the borrowed term,
“lion,” and the referent, “Zayd,” in the tashbih and the absence of the referent in the isticarah. In
order to form an instance of isticarah, only the borrowed term may explicitly appear in the
expression. This is a simple distinction but it is operative in several of al-Jurjani’s elucidations
on the nature of the potential for the presence of both simple and complex subtleties that

differentiate these two comparative forms of expression.

This example evokes another point of similarity between the Arab tradition of reading
comparative imagery and its Western counterpart. Max Black humorously laments “the
somewhat unfortunate example, ‘Richard is a lion,” which modern writers have discussed with
boring insistence” (Black, 33). This example, as will be shown below in several subsequent
references, perhaps to Black’s chagrin, is actually helpful in drawing at least one similarity
between these otherwise broadly disparate traditions. Interestingly, contributors to both
traditions often draw upon arguably mundane examples in order to demonstrate essential
principles of language. This simple but particular image is a representative example of a
fundamental difference between these two critical traditions. In the West, and specifically in
Black’s analysis, the juxtaposition of “Richard and the lion” is considered an example of
metaphor while in the Arabic tradition the explicit inclusion of both terms in the “double unit” of
meaning in the expression renders the combination an example of simile.

Regardless of the varying levels of complexity apparent in these particular examples, al-
Jurjant considers tashbih to be fundamental to the creation of poetic imagery. In this regard, al-

Jurjant writes that “zashbih is like the root for isticarah, isti<arah being like a branch of tashbih”
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(4srar, 30).2° While it is only the first step towards a comprehensive understanding of al-
Jurjant’s methodology for the study of figurative language in Arabic, the essential principles of
tashbih serve as the foundation for the creation of comparative imagery evident in instances of

tamthil and isticarah.

1b: Tamthil

In this second stage of the examination of al-Jurjani’s theoretical approach to the analysis
of comparative imagery, tamthil is defined as a more complex form of simile. Less of a general
category in and of itself, tamthil is more appropriately classified as a branch of tashbih. The
primary difference in these two principle forms of comparison is that in tamthil, understanding
the meaning of the image requires a deeper reflection upon specific factors of composition
beyond the expression itself. These factors include word choice and order apparent in the
expression in addition to the broader literary and cultural contexts in which the image appears.
This principle is, in part, related to the pretext that meaning in tamthil is only comprehensible
through a focused reflection on the context of “a sentence of discourse, or [perhaps] two or more

sentences” (4srar, 81)™ and is not immediately apparent in the explicit expression alone.

With tamthil, similar to tashbih, the strength of the image in its power to move, excite or
provoke the reader exists in discovering similarity between the widely dissimilar. The wider the
gap between the compared images, the more powerful the impact upon the intellect and the more

appealing the image is in the mind of the recipient. According to al-Jurjani, the impact and
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effect of tamthil on both the poet and the recipient becomes apparent when one encounters an
obscure meaning which leads to an understanding of an expression’s explicit meaning.

Explaining this process al-Jurjani writes:
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You transfer [the meaning] from the intellect to sense perception, and from what is
known through thought to what is known by innate nature, because acquired knowledge
by way of the senses or founded upon them through concentration with respect to innate
nature is better than that acquired through contemplation and thought [...] as it is said,

‘[receiving] a report is not like seeing’ and ‘doubt is not like certainty’ (4srar, 93).

The two relatively concise examples of tamthil at the end of this explanation state how
observation and examination provide a better path to acquiring knowledge than mere
communication, and the certitude of certainty often masks a profound sense of doubt. In the
former example, it is necessary to be aware of the context relating to the notion that
communication is not like observation as it is applied to an intellectual trajectory toward
acquiring knowledge. In this framework, personal experience gained through observation is
more valuable than knowledge gained merely through communication, or being told about
something is not like experiencing it for oneself. In the latter example, when considered in
reference to religious belief specifically, it may be said that conspicuous outward pretense of
certainty regarding the veracity of faith is more appropriately identified as evidence of doubt.

With respect to the distance between or the remoteness of meaning in this example, nothing
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could be farther from certainty than doubt, yet when properly contextualized with reference to

religion in particular, the tamthil is more profoundly apropos.

Part of the process of creating meaning through tfamthil requires arriving at an image
whose validity is substantiated by previous knowledge while at the same time its appearance in
the linguistic expression is novel in the mind of the recipient. The tamthil is successful if it has
simulated the recipient’s desire for discovery. The recipient earns an enhanced sense of
accomplishment at having arrived at an understanding of a meaning that took deliberate, focused
effort to comprehend. Al-Jurjani suggests that in tamthil, the compared image is appreciated by

the recipient if the entities which constitute a synthesis within the image were
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transferred from their original images to another image, they were covered in grandeur,
acquired excellence, and their value was raised; [...] The image’s strength increased in
awakening the souls, it invited hearts [closer] to it, the remoteness [of the original
images] aroused ardent love in the mind, and its natural qualities compelled you to give it

love and affection (4srar, 85).

Furthermore, according to this rubric, a ramthil expression is successful when the examination of
the image leads the recipient to appreciate its creativity in part because it is more difficult to
understand but also because the mind craves an understanding of meaning and feels a sense of
reward in its discovery. If this is the case, in the mind of the recipient the tamthil is superior in

quality “if [the meaning] is acquired through effort after searching or longing for it, and in
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enduring this longing, its acquisition is more pleasant to attain, its excellence more worthy, and
its position in the soul nobler and more pleasant” (4srar, 106).> Thus, the reward for the rigor
required to understand the zamthil expression contributes to the recipient’s appreciation of its

quality.

According to al-Jurjani, the subtle and vague nature of comparison in tamthil and the
thrill the recipient encounters at the discovery of the similar in widely dissimilar images
establishes a necessity to create images which belong to divergent categories or species. He
suggests that the thrill that follows an understanding of harmony in the remoteness between
compared entities in tamthil is not possible “except with [meaning] that proceeds from the
establishment of a comparison between different things, because things that share the same
nature are congruent in kind and you are satisfied with the validity of the comparison between
them” (4srar, 113).** When little effort is involved in determining the intention of the compared
image, the recipient feels no sense of accomplishment in having arrived at the meaning. It is
only when an artist successfully combines images which are “disharmonious and conflicting”
(mutandafirat wa mutabayinat) in the creation of a successful tamthil expression that this
achievement in craftsmanship has proven the capacity to have “summoned the existence of talent

and skill” (4srar, 113).*

In order to elucidate the necessity to reference both “units” being compared in tamthil, al-
Jurjani scrutinizes the verse by the pre-Islamic poet al-Nabighah al-Dhubyani (c. 535-604), who

said: “you are like the night, which is aware of me, yet [ imagine that I am at a great distance
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from you” (4srar, 107)."> Al-Jurjani’s analysis emphasizes the necessity to recognize the
broader context in which this verse appears: the presence of both the borrowed term, “night,” in
addition to the intended reference, “you” meaning the “king,” are required because without both
terms explicitly apparent, the expression would be meaningless. With regards to this citation, al-

Jurjant writes that in tamthil
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there is no way to know what is intended from the comparison except after referring to
[several] sentences which are joined in tamthil, [ ...] Regarding his words, ‘you are like
the night, which overtakes me.” If you tried to treat the night as the lion is treated in
saying, ‘I saw a lion,” [by that] | mean you omit mentioning the one praised from the
expression, [...] you will not find a way which would bring you to him [i.e. bring your

thoughts to the one praised] (4srar, 177-178).

The differentiation between tamthil and isti<arah in the two examples cited here distinguishes
that in tamthil the recipient’s ability to comprehend the meaning of the expression relies on
contextual information, and the expression itself requires the explicit presence of both the
borrowed term and the intended referent. Al-Jurjani continues by saying if “you omit the
characteristic and it is limited to referring to the night only and you say, ‘I escaped yet the night

overshadowed me,’ this is preposterous, because the meaning is not [found] in the night as a key
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to the clever expression” (Asrar, 178).1° After al-Jurjani rewrites the expression it would appear
the speaker is merely afraid of the dark. Contextually, however, in the original expression the
speaker is fearfully lamenting the notion that despite the distance he travels he will not succeed
in eluding the power of the king. Therefore, the intention of the line is to suggest that the
speaker cannot escape because of “the sting of [the ruler’s] dominion and the power of his hand,”
for “he has a governor in every distant region and a commander of a faithful army, and on
obeying his orders who returns the fugitive to him and hands him over” (4srar, 178).}" Al-
Jurjant eventually concludes that the operative point of comparison intended in this example is
“the authority which [the ruler] possesses, through its spreading to distant regions, and the
impossibility for a person to come to a place where the night does not overtake him” (4srar,
180).'® In essence, he has shown that there is no way to create meaning in an instance of ramthil
without relying on the explicit presence of both the borrowed term and the referent in the

expression.

As the preceding commentary has established, tamthil is distinguished as a more complex
form of comparison than tashbih. In addition, it is distinct from isti<arah because tamthil
requires the presence of both terms in the comparison, and the recipient requires contextual
information beyond the explicit expression in order to determine its meaning. In the following
portion of this chapter, the third approach to the creation of comparative imagery, isti<arah, is
shown to be unique but also intrinsically related to the creation of comparative imagery based in

tashbih and tamthil.
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1c: Isticarah

As the foundation of the comparative act that leads to both tamthil and isti<arah, al-
Jurjani explains that “as for isti‘arah, it is a type of tashbih, and a form of tamthil, tashbih being
analogy, and analogy acting in conformity with that of which hearts are aware, which minds
comprehend, and for which the council of perceptive faculties and minds are sought, not the
faculties of hearing nor ears” (4srar, 25).° Depending on the context of its construction, in
isticarah, “a single word can be borrowed in two different ways, carried through analogy (giyas)
and tashbih by two routes, one leading to that which eyes comprehend, and the other alluding to
what supposition visualizes” (4srar, 56).° Therefore, beyond identifying the three distinctive
methods of creating comparative imagery tashbih, tamthil and isti‘arah, al-Jurjani outlines two
generalized types of isticarah: the meaning of the borrowed word is derived, on the one hand,
from what is presented to the eyes (tashbih), and on the other, the meaning is understood through

contemplation (tamthil).

An isti<art (metaphorical) comparison based on fashbih occurs when a one-to-one
relationship is drawn between the two images, and the similarity found actually exists in both
images and is perceptible. For instance, in his often revisited example of Zayd and the lion in the
expression “I saw a lion” (ra ‘aytu asadan), the intended meaning is a man who shares the quality
of courage perceptible in both species, yet in the actual expression, only the borrowed term is

present. This example of isti<arah is based in tashbrh. While a rudimentary level of contextual
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information is necessary here to grasp the meaning, the intention of the comparison is still
relatively straight forward without a broader reference to the literary or cultural context. To
understand this example it is necessary to know that Zayd is a man that exists and whom the poet
considers to be courageous, so much so that he should be justifiably compared to a lion. This
image recalls an essential principle of the comparative process in isti<arah that the original
meaning of both terms is retained in the final expression. Although the word “lion” is borrowed
to mean “Zayd” in the expression, it retains its original meaning as an animal of a particular
species known for its courage. In the same manner, Zayd, the courageous recipient of praise (al-
mamdith) in the image, must be remembered in the expression although his name is omitted from
it. While this expression constitutes a relatively simple example of al-Jurjani’s principle, it

applies to all attempts to achieve meaning in isticarah.

An isti<ari comparison based on tamthil occurs when the similarity drawn between two
images is an attribute only perceptible to the intellect and not rooted in a sensual attribute
recognizable in the borrowed term. As with tamthil expressions, in order to determine meaning
in this method of isti<arah, the recipient requires a deeper reflection upon word choice and
context. Al-Jurjani cites the following example of isticarah based in tamthil: When “you say ‘the
stars of guidance’ [and] you mean the companions of the Prophet — may God bless him and keep
him and may God be pleased with him — the isti<arah is necessarily based on an intellectual
comparison, because the meaning is that humankind after the Prophet — may God bless and him
and keep him — was guided by them in religion just like travelers in the night are guided by the
stars” (4srar, 57).2* In this case, for al-Jurjani the fundamental difference between simile

(tashbih and tamthil) and metaphor (isti<arah) is that in isti<arah, only one term signifying the
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“double-unit” of meaning within the comparison is explicitly apparent in the expression. This
distinction is required and observable in examples of isti<arah based on either tashbih or tamthil.
As has been previously shown, the term tamthil is loosely related to David Punter’s description
of “extended metaphor” in Metaphor as he explains, “here a metaphor might extend itself
beyond a single point of comparison and run through an entire passage of text, or an entire
poem” (Punter, 27). In the Arabic tradition however, as long as both units of comparison are
present in the expression, this type of comparison is not a metaphor. Even examples of isticarah
based in tamthil are unique in the Arabic tradition because of the insistence that only one unit of

comparison is explicitly stated in the expression.

When discerning the comparison drawn between two images, or sets of images, in the
creation of an isti<arz expression, the similarity, or similarities, should still be comprehensible,
regardless of the requirement that one term in the expression is absent. As seen in the case of
Zayd and the lion, it is essential to the process of creating such an image that the referent, in spite
of its absence in the expression, cannot be forgotten in the final image because “you cannot
imagine that the meaning can occur in the branch [present] term [al-far<] without relating it back
to the root [original] term [al-asl]” (4srar, 283).% Thus, with respect to the notion of
transference in isticarah, transferring the name of one thing for another cannot be successful
unless the meaning of both terms is retained in the meaning of the explicit isticarah itself;
otherwise the comparison would be meaningless. Discussing the view that in metaphor words
are by necessity given new, “extended” meanings, in Inquiries into Truth and Interpretation,
Donald Davidson implies that in many traditional Western theories of metaphor, “what has been

left out is any appeal to the original meaning of the words. Whether or not metaphor depends on
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new or extended meanings, it certainly depends in some way on the original meanings; an
adequate account of metaphor must allow that the primary or original meanings of words remain
active in their metaphorical setting” (Donaldson, 249). By contrast to Donaldson’s rhetorically
critical tone, in al-Jurjant’s analysis, the fact that both terms in a metaphorical comparison retain
their original meanings by necessity is by no means a novel idea up for debate. Transference in
this sense occurs in neither tashbih nor tamthil, making it the primary difference between these

forms and isticarah.

In Metaphor, Punter outlines an essential, albeit simplistic, aspect of the difference
between simile and metaphor in the Western tradition. He explains that the most straightforward
form of metaphoric expression is evident in, “simile, where the comparison, the ‘transference’
(metapherein) between the two entities, is explicitly signaled by the word ‘like’ (or sometimes
‘as’)” (Punter, 12). He continues by explaining, “what causes metaphors which are not cast in
the linguistic form of the simile to have greater power is precisely the omission of the ‘like,” an
omission which brings the two compared entities far closer to each other in a way that challenges
the reader or hearer to make sense of the assumed or alleged comparison rather than having it
spelt out. The point here, however, is that the reader is expected to gain some additional
understanding from the analogies presented” (Punter, 12-13). This traditional distinction
between simile and metaphor in the Western tradition is rejected in the Arabic tradition as
inadequate. In al-Jurjani’s analysis, transference does not occur in simile because both terms are
explicitly present in the expression. Furthermore, in the Arabic tradition a simile does not
require the explicit presence of the terms “like” or “as” because it is sufficient to simply include
both terms of the “double unit” of meaning in the expression to distinguish examples of tashbih

and tamthil from isticarah. In fact, Punter’s suggestion that the challenge to the recipient is
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enhanced in metaphor because the analogy is not as explicitly stated as it is in a simile, is also
undermined in the Arabic tradition by the requirement that in metaphor only one “unit” of the
comparison can be explicitly apparent in the expression. By necessity, in the Arabic tradition,
this distinction enhances the challenge and potential cognitive “reward” of interpretation beyond
what traditional western models of metaphor demand. Al-Jurjani concludes that, “if it has been
established that an [isticarah] is not tashbih in its true sense, likewise neither would ramthil occur
in a true sense, because tamthil is a special [Kind of] tashbih, every tamthil being a tashbih,
without every tashbih being a tamthil” (Asrar, 174). The key point of emphasis remains in this
distinction. Namely, that an isticarah based on tashbih is relatively easy to discern in contrast to
an istic<arah based on tamthil which requires a deeper reflection and even reference to a broader

contextual moment in order to determine meaning.

Additionally, al-Jurjani believes that regardless of form (tashbih, tamthil or isticarah), the
successful comparative image relies upon the presence of an affinity between the borrowed term
and the referent that exists in reality. He considers that the success of the poetic image is only
possible “if the resemblance between two things is easily understood and within reach, and there
is an immediate indication of [its meaning] as well as evidence of it within tradition, such that it
is possible for the recipient — if you thrust the term upon him — to understand the import and to
know what you intended” (4srar, 177).%* In each method of creating comparative imagery, and
within the context of isti<arah specifically, if the borrowed term is substituted for the first and
only the one term is apparent in the image, then the expression still needs to be comprehensible.

This is not to say that such expressions must be easily understood. Rather, the point of emphasis
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here is that the similarity intended in a compared image is accessible to the intellect, regardless
of the relative interpretive effort required to discern it because the similarity exists in reality.
Adiints explains that such meanings, “are subtle and delicate, obscure and unfamiliar, so that
they can only be understood by a form of interpretation which relies on deep contemplation,
refection and subtlety of thought” (Poetics, 48). While not meant to be easily understood, the
ease with which meaning is determined largely will depend on the intellectual capacity, cultural
background or knowledge, and interpretive effort of the recipient. In his study of medieval
Avrabic poetry, The Neckveins of Winter, Mansour Ajami adds that, “what is special and difficult
to attain is the property of the elite and could only be comprehended through assiduous study,
careful examination, analogy (giyas) and discovery” (Neckveins, 57). Whether in reference to
the poet or the reader, with this assertion Ajami acknowledges al-Jurjani’s premise that the
ability to either compose or comprehend obscure and subtle meaning in poetic imagery is a skill

worthy of praise.

Beyond this initial classification of istiarah and the criterion distinguishing it from
tashbth and tamthil, al-Jurjani further divides the point of comparison in an isti<arah between the
referent (al-mushabbah) and the borrowed term (al-mushabbah bihi) into three more specifically

defined categories:

1) The shared attributes between two terms are derived from the same category or genus,
the point of similarity is one of intensity and the essential meaning exists in both terms. As
examples of this kind of comparison, al-Jurjani offers the following images which share the

category of swift movement:
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And an example of it is flight borrowed for something without wings, if you intend
speed, and stars falling from on high [borrowed] for a horse if he is quick in his
movement; [another example being] swimming [borrowed] for the horse as well, if when
running he runs in a way similar to a swimmer in water. It is known that flying, falling,
swimming, and running are all, without exception, [drawn] from one category in terms of
movement in the absolute sense. However, [people] have looked at the characteristics of
[animate] bodies in terms of their movement, singling out each type of movement by a
name; then if they found in one body something comparable to another body of a
different type with regard to given qualities, they borrowed the expression pertaining to

that second body, saying [for example] of something without wings ‘it flew’ (Asrar, 47).

In another example of the same principle, quoting a line by the cAbbasid era poet al-Buhturi
(821-897), al-Jurjani suggests the verb “to flood” (fad) is appropriate “for the movement of the
water in particular, inasmuch as it leaves its place in a single thrust and spreads out. Then this
[verb] has been borrowed for the dawn, as in [the poet’s] words, ‘as the dawn flooded over the
stars of the dark,” because the dawn spreads out in a way similar to the spreading of water and its

movement as it floods” (4srar, 48).?° In each of these examples the compared attribute,
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movement, is a quality inherent in each of the referents (i.e. in a horse, swimmer, flood, or the
dawn), and the point of emphasis is the intensity of the quality of movement as in the swift horse
described as swimming or flying, or the dawn described as flooding the darkness of the night

sky.

2) The two terms are derived from separate categories or species, but they share similar
qualities or characteristics. Al-Jurjani’s case of Zayd and the lion in the expression, “I saw a
lion,” (ra’aytu asadan) where the borrowed term “lion” (al-mushabbah bihi) appears in
reference to a courageous man Zayd (al-mushabbabh), is a clear example of this category and

should not require further exploration here.

3) The similarity between two terms derives from a comparison between two intellectual
forms. Al-Jurjani compares the analysis of the dominant trait in type three with the first two
types by contrasting the example of movement considered above with the borrowing of the term

“light” to mean evidence of religious truth. He suggests that this third type
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is the genuine and pure form of isticarah. And its limitation is that the comparison be
taken from intellectual images, like the borrowing of ‘light’ for the Qur’an® (al-bayan)
and evidence (al-Aujja) revealing the truth, eliminating doubt, denying uncertainty, just as
there appeared in the Revelation as in the words of God — All powerful and Majestic:
‘follow the light which was sent down with him” and as in the borrowing of the ‘path’ for
religion in the words of God — may he be exalted: ‘guide us along the straight path,” and
‘you show the way to a righteous path.” And for you there is no doubt that the
comparison between light and the evidence of truth is not the same as the comparison
between the bird’s flight and the horse’s running in terms of sharing [attributes] common
in species or category. Because light is a quality [found] among characteristics of
perceptible forms and evidence of truth is discourse. And the comparison between these
IS not the same as the comparison between the man and the lion in terms of sharing [an
attribute], known to exist in the nature of animals such as courage. There is no
comparison occurring from light as the Qur’an or evidence of truth except as the heart
arrives upon the meaning of such evidence occurring in the form of a comparison with
the state of one’s vision encountering light. [...] And this as you know is a comparison
not originating from a single category [...] and it is not a form or image taken from

nature, but it is an intellectual image (Asrar, 54).

This category, considered by al-Jurjani to be pure metaphor, is further classified into three
precisely defined principles which, by nature of their intrinsic commonalities as related branches

of majaz, are also relevant in the analysis of examples of tashbih and tamthil:

% The term “Qur’an” translated here for al-bayan is an editorial choice based on the intent to render a particular
reading of this passage as it pertains to this project. In Al-Jurjani’s Theory of Poetic Imagery, Kamal Abu Deeb
appropriately translates the term al-bayan as both “eloquence” and “argument” (Abu Deeb, 212). As it pertains to

the current citation, the broader context of al-Jurjani’s comments here implies a connection between the “Qur’an” as
a “light” revealed to the Prophet Muhammad, prior to the point when Abu Deeb draws his citation.
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a) The comparison is manifest between what is known or sensually perceptible and an
intellectual concept. The case cited above comparing the sensual nature of light, in its ability to
illuminate darkness, with the Qur’an in reference to the text as evidence of revealed truth is an
example of this type of comparison. In one case, the term “light” (nir) appears to refer to the
notion that the Qur’an (al-bayan) illuminates the recipient with sacred knowledge. Or with the
other term, “proof” (hujja), a believer’s possession of proof or evidence of revealed truth refers
to the notion that the darkness of ignorance has been illuminated by revelation. Finally, the term
“path” (sirat) is borrowed for the Qur’an in reference to the text’s role as the path to
righteousness. Thus, the Qur’an in this citation can be read as compared to light (niir),
eloquence (bayan), evidence of revealed truth (kujja), and the path of righteousness (al-sirat al-

mustaqim).

b) The comparison is drawn between two sensually perceptible entities where the
similarity apparent between the two is intellectual in nature. For an example of this type of
comparison, al-Jurjant cites a saying of the Prophet Muhammad in his advice to, “beware of the

green on dung” (4srar, 55).%" About this expression, al-Jurjani writes:
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the comparison derived from plants [referring to] a woman is apparent, both of them

being objects, although what is not meant is to compare is the color of the plant and its

greenness, nor its taste or smell, or its shape or appearance [...] and nothing of this sort,
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rather the intention is an intellectual comparison between the beautiful woman born of an
evil origin and the plant growing on dung, being beautiful in its exterior appearance as
perceived by the eye with a corrupted core and a good offspring with an evil origin

(Asrar, 55-56).

In this comparison, a green plant growing in dung is beautiful as it represents vibrant life, but it
is contaminated, reviled, like a beautiful woman of base origin. If one knows enough to avoid
the plant grown in contaminated soil, one knows enough to avoid the crafty woman from the
wrong side of the tracks. Thus, the comparison drawn between these two sensually perceptible

entities, a woman and a green plant, is not sensual, but intellectual.

c) The comparison is drawn between two intellectual forms. As an example of this type
of comparison, al-Jurjani uses the concept that an ignorant person experiences life in a state
similar to death. Additionally, he explains that when sleeping the individual is similarly
experiencing a state akin to death. Thus, the comparison is between two concepts perceptible

only to the intellect. Al-Jurjani suggests:
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Your description of the ignorant man as being dead, and your deeming ignorance as if it
were death [conveys] the meaning that the benefit and purpose of life is having
knowledge and consciousness and that when the living being lacks these two

characteristics it is as if he has excluded himself from this principle of the living. And in
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this way, sleep is represented as death when one sleeping does not feel what is in his

presence, just as the deceased does not feel (Asrar, 60).

Al-Jurjani goes further to explain that in the comparison of two intellectual forms, “it is not a
matter of reducing existence to the realm of the non-existent, but rather a consideration of an
intellectual characteristic, the existence of which is imagined with the opposite of that which its
word was borrowed [as in the expression] ‘He met with death’ [by which] they mean ‘he
encountered a more intensely difficult affair for which his hatred for it in his soul was similar to
[his hatred] for death’” (4srar, 63).® 1In these examples, “death” is borrowed to mean

29 ¢¢

“ignorance,” “sleep,” or a “difficult task,” through the combination of similar intellectually
comprehensible attributes shared within the meaning of each term. In one example, death as
ignorance is rendered as a state of living in denial of knowledge, the purpose of life. In the other

examples, death is akin to the inability to feel or sense one’s surroundings when sleeping, and the

difficult task rivals death in terms of the living mind’s hatred for it.

1d: Tafsi/

Analyzing examples from each of the three forms of comparative imagery, tashbih,
tamthil, and isticarah, al-Jurjani scrutinizes the shared attributes between compared images
according to the principles of particularization, or tafsz/. This concept of tafsi/ when applied to
each of the three levels of comparison provides a basis for analyzing and determining meaning in
a particular image or set of images and involves evaluating the points of comparison between

images on what may be considered a “spectrum of dissimilarity.” The term tafsi/ specifically
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refers to the process of evaluating details within a comparison not readily apparent to the eye.
Evaluating an image and determining that it is either unique and nuanced, or uninspiring and
banal, requires a consideration of such details. The process of evaluating aspects of
particularization (tafsi/) is similar to what many contemporary critics label “mapping.” For
example, Zoltdn Kovecses in Metaphor: A Practical Introduction describes the basis for the
mapping of “systematic correspondences between the source and the target in the sense that
constituent conceptual elements of B correspond to constituent elements of A” (Kdvecses, 6). In
this framework, “mapping” occurs in the evaluation of images in order to arrive at an adequate

interpretation of meaning in metaphorical expressions.

In his approach to the analysis of tafsi/ which parallels the method of “mapping”
Kdvecses employs, al-Jurjani explains that when an image is derived from a clearly visible

attribute or form
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the comparison made is trite and banal; yet as for what is diametrically opposed to that
and different from it to the farthest extent, the tashbih attributed to it is strange, rare and
original. Moreover, instances of tashbih which come between these two extremes [of the
spectrum of dissimilarity] vie with one another for precedence; and in accordance with
their [relative] positions between these extremes, those nearest the first extreme are

inferior and diminished [in quality], whereas those nearing the second extreme are loftier
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and superior, more worthy through the description of that which is unfamiliar (4srar,

124).

Images that lack nuanced, particularized meanings are deemed ordinary and inferior. By
contrast, images are superior when their meanings are only accessible with reference to a deeper

reflection upon the shared attribute between compared objects.

In order to demonstrate the difference between a well crafted comparison and a banal or
ordinary one, al-Jurjani illustrates a reflection on the concept of tafsi/ in reference to a contrast
between the line by the poet al-Nabighah quoted earlier®® and the following example of tamhil
composed by the poet cAbbas Ibn al-Ahnaf (750-809): “Kindness is like the sun when it rises; its

radiance spreads in every region” (4srar, 185).*° Al-Jurjani explains that the intent of this verse,
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is the same as what al-Nabighah meant in terms of the spreading out [of darkness] across
regions, reaching every place; however, with respect to that kindness — inasmuch as it
gladdens and delights — the [poet <Abbas Ibn al-Ahnaf] compared it to the sun. Had he
compared the outspreading of kindness (in its outspreading as far as the farthest reaches
of the country and its dissemination among the people) to the night (as it reaches out to

every country, reaching every person), he would have committed a monstrous mistake.

# Op. Cit,, 107. ) . ) o
30 i I8 A Gy ol Caalla B i\ dans



42

[Considering these two comparisons], even though parallel [in one sense], [we note] that
there is a difference between a comparison that is disliked and that which is desired,
inasmuch as a desirable characteristic, whenever coordinated with the goal of the
comparison — through the meaning [inherent] within it — is able to uphold [that meaning]
parallel to that which the goal itself upholds; whereas as for the [characteristic] that is not
desired, it is best that [the poet] completely avoid it and desist from thinking about

(Asrar, 185).

Based upon an evaluation of tafsi/ in each line, in this distinction al-Jurjani determines that
darkness is more suited to the poet lamenting his inability to escape the authority of the king, and
that the light of the sun is better suited in reference to kindness. Darkness in this case is
associated with a negative, foreboding sense that the king’s authority should be feared; thus, the
contrast is appropriate between al-Nabighah’s choice of darkness and al-Ahnaf’s choice of
sunlight. Each comparison is suitable because it is “balanced” in the synthesis of particular
attributes. The converse equation is an image that is disliked and should be ignored. In the
current citation it is absurd to suggest that the king’s authoritarian power should conjure the

radiance of the sun any more than kindness evokes a sense of dark, melancholic gloom.

Judging the appropriateness of a particular comparison based on its position within a
spectrum of dissimilarity also brings to mind the necessity to draw comparisons between images

comprehensible to the intellect. Al-Jurjani provides his own image to explain:
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And | did not mean by saying that being skillful in the creation of harmony between
things different in species that you are able to create a similarity that does not have an
origin in the intellect. Rather, what is meant is that there are hidden similarities to which
the path is narrow; and if you mind is penetrating and reaches them, you deserve credit.
Therefore, whoever closely scrutinizes meanings is compared to the one who dives for

pearls (4srar, 115).

Like the pearl diver, the examiner of an image discovers meaning only after careful, deliberate
inspection, and the reward for success in comprehending the meaning of an image is as tangible
to the intellect as a pearl in the diver’s hand. Again, al-Jurjani emphasizes the complex active
process of cognition: satisfaction in the discovery of meaning is only tangible to the intellect
after a careful, deliberate examination of the specific details of the shared attributes between two

objects or concepts.

However, according to al-Jurjani, complexity can be troublesome when it requires an
inordinate amount of interpretive effort to the extent that understanding the intended meaning of
a poorly composed comparison is only possible by way of misleading analytical methods. He

quotes a line by the poet al-Mutanabbi (916-955) to illustrate this point:
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As for complexity, it is objectionable by reason of an expression not being arranged in
such a way that the meaning leads to the goal [of the comparison], with the listener
having to search for the meaning in a tricky way, endeavoring to reach it without a path,
as is the case with [the poet’s verse]: ‘Thus the name for the coverings of the eyes is
sheaths (jufiin), because the eyes are used to do the work of swords.” This type [of
comparison] is objectionable because it has compelled you to an amount of thought
greater than should be necessary in such an instance, has exhausted you with a
misconstrued meaning and consigned you to a last uneven and unsmooth, indeed rough

and crude [...] distorted in form, lacking in beauty. (Asrar, 109).

The example in this citation ends in confusion for the recipient because, according to al-Jurjani,
determining its meaning requires excessive thought which inevitably leads to misconceptions.
The meaning of the image is rough, it lacks beauty, and there is no satisfaction for the recipient
in the encounter. In defense of al-Mutanabbi we note that he is playing here with the
coincidence that the common word for eyelids (jufiin) can also in a much less common usage

refer to the sheaths of swords.

By contrast with the previously cited passage, images which al-Jurjani classifies within
his various categories of isti‘arah are meant to be accessible to the intellect because they are
drawn from realistically plausible human experience as opposed to the realm of fantasy, and are
thus determined to reveal a “truth” otherwise impossible to articulate in the literal use of
language. This is the opposite view of the problematic tendency in Western philosophy that
Lakoff and Johnson describe in Metaphors We Live By. They point out that when uttered in the
service of asserting an objective, absolute truth, many philosophers conclude “that metaphors

cannot directly state truths, and, if they can state truths at all, it is only indirectly, via some non-
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metaphorical ‘literal” paraphrase” (Metaphors, 159). Lakoff and Johnson reject this traditional
view with the conclusion: “The fact that we understand the world, think, and function in
metaphorical terms, and the fact that metaphors can not merely be understood but can be
meaningful and true as well — these facts all suggest that an adequate account of meaning and
truth can only be based on understanding” (Metaphors, 184). In their acknowledgement of the
possibility for truth in metaphor, however, it will be shown below that Lakoff and Johnson differ

with al-Jurjani with regard to their rejection of the existence of objective, absolute truth.

Although the differentiation between reality and fantasy is an important distinction in the
analysis of comparative imagery al-Jurjani classifies using the term isti<arah, it does not rule out
the possibility of creating poetic imagery based in fantasy. For al-Jurjani, these are simply
different categories of majaz altogether. While an istic<arah must be drawn from reality, the term
takhyil refers to a category of poetic imagery drawn from the fantastic. The focus of the current
study is the language of isti<arah, and examples scrutinized in the following chapters will be
evaluated in part based upon the requirement that they be accessible to the intellect in this way.
However, considering the primary difference between the language of isticarah and takhyil as al-
Jurjani defines it enlightens this study in that it clarifies the necessity that instances of isticarah

must be plausible and analytically comprehensible:
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Know that isti<arah is not included as a type of takhyil because the borrower does not
seek to establish the meaning of the borrowed word but rather endeavors to establish a
similtude, the word’s intrinsic meaning not in opposition to its surface meaning. [...]
Thus as in the words of [the Prophet], may God bless him and keep him, ‘beware of the
[woman] green of dung,’ it is known that the intention is not to establish the literal
meaning of the two terms but rather the comparison obtained by bringing them together —

that is to say, beauty in appearance [in conjunction] with a despicable origin (4srar, 197).

The possibility for fantasy (takhyil) and hyperbole (ighrag) in poetic imagery is not rejected in
al-Jurjani’s analysis. Instead, he distinguishes these forms of expression as separate from the
category of isti‘arah. Al-Jurjani contends that with isticarah the creator of an image is not
restrained from exploring a wide variety of meanings despite the requirement that the
comparison be true in reality and accessible to the intellect. Indeed, he suggests: “it is also clear
that notwithstanding the necessity for veracity and the adherence to pure truth, you have
[available to you] a wide scope and broad field [of possibilities], this not being the case in the
thinking of the defender of hyperbole and fantasy” (4srar, 198).> When it comes to fantasy, the
potential for beautiful poetic imagery is abundant, but such imagery is outside the realm of
isti<arah because meaning in the fantastic is only possible “if it is extended beyond the restraint
of [truthful] claims, if that which is not truthful is claimed, and if that which is denied and

rejected by the intellect is confirmed” (4srar, 198).%* Additionally, al-JurjanT suggests:
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In brief, that which | mean by takhyil here, is that what the poet establishes as a fact is in
reality not so, for he makes a claim for something which cannot be realized. He speaks in
such a way that he misleads his “soul,” showing to his soul that which his soul does not
see. And as for isti<arah, its path is the path of the omitted word. So that if you trace its
origin you find that the narrator has established something rational and correct and that he

has made a claim which has an origin in the intellect (4srar, 198).

In evaluating examples of isti<Grah the process of tracing a “path to the omitted word” must lead

the recipient to an image based on a plausible, intellectually accessible comparison.

In referencing the difference between producing isticarah or takhyil expressions, Ajami
reads al-Jurjani’s use of the term san<ah as “fine craftsmanship” (Neckveins, 51) and contends
that the term is meant to apply to the creation of “imaginative” meanings and not to “intellectual”

meanings. He suggests that the term san<ah

was equivalent to creation, it could function or be detected only in a supra-intellectual
realm, that of the imagination. [...] Intellectual meanings mirrored only what was
truthful: that which could be attested to by the mind and validated by reason. These
meanings were true for all people and all generations and could be found in their
proverbs and aphorisms. Truth could not be reinvented or remodeled,; it could only be
ascertained. Therefore, san<ah, the inventive power of the poet, could not occur in the

intellectual meanings [...] san<ah transcends mere factual truth or untruth, but is rather
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the application of all the poet’s intellectual and imaginative faculties. It is, in short,

thinking in imagery (Neckveins, 58-60).

This distinction seems to be an unnecessary limitation to exclude the “power” of san<ah from the
realm of the “intellectual” (‘aq/i) meaning. Al-Jurjani has explained that the realm of isticarah is
outside the imaginative process of takhyil, yet he emphasizes the vast potential for metaphoric
expression embodied by meanings that can be confirmed in the intellect as actually existing. The
term san<ah, rendered as “fine craftsmanship” or “artistic skill” should not be perceived as
exclusively related to “imaginative” meaning in al-Jurjani’s discourse as he distinctly
acknowledges and analyses the capacity of san<ah to render unique and beautiful images in
isticarah. Rather, san<ah is manifest in both forms of imagery, takhyil and isti<arah, through two
different applications of comparative poetic imagery. Although takhyil is the vehicle for creating
imaginative imagery drawn from the imagination and isti<arah is the vehicle for creating imagery

with an origin in reality, fine craftsmanship and artistic skill are required in both categories.

In addition to his consideration of the creative power of the poet to “think in imagery,” in
his book entitled The Alchemy of Glory Ajami further explores the suggestion that truthfulness in

poetry imposes limitations upon the poet:

Arguments and assertions of poetic limitations and lack of originality, individual
creativity, and diversity can be utilized by the proponents of ‘imagination’ (takhyil) to
embrace untruthfulness and to give it precedence over truthfulness. However, al-Jurjani
acknowledged that the human mind gives pre-eminence to truthfulness in poetic
expression, and glorifies its worth. Whatever is defended by reason (<aql) and objective

reality is incontestable and unapproachable (Alchemy, 94).
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However, Ajami places al-Jurjani in an “intermediate” position, acknowledging the legitimacy of
both truthfulness and untruthfulness in poetry. He points out that al-Jurjani, “decisively
excluded metaphor from the realm of imagination (fakhyil) and assigned it a role in the domain
of the intellect and truthfulness” (Alchemy, 95). Additionally, Ajami confirms al-Jurjani’s

assertion that isti<arah is excluded from the domain of imaginative meanings because it,

is an intellectual process that has no place in the imagination. However, the operation of
such a procedure can be detected only by the critic or the recipient, and it is highly
improbable that the poet, in the moment of creation, would deliberately and consciously
undertake such a rational process. The poet’s fundamental concern at that stage is the
imaginative production of a metaphorical expression, and not the subtle workings of the

elements of such metaphor (Alchemy, 95).

Ajami naturally draws on his own experience as a poet to come to the conclusion that in the
moment of composition the poet’s concern is the image itself and not necessarily the question of
truthfulness. As he says, the process for determining truthfulness includes the interpretive
conclusion of the critic or recipient in classifying the image into a category such as isticarah or

takhyil.

Beyond linguistic characteristics that distinguish how intellectual and imaginative
meanings are composed and interpreted, Ajami also identifies a religious sensibility linked with

the necessity that an isti<arah expression is drawn from reality:

An obvious inferential explanation for al-Jurjani’s exclusion of metaphor from the realm
of the imagination derives primarily from the theological concept of the Qur’anic

‘miraculous uniqueness.” Despite the Qur’an’s literary perfection and stylistic
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inimitability, it is not poetry, a fact repeatedly pronounced by the Prophet in Qur’anic
utterances and by universal religious tradition and i¢az literature. Metaphors occurred
abundantly in the Qur’an, and to include them in the realm of the imagination would be
to grant them and the Qur’an in general utterly unacceptable and intolerable poeticity. It
is therefore ‘safer’ to relegate them to the domain of the intellect, or of truthfulness, as al-

Jurjant’s reasoning and samples demonstrate (Alchemy, 96).

Thus, according to Ajami, al-Jurjani has taken the “safer” route by insisting on this distinction
between isticarah and takhyil, between intellectual and imaginative meanings. It is offensive to
traditional Islamic sensibilities to regard the Qur’an as a work of literature because of the
implication that men write literature, and God authored the Qur’an. Yet al-Jurjani’s contribution
to Arabic literary theory represents of another tradition evolving from the dutiful religious
obligation to better understand the Qur’an by attempting to identify and appreciate the nuanced
qualities of its composition. It is both “safer” and necessary in this context to regard examples of

isti<arah to be truthful specifically because they are prominently featured in the Qur’an.

At least three significant points of departure are apparent between the contemporary
Western and classical Arabic traditions regarding acknowledgements of the existence of truth in
metaphor. Lakoff and Johnson explicitly reject the existence of an objective, absolute truth
(Metaphors, 159) in favor of truth based on “understanding” the context of the individual and the
collective experience. Lakoff and Johnson also diminish the relevance of truth in metaphor: “We
should stress again that issues of truth are among the least relevant and interesting issues that
arise in the study of metaphor” (Metaphors, 175). This is a position rejected by the theological
sensibilities evident in al-Jurjant’s theory of metaphor. By contrast, al-Jurjant stresses the

relevance of truth in metaphoric language because of the objectivist nature of his religious beliefs
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which renders the existence of such truth to be a fundamental distinguishing characteristic of his
theory of metaphor.

Elsewnhere, in Philosophy in the Flesh, Lakoff and Johnson reiterate their rejection of the
notion of objective truth writing, “In the objectivist theory, since all meaning is held to be literal,
a metaphor does not have a capacity to express truth claims. It can only make truth claims if it
does so indirectly by expressing some other literal meaning” (Philosophy, 121). Al-Jurjani, does
not frame this perspective in reference to a possible rejection of objective truth. Instead, as a
theologian, his belief in the absolute truth and validity of the Qur’an makes it impossible for him
to accept anything other than objective truth in metaphor. This issue poses admittedly little
trouble for the secular minded critic, but as will be evident below, there are ample prerequisite
principles beyond those rooted in theological discourse for the preference of truth over hyperbole
and exaggeration in the Arabic literary tradition.*®

To Expand on previous commentary about the truthfulness of isti<arah, we can look to
Adiinis who points out that al-Jurjani participated in the inauguration of a method of reading the

Qur’an based more heavily on evaluating the quality of its written composition rather than

% There is palpable anxiety for both the secular and the religious scholar inherent in the process of reading the
Qur’an as a literary text. The notion of inimitability (i4az) is a consistent theme in theological studies of the Qur’an.
In this case, it is not necessary to take the leap into this controversial topic by suggesting that the Qur’an should be
classified as an historical or literary phenomenon. It can simply be accepted, in this instance, that within the
tradition of Arabic literature, the Qur’an, with its specific approach to metaphoric imagery, has served as a
consistent influence in the writing of Arab scholars and artists. This is not a radical suggestion as such a conclusion
should be obvious to even the most uninformed reader of Islamic tradition, and does not necessarily merit a
comprehensive treatment of the problematic nature of a literary approach to the Qur’an here. For the purpose of this
project, the Qur’an serves as the anchor for subsequent artistic inspiration in addition to its relevance to al-Jurjani’s
theory of comparative imagery. This has been further explored, by artists and critics, in the legacy of Arabic
literature from the classical period through the contemporary age. Nasr Abu-Zayd describes both the potential
insight as well as the problems associated with such an approach to Qur’anic study in his essay, “The Dilemma of
the Literary Approach to the Qur’an,” from the perspective of a Muslim intellectual. Likewise, from a Western
intellectual’s perspective, A. Rippin considers this type of approach to the Qur’an in his “The Qur’an as Literature:
Perils, Pitfalls, and Prospects.”
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relying on the standards of the oral tradition predominant in the appreciation of pre-Islamic

poetry. He explains that this method

paved the way for the transition from pre-Islamic poetic orality to a poetics of

writing, whose principles were formulated in al-Jurjani’s theory of the composition of the
Qur’an. [...] Thus we can say that the Qur’an, which was regarded as constituting some
sort of a rejection of poetry, led indirectly to the opening up of unlimited horizons in

poetry and to the establishing of a genuine literary criticism (Poetics, 42).

The “dilemma” here is peculiar. The tradition of reading the Qur’an as a “rejection of poetry”
gave rise to a variety of fundamental principles of Arabic literary criticism. As has been
demonstrated already, these principles include the notion that meaning in isti<arah must be
truthful. However, Adiints also suggests that metaphor is capable of transcending any potential
limitation that this requirement might impose because, “just as the language of metaphor goes
beyond itself to something less accessible, so it goes beyond the reality which it is talking about
and enters less accessible areas. Itis as if in its very nature metaphor is an act of rejection of
existing reality and a search for an alternative” (Poetics, 71). This implies that Adtnis would
also be occupying the “intermediate” position that Ajami has assigned to al-JurjénT.34 Inherent in
the composition of truthful, intellectual meanings or fantastic, imaginative meanings is an
imperative to “reject” existing reality in search of alternative perceptions of human experience.
Adunis continues by saying, “But from the perspective of poetic, that is metaphoric knowledge,
the world is by contrast open and infinite, because it is possibility, a continuing process of search
and discovery” (Poetics, 72). This innate process of search and discovery allows for unique and

original ways to express reality because poetic or metaphoric knowledge is infinite.

% Op. Cit., 94.
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Although this principle suggests that an infinite number of possibilities to describe reality
exists in the use of metaphoric language, in her text, Al-Mutanabbi, Voice of the <Abbasid Poetic
Ideal, Margaret Larkin explains that in the classical Arabic literary tradition, “The critics
specifically rejected the use of hyperbole in that it led to conceits based on the impossible or the
nonexistent — in other words, the fantastic. They generally did not like the components of
metaphors to stray too far from their ontological moorings, thus denying the limits of reality”
(Voice, 106). She adds that it was not until al-Jurjani, “discussed the fantastic in a manner that
retained its palatability from a theological point of view did Arabic criticism find a way to
accommodate hyperbole and paradox somewhat more comfortably” (Voice, 106). This is
another of al-Jurjani’s contributions to the development of Arabic literary criticism. He
acknowledged the legitimacy of hyperbole and exaggeration (ighrdq) in poetic composition,
while maintaining that such forms of literary expression are outside the realm of metaphor.
Larkin goes on to identify al-Jurjani’s reasoning for insisting that meaning in isticarah is linked

with reality as opposed to the fantastic in takhyil. She explains that for al-Jurjan,

it was his and every Muslim’s belief that the Qur’an, as the word of God, is entirely and
objectively truthful. This meant that the treatment of figurative language was
circumscribed by the need ultimately not to suggest that it was in any way false or
suspect. We have seen that it was partly this need that was at the origin of his logically
rigorous exclusion of isti<arah from the category known as takhyil. [...] The essences of
things in reality, like the truths about the natural order of things that are known to man,
are not up for debate or negotiation. They are not matters that can be freely controverted

in linguistic expression. This is especially clear since God uses metaphor abundantly in
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the Qur’an, and it is inconceivable that He would confuse reality in this manner

(Theology, 168).

The theological motivation for this distinction between the language of isticarah and takhyil
obliges the critic to acknowledge that God cannot possibly “confuse” reality, but it also provides
the critic with a legitimate method to analyze the composition of the Qur’an without upsetting

religious sensibilities.

In reference to the Western tradition, Donaldson represents a divergent perspective of
truth in metaphor which al-Jurjani would reject when he suggests that “metaphor makes us see
one thing as another by making some literal statement that inspires or prompts the insight. Since
in most cases what the metaphor prompts or inspires is not entirely, or even at all, recognition of
some truth or fact, the attempt to give literal expression to the content of the metaphor is simply
misguided” (Donaldson, 263). Beyond the unacceptable insistence that what a metaphor reveals
can be false, in this citation Donaldson undermines al-Jurjani’s entire process for the
examination of meaning in metaphorical expression. He goes on to suggest, “the theorist who
tries to explain a metaphor by appealing to a hidden message, like the critic who attempts to state
the message, is then fundamentally confused. No explanation or statement can be forthcoming
because no such message exists” (Donaldson, 263-264). Since al-Jurjani believes metaphor must
reveal some inherent truth accessible to the inquiring intellect, efforts to interpret a literal,
truthful meaning in a metaphor is an extension of a true believer’s religious obligation and
certainly not a frivolous exercise in futility. The point in his analysis is not to determine some
“hidden” meaning in metaphorical language as Donaldson frames the issue. Instead al-Jurjani
endeavors to determine the actual meaning of the expression with respect to either the poet’s

intention or the reader’s comprehension of deliberately ambiguous poetic language.
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Although the Qur’an influences al-Jurjani’s insistence that examples of isti<arah are
accessible to the intellect, the belief that meaning in isticarah is drawn from realistic comparisons
also has deep roots in the pre-Islamic Arabic literary tradition. In his introduction to the 1954
edition of Asrar al-Balaghah, Hellmut Ritter writes, “The ancient Arabians had little taste for
fiction. The object of Arabic poetry as well as their prose is to relate facts and actual, not
fictitious, events. It may happen that the subject matter of the poetry or narrative is not real, but
if so, the poet or narrator nevertheless always intends to relate real occurrences” (Ritter, 2). As
opposed to a restrictive limitation upon the creative possibilities within the category of isticarah,
the necessity of “truthfulness” elicits the creation of inventive poetic imagery and returns this
discussion to the notion of tafsil. Ritter explains, “The description of details which escape the
ordinary eye is called tafsi/ ‘particularizing,” the comparison with strange things gharib. Tafsil
and gharaba are two elements on which the aesthetic value of a great many figurative
expressions is based” (Ritter, 18). The inventiveness of an isti‘arah image is dependent upon
considerations of the particular attributes being compared: the original images “harmonize” on a
scale of remoteness in category or species, the intensity of the comparison, and how the original
images come together as one. Strange, inventive, nuanced meanings are worthy of thoughtful

consideration.

In regards to the concept of tafsi/, the evaluation of the particular attributes being
compared in an image and the remoteness of the point of similarity between them, Abu Deeb

explains:

The remoteness of an attribute and the need for intellectual effort and deep consideration
to comprehend it vary according to its nature in relation to the entirety and details of an

object. The greater its share of particularization is, the greater the need for
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contemplation, careful thinking and recollection to comprehend it. The principle of the
comprehension of details does not apply to sense-perceptions only, but to intuitive and

emotional, and to imaginative and intellectual comprehension (Abu Deeb, 110-111).

Evaluating tafsi/ in an image, thus reflecting upon the details of particularization between the
two entities being compared, occurs as a necessary step towards interpreting meaning. As has
been previously shown, the amount of interpretive effort required to comprehend a given image
is determined by its “share of particularization” and nuanced, particularized images demand a
conscious effort to understand and also evoke a more satisfying sense of accomplishment in the

discovery of meaning.

Al-Jurjant himself offers some words of advice on the task of analyzing tafsi/ in poetic

images based on his framework:
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Know that in the representation of these principles, I have mentioned to you the explicit,
the obvious, the easily understood [examples] taken from what exists as a matter of
tradition in every language [...] and | have not mentioned the subtle and obscure, the
delicate and difficult to understand, and what are among the secrets inspired by artistry
[...] because the intention in arranging this groundwork [for the study of isti<arah], and
establishing the principles of analogy, among the initial examples were those which are

intended to be clearer and more obvious, for which evidence exists. [...] Then, if these
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principles have been put in order [...] at that time [it is possible] to pursue meaning
created by the artistically gifted, and the solution to problems [in meaning] are

approached confidently with the keys having been prepared (4srar, 69).

Al-Jurjani provides the framework for further analysis of the composition of metaphoric
language by showing his readers how these principles operate in images that are accessible to a
broader audience. Having defined the “keys” of analysis, al-Jurjani demonstrates how the critic
can successfully and confidently approach the meaning of more subtle, obscure images which

would presumably be too difficult to comprehend without his rubric.

le: nazm

This final point of emphasis in the opening chapter emanates from a point of contention
between contemporary critics and their readings of al-Jurjant's theory of poetic composition
(nazm) as it pertains to the concept of “organic unity.” In the current study the point will not be
to assess in the arguments of different scholars, but to draw on the various interpretations of al-
Jurjani's concept in the attempt to evaluate the concept of the “unity” or “unities” of specific

images in each of the novels and how such unity applies to the work as a whole.

In his doctoral dissertation, Al-Jurjani’s Theory of Nazm (Discourse Arrangement): A
Linguistic Perspective, Ahmad Sweity explains that as the primary focus of al-Jurjani’s theory of
nazm, kalam (discourse) differs from lughah (language) because “factors of lughah such as
vocables and meanings are irrelevant for eloquence, while factors of kalam such as grammatical
meanings, context, interrelationships between meaningful words, and the intention of the speaker

are relevant to eloquence” (Sweity, 83). Of course, language is the basis for discourse, but the
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derivation is that without the structures of discourse language consists only of words. Eloquence
is evaluated as a reflection on how writers provide language with particular meanings within the
boundaries set by specifically defined principles of discourse. Sweity goes on to point out that

al-Jurjant,

does not come with these remarks as part of a comprehensive theory of language; he
mentions them accidentally without dwelling on them too much in order to reveal the
differences between language and discourse, and between single words and discourse.
His main concern is not with these elements, but with the processes of bringing them
together and joining them together to form discourse. [...] Thus, the difference between
the word and discourse is that the first is composed of meaningless units which are only
differentiated by their acoustic, auditory or articulatory properties, where the latter is
composed of meaningful units that are not only differentiated on the basis of their sounds

but also on the basis of their meanings (Sweity, 89).

This initial premise is the basis for al-Jurjani’s more comprehensive vision of nazm, now more
broadly defined as discourse arrangement, phraseology, or language composition involving

individual units of language combining to create meaningful discourse. Sweity explains:

It can be concluded from al-Jurjani’s views that there is another difference between
language and discourse. Language elements have no meanings except what they have by
convention, or by agreement. The speaker may not change them, or add to them on his
own. As for discourse, it contains, in addition to the conventional meanings of its words,

the relations the speaker creates between discourse elements (Sweity, 93).
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The meanings of individual words are defined through convention or agreement emanating from
within specific cultural and historical contexts. The meaning of words may evolve, but only as
much as is tolerated generationally by cultural convention. Discourse relies upon the meaning of
individual words but is successfully achieved when words are organized creatively within the
boundaries of specific grammatical structures. Al-Jurjani regards discourse as a fine art, and

according to Sweity it is through analogy that he

manages to place nazm among the class of other fine arts and fine crafts such as weaving,
formation, sculpture, engraving, forging and other arts and crafts that require mastery and
skill. The similarity between these arts and the art of composing discourse does not lie
only in the process of joining the parts together to produce a unified final product, but

also lies in their psychological effects (Sweity, 107).

In essence, nazm is the central process for arranging the elements of language into discourse
capable of stimulating human emotion and broadening human perception. Sweity explains that
al-Jurjanit uses the terms nazm (composition), ta</ig (interrelationship) and ma<ani al-nahw
(grammatical meanings) not as synonyms but as component parts to an overarching definition of

discourse arrangement. Sweity suggests,

This means that the concept of meaning, which al-Jurjani made as the core of nazm,
refers to the image of meaning rather than to the meaning itself. In other words, the
meaning, which is the essence of any text and to which the excellence of nazm is
attributed, is not the raw and unmarked meaning, but it is the meaning that takes special
form in the psyche; it is the image of meaning and not the meanings without the image

(Sweity, 126).
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When the excellence of nazm is achieved, the composer of discourse has created something
special. Whether in the form of an individual image or in reference to an entire text, successfully
organized discourse produces new meaning that stimulates the psyche. In such discourse, the
meanings of individual words are only relevant as they pertain to the meaning of a unified image

or images within the context of an entire text. Sweity concludes that for al-Jurjant,

nazm refers to the process of composing a literary text. It involves establishing ta<ig
(interrelationships) between words and meanings according to grammatical meanings and
grammatical rules. Since eloquence is more than mere correct grammaticality, it requires
consideration of such non-linguistic factors as the intention of the speaker or writer, the
psychological state of the listener or reader, the shared or unshared knowledge between

discourse participants, and the larger context of discourse (Sweity, 231-232).

Nazm is a term meant to acknowledge that several factors culminate in the composition of a text.
In the composition of poetry, the poet’s education and mastery of the principles of grammar, the
poet’s knowledge and appreciation for poetry and rhetoric, and the poet’s psychological state as
it pertains to inspiration are all relevant to al-Jurjant’s theory of nazm. Furthermore, the
intellectual capacity, cultural knowledge, and even emotional state of the recipient are also
relevant to determinations of meaning because they naturally influence interpretation. Finally, in
nazm additional factors play a part in the suitability of a text’s composition. According to

Sweity,

these factors encompass all the elements of the wider context of the discourse within the
communication process. [...] the two participants (the speaker and the listener), their

psychological, cultural and social make-up, the nature of the subject of discourse, the
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degree of shared or unshared knowledge between the two participants, the degree of
importance of the subject of discourse for the participants, and the purpose of discourse

(Sweity, 234).

In this framework, meaning, as related to the level of discourse springs initially from the specific
organization of language elements to form an expression that is further defined by the composer
and the recipient and whether they are moved or perhaps repulsed by their own abilities to

comprehend the expression.

In reference to how this concept of nazm contributes to the notion of the “organic unity”
of an image or even an entire text, Abu Deeb inaugurates a fierce debate among contemporary
readers of al-Jurjani when he writes, “The creative process is said to consist not of isolated units
which are then joined together, but of a finished construction in which the single units are
simultaneously thought of in relation to each other, thus forming a syntactic pattern” (Abu Deeb,
37). This relatively straightforward assertion leads Abu Deeb to the conclusion that al-Jurjani
envisioned a sense of “organic unity” whether in regards to an individual expression or in
reference to a text as a whole. For example, Abu Deeb suggests that unity is apparent where the
meaning of a single word is “united” with the meaning of another word creating a meaningful
comparative image, and in reference to a text as a whole where several images are drawn
together in the effort to “unite” the text under a single narrative umbrella or motif. According to
Abu Deeb, “The expressive power of the word, then, is derived from the relations and interaction
between the word and its immediate context, on the one hand, and the wider situational context,
on the other. The context does not add to the beauty and eloquence of the word, it creates these
elements in it” (Abu Deeb, 42). An individual expression, in this rendering, is important

intrinsically in and of itself without broader reference to the “text,” but also has relevance to the
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meaning of text in which it appears as a whole. In this case it is important to recognize that an
individual expression may lack meaning without reference to a broader thematic occurrence
apparent only within the context of the entire text. Abu Deeb concludes that it is possible that,
“A word may have more than one meaning according to the number of contexts in which it may
be used. But in a given construction, the context selects the meaning which is most suitable to
that construction” (Abu Deeb, 45). The suggestion that textual context, as defined of course by
the text itself, “selects” the meaning of words and expressions leads to the conclusion that the
poet makes an intentional effort to unite a text both at the level of the individual expression and

with reference to the composition as a whole.

Additionally Abu Deeb explains that while the meaning of a particular expression is
determined extrinsically by its relationship to other expressions within a text, it is also
determined by the cultural background and knowledge of both the poet and the recipient.

According to Abu Deeb,

It has been clearly demonstrated that the meaning-function of the image is achieved
through the participation of the hearer with his intimate knowledge of the linguistic
context on the one hand, and the wider cultural context on the other. It is through the
associations evoked by these two contexts, and through their interaction, that the image

conveys its meaning (Abu Deeb, 78).

This assertion suggests that a certain level of “unity” between the expression, the text, and the

cultural competence of the poet and recipient is necessary in order to determine meaning.

In response to Abu Deeb’s assertion, in Beyond the Line: Classical Arabic Literary

Critics on the Coherence and Unity of the Poem, C.J.H. Van Gelder argues that when al-Jurjani
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shows an interest in “organic unity,” he is discussing particular lines or the collection of several
lines that contribute to a unified meaning, “But nowhere does he hint at the possibility, or the
desirability, of conceiving of the whole poem, or a theme in a poem, as a unity” (Van Gelder,
132). He goes on to suggest that, “When ¢Abd al-Qahir is said to quote whole poems more than
once [by Abu Deeb] it should be kept in mind that they are usually very short; moreover, they
are not discussed as wholes” (Van Gelder 133). In these citations Van Gelder introduces a
disagreement among modern scholars as to how al-Jurjani envisioned the potential for “unity” as

applied to individual images or to a text in its entirety.

In al-Jurjani’s discussion of examples of tamthil and isticarah expressions based in
tamthil, it is necessary to unify several sentences to create meaningful comparisons. Al-Jurjani

comments on
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Comparison (tashbih) which is more appropriately named tamthil for its remoteness from
the visibly explicit tashbrh. What you find in the comparison does not reach you except
through a passage or two sentences or more. [...] As it happens the sentences are
mutually interlocking as if they were one sentence, and indeed that does not prevent the
images of each sentence coming together in aggregate to point to a single [meaning].

Then, the comparison is extracted from the sentences as a whole, without it being
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possible to separate one sentence from the other, or to single out one line from another, so
that if you omitted one sentence from its place anywhere in the expression, the meaning

of the comparison would be broken (4srar, 81).

This particular citation appears to support, at least in part, Abu Deeb’s assertions about the
concept of unity. The criteria differentiating tamthil from tashbih, namely that comprehension of
tamthil expressions requires a deeper reflection upon the context in which they appear, implies
that the several sentences contributing to the meaning of the expression must be unified. Van

Gelder agrees with this point to a limited extent, but is careful to identify that for al-Jurjani,

His main concern was a new appraisal of the relation between ‘form’ and ‘content’ or lafz
and ma<a, whether from a syntactical viewpoint, with the sentence as a basic unit, or as
regards figurative speech, with the ‘image’ as a basic unit — the two approaches are never
completely detached. The integration of lafz and ma<a in his theory of nazm,
‘composition,’ is such that there is good reason to see in Abd al-Qahir an advocate of
some form of organic unity — at least when ‘the whole’ is taken to be the sentence or the

image (Van Gelder, 130).

This concession allows for the consideration of “unity” with regard to the sentence or the image,
but Van Gelder rejects the implication that al-Jurjani has identified the necessity for a more
broadly defined sense of textual unity. Explicitly conflicting with Abu Deeb’s claim that al-

Jurjant regards the poem as a unified entity, Van Gelder concludes that,

Abu Deeb concentrates his discussion on single images, or at most on the unity of the
single image with its immediate context; hardly on the relationships between all the

images in a poem. Abu Deeb is aware of that himself. It is true that the Coleridgean
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concept of organic creation is not exclusively concerned with whole poems, but I fail to
see how it can be claimed that al-Jurjani conceives of the poem as a unified whole. (Van

Gelder 130-131).

Van Gelder is not alone in suggesting that Abu Deeb is mistaken in his assertion that al-Jurjani
was interested in textual unity beyond the image. In The Theology of Meaning: Abd al-Qahir
al-Jurjant’s Theory of Discourse, Margaret Larkin suggests that Abu Deeb’s scholarship on al-
Jurjani is an example of, “a tendency on the part of some modern critics studying the scholarship
of °Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani to treat the body of his work quite apart not only from the intellectual
context in which he thrived, but also as unique in the chain of literary scholars whose work he
inherited” (Theology, 10). Without trying to diminish his contribution to studies of al-Jurjant,
she adds that Abu Deeb’s work is indicative of critics that have interpreted al-Jurjant’s, “thinking
through the single, predetermined — and forcedly modern — lens of one discipline. This approach
is one that inevitably masks the depth of <Abd al-Qahir’s scholarship” (Theology, 22). She
makes this reference to identify that to al-Jurjani, “theology, on the one hand, and grammar and
rhetoric, on the other, were organically interrelated” (Theology, 22). In the current study, the
narrow focus on the literary application of al-Jurjani’s work is intended to isolate specific aspects
of his theory of poetic imagery and to apply his principles to readings of contemporary literature
in Arabic and thus not to elucidate more broadly on al-Jurjani’s various other contributions to the

Arabic cultural heritage.®

% Both Margaret Larkin in, The Theology of Meaning, and Ahmad Sweity in Al-Jurjant’s Theory of Nazm, provide
impressive contemporary analyses of al-Jurjani’s various theological and linguistic influences in addition to
identifying his continued relevance in Arabic literary theory.
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Larkin does, however, open the door slightly toward validating considerations of textual
unity based on al-Jurjani’s framework. She refers to al-Jurjani’s approach to evaluating form

(sura) as it applies to an image suggesting,

There is no doubt, therefore, that al-Jurjani’s concept of siira, in its emphasis on its
uniquely individual nature, as well as its consciously bounded quality, does to some
degree invite a comparison with what are in fact quite modern notions of organic unity in
discourse. It is a comparison, however, that has been overemphasized by writers such as

Kamal Abu Deeb (Theology, 121).

Larkin warns of the pitfalls of overemphasizing what she considers to be a more modern reading
of al-Jurjant’s theory of composition, but in this case she does not entirely rule out the potential
to apply al-Jurjani’s theory to arguments supporting the notion of textual unity. She explains
that, “Abu Deeb’s reasoning departs from firm ground with his elucidation of al-Jurjani’s
concept of nazm, which he translates throughout as ‘construction,” though this translation is only
sometimes appropriate” (Theology, 122). Larkin writes that Abu Deeb is overreaching in his
analysis because of, “the fact that al-Jurjani offers no description of anything we might conceive
of as literary ‘unit’ or ‘whole’” (Theology, 122). The core of this objection to Abu Deeb is that
he has ascribed to a textual whole a method of reading that al-Jurjant only applies to readings of

specific, individual images. Larkin explains,

what Abu Deeb fails to point out is that the examples that al-Jurjani provides of this
discourse [...] consist of the following: three examples consisting of single lines of
poetry; three examples of two verses each, and one example consisting of three

consecutive verses. Furthermore, in each instance it is either the syntax or the working of
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a particular rhetorical figure that dictates this unity of formulation. [...] all of these
examples are dictated by syntax or rhetoric that hold the lines together. They vyield at
least a kind of symmetry or balance and, at most, some degree of irony. Each of the
complete ‘units’ represents a complete thought and is, in that sense, a self-contained
whole. A single, complete thought, however, is not what is suggested by Abu Deeb’s

‘literary expression.” (Theology, 123-125)

As opposed to what she sees as Abu Deeb’s overreaching, Larkin identifies an appropriate
method of evaluating an individual image as a balanced, complete, and self-contained whole
based on al-Jurjani’s framework. Her criticism of Abu Deeb is that he is guilty of applying this
framework to the question of textual unity in a way that is unjustified by al-Jurjani’s theory.
While acknowledging his important contribution to contemporary scholarship on al-Jurjani,
Larkin concludes that Abu Deeb offers “a case of a twentieth-century critic projecting a modern
term onto an eleventh century scholar” (Theology, 127). Larkin further suggests that “while it is
a noble attempt to integrate al-Jurjani into a broader world of literary criticism than his own
tradition, one has to wonder whether the Shaykh, as presented by Abu Deeb, would be
recognizable to his eleventh century scholarly colleagues” (Theology, 127). Larkin’s objection
to Abu Deeb is unambiguous and accurate on its merits. She identifies the fact that while al-
Jurjant’s approach to reading images does explicitly allow for a discussion of “unity” as it
applies to the notion of balance or harmony between elements of discourse, al-Jurjani did not

necessarily concern himself with a more broadly defined textual unity.

Larkin’s reading is also more closely aligned with the Arabic literary tradition that al-
Jurjani would have known. Helmut Ritter explains that in the classical tradition individual

images were not read as functions of a unified textual whole. According to Ritter, this is because
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the literary interest of an Arab is short lived: he has not the patience to waste much time
on one subject, to listen to long stories. The Arabian adab author fears nothing so much
as to tire the listener or reader by dwelling too long on one subject. For this reason
Arabian literature sometimes makes a rather kaleidoscopic impression. Writers do not
deal at any length with a single theme, but pass on quickly to another; and all narratives
are rather short, hardly more than anecdotes. In poems the interest lies not so much in the

whole poetic structure as in the beauty of single verses (Ritter, 2).

However, as it applies to the current study, both Larkin and Abu Deeb provide an appropriate
framework for analyzing the potential for unity within a given image and to further explore how
individual images contribute to a unified textual whole. It is entirely justifiable to acknowledge
that al-Jurjani is not necessarily interested in textual unity while also endeavoring to apply his
rubric for the analysis of images to readings of how those images can potentially be regarded as
being united within a text. In, Al-Mutanabbr, Voice of the <Abbasid Poetic Ideal, Larkin
explicitly acknowledges that “through his concept of sira (form), [al-Jurjani provides] the basis
for evaluating the role of a unit of discourse within a textual whole (Voice, 109). The question of

form, in this case, re-introduces al-Jurjani’s more broadly defined concept of nazm.

As it applies to images, form is an element of discourse reliant upon the unity of certain
elements of language such as word choice, order, and grammatical structure. In his article,
“Inside the Speaker’s Mind: Speaker’s Awareness as Arbiter of Usage in Arab Grammatical
Theory,” Ramzi Baalbaki, suggests that al-Jurjani zealously appeals, “for placing meaning at the
center stage of grammatical analysis and repeatedly argues that nazm — whose narrow sense
corresponds to word order, but which more generally refers to the complex relations among the

constituents of a structure — is nothing other than the proper adherence to the discipline of
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grammar” (Baalbaki, 11). Baalbaki explains that within the rules of grammar a speaker can be
acutely precise in an utterance because its form appears first in the mind and the final expression
is the result of a deliberate, mental effort to create new meaning based in established syntactical

relationships:

Based on the conviction that the arrangement of meanings is prior to the arrangement of
words, and that form is subsidiary to meaning, it follows that any change in syntax is
necessarily accompanied by a change in meaning. The speaker’s awareness of the
intricacies of syntactic relations hence acts as a virtual arbiter in his choice of the nazm,

which best expresses the intended meaning (Baalbaki, 11-12).

A variety of “choices” are made as a result of the speaker’s mental process for creating an
utterance. Such choices or decisions accumulate and are finally manifest in the final expression.
Arranging discourse elements in the service of meaning is not an arbitrary process. Adiinis

suggests that al-Jurjani

considers that composition (nazm) is the essential element in revealing the poetical
quality of a written text. [...] By this he does not mean joining one thing to another
haphazardly but arranging the words in accordance with the arrangement of the meanings
in the soul, so that the meanings are harmonized and fit together as demanded by the

intellect (Adiinis, 44).

The assertion that meaning in a particular image is not “haphazardly” arranged combined with
the idea that “meanings are harmonized” by the method of composition allows for the potential

to consider how images work together, “unified,” within the broader context of the entire
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composition while avoiding the suggestion that al-Jurjani was in any way interested in textual

unity. Adanis continues his development of meaning by suggesting that for al-Jurjant,

a word is not ugly or beautiful in itself: its ugliness or beauty depends upon its context
and the way it is made to relate to the other words around it. Similarly, eloquence does
not lie in the individual words which are used, but in the particular ways they are woven
together and the artistic and semantic relationships constructed by this fabric of words

(Adunis, 52).

With his reference to a “fabric of words” Adunis implies a reflection on how particular images
“(inter)act” within a narrative and whether or not they can be regarded in aggregate with
reference to a sense of a broader compositional unity. Therefore, analyzing such unity should
not necessitate making assertions about al-Jurjani’s theory of hazm unsupported by his work, but
should still offer the space to evaluate how examples of imagery can be analyzed with respect to
their impact on an entire piece of writing. From this perspective it is entirely reasonable to
utilize al-Jurjant’s theory of nazm in the effort to identify points of unity between compared
images in an expression. It is also valuable to evaluate how several images can unify within the
context of an entire piece of writing in the effort to determine how compositional unity
contributes to a comprehensive understanding of the text as a whole. The following chapters will
include reflections of how the repetitive deployment of specific images do in fact contribute to a
sense of textual unity and how the effect of such unities of composition contribute to the overall

quality of the narrative.

1f: Applying the Rubric
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Conducive to proceeding in this analysis, it should be helpful to briefly review al-
Jurjant’s rubric for the identification, classification, and analysis of comparative imagery in order
to better facilitate the application of this rubric to the novels that make up the focus of chapters
two through four. Initially, examples will be identified and classified within one of the three
primary categories of comparative imagery: tashbih, tamthil, or isti‘arah. Regardless of
category, it will subsequently be necessary to identify whether the basis of comparison is found
in a comparison between sensual or intellectual (analytical) attributes. Examples of tashbih and
tamthil will be distinguished based on whether or not the expression necessitates a broader
reflection upon contextual information in order to determine meaning. Examples of isti<arah
will be initially classified with reference to whether they are based either in a tashbih comparison
comprehensible without reference to broad contextual information or in tamthil where a
reflection upon context is necessary to determine meaning. Additionally, because each primary
category is intrinsically linked, examples of tashbih, tamthil and isticarah will be further
classified with reference to al-Jurjant’s three specifically defined categories based on an

evaluation of the point of comparison drawn between disparate images.

For example, it will be necessary to determine whether the point of comparison is (1)
established between two terms derived from the same category or genus where the point of
similarity is one of intensity and the essential meaning exists in both terms, (2) drawn between
two terms derived from separate categories or species which share similar qualities or
characteristics, or (3) is established between two intellectual concepts. In the case of the third
distinction, a further determination will be required in order to specify whether the point of
comparison is (a) manifest between what is known or sensually perceptible and an intellectual

concept, (b) is drawn between two sensually perceptible entities where the similarity apparent
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between the two is intellectual, or (c) drawn between two intellectual forms. These
determinations will be based on an evaluation of the details of particularization (tafsi/) apparent

in the shared attributes identified in each example.

Finally, in each of the following chapters, the preceding discussion of al-Jurjani’s theory
of nazm will be recalled in reference to the unity of individual images and in reference to how
those images potentially contribute to an understanding of textual unity. The process of
analyzing the details of particularization will allow for evaluating both the unity of individual
comparisons, and examining how disparate images or concepts are harmonized on the scale of
dissimilarity. This will be done in reference to how specific images come together in the

development of primary motifs and are harmonized across each narrative as a whole.

Chapter Two

Another Setback for the Flying Dutchman:

Halim Barakat’s ‘Awdat al-7a’ir ‘ild al-Bahr

ol ) il 3a e

Return of the Flying Dutchman to the Sea
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“And the Arab saw all that he had done, and it was very bad.” (‘Awdat al-7a ’ir, 10)*

2a: The Power of the Written Word

Halim Barakat has enjoyed a long and prolific career as a novelist, sociologist, and
academic which stretches back over the last half century. In dozens of publications, he has
offered his commentary and insight into the myriad of dilemmas that have defined the Arab
world in the aftermath of the creation of the state of Israel in 1948. His novels, in particular, are
widely read and respected for their sensitive, vivid, and often bitingly critical treatment of
questions surrounding both the potential for Arab unity and the failures of such initiatives during
the second half of the twentieth century. As it pertains to the current study, his novel ‘Awdat al-
Ta'ir ‘ila al-Bahr is perfectly suited for an exploration of comparative imagery. Although most
of his fiction mirrors the realist nature of his non-fiction, his literary accomplishment in this
novel can be witnessed specifically in his masterful deployment of figurative language. By
comparison, in his earlier novel Sittat Ayyam (Six Days) Barakat does not rely on extensive use
of comparative imagery but favors a more linear form of literary realism. In <Awdat al-7a’ir ‘ild
al-Bahr, Barakat develops several major and minor themes through the use of comparative
imagery in the effort to provide a vividly realistic depiction of the June War of 1967. Barakat’s
images can be scrutinized effectively when utilizing the principles al-Jurjani espouses. With
respect to the notion of truth and the degree to which the images provide unity in the service of
developing the primary motifs, Barakat offers images which vary in intensity and in impact on

the major themes. Among the primary motifs is a comparison between the Palestinian people
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and their aspirations for an independent homeland with the ship’s captain and crew in Wagner’s
Flying Dutchman, perpetually wandering the sea in search of salvation. Through this image,
Barakat scrutinizes prospects for the future of effective leadership in the Arab world and
questions the potential for Arab unity. Barakat develops his images to explore what Edward Said
calls the “Question of Palestine,” and in perhaps the most controversial of the novel’s images, he
likens the Israelis to Nazis with specific reference to man’s inhumanity to his fellow man in

times of war.

Beyond these primary motifs, which rely on the presence and repetition of specific
images to form a complete whole or unity as defined in al-Jurjani’s principles of nazm, Barakat
infuses his text with several minor themes based on comparisons that are worthy of examination
for their value as examples of tashbih, tamthil, and isti<arah. For example, he is highly critical
of foreign intervention, particularly from the United States, in the affairs of Arab nations; he
specifically draws comparisons between American intervention in the Middle East in the past
half century and the war in Viet Nam. In a twist on this relatively negative perspective of the
United States, Barakat introduces a highly sympathetic American character, Pamela, who
provides a vehicle for considering several of the central themes of the novel. Developing
Pamela’s character also provides Barakat with the opportunity to re-imagine the traditional
Orientalist notion of the exotic eastern woman as an object on display for the pleasure of the

Western male gaze.

The object of this chapter is to consider how these images are tied together to unify
meaning relative to the primary motifs within the narrative. Each of al-Jurjant’s three levels of
comparison, tashbih, tamthil, and isticarah, are apparent in the novel, and they work in concert to

provide a unified reading of the novel’s various themes. Applying al-Jurjani’s specific rubric for
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the analysis of these images provides an efficient approach to interpreting and determining
meaning within the realist frame Barakat maintains throughout the narrative. Ramzi Safadf,
Barakat’s primary protagonist, actually offers what may be read as a definition of the power of

the written word:
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There is no weapon we use as well as words. Our homes are of words. Our castles are of
dreams. Our dreams are of words. Our exports are words. Our relationships with words
are strange. We create them, but in the long run they take control over us and they mold
us as they please. The created becomes creator, and the creator, created. With time we
forget that our words are expressions. We consider them truths. We believe what we say
and hear. Everyone deceives himself and deceives others. We become soldiers and we
submit to words. We eat words. We drink words. We live words. We kill ourselves

in words (‘Awdat al-7a 'ir, 134).

Words in this citation are likened to weapons beyond the control of their creators. The first
sentence read in isolation is an example of a tashbih comparison between a sensually perceptible
object, a weapon, and an intellectual concept, words. The synthesis between points of
comparison in this image relies on the understanding that weapons and words share a similar
attribute of having the power to cause harm. Deceptive words bear down upon Barakat’s

characters and breed self doubt and apathy in the same way that more conventional weapons do.
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However, when juxtaposed with the sentences that follow, Barakat introduces this comparison
emphasizing the power of words to cause harm in his development of a tamthil comparison
between two intellectual concepts, words and gods, comprehensible within the broader context of
the novel’s reflection upon the June War. Within the narrative, this reflection on the power of
words is indicative of Ramz1’s frustration with the lack of progress in the effort to reclaim a
Palestinian homeland. What he hears from his fellow Arabs are only words lacking the requisite
action to provide them with meaning. This citation also includes the notion that although people
“create” words, eventually the “created becomes creator.” In this portion of the citation
specifically, the reference to words as having divine authority over people is an example of
isti<arah based in the previously established ramthil. In this case, the comparison is manifest
between two intellectual concepts, a god and words, where Barakat implies a shared attribute
between them with respect to their authority over humanity. If the premise that a god created
people is accepted on its surface, eventually humans become the creator of words which
subsequently create meaning on their own, and it is appropriate in each case to suggest that the

“created becomes the creator.”

In another instance where the power of words is the focus of consideration, in a lecture

Ramzi explains to his students:
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In the beginning there was the word. Man created symbols, but it is symbols in turn that
shape man. Man gave things their meaning but they acquire strength of their own and
become independent from him to a large extent, and they control him as much as he
controls them. Man, for example, refuses to compromise his rights, but with time his
refusal becomes a symbol and the symbol becomes a great cause rallying all of his
abilities. And in the name of this symbol he will rush into war if necessary (‘Awdat al-

Ta'ir, 22-23).

In each of these citations, people create words and assign them meaning, but eventually the
words begin to create their own meanings. Thus, in these examples the words are like gods
creating meaning and exerting power over humanity. In the protection of words, as it is with the
protection of a “great cause,” men will fight and die. After the outbreak of hostilities Ramzi
laments that he failed to tell his students, “Man created war, but war in its role becomes
independent from his will and it shapes him into the form it wants and appoints him sovereign
over the ruins of his soul” (‘Awdat al-7a ir, 23).3" This expression builds upon the previous
suggestion by introducing another isti<arah focusing on the term “war” («=_~1). Like words in
the previous frame which possess divine authority, war becomes a god commanding sovereign
authority over those who initiate conflict. Each of these citations includes examples of what al-
JurjanT considers “pure” metaphor (<alls 3 l=iul) in their juxtaposition of the intellectual concepts
of words, war, and god in which the point of comparison is an intellectual reflection upon their

respective authority to influence human actions.
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This general idea in relation to the suggestion that words are weapons and like gods
possess a power independent of their origins is among the novel’s more provocative recurring
themes. Barakat develops the notion that the Arab peoples have deceived themselves and are
regularly and deliberately being deceived by their leaders. As applied to this literary analysis of
Barakat’s novel, Ramzi’s lamentation on the power and impact of words reminds us that while
we have the power to create words for meaningful effect, this is a limited agency for the writer
and audience. The writer creates meaning within the limits set by the language and must
approach the audience with an understanding of those limits. Although presumably any audience
may have access to a given narrative, the impact of words and the images they represent are only

meaningful within the specific historical and cultural contexts in which they appear.

2b: Palestine as the Flying Dutchman

It is certainly not uncommon to create a character that is meant to embody the ambitions,
histories, affiliations, hardships, conflicts, and thus the unity of the “nation” or the “people.” In
‘Awdat al-7a 'ir ‘ila al-Bahr, Ramzi Safadi assumes this role as a prototypical everyman Arab.
Considering Barakat’s own experiences living in Lebanon during the 1967 war with Israel,
Ramzi provides a semi-autobiographical link between the author and his otherwise fictional
narrative. Ramzi is a Palestinian professor living and teaching in exile in Beirut, and he is
riddled with angst because of his inability to offer an effective contribution to the Palestinian
cause. Barakat develops this character to acknowledge several difficult aspects of his own

encounter with and response to the crisis of the June War as an Arab intellectual.
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In the first reference connecting the plight of the Palestinian people with Wagner’s Flying
Dutchman, the everyman Arab Ramzi is imagined as a ship’s captain: “He felt like he was a
captain of a small ship preparing to cross an ocean no one had ever crossed before. And he was
confused when it occurred to him that he was a ship’s captain, but he had no authority and did
not know the location of the helm, or how to control it” (‘Awdat al-7air, 21).%® In the first
sentence of this description, the comparison between Ramzi and a ship’s captain is an example of
tashbih juxtaposing two terms derived from the same category; both are humans, thus the point
of comparison suggests that they are both embarking upon a journey into the unknown. Ramzi
commands a “small ship,” and this increases the danger he faces in confronting what lies ahead.
Not only is he unqualified for his command, his ship appears poorly suited for the potential peril
of navigating unknown waters. The term “ocean” (<) in this sentence is an example of
isti<arah based in tamthil because it is necessary to refer to the context in which Ramzi is
reflecting on the task of challenging the status quo within the dynamics of the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict leading into the June War. The point of comparison between the ocean and the June
War, two entities drawn from separate categories, is an intellectual comparison focusing on the
idea that at the beginning stages of the voyage, or the war, the future is unknown and the
potential for danger is acutely understood. Within the frame of the two sentences that complete
the citation, the comparison between Ramzi, the exiled Palestinian intellectual, and the captain of
a ship is a relatively simple tamthil that forms the foundation for the broader comparison
between the nation of Palestine and Wagner’s Flying Dutchman. In this example, the basis of
comparison is manifest in the similarity drawn between an inexperienced captain of a ship and

Ramzi, the educated man unable to assert his traditionally recognized authority because he does
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not know how. The captain, unaware of the structure of authority on board or even the location
of the helm, is like Ramzi who seems to hold the potential of leadership but lacks the basic
knowledge of how to effectively direct the course of the nation. Ramzi feels obligated to
participate in the advancement of his people and their aspirations, but is hampered and
continually frustrated by his inability to effectively steer the ship. The intended point of
comparison between Ramzi and the ship’s captain is effectively rooted in their respective social
roles. Ramzi is an intellectual; his education and stature give him the potential to lead, but he
lacks authority and does not know how to either control or influence structures of power. He is
like a captain unaware of the very mechanisms designed to steer his ship and unable to assert
authority over his crew. As a symbol of the Palestinian in exile, Ramzi is cast from his
homeland into an unknown sea, lacking the knowledge and wherewithal to effectively navigate

through the present and powerless to chart out his own future.

After establishing the premise comparing Ramzi with a ship’s captain, Barakat
deliberately draws the connection between the plight of the Palestinian people and the doomed
sailors in Wagner’s opera: “Suddenly it occurred to him that his country is a Flying Dutchman.
The students’ shouts are like the sailors’ shouts when they saw land. Yesterday he was listening
to the opera Wagner derived from a legend having to do with a bewitched ship that cannot reach
port, still sailing since time immemorial” (<Awdat al-7air, 33).>° In this developing motif and in
this citation specifically, there are several “layers” of comparison adding to the complexity of the
broader tamthil. Initially, the comparison is drawn between the nation of Palestine, arguably an

abstraction, and the ship itself. These two entities are derived from separate categories, a ship
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and a nation, but they are compared as vessels. The ship carries its beleaguered crew hoping for
salvation, and Palestine, or at least the idea of Palestine as a sovereign nation, “carries” the
cumulative hopes and aspirations of the Palestinian people. Secondly, a comparison is drawn
between the shouting students Ramzi observes from his office window and the sailors’ exuberant
cries of joy upon spotting land. In this case, both the students and the sailors come from the
same category or species, but the point of comparison connects the two groups in terms of the
intensity of their state of euphoria initiated by the hope of salvation. Additionally, this
comparison imagines both the students and the sailors as linked by the idea that salvation for

either group is a goal perpetually beyond reach.

The introduction of this comparison includes a quick synopsis of the Flying Dutchman’s
travails in order to situate the comparative link to the Palestinian people and the history of
partition in the wake of the creation of the nation of Israel in 1948. An act of hubris on the part
of the Flying Dutchman’s captain compels the gods to punish him along with his crew to
eternally sail the seas save every seven years when he has the chance to find true love. In the
absence of true love, the captain and crew are doomed to return to the sea and wander aimlessly
without control over their own destinies.”* Like the Dutchman, “Ramzi thinks that his country is
a ship sailing for a long time without a goal over seas of fear, terror, and ignorance, unable to

reach the shore. The waves toss the ship about and shake its rotten planks. And its crew,

“® In his essay, “Flying Thoughts on the Dutchman,” Robert Donington suggests that, “the Dutchman of this legend
represents a typically ambiguous potentiality emerging intermittently (at seven-year intervals, the legend tells us) in
or from the unconscious. One face is hateful, and insatiably demanding. The other face is purposeful and urgently
challenging. If we can take him the right way round, the Dutchman may stand for our own most deep and dark-
seeming purpose in life which can only achieve actuality in so far as we can recognize it and commit ourselves to it,
cost what it may” (Donington, 596). This reading is similar to Barakat’s framework for defining a purpose in life for
the Palestinian peoples and the necessity to devote themselves to initiatives directed toward self-determination and
the establishment of an independent state whatever the cost.
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ignorant of navigation, cry out from the depths” (<Awdat al-7a ’ir, 33).*" The first sentence of
this citation can be understood as an example of tashbih because it makes sense that a country
can face troubles like a ship unable to reach the shore without knowledge of contextual
information beyond the expression, but the reference has already been linked to the overarching
tamthil framed along with the Flying Dutchman analogy. The reflected image of the Palestinian
living in exile is abundantly clear here as well as Barakat’s bleak recognition that his people lack
a productive, knowledgeable cadre of leaders capable of reversing the trend of humiliation and
defeat that characterizes modern Palestinian history. Beyond the comparison between the ship
and the nation of Palestine, this citation includes a reference to the waves crashing against the
ship’s rotten planks. Isolated within the longer citation, the term “waves” (z!s<¥') and the term
“ship” (Ausw) which is referenced only by the third person singular feminine pronoun “it” in the
second sentence, and the “crew” (3_52) in the final sentence are examples of isti<arah rooted in
tamthil because without the first sentence there is no way to connect the terms in the second and
third sentences with the original comparison. The waves are a sensually perceptible entity
compared with the forces arrayed against the intellectual concept of the Palestinian people faced
with opposition in their search for self-determination. The ship, as has already been
demonstrated, is a physical entity compared to the intellectual concept of Palestine as an
independent nation, and the crew is a comparison between the sailors adrift and the Palestinian
people lacking a sense of place. In the first two terms, the comparison is between entities drawn
from separate categories which are compared with an intellectual concept. In the third case, the
sailors and Palestinians are drawn from the same category and compared on the basis of the

intensity of their plight.
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Of particular interest is the concept that although they are sailors, the men charged with
operating the ship lack any meaningful knowledge of seamanship. This seems to be
contradictory perhaps, but the purpose of the comparison is to liken these sailors to the exiled
population of the Palestinians. Like the sailors, the Palestinians find themselves living in a state
of exile, but they lack the knowledge of just how to confront that particular dispensation. They
are aimless, fearful, ignorant of the proper course of action, and susceptible to the pressure of

outside forces beyond their control.

In Wagner’s opera, the captain is punished for an act of hubris, pledging to sail on in
spite of the dangerous natural elements confronting his ship and his crew. Ramzi ponders that

the Palestinians’ collective act of hubris was their refusal to simply put up with the status quo:
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When would he find his country? When would his country find him? He was lost, and
his country was lost. The son lost, the father lost. How long will he travel in the wind
without a goal? Let him ask the gods for forgiveness. No, he will not ask the gods for
forgiveness. They wanted him to return submissively and to kiss their feet. Resistance is
his only goal. He was not stubborn. He knew the value of freedom. [...] He had
previously tried to return to his country. He failed. [...] He will fail but he will not

surrender. To announce that he will not surrender to reality is blasphemy to the gods.



84

They will be furious when they hear that. They will swear an oath to cast him forever
over the seas, and he will wander without victory or peace. His country will continue to
be cursed as long as it does not ask the gods for forgiveness and abandon its love of

freedom (cAwdat al-7a’ir, 73-74).

This is an interesting point in the development of the tamthil comparison between Palestine and
the Flying Dutchman and is actually a common point Barakat emphasizes in his fiction and non-
fiction. The defenders of the status quo would have the Palestinian people living forever in exile
regardless of their suffering and the consequences of their stateless existence. The term “gods”
(4¥)) in this case appears as an example of an instance of isticarah based in tamthil because
without referring back to the underlying theme, the comparative imagery lacks a source image.
If we understand the “gods” in this passage as an allusion to the various authorities perpetuating
the status quo in Palestinian, then this is an example of “pure metaphor” (4<lls 3 jlxiu)) as the
comparison is between two intellectual concepts and there is no reference to al-mushabbah. In
the context of the broader ramthil, these “gods” include western governments, ineffective Arab
leaders, and of course, Israel. In A Brief Introduction to Modern Arabic Literature, David
Tresilian suggests that although Barakat is highly critical of Israel and the West, “Nevertheless,
the novel also makes bitter criticisms of Arab society. [...] Barakat’s work suggests that the
failure of Palestinian and Arab society to modernize has left it open to attack” (Tresilian, 100-
101). The failure of Arab governments to modernize undermines societal aspirations for self
determination. In this case, Barakat appropriately includes Arab leaders among the “gods,”
lording over the people and contributing to their depravity. As an extension of this image, the
citation ends with an instance of isticarah involving a comparison between Palestine and the

Flying Dutchman. Although there is no direct reference to Wagner’s cursed ship, it is clear that
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like the ship, Palestine has been cursed by the gods and cast upon the sea to wander without

peace for eternity.

Barakat establishes a basis for the development of the comparison between Palestine and
the Flying Dutchman earlier in the novel. He introduces the notion that as a consequence of
ineffective leadership, Palestine has no clear direction, and in the following expression, the

country is like a ship without a rudder:
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He feels that death rejects his country as much as life does. His country is a ship without
a rudder, and it hurts him that most of its inhabitants assume that it does have a rudder.
And he repeated to himself that his country is without a rudder, without a rudder, without
a rudder, but it is not without rage. Here is its future and here is its significance. But his
country’s suffering will continue, deep as the seas upon which they travel, until it finds

who will rescue it (‘Awdat al-7a 'ir, 34).

The comparison between Palestine and a ship with no rudder is an example of tashbih. The
image is clear enough without a contextual referent that like a ship with no rudder, the country
lacks the necessary “equipment” to direct its own course. In this case the ship is a sensually
perceptible entity and the country, as has been shown, is an abstract intellectual concept. In the
continued development of the primary ramthil, the difficulty is not simply that the captain is
ignorant of the location of the rudder, but that the rudder is missing all together. The lack of the

rudder constitues an effective image in relating the frustration of the Arab peoples at large and
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their various responses to a series of defeats dating from the creation of the modern state of Israel
in 1948, including and exacerbated by the June War of 1967. A ship on the sea may have a
difficult time navigating tough waters even with a properly functioning rudder. However, in the
absence of this most basic and essential part of its construction, a ship without a rudder is
incapable of navigating any waterway effectively and is susceptible to every change in current
whether fortuitous or disastrous. Like a crippled ship with rotting planks shaken by the waves,
the Palestinian people lack direction and even the ability to direct themselves.** They are
vulnerable and imminently threatened by volatile currents of the complex geo-political forces
arrayed against their struggle for independence. Additionally, there is an instance of tashbih at
the end of the previous citation suggesting that the suffering felt by Palestinians is as “deep as
the seas upon which they travel.” In this case both units of comparison, suffering and the depth
of the sea, are sensually perceptible. They are drawn from different categories, emotional pain
and a geographic reality, but they share a common attribute linking the depth of the sea with a
profound “depth” of suffering. The shared attribute in this instance is the extension of time and
space with the duration of suffering linked to the depth of the sea. Both are limits that cannot be

ascertained.

In another effective development of his underlying tamthil, Barakat repeatedly compares
reactions of university students in Beirut at the onset of the 1967 war with the sailors of the

Flying Dutchman reacting to the sight of land.

* The term sukkan (05%) is rendered here as a plural for the term sakin (cSs) “dweller, inhabitant, resident,
occupant.” Although it may not have been deliberate and does not fit syntactically, it is interesting to note that the
term sukkan (05 also means “rudder,” making it particularly well suited for this passage. In this case, the term
would constitute an instance of isti<arah imbedded in the otherwise straightforward zashbih. The inference here
would be that the Palestinian people are in fact the masters of their own destinies; they should be acting as the
rudder.
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The war was declared now. The Flying Dutchman sees land. Once again hope rises.
Towering rocks rise up from afar. It appears that the ship can anchor in safety. The
voices of the sailors break the evening [like the dawn]. The voices of the university
students in Beirut are roaring waves colliding and rising to a shout of joy for the return.

The voices rise in all parts of the Arab countries (‘Awdat al-7a 'ir, 35).

At this point in the development of the ramthil comparison, the university students become the
sailors overwhelmed with excitement at the prospect that their struggles may finally be over.
The comparison is between entities of the same category, humans, but the shared attribute is
based on the intense emotion of the sailors and the students responding to the potential for
salvation. The war is compared with land, as both represent the goals and aspirations of either
the students or the sailors. A sense of euphoria spreads among the sailors of the Flying
Dutchman upon their initial glimpses of land and the potential for salvation. Similarly, the
students Ramzi observes celebrating the outbreak of war are caught up in the excitement of the
moment, still unaware of the future, but encouraged by even the slightest indication of progress.
In the expression suggesting that the sailors “break” the evening with their voices the verb shaqq
34) meaning “to break” or “to cleave” implies “breaking dawn” in an isti<Grah comparison
between the dawn and the sailors’ voices, two sensually perceptible entities drawn from different
categories in an intellectual comparison. The term “dawn” is not present in the expression; in
fact the phrase shaqqa al-subk (&x=l (%) which literally means “morning broke” is the opposite

of the literal translation “evening broke” in the phrase shaqqa al-masa’ (.l 3). In the
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citation the comparison is apparent between the dawn breaking the darkness of night in
conjunction with the voices of the sailors breaking the “darkness” of their aimless wandering.
This reading is further supported as an instance of isti‘arah based in tamthil because of the
previous sentence, “once again hope rises” (J=¥! (3 sl 5 1), The verb yashruq (<),
meaning “to rise” or “to shine” like the sun, establishes a basis for the sailors’ voices beginning
to rise as a sign of their hope and to break or cleave the darkness. In the context of the current
study, this is an appropriate comparison evocative of al-Jurjani’s discussion of the harmonious
comparison between kindness and sunlight.*® The sailors’ voices are happy, and like the dawn,
they break the darkness to introduce a new day full of opportunity. When out to sea, the sailors

are shrouded in the darkness of their predicament, and hope only radiates when land is in sight.

Finally, in this citation the students’ voices are rising like waves in a shout of joy
indicating their readiness to push for the return to Palestine in a tashbth comparison juxtaposing
two sensually perceptible entities. The shared attribute is based on the intensity of the voices as
compared to drops of water in the sea, unified, roaring, and poised to crash upon the shore that is
a Palestinian homeland. The final reference to voices spreading across the Arab world is
indicative of a sense of Arab unity as well as the Palestinian Diaspora coming together in the

effort to bring this wave to the Israelis.

Barakat continues to create complexity within this primary motif as he considers that the
fate of the Palestinians, like that of the sailors of the Flying Dutchman, is tied to the competence
of their leadership. Developing his character Ramzi as the embodiment of the nation, Barakat
uncovers his protagonist’s self doubt: “The voices of the Arab students in the universities in

Beirut blend with Arab voices in Jerusalem and with the crew of the Flying Dutchman. He

3 Op. Cit., 185.
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wished, if only his voice could ring out loud like these other voices. He feels a chill through his
body” (‘Awdat al-7air, 37).** In this example, the continued development of the underlying
tamthil comparison between the students and the crew of the Flying Dutchman is easily
discerned. In the final sentence, the term badan (o) translated here as “body,” also means
“trunk”, “torso”, “hull”, or “body (of a ship).” In this sentence the choice of this term indicates
an example of isticarah, and Barakat once again imagines Ramzi as the ship lacking a rudder. He
is Palestine, but he feels uncertain and afraid as a chill shudders through his hull of rotting
planks. The comparison is between two entities drawn from separate categories, Ramzi and the
ship, and the shared attribute is an intellectual concept that measures their capacity to effectively
“carry” their passengers to salvation. The underlying questions of Palestinian statehood have yet
to be answered by anyone, and certainly not by intellectuals like Ramzi. This is evidence of
Barakat’s lament for the failure of Arab unity to manifest in any meaningful way capable of
confronting the unique challenges facing Arab civilization in the twentieth century.
For Barakat, the consequences for this failure are grave:
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Palestine is no longer considered only an issue for the Arabs; rather it is the measure of
their progress and their capacity to respond to the challenges. Facing the test he had
better be uncompromising and defiant. The results are important, but the attitude is more

important. It is important that he face the test, rush into battle, break through the forests,
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and face the wind. If his country hesitates in confronting the test today, under the
pretense that it is weak or incapable, it will not face the test in the future (<Awdat al-7a ’ir,

37).

In this example of a tashbih comparison between an intellectual concept and a perceptible entity,
Palestine is the “measure” (uskas) of progress for Arab civilization in the modern era. There is
difficulty in this comparison because Palestine, especially in the aftermath of the June War,
remains an abstraction based on loosely defined aspirations for statehood. Beyond its
significance to Palestinians in the occupied territories and those in exile, Palestinian statehood
represents an assortment of aspirations across the Arab world, not all of which emanate from a
sense of empathy for the plight of the Palestinian people. The failure of these aspirations is
where the lament for effective Arab leadership in Barakat’s novel is particularly acute.
According to the citation, the answer to the test facing Arab civilization must include a vigorous
effort to break through the forests and face the wind. The term “test” (UlsieY)) is borrowed for
the war itself in an isti<arah comparison between two sensually perceptible entities where the
point of comparison is intellectual. The Arab people must not only uncompromisingly face the
test that is the impending war, but also face the future from a position of strength. In the fourth
sentence, the “forests” (=uixll) and the “wind” (=) are both examples of isti<arah in which these
sensually perceptible terms are borrowed in this expression for intellectual concepts manifest in
the obstacles standing in the way of Palestinian statehood. Among these obstacles Barakat
includes “Western” governments, Israel, and inadequate, corrupt Arab leaders.

In his essay, “Arabic Prose and Prose Fiction After 1948,” in Reflections on Exile,

Edward Said explains that in his novel Barakat,
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examines responses in Beirut to an Arab political calamity which ought to be understood
in terms of failure, not in those of an enemy’s victory. [...] In Barakat’s novel sentiment
is employed to heighten the human poignancy of the disaster. For Barakat
disappointment and dislocation can always be made intelligible if they are commented on
with reference to justificatory passion. The images of sea and fire, as well as the
sequences using the Flying Dutchman figure, are instruments of clarification employed to

increase the disaster’s universality, and its tragic shades (Reflections, 58-59).

For both the sailors on the Flying Dutchman spotting land and the Arab people initiating a
proactive attack on the status quo, their moment is now. An urgency is felt with the anticipation
of finding land in both cases. The journey is not complete, but there is hope in the potential for
salvation. In both cases this euphoria is short lived; the sailors return to sea, and Arab peoples
return to the aimlessness and the “tragic shades” of the status quo.

Ramyzi, a cynical and even pessimistic character, recognizes and laments these

developments:
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His country is all alone like the Flying Dutchman. Once again it is given a chance to
reach its goal. But it appears now that the goal is becoming more distant, and it might
have to return once again to the sea to live among its waves without hope for death or

life. The Flying Dutchman is threatened by the return to the sea. The captain did not find
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a savior to love him until death. The sea threw him upon the shore, although it appears
the sea will reclaim him once again. For him there is no window onto life (‘Awdat al-

Ta'ir, 71-72).

Again, the comparison between Palestine and the Flying Dutchman is explicitly stated, but in this
example the point of comparison emanates from the similar consequences faced by the
Palestinian people in light of the failure of the June War and the sailors forced to return to the sea
in light of their captain’s most recent failure to find true love. Near the end of the expression,
Barakat evokes his previous isti<arah reference to a wave, but this time he compares the ship’s
coming to land and the inevitability of its return to the sea. The comparison is between two
perceptible entities drawn from separate categories, both of which share the same inevitable
movement to and from the land. Like a wave driven to the shore, eventually the waters recede,
and the Flying Dutchman must return to the open water. The previous jubilation of the sailors
and students is but a fleeting moment, quickly fading as the reality of life returns to the collective

conscience.

In his novel, Barakat introduces Pamela, Ramzi’s American girlfriend to further
complicate his narrative of the Flying Dutchman. Pamela tells Ramzi that the June War is only
the latest humiliating defeat for the Arab nations in their confrontation with Israel: “As I recall,
the Flying Dutchman was given a chance every seven years to search for a woman to love him
until death and in that he would find his salvation. [...] There must be another chance. [...]
Perhaps the gods will tire of the greed of their illegitimate child and his fanaticism” (<Awdat al-

Ta'ir, 105).% This is another example of isti<Grah where Barakat borrows the term “gods” for
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the Western powers. This construction represents the sentiment that countries like the United
States have a divine influence on the daily lives of individuals across the Arab world. In the
final sentence of this expression there is an additional reference to the “illegitimate child” (s
<=4l e) of the gods, which is clearly Israel. With this example of isti<arah, comparing the
state of Israel with an illegitimate child, Barakat has identified a specific traditional criticism of
the history leading up to the creation of the modern state of Israel. The comparison in this case is
centered on two entities drawn from different categories, a country and a child, where the shared
attribute is Barakat’s perception that the creation of Israel was an illegitimate act perpetrated by
the West. Specifically he concludes that Israel was illegitimately established, and this was done
at the expense of any claims to sovereignty on behalf of the Palestinian people by the Allied
powers following World War I1. Putting this opinion in the mouth of his only developed
American “voice,” Barakat adds to the impact of this comparison as Pamela provides a vehicle

for self critical analysis of American influence in the Arab world.*

This example also provides for a return to al-Jurjant as it meets a fundamental measure of
“pure” metaphor (“<=lla 5_laiuf). The double unit of meaning is present without the necessity of
mentioning both units. The absence of the referent in this image is in accordance with al-
Jurjant’s suggestion that isticarah is only effective when the meaning is accessible to the

recipient. Barakat has developed the overarching tamthil comparison between Palestine and the

% In another specific correlation with traditional readings of Wagner’s opera, Pamela is like Senta, because as
Donington suggests, “she is not meant to be regarded as other women are, domestic and a candidate for ordinary
married life, much though Erik in his uncomprehending enthusiasm would like her to be. So soon as she sings her
transparently beautiful Ballad about the legend of the Flying Dutchman, we realize that she somehow knows that she
is going to live that very legend and to take part in that, and not in ordinary married life. In other words, she is not
enacting for us, in the opera, outer womanhood but inner femininity. And in that legendary role, it is her function to
recognize and commit herself to the darkest stirrings urging us on to the next stage in life: always a painful transition
which may feel like death, but is yet desirable if we are to grow out of childish things and into a relatively mature
state of conscious responsibility” (Donington, 596). From her interaction with Ramzi, her estranged husband’s
ignorance, and her position in Barakat’s narrative as a facilitator of Ramzi’s “painful transition” in overcoming his
childish ways and facilitating his adoption of a conscious responsibility, Barakat effectively situates Pamela as
filling the role of Senta.
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Flying Dutchman to the point where this particular isti<arah becomes possible. Clearly the gods
Pamela refers to are the Allied powers with their overbearing influence on the region, and Israel
is the illegitimate creation of those same meddling foreign powers. The context of the

development of the framing tamthil makes this isti<arah meaningful.

Later on in the novel Pamela’s voice allows Barakat to challenge his original comparison
between the Palestinians and the crew of the Flying Dutchman cast upon the sea with no
direction or leadership. She argues, ““The Arab is no Flying Dutchman. He does not lose hope.
[...] The enemy may be experienced in war, but he cannot see beyond his nose. He assumes that
the more the wounds increase the more the Arab’s despair intensifies, and that he will surrender.
The assumption is false’” (‘Awdat al-7a ’ir, 171).*” Returning to the initial zamzhil comparison,
Pamela seems to contradict the comparison while also confirming the point of similarity apparent
between the captain and his crew of the Flying Dutchman and the Arab peoples who are all
imagined as unwilling to abandon their cause regardless of adversity.*® Although they may
despair at the prospect of having to return to the sea, the sailors still endeavor to return for
another opportunity for salvation. Similarly, the Palestinians will walk away from the most

recent defeat willing to pursue the next.

Finally, with the last explicit reference to the comparison between Wagner’s ship and the
Palestinian in exile, Barakat writes, “The Flying Dutchman returned to the sea. But he felt an

overwhelming desire for land. He could not continue living exiled without roots” (<Awdat al-
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*® In another connection between Pamela and Senta, in “Back to the Future: Hermeneutic Fantasies in ‘Der flignende
Hollander,”” Arthur Groos suggests, “the heroine’s central role as naive spectator who becomes the agent of the
hero’s redemption reflects a particular form of folk myth that Wagner sees in the Flying Dutchman legend” (Groos,
198). Barakat also appears to cast Pamela as the naive spectator and agent of change in Ramz1’s redemption.
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Ta’ir, 194).%° In this example, arguably both units of comparison are still present within the
immediate context of several sentences. Barakat has developed this primary tamthil to the point
of isticarah where in these three sentences only the one image of this double unit manifests itself,
the Flying Dutchman, but the comparison to the Palestinian in exile remains clear. The
Palestinian has returned to the sea, dejected, still homesick and humiliated, clinging to the

possibility that his exile will eventually come to an end.

Central to the Flying Dutchman comparison with the Palestinians in Barakat’s novel is
the author’s evident disenchantment with the development of adequate leadership in the Arab
world. Like the crew on a ship where the captain is unaware of the location of the helm, the
Arab people lack competent leadership. Among the Arab leaders facing the challenge of the
1967 war are some who deceive the people about the true nature of their opposition to Israel and

the West and are more interested in maintaining their own positions within the status quo:
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The leaders did not want anything other than the consent of the masses, and the masses
are happy with dependence and conformity. Those that want to reason, and to inquire,
and to debate are repressed and restricted. He hates to see his country surrender to
dreams and to place all its hopes in an awaited individual leader who will rescue it from

the depths of its despair. He would like for his country to rescue itself, to open like the
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flower from within itself, to create its own leaders and to produce them in diverse fields,

to save itself by being devoted to itself until death (<‘Awdat al-7a ’ir, 34).

The tashbih apparent near the end of this quote which compares Palestine to a blooming flower
juxtaposes the abstraction that constitutes the nation of Palestine in the aftermath of the most
recent defeat with the sensually perceptible blooming flower. The key to this point of
comparison is Barakat’s suggestion that like a flower Palestine possesses an inner beauty that
will emerge when it is ready to bloom. Barakat is calling for a new leadership devoted first and
foremost to improving the conditions of life for the Arab people and not simply content to
impose the status quo. This leadership must come from within the masses in a process likened to
a flower in bloom. Like the beauty of the flower, the new leadership must emerge from within
the ranks of the masses. This is Barakat attaching himself to the potential of the people to shape
their own futures. Like the follower, Barakat sees beauty emerging from within Arab society.50
Although frustrated by the inadequacies of the various regimes across the Arab world, Barakat
seems to be deeply committed to the idea that the potential exists for progressive democratic
reform in the Arab world and that this kind of reform will be integral to the formation of a

legitimate sense of Arab unity.

> This image is similar to his previous use of the term, sukkan (&%), which means both “inhabitants” and “rudder”
and the suggestion is that the people are the masters of their own destinies and should be rightfully in charge of the
direction of the nation.
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2C: Ramzi as Palestine

As an example of a potential leader emerging from the masses, Ramzi is the author’s
prototypical Arab everyman living under, adapting to, and surviving the conditions of exile and
war. He has the potential to lead, but he is constantly second guessing himself and struggles to
find the confidence to take the initiative. He is an intellectual (a college professor) and a
secularly minded Palestinian refugee eagerly looking to make a positive impact in the lives of his
fellow exiles. He is not, however, necessarily the ideal example of Barakat’s blossoming flower
sent to lead his people to salvation. Ramzi makes regular self critical estimations of his potential
to have an impact. Although he acknowledges his own tremendously flawed character, he never
does much to change his ways until the end of the novel when he finally takes some initiative to
help distribute aid in the refugee camps after the war is over. Ramzi’s delayed action should be
read as indicative of the inability of the Arab masses to rise up against both their tangential and
immediate oppressors, not because of a lack of desire for freedom, but as a result of apathy
forged in the everyman Arab’s sense of complacency and powerlessness. To this end Barakat

writes that Ramzi felt,
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His country was a collection of wounds in his heart. His country is in piles. He is part of
one of those piles. He, himself, is like a collection of stones piled together. A quake
occurred deep inside him. It demolishes the stones, they fall and are scattered. In his life

he had never felt so weak. He had no control over his fate. He had no control over
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himself. He had no core. He is a collection of parts fighting one another instead of

uniting (‘Awdat al-7air, 57).

In this example, several points of comparison are evident. All three levels of figurative
comparison are relevant in this passage. In the first sentence a physical or sensuous tashbih
comparison is established between Palestine and the wounds in his heart. This is a relatively
complex tashbrh comparison between two abstract concepts, Palestine and emotional pain, but
the comparison is still comprehensible without a broader understanding of context. A wound is
sensually accessible, it is painful, and is difficult to look at or treat. In this expression, however,
the term is used in reference to the emotional pain Ramz1 suffers as a consequence of the recent

history of his country.

Continuing in the passage, in the next few sentences Palestine as a nation is compared
with piles of rubble; the country is merely stones haphazardly piled together, crumbling and
scattered. This portrait is a reference to the Palestinian Diaspora. The Palestinian people are
stones piled across the Arab world and beyond. They have endured disasters and setbacks
originating in the “quake” (J131)) that separated the Palestinian people from their homeland in
1948. In his use of this term, Barakat provides an effective isti<arah comparison between a
sensually perceptible geological phenomenon and the historical event that began the Palestinian
Diaspora. The point of comparison centers on the similar outcome of the dispersal of the
Palestinian people as if they are rubble dislodged and scattered in an earthquake. Returning to
the first sentence, the image of Palestine as a mass of wounds in Ramzi’s heart can now be read
as a more complex ramthil which opens up the possibility of an isti<arah apparent at the end of
the citation. As a mass of wounds in his heart, Palestine is suffering and that suffering is

internalized within the hearts of all Palestinians. The bridge to the isticarah that this image
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provides is the suggestion that Ramzi is Palestine. By the end of the citation Ramzi appears self
reflexive by describing himself as if he were his country. He is powerless and has no control
over his own destiny. He has no core. As “Palestine,” and by extension as a representative of
the Arab peoples, Ramzi is a collection of disjointed parts fighting amongst themselves instead

of unifying to confront a common challenge.

Although Barakat develops Ramzi as his central narrative persona, there are limitations
inherent in the suggestion that the everyman Palestinian should be appropriately described as an
exiled, disaffected professional intellectual. While clearly linked to his own experience during
the June War, including his presence in the refugee camps in its aftermath, Barakat’s auto-
biographical voice is obvious throughout the text beyond the limited voice Ramzi provides. The
inclusion of several vivid perspectives of the fighting, which are beyond Ramzi’s limited point of
reference by the nature of his seclusion in Beirut, serve as reminders that any allusion to a
singular “Palestinian experience” rests on tenuous ground. However, in this novel consisting of
many voices, Roger Allen suggests that, “Ramzi joins all the other Palestinians in a single
experience, and Barakat’s narrative technique is a major element in the attempt to portray such a
feeling of unity” (Allen, 156). The unity in question here is certainly not a unity of objective
experience. For example, it should be obvious that the Palestinian in exile, whether in Beirut,
Europe or elsewhere, experienced the June War in ways that dramatically contrasted with
Palestinians in East Jerusalem. The unity that Ramz1 identifies as the central narrative “voice” is
more theoretical. Ramzi reflects a singular Palestinian identity within the range of emotions he
embodies from his initial apathy up through his eventual initiative to collect and provide relief
items for the refugee camps. In addition to his apathy and initiative, his characteristic dualities

also include fear and courage, cynicism and hope, sorrow and joy. Thus, Ramzi is Palestine in
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theory. He suffers because of the distinct consequences of living without a universally
recognized national identity, but he maintains a bold optimism that his aspirations for a

homeland will come to fruition.

2d: The June War as Setback

Returning to his more critical theme regarding the societal failure of leadership from the
ranks of the Arab elites Barakat offers the following image: “Ramzi feels that his country is a
tattered body. The eyes are detached from the face. The hands are separated from the chest.
The brains have departed. The feet reign” (‘Awdat al-7a’ir, 53).>* This is an image of disunity.
The first sentence establishes a tashbih comparison between two entities drawn from separate
categories, a country and a dismembered, “tattered” body. In isolation the image is
comprehensible. Barakat previously establishes Palestine as an abstraction, and thus an
intellectual notion with respect that it only exists as a conceptual aspiration of a dispersed
population. The dismembered body provides an effective image of the country split into
constituent parts. The following sentences connect this image with the previously established
theme of disunity, once again making reference to the Palestinian Diaspora; however, the final
two sentences provide the key to the overall meaning and appear as examples of isti<arah based
in a broader tamthil. These last two expressions are examples of “pure” metaphor because in
each the comparison is drawn from two sensually perceptible forms and the similarity is an
intellectual attribute. The expression, “the brains have departed,” is meaningful in reference to a

character like Ramzi, but also as a biting criticism of traditional leadership. The term “brains”
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(42<2Y1) is a borrowed for the Arab intellectual. For example, as an exiled intellectual
contributing to the “brain drain” effect within the occupied territories, figures like Ramz1
struggle to find relevance and are often rendered powerless within the structures of authority
across the Arab world. The contrasting implication is that the established leaders of the status
quo are brainless while those who know are distant and even unavailable as a consequence of
their exile. Therefore, the intellectuals with the theoretical capacity to provide effective
direction, the “brains,” have departed. In the final sentence of the citation, the consequence of
brainless leadership upon an already “tattered” body politic becomes apparent. With the
departure of the brains, “the feet reign.” In this case, the term “feet” (2\3Y1) is borrowed for
perceived leaders of the status quo. These feet may have the ability to move forward, backward
or sideways, but when they “reign” the implication is that they are aimless, simply moving

without thinking.

In his non-fiction, Barakat also stresses the problematic nature of disunity among Arab
populations. In The Arab World, he writes: “The Arab world in its present circumstances does
not constitute a single coherent system or civil society as much as a multiplicity of societies”
(The Arab World, 46). More broadly as it pertains to the question of the failure of leadership,
Barakat’s criticism is not directed solely at the elites of the establishment. Although Ramzi
admires the idealism and enthusiasm of the both his colleagues and students reacting to the
outbreak of war, he laments the perception that much of their rhetoric is empty without action.
Ramzi himself is included in this camp of Arabs separated from the actual fighting, incapacitated

by their own lack of participatory resolve.

In another image, Barakat further develops the conclusion that the inadequacies of Arab

leadership stem from the failures of the people to empower themselves. Ramzi reflects on how
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the Arab peoples have deceived themselves, likening them to actors playing a role staged in

tragedy:
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The entire Arab world was transformed into a large stage, and every Arab played a role.
He appeared with the other actors on the country’s stage. His tragedy is that he did not
know that he was acting. Every Arab identified with his role. [...] The role he plays
became his life, and his life became a role. He deceived himself and he deceived others.
The governments through radio, newspapers, magazines, and television, collaborate in

the operation of this deception (<Awdat al-7a ir, 114-115).

In this image the Arab is merely an actor on a grand stage, participating in a self deception
reinforced by societal institutions. In the initial zashbih comparison between the Arab world and
a stage, the emphasis is on the nature of tragedy in a theatrical production where all Arab peoples
are playing a part. Like a play where actors portray a vision of reality defined by an author, the
Arab world is a fiction simultaneously defined by contrasting traditional renderings of history
and the cacophony of contemporary “authors” of theoretical Arab identity, including Barakat
himself. The comparison is drawn between separate categories, the collection of Arab nations
and a stage, with the similarity evident in the frame of a performance. The performance of a play
on stage is witnessed by the audience just like the Arab response to the repeated failures within

the lingering conflict with Israel is witnessed by the international community. According to
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Barakat, his failure, and the failure of the Arab peoples in the defeat of 1967, along with a
myriad of other circumstances past, present (and future) comes down to a self deception which
has crippled the potential prospects for redressing Palestinian grievances and advancing Arab

civilization in the modern era.

Barakat defines the problem of inadequate leadership as an internal struggle as
consequential to the future of the Arab world as the overarching conflict with Israel and the
question of Palestinian statehood. This internal struggle manifests in the novel in several
instances where Barakat’s characters find themselves bitterly complaining about the efforts of
their fellow countrymen. In one such instance, confronted by aggressive and potentially violent
protestors in the streets of Beirut, Ramzi wonders why more of them are not serving in the

military:
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He does not blame them, as much as he blames his country and its government. Wasted
potential, there is nothing in his country greater than wasted potential. It is as if the Arab
countries were waste baskets. This wasted potential should be put in museums to delight
the world’s tourists coming to see. His countrymen were raw materials buried under the
ground or thrown in heaps on the side of the street. He saw the people around him as raw

material. He didn’t see the leaders. The faces disappear. These masses of raw material
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are crawling in. Their color changes completely to a coal-black like the stony heaps of

coal that he saw in front of the great factories in the West (‘Awdat al-7a 'ir, 160).

The overarching image, a tamthil comparison between the Arab people and raw materials or
trash, suggests that all of these entities consist of “wasted potential.” The expression, “the Arab
countries are waste baskets,” initializes the broader comparison between two entities derived
from separate categories where the shared similarity rests on the idea that each is a container for
refuse. Ramzi pictures Palestine as a waste basket where one discards unwanted or wasted
materials. The comparison between the Arab people and wasted raw materials is linked through
the similarity between entities denied their full potential. At best, in this expression the Arab
peoples are undeveloped natural resources or “raw materials buried under the ground,” and at
worst, they are trash discarded in the streets. Finally, at the conclusion of this citation, Barakat
introduces a new interpretive angle in the comparison between the Arab masses and raw
material. The potential of the Arab peoples to function as natural resources transforms them into
a benefit for the West and not for the Arab world. Arab potential is cast as a resource, like coal,

to be exploited by foreign powers or discarded like trash.

In another example demonstrative of the novel’s cynicism regarding the resolve of the
Arab peoples to acknowledge and effectively confront their inadequacies and failures, Barakat
introduces a popular reference to the June War as the “setback” («=<ill), When Ramzi notices the
presence of army tanks and armored police vehicles responding to the growing angry crowd, he
seems relieved to see that the war was finally tangible in Beirut: “The war is headed to Beirut.

The crowds of tourists have stopped. The summer holiday season has ended before it even
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started. And voices will scream for a resolution to the setback (sAwdat al-7a ’ir, 161).% In this
example, Barakat borrows the term “setback” (4si') implying a meaning which, as it pertains to
the novel, is culturally and historically defined within the context of the Arab response to the
June War. In regards to the use of the term setback in the aftermath of the June War, Roger

Allen explains:

The June War of 1967 has clearly been a defining moment in the modern history of the
Arab nations. The Arabic term used to describe it is al-naksah, meaning, ‘setback’ (in
itself, a typically creative use of the language’s own potential for verbal puns, in that the
earlier 1948 war was termed al-nakbah, ‘the disaster’). But as a large number of
anguished studies of the event and its implications were to point out, it was in fact a
devastatingly terminal blow to the pretensions carefully nurtured by the political sector

during the early years of independence and revolution (Allen, 59).

In Barakat’s expression the term “setback” is an explicit, cynical reference to the disappointment
the people in Beirut in particular feel about the diminished tourist season and the subsequent loss
of revenue that will come as a consequence of the violence. In the novel, this expression
operates as an example of isticarah which relies on the culturally defined use of the term
“setback” to refer to the Arab defeat in the June War. In the expression, the defeat is not
explicitly mentioned, but this meaning of the term “setback” remains. The comparison is
between two intellectual forms with respect to the failure of the tourist season and to the failure

of the June War. Through this comparison Barakat continues his lament for the causes and
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consequences of the setback as he cynically criticizes what he obviously regards as the

misaligned priorities of the masses.

2e: Sister Marie Therese and the Israelis as Nazis

In order to develop one of his most provocative images, Barakat introduces Sister Marie
Therese and various other distinct characters who ride out the war in and around a hospital in
East Jerusalem. Marie Therese appears mid-way through the novel, and in his development of
her character, Barakat explicitly draws a comparison between the Israelis and the Nazis. Her
first appearance coincides with the story of ¢/Azmi cAbd al-Qadir losing his family under the
rubble of his collapsed house. After a frantic search through the debris, his wife and children are

all found dead. Marie Therese reaches out to comfort him:
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He places his face between her hands and cries. His tears burn her palm. She remembers
the days of the Second World War when she worked in one of the hospitals on the Swiss

border. She imagined the face of a Jewish man who had lost his children. Her eyes filled
with tears without her being able to control it. She prays to Jesus begging him to provide

¢Azmi <Abd al-Qadir with the strength to cope with life (<‘Awdat al-7a’ir, 63).

This citation includes an example of isticarah rooted in the comparison of tears to another

sensual referent, fire, with the shared similarity based in an intellectual notion that refers to
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emotional pain. <Azmi’s tears are evidence of his pain, and his pain burns Marie Therese’s hand.
In this comparison, a tear as a liquid is the opposite of a flame but both deliver the same impact
upon her palm. Feeling his pain, Marie Therese recalls her experience as a nurse serving Nazi
victims on the Swiss border. In her mind, <Azmi is like a Jewish man who has also lost his
children. On the surface these two men are compared based on their mutual suffering, but the
intended point of comparison in the context of the overarching tamthil is between Israel and Nazi
Germany. With this reference, Barakat offers an explicitly stated comparison between entities
derived from the same category, they are both nations, and the implication is that they share

similar attributes related to their conduct during war time.

In another instance, Marie Therese is unable to sleep. After a difficult day, “She cries
passionately. Her tears are rain on the River Jordan. She cries passionately. She feels a sense of
serenity spreading over her. Her nerves dissipate like a cloud over the Alps” (‘Awdat al-7a ir,
128).%% Although she is weeping passionately, the first image is a relatively complex example of
tamthil comparing tears and rain. The essential comparison is between two sensually perceptible
entities drawn from the same category as liquids, tears and rain, and the shared similarity is one
of intensity. Her tears are like rain filling the river suggesting that she is crying profusely. The
River Jordan is traditionally a physical symbol of geographical Palestine, and the rain that feeds
it sustains the people. Marie Therese’s tears fall in solidarity with the rain upon the River
Jordan; her sympathy lies with the Palestinians. The River Jordan serves as a point of reference
for the accelerated rate of the Arab failure to confront the Israeli military. Commenting on the

anecdotal nature of Barakat’s description of the fighting, Allen writes:
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These brief and realistic depictions of the futile attempts at organizing resistance on the
West Bank, followed rapidly by the shattering realization of impotence and headlong
flight towards the River Jordan, are rarely more than one or two pages in length; the
speed at which the reader is transferred from one to the next helps to emphasize within
the narrative the alarming rapidity with which the events themselves happened (Allen,

157).

Marie Therese’s tears flow with the movement of refugees fleeing the violence, and the river
itself becomes a line of demarcation emphasized in calls for the establishment of a Palestinian

state in the post war era.

Returning to the previously cited image, a second expression suggests that as Marie
Therese regains her composure, her nerves settle like a cloud over the Alps. The explicit
expression in this image can be classified as an example of zashbih. No external information is
necessary beyond the stated idea that a nervous person calmed down. The comparison is
between two sensually perceptible entities, the anxiety she feels and the vision of a cloud
spreading over the Alps. However, the specific reference to the Alps is an important aspect of
the expression because it draws attention to Marie Therese’s ethnicity. This detail creates the
basis for the intellectual comparison between Israelis and Nazis. As further evidence of the
intellectual nature of the comparison, Barakat develops another reference to her country of

origin. Marie Therese confronts an Israeli officer asserting,
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I’'m Swiss. And if you wanted to know more about me than that, I’ll inform you that I
began my life in a convent in Switzerland helping those who survived the Nazi
concentration camps. Among them were several Jews as you know. | looked after them
just as | look after these Arabs now. In my opinion you are no different from the Nazi
officers working in the concentration camps. The callousness in your face I also saw in

their faces (‘Awdat al-7a 'ir, 141).

Again, in this citation the essential comparison is explicitly apparent. The Jewish victims of the
Holocaust are like the Arab victims of Israel, and the Israeli officers resemble the Nazi officers
in concentration camps. Beyond what this citation adds to Barakat’s development of the
underlying tamthil comparison, in each of the three previous citations the main point of emphasis
is that he includes a reference to the Marie Therese as a Swiss national. Her nationality adds
another dimension to the comparison between Israel and Nazi Germany, two entities derived
from the same category as nations whose behavior is juxtaposed in this case with the inclusion of
the inference that as a result of her Swiss nationality she is a non-biased, objective, neutral judge
of the conflict between the Israelis and the Palestinians with a status akin to the traditionally
neutral position assumed by the Swiss in global conflict. Barakat endeavors to legitimize his

comparison with his emphasis on Marie Therese’s neutrality.
In the following passage, Barakat introduces the image of a military parade:
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Sister Marie Therese learned that the Prime Minister, and the Defense Minister and the
elder Rabbi were coming in a large parade heading toward the Wailing Wall. She
quickly placed cAzmi cAbd al-Qadir’s wife and her children on a cart just as they were
found beneath the rubble of their home and she covered them. She pushed the cart
toward the public street and stopped, she waited for the parade to arrive. She only waited
a short time, and when the three leaders passed by parallel to her she lifted the cover from
the mother and her children. Some of them drew back. But one of the escort soldiers
rushed toward her aiming his machine gun at her yelling: ‘Cover them! Cover them!’

(Awdat al-Ta’ir, 142)

Within the broader tamthil comparison between the Israelis and the Nazis, the parade described
in this image is an example of isticarah. This citation contrasts with the previous examples
because there is no explicit reference to Nazis. Only the parade involving the Israeli officials is
explicitly present in the image. Marie Therese’s presence as the narrative link, the children’s
burned corpses as evidence of callous brutality, and the immediate threat of violence to repress
dissent are all bridges to the Nazi analogy, and the implication Barakat overtly suggests is that as

nations these two countries are linked by common acts of atrocity.

Finally, Barakat offers an image to explain how the Israelis came to assume the role of
the oppressor. In a refugee camp Ramzi witnesses an argument about the nature of inhumanity.

The participants in this argument conclude that humans are like fish. Although it is true that the
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big fish is aware of the pain it causes the little fish, it doesn’t really care. This leads to the
conclusion that, “The Jews were little fish, and they transformed into the likeness of a big fish.
They forgot everything. It’s true, they eat us ravenously and without mercy” (‘Awdat al-7a ’ir,
185).>* The comparison is clearly stated in this case between the entities drawn from separate
categories where the similarity is based in Barakat’s perception that the two nations are each like
fish, one big and one small. Israel is the big fish eating Palestine “ravenously and without
mercy.” The inclusion of the sentence “They forgot everything,” implies that the Israelis have
forgotten the conditions of their own oppression allowing them to perpetuate oppression upon
the Palestinians without regret. One shortcoming of this comparison is that the fish is typically
thinking about filling its stomach and will eat smaller creatures as necessary to survive. Humans

are more likely to kill for less substantial reasons.

Regardless of audience or intention, comparing anyone with the Nazis is provocative.
Although Nazi references are not unusual in contemporary Western culture, there exists a
popular sentiment for the notion that the first person who evokes the Nazis in an argument has
subsequently lost that argument. However, when this connection is drawn in popular culture,
including in Barakat’s novel, the response of the recipient of the comparison is commonly
determined by cultural conventions like ethnicity, class, and religion. Whether repulsed or
attracted to an image, the recipient’s cultural knowledge and background will invariably inform
their reaction. In The Question of Palestine, Edward Said outlines the dilemma of offering this

particular narrative in advocacy for the Palestinians:

Here, then, is another complex irony: how the classic victims of years of anti-Semitic

persecution and the Holocaust have in their new nation become the victimizers of another

54 Aan ) Dby da) i UslST iy oo JS )i B S ASa 4l ) ) sl a5 63 pia A8 | 5318 3 5l



112

people, who have become, therefore, the victims of the victims. [...] No other movement
in history has had so difficult an opponent: a people recognized as the classical victim of

history (Question, xxi-xxii).

Said’s comments follow the original 1969 publication of Barakat’s novel by over a decade. His
sentiment is evidence of the tension informing efforts to effectively articulate a Palestinian
perspective of the second half of the twentieth century. Said approaches what he calls the
“complex irony” of the Palestinian being the victim of history’s victims more diplomatically than
Barakat. He emphasizes the term “victim” to establish a point of comparison between the
Israelis and the Palestinians as similar in terms of being victims of tyranny in the abstract. By
contrast, Barakat’s comparison between Israelis and Nazis is explicit. The comparison is

introduced and subsequently validated as a deliberate narrative choice.

By developing this comparison, Barakat invites a discussion of the term ighrag, meaning
hyperbole or exaggeration. For al-Jurjani, the term ighraq often applies to expressions drawn
from fantasy (takhyil) as an “exaggeration” of reality. It can also appear in references to
exaggerations of reality including efforts at self aggrandizement, or overemphasizing prowess or
generosity where the poet is guilty of indulgence, creating an image not supported by truth. In
this case, Barakat has created an image that is appropriately classified as ighraqg regardless of the
cultural background of the recipient. An Israeli might reject Barakat’s comparison as offensive
while a Palestinian might regard it as apropos. These two responses, however, are only a

sampling of a wide spectrum of culturally determinative reactions to hyperbolic language. On

% Barakat’s overarching development of Wagner’s Flying Dutchman also links the Nazis to his narrative. In The
Darker Side of Genius: Richard Wagner s Anti-Semitism, Jacob Katz describes a post war Israeli tendency to avoid
all things German. Although this tendency abated over time with respect to certain German cultural and industrial
products, “The public performance of Wagner’s music remains an exception. [...] Apparently, a sector of the Israeli
public has come to see his music, indeed even his name, as a symbol of the Hitler regime” (Katz, 130). Writing his
novel, Barakat is undoubtedly aware of this cultural phenomenon among Israelis who equate Wagner with the Nazis.
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the opposite end of this spectrum, it could also be true that as a rhetorical strategy an Israeli
citizen opposing a particular government initiative might embrace this comparison while a
Palestinian might regard it as communicatively counterproductive. The provocative nature of
this comparison is determined by the unique history of Palestinians in the second half of the
twentieth century and their relationship with the unique history of the Jewish victims of the

Holocaust.

2f: Radio/Propaganda

In the novel, the radio plays an important role in Barakat’s consideration of the impact of
disseminating misleading propaganda in the midst of the crisis. It also provides Barakat with a
narrative device to introduce several comparative images. In the first reference to the presence
of an “official” Arab voice on the radio, Barakat writes: “The announcer said with enthusiasm:
‘Cairo announced moments ago that 44 enemy planes have been shot down’” (‘Awdat al-7a 'ir,
32).® Such reports contradict reality. By contrast, Barakat describes civilians within the various
combat zones as “spellbound,” not prepared to defend themselves after being lulled into a false
sense of security. By the third day the fact of Israel’s dominance of the air is clear, and Barakat
offers an image of the planes descending upon civilian populations: “Squadrons of planes
continued to circle successively and continuously. They bombed without mercy. Descending
like a comb, the planes drop until they are almost touching the ground” (‘Awdat al-7a ir, 86).>

This expression is an example of tashbih where the two entities come from different categories, a
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comb and a squadron of warplanes, and they are linked in the image in terms of a similarity
based on their appearance. Without reference to context, the comparison between the planes
flying in formation and the teeth of a comb is easily understood. As it applies to the narrative,
the planes in formation descend like a comb, systematically pushing refugees away from their
homes, flattening the landscape. The teeth of the comb descend together, straighten the hair in a
specific direction, circle around again and return until the hair comes to a rest in an aesthetically
appropriate place. Under the surface of this otherwise straightforward image, the refugees
fleeing the bombardment are like the hair, manipulated into a position they have not chosen for

themselves and pushed into a specific direction by the tool of an all powerful hand.

The image of the planes descending like a comb actually comes from a Palestinian man
interviewed in Barakat’s sociological study of the refugee camps, River Without Bridges. In
<Awdat al-Ta 'ir ‘ila al-Bahr, the character Taha Kancan loses two of his daughters in a napalm
attack. This character is based on the experience of Sami <Uwayda who describes his sense of
trepidation by saying, “the planes came in wave after wave, constantly. The bombs hit hard.
The planes came in low, so low, like the teeth of a comb, combing the land.” (Bridges, 41) As a
decisive condition in the outcome of the June War, Israeli dominance of the air cannot be
overstated. Barakat explains, “Many of the refugees from the Jericho area had no contact with
the Israeli soldiers. All they saw was a sky ‘full of airplanes’...48% reported that they had seen
and observed lIsraeli soldiers or civilians. About half of the sample, in other words, had had
actual contact with the enemy forces.” (Bridges, 43) Among the main reasons offered by
refugees to explain why they abandoned their homes, most mentioned the fear of airplanes:
“Over half the families (57%) said that they had left their homes to escape bombardment. They

spoke of the sky being filled with airplanes, of the bombing, of consequent terror.” (Bridges, 46)
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Many of the refugee stories Barakat collects in River Without Bridges appear in <Awdat al-7a ’ir
‘ila al-Bahr. In his non-fiction account he conducts interviews in an effort to gain a more vivid
perspective of the actual conflict, a perspective to which he personally lacked access by virtue of

being physically detached from the violence.*®

Another example of Barakat’s auto-biographical presence in the novel appears through
his protagonist Ramz1’s bitter reaction to the evolving contradictions between reality and
propaganda broadcast over the radio. Like Ramzi, Barakat experienced the June War in only a
peripheral sense: nearby, but outside the sphere of violence, and “following” events on the radio.
In his novel Barakat creates an image of the conflict as a boxing match with the radio playing a
central role in the intensity of the comparison. With the Arab military effort deteriorating
rapidly, by the fourth day, “Ramzi turned the radio off. There could be no doubt, the battle had
ended. The announcer is raising Israel’s hand in the boxing ring. The Arab’s body is cast to the
ground” (‘Awdat al-73 ir, 109).>® The boxing ring is an effective an image to describe the
circumstances of the war between Israel and the Arab states. The broadcaster is compared to the
ring announcer. This image is an example of an isti<arah evoking a similarity between two
entities from the same category, as they are both men, and the point of similarity is the intensity
of the sound of enthusiasm in their voices. Although the reader understands that the voice on the
radio is reporting the news, the nature of reportage has been replaced entirely by the image of a

sporting event. At the beginning of a title bout, it is ideally assumed that the contest is a battle

%8 Ostensibly, the correlation between Barakat’s own experiences during the June War, and specifically his collection
of first person narrative recollections of the fighting in interviews he conducted in the refugee camps is another
narrative link to Wagner’s opera. As Groos points out, “the opera originated in the composer’s personal experience,
powerfully evoking a legend that he confirmed, like contemporary folktale scholars, with on-site interviews” (Groos,
192). See also Joachim Kohler, Richard Wagner: the Last of the Titans, and Derek Watson’s, Richard Wagner: A
Biography, for descriptions of Wagner’s flight from creditors in 1839 which nearly left him shipwrecked and
subsequently inspired his opera (Kohler, 115-118, Watson 58-59).
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between two theoretically equal opponents. In the ring the match can take several forms. It can
end after an epic struggle between seasoned pugilists or finish quickly in the first round when the
challenger is proven to be merely a pretender. In this context, Israel has won the fight
efficiently, aggressively, and decisively, much like the victorious boxer in the ring after scoring a
resounding knockout. The Arab in the image is “cast to the ground,” utterly defeated like the
discredited loser of a disappointing title bout on the way to the hospital and a long, painful
recovery. Although the image of the opponents is vividly located in the center of a ring, in each
case these are examples of isticarah because there is no mention of a boxer other than the use of
the terms “Israel” (Jo/_~l) and “the Arab” (=_~Y). An instance of isti<arah occurs in both the
comparison between the victorious boxer and Israel as well as between the defeated pretender
and the Arab. As it appears in the expression, the term “Israel” specifically references the nation
as awhole. This is arguably a comparison between separate categories, a man and a country,
where the similarity is rooted in the victory itself and the hand of the nation is raised like the
hand of the victor. As for the term “the Arab,” Barakat does not make a direct reference to a
nation as a collective entity. This omission is perhaps a subtle distinction, but in his decision to
juxtapose the collective nation of Israel as the victor with the individual Arab in defeat Barakat
emphasizes one of the novel’s major themes. The Israelis fight effectively as a group unified in
their cause while the Arabs in their disorganization and lack of a cohesive, unified strategy fight
as individuals. Barakat adds to the intensity of this image by associating it with the radio. One
can imagine a ring announcer exuberantly declaring the victor in a title match shouting into his
microphone with thousands of fans screaming in the background. With this detail Barakat
imagines the war not simply as an inconsequential sporting event, but one in which the entire

world appears to be cheering for the loser’s demise.
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Barakat develops his comparison between the boxing match and the war successfully in
his novel to emphasize the sense of failure shared across the Arab world, and by Palestinians in
particular, in the aftermath of a humiliating defeat. Roger Allen makes reference to Barakat’s
depiction of the emotional highs and lows among his Arab characters during the conflict and

suggests that in <Awdat al-7a’ir ‘ila al-Bahr

the steady rise and abrupt crash of this corporate emotion during these six days is
callously manipulated by the news media, a point which Barakat underlines with
unconcealed anger. [...] Ramzi’s description of or participation in the events in Beirut
mentioned above provides us with a most effective picture of the way in which the
impact of this defeat was felt by the Arabs. It was not merely a total defeat, but one
which was inflicted on a people who were being led by their governments to believe right
up to the very last moment that they were scoring a resounding victory. Worst of all, the
instantaneous loss of the air battle and complete superiority of the Israeli air force made

the June War for the Arabs a defeat without heroism (Allen, 155-156).

Barakat’s use of the boxing image and the image of the planes combing the land describe two
dramatically different Palestinian experiences during the June War. Those who witness the
bombing first hand face the direct consequences of the failure of Arab governments to mount any
form of resistance while people like Ramz1 sit and listen to a false, deliberately manipulated
“reality” on the radio. Combining these two aspects of a more broadly defined “Palestinian”
experience, Barakat is able to appropriately contextualize his characters’ feelings of cynicism,

resentment and anger directed towards their leaders.
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2g: The Question of Palestine:

Among his central themes, Barakat explores various notions of Palestinian identity. To
this end he creates a handful of images comparing different characters to the physical
characteristics of Palestine. For example, describing some of his Palestinian students caught up
in thoughts of returning to their families and the overwhelming enthusiasm of the moment,
Ramyzi reflects upon a wide variety of reactions. One student comes from a small village and is
consumed with the necessity to organize. Although he is from northern Lebanon he, “felt that he
was a stone from the walls of Jerusalem” (‘Awdat al-7air, 54).°° In this rashbih image, Barakat
emphasizes the notion of a unified Palestinian identity emanating from the Diaspora. The
comparison includes the juxtaposition of two entities drawn from separate categories, a man and
a stone, which share a similar characteristic in that they are foundational elements of the nation
of Palestine. This character identifies himself with Jerusalem, a geographic location central to
Palestinian aspirations for statehood. He is a rock, a solid, enduring component of the land. He
is a rock in the walls of Jerusalem, an aspect of the comparison emphasizing that this student

feels he is united with his countrymen in defense of the city.

In another example, one of Ramzi’s students is worried about her family back in

Jerusalem:
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A tear builds up in Siham’s eyes, so she turned her head and isolated herself. She
remembered her family in Jerusalem. Her heart beat quickly. She imagined a bomb
dropping down on their home, transforming the house into a grave covering her father,
her mother, her brother and her sister. She would be alone, transformed into a rocky
island in the Pacific Ocean, rain falling on her alone. Why do these images summon one
another in her imagination? Her family is most likely fine. Things seem worse from

afar. Nothing will happen to her family (<‘Awdat al-7a ’ir, 55).

There are two examples of comparative imagery in this citation relevant to Barakat’s framework
for Palestinian identity. Siham, like Ramzi, is experiencing the conflict from afar. She imagines
her home as a grave, entombing her family. The comparison is manifest between two entities
which are widely dissimilar, a home and a grave; however, arguably in this image they are
compared as being from the same category as dwellings, one for the living and one for the dead
where the specific point of similarity is that they both occupy the same physical location. The
morbidity of the image is evidence of the anxiety of peripheral experience, but the grave itself is
meaningful with respect to Palestinian claims to the land. Siham’s family lives in Palestine, and
as casualties of the war, they will be buried in their home in Palestine. With this reference
Barakat identifies a specific point of emphasis behind Palestinian calls for self-determination.

Edward Said describes how Palestinians determine their “place” suggesting that,

the 1967 war and, ironically, the additional acquisition of Palestinian territory by
Zionism put the exiled and dispersed Palestinians in touch with their place. From an
esoteric policy of dealing with Palestinians as if they were not there, utopian beings
whose brutish presence could be distributed and made to disappear in a maze of

regulations forbidding their national presence, Israeli Zionism came out into the open in
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1967. Here now were many hundreds of thousands of Palestinians, and there explicitly
on top of them, militarily ruling over them in full view of a world that immediately
grasped the meaning of military occupation, was Israel. The Palestinian quest for peace
took on a concrete meaning, which was to get Israeli occupation ended, out of that place.
Within the framework of possible solutions to the whole region imbroglio, Palestinian
self-determination has come to rest by and large on the need for an independent state on a

liberated part of the original territory of Palestine (Question, 124-125).

Said concisely sums up several “questions” of Palestine. Among these questions are the
dilemmas of defining a national identity in the absence of a nation and calling for the “right of
return” for displaced Palestinians. Accordingly, Said suggests that Palestinians must assert their
presence against efforts to deny their existence. They must cling to their historical experience

with the land and define the boundaries of their territory in their own terms.

Returning to Barakat’s image, after visualizing her home in Palestine becoming a plot for
her family grave, Siham fears she will be alone, isolated like an island where the rain only falls
on her. This is an image of exile, and the two images juxtaposed in the citation help to define
Barakat’s framing of the Palestinian in exile. This example of rashbih is a comprehensible image
comparing terms derived from separate categories, a woman and an island, where the shared
attribute is their isolation. With homes destroyed as if they never existed, Palestine is a
graveyard for the ancestors, the feeling that there is nowhere to return is acute, and the
Palestinian in exile is stateless, like an island in the middle of an ocean where rain is constantly
falling. The reference to the rain in Barakat’s image emphasizes the foreboding nature of such

isolation as the exile is described as both physically and emotionally alone.
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As the primary example of the nation personified in the novel, Barakat also characterizes

Ramyzi as an exile identifying him with physical aspects of Palestine. Overcome by melancholy,
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Ramyzi felt hot tears try to come out of his eyes. The Israeli army occupied a greater
portion of his country. It was as if they occupied his being. The Israeli soldiers’ boots
trampled down on his chest. Their planes blast Ramzi’s face with napalm bombs. Their
cannons aimed at his eyes, penetrating his heart. He has no being. He is falling down
like the buildings of Old Jerusalem. He is filled with holes like the streets of Bethlehem,
broken like the glass of Hebron, crying like the children of Jericho, dangling like the
vestments of Ramallah. He clings humbly to the ground like the carpets of Gaza (<Awdat

al-7a’ir,99-100).

This image reoccurs regularly throughout the novel with the contextual basis for the comparison
relying on the notion that Ramzi is Palestine. This citation develops the broader tamthil with
specific reference to the war itself. Ramzi with the soldier’s boot on his chest is Palestine
trampled over and occupied by the Israeli army. He is filled with holes, broken, crying,
dangling, prostrate to the ground, and clinging to the land. In each of these individual images the
basis of comparison is Ramzi, a man, compared with either the tangible material evidence of

defeat or the emotional consequences of failure.
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In another image, Ramzi is a vulnerable Palestine as a plant with its roots exposed to the

elements:
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He looked at a map of Palestine. He had been exiled for twenty years. His roots are
dangling in the wind beaten by the heat of the sun. He must return. Will the story of his
exile ever come to an end? If it is not ended today, it must be ended in the future. His
hand stretched over his heart. He is searching for something. He cannot remember what

itis (‘Awdat al-Ta’ir, 24).

The word tazallac (#1k3), translated here as “looked at” also means “longed for” or “hoped for” or
“looked forward.” In context the choice of this term is appropriate from Ramzi’s perspective,
and it also connects this narrative moment with Wagner’s opera.®’ In this case, Ramz is like
Senta gazing at a portrait of the Dutchman, longing for him to emerge from the image. In
Barakat’s novel, Ramzi is an exile, longing for the return of a map of Palestine that no longer
exists. Ramzi is suffering in his exile like an uprooted plant with its roots withering, exposed to
the hot sun. This image can be meaningfully juxtaposed with the previously cited reference to
the blooming flower.®? If Ramzi can be appropriately imagined as having the potential to lead,

emerging from the masses like the flower that reveals its beauty from within, and in this case,

® In reference to this moment in the opera, Kohler explains that for Wagner and his audience, “Pictures were a
source of anxiety inasmuch as they could bring the past back to life. But they could also waken an insatiable
longing if they depicted the object of one’s desire, an object no longer attainable” (Kohler, 145-146).
62 :

Op. Cit., 34.
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with his roots exposed to the sun, the image then provides a pessimistic reflection upon the

likelihood for a leader to surface.

Building upon his effort to identify characteristics of the Palestinian in exile, Barakat

compares Ramzi to a leaf and Jerusalem to the scriptural city of Sodom:
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A sad tranquility overwhelmed Ramzi. He felt he was prostrate like the leaves of the
trees, flung to the ground. The wind hurling him back and forth in any direction it
wished. He had no power to resist. He did not try. His sadness came along with fear.
He did not possess his world. He did not possess his country. He did not possess
himself. He is the possession of the wind. This day in June transformed into a fall day.
The wind is sorrowful. He cannot believe what is happening to his country. It is not
possible for him to believe. Jerusalem is burning. His entire country changes to Sodom.
There is nothing to resist the fire. He longs for the past. He stares back at his country,

not worried that he will change to a pillar of salt (<‘Awdat al-7a 'ir, 61-62).

Within the space of several sentences this tamthil situates the focus of comparison between
entities drawn from separate categories, a man and a collection of leaves tossed about in the
wind, where the shared attribute between them is their lack of control over the direction they are

travelling. Additionally, within the context of Barakat’s broader reflections on exile, Ramzi as
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Palestine is more a collection of leaves than a unified self. This is another of Barakat’s many
references to the condition of the Palestinian Diaspora. Tossed from the tree of his origin, Ramzi
in exile lies prostrate, motionless upon the ground until the wind, a power beyond his control,
arbitrarily determines his future. The image is foreboding in order to express the helplessness of
stateless existence. Ramzi has no place; his country is gone. Within the uniquely shared
scriptural history acknowledged by Jewish, Christian, and Muslim Palestinians, the comparison
between Sodom and Palestine is especially insightful. In this zamthil expression the comparison
between Palestine and Sodom is rooted in their shared status within the category of nations
where the common attribute is that they have each, in their own time, been destroyed. Like
Sodom, Palestine is no more, and in both cases the demise was marked by a fiery inferno. In the
scriptural remembrance of Sodom, the God of Abraham smites the nation with fire raining from
the sky. In the context of Barakat’s novel the “gods,” and specifically Israel, smite the nation in
a fiery inferno in the form of napalm dropped from warplanes. In the final sentence of the
image, Barakat evokes the narrative of Lot’s wife becoming a pillar of salt for looking back upon
her destroyed homeland. Ramzi and Lot’s wife want to look back, regardless of the
consequences. In the scriptural tradition, Lot’s wife is punished because of the implication that it
is inappropriate, even sinful, to reflect nostalgically on a past which God has chosen to condemn
to non-existence. In Barakat’s novel, Ramzi refuses to ignore his past despite efforts to nullify

the legitimacy of his claims to the land of his birth.

2h: The Role of The United States (Middle East/Viet Nam):
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Barakat’s novel includes a variety of images designed to criticize manifestations of the
global influence of the United States. Specifically in reference to the Middle East and Viet Nam,
Barakat identifies the United States as an interloper, an imperial nation callously meddling in the
affairs of sovereign nations. One straightforward example of this criticism appears when
Ramz1’s colleague Nadir opines about the possibility of direct military intervention by the United
States in the June War. He says, “I do not rule that out, so long as the American nation is lead by
a cowboy quick to resort to his gun” (‘Awdat al-7a i, 64).°3 The general reference here is to the
American president, and the cowboy image appropriately situates this expression within
American and Palestinian cultural traditions. The comparison in this expression is an instance of
tashbih juxtaposing entities drawn from the same category; the cowboy and the President are
men. The shared attribute is apparent in the perception that both tend to act impulsively violent.
The reference is simple but suitable to Barakat’s intent because it is an expression of the
ubiquitous nature of certain aspects of American culture exported throughout the world and does
not require a deliberate reference to context as it pertains to the novel. In many cases, foreign
perceptions of the United States are largely influenced, if not determined, by the media it
exports. In the middle of the twentieth-century, “Western” films about cowboys fit that bill. The
image of an American as a “quick on the draw” cowboy is as familiar to American audiences as
it is to audiences worldwide. Barakat unambiguously crafts this expression in reference to the
militaristic nature of American presidents, specifically in the decade before and the decade

following the June War of 1967.

In addition to Arab voices articulating such criticism of the United States, Barakat’s

novel also includes a self-critical American voice. After Ramzi argues that his American
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girlfriend, Pamela, is wrong to think the United States would not provide support to Israel, she
agrees saying, “‘Surely it is possible. America is crazy. My country is crazy. What it is doing
in the Middle East is no different from what it is doing in Viet Nam’” (‘Awdat al-74 ir, 58).%*
Although it has limitations, as the United States did not invade the Middle East like it did in Viet
Nam, this comparison is timely and effective. The claim that the United States is acting the same
way in the Middle East as in Viet Nam suggests that Israel is simply a proxy for the American
government. According to this rubric, Israel in 1967 acts in the Middle East as the United States
acts in Viet Nam. The two countries are compared based in the fact that they are both drawn
from the specific category of nations with the similar capacity to exert their authority upon other
countries through military intervention. In the novel, the comparison relies primarily on
depictions of the Israeli Air Force use of napalm. Put bluntly, before the war actually ended, the
use of napalm was widely regarded internationally as among the most problematic aspects of the
American government’s manner of prosecuting the Viet Nam War. Barakat deliberately
emphasizes the connection between these two wars and ostensibly suggests that the United States
and Israel are essentially acting in concert; within the context of the June War, he vividly
describes instances of the Israeli deployment of this particularly destructive weapon. Within this
frame, another image appears in the voice of one of Ramzi’s students. Basim assures his
professor that the Arabs will win the war because, “Israel is a cardboard box defended by the
Americans and the British” (‘Awdat al-74ir, 32).%° In this image, Israel as the cardboard box
suggests that the country is merely a proxy for their more powerful and influential allies in the
West. As an example of tashbih the expression is relatively easy to understand with respect to

the comparison between two entities drawn from separate categories, a country and a cardboard
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box, where the point of emphasis is based on the idea that without the support, or simply the

interference of the West, Israel would fold.

In another example of Barakat’s American persona criticizing the United States, Pamela
encourages Ramzi to participate in a spontaneous protest at the American embassy. She
explains, “‘The American government became a tool in the hand of the businessmen and the
militants. It is against the American people as much as it is against the Vietnamese and the
Arabs’” (‘Awdat al-7a ir, 59).%° In the first sentence, Barakat creates another relatively
straightforward example of zashbih in the comparison between two entities drawn from separate
categories, a government and a tool, with the shared attribute based on the shared characteristic
of their utility. Like a tool, the American government is an instrument manipulated for the
benefit of its user, in this case the businessmen and the militants. Additionally, the comparison
between American government intervention in Viet Nam and the Middle East is extended to the
American people in the second sentence. The comparison here is drawn between three entities
all sharing the same category as human populations where the point of comparison is one of
intensity with regard to the shared experience of being oppressed by the American government.
In this citation, the government is not of the people; it is a tool of businessmen and militants and

is as threatening to the American people as it is to the Vietnamese and the Arabs.

Within the context of the previous conversation between Pamela and Ramzi, Barakat
outlines Pamela’s reading of Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe as an explanation of why
Americans act as they do towards Arabs. She explains how one particular aspect of Crusoe’s

adventure is troubling to her. She recalls that
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a Moroccan boy saved Robinson Crusoe from slavery. And he tried to stress his loyalty
to Crusoe by offering himself as a sacrifice to him. And Crusoe promised the Moroccan
boy that he would always watch over him. But on his return route to his country he came
across a Portuguese merchant and he sold the Moroccan boy for sixty coins.®” [...] So
that he could soothe his conscience Crusoe tried to get the Portuguese merchant to
promise to free him after ten years on the condition he becomes a Christian. And Crusoe
did not regret that he sold the Moroccan boy until later, when he needed a slave to help

him (Awdat al-74 i, 89-90).%

In conjunction with Pamela’s additional commentary about various manifestations of American
military intervention in the novel, this discussion constitutes an example of isti<arah rooted in
tamthil because although it is not explicitly stated in the novel, Pamela’s comments should be
read as a direct reference to her more broadly defined criticism of the United States. Through
this commentary, Barakat offers what amounts to his own literary analysis of Defoe’s novel as

some of its themes apply to his effort to connect the actions of the American and Israeli

%" This is a unique reading of the events cited from Defoe’s novel. After living as a slave in North Africa for two
years, Crusoe secures his own freedom in the theft of his master’s boat. The young Moroccan boy, Xury, aids
Crusoe in navigating his escape and pledges his loyalty after Crusoe threatens to throw him overboard if he does not
swear on the prophet Muhammad to serve him (Defoe, 19). A short time later, when the Portuguese merchant offers
to purchase Xury Crusoe reports that he, “was very loath to sell the poor Boy’s Liberty, who had assisted me so
faithfully in procuring my own” (Defoe, 26). Then he proceeds, apparently with the boy’s consent, to make the sale.
® In this case, reflecting on his solitary condition and his presumed close proximity to cannibals, Crusoe laments,
“Now I wish’d for my Boy Xury, and the long Boat, with the Shoulder of Mutton Sail, with which I sail’d above a
thousand Miles on the Coast of Africk; but this was in vain” (Defoe, 91).
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governments within the frame of the events of the June War.*® The comparison Barakat implies
with his unique reading of Defoe’s novel is not simply between the actions of the character
Robinson Crusoe and those of twentieth century Americans. Instead, in this case a more fruitful
point of comparison exists between the attitudes, behaviors, and perceptions of twentieth century
Americans towards Arabs and the attitudes, behaviors, and perceptions of Britons from roughly
the early eighteenth century through the better half of the twentieth century towards every
civilization within their colonial empire. Therefore, the basis for the comparisons is a link
between two intellectual concepts because it relies on Barakat’s perception of the imperial
aspirations of the United States and his understanding of the imperial history of the British

Empire.

A careful examination of the novel Robinson Crusoe based on Barakat’s application of
the text to his novel results in the conclusion that the protagonist represented precisely how the
British people saw themselves operating in the “New World.” On the island Crusoe enters into a
savage, brutally unforgiving environment, and although the novel reads at times as a bi-polar
simultaneous condemnation and celebration of God; instead of slipping into madness and falling
prey to despair, Crusoe, like a proper British gentleman, rises above his situation to transform the
island into a properly functioning colony. He cultivates the land, domesticates the animals, and
finally saves a cannibal from his savage ways. This last point is crucial; not only does Crusoe
take credit for saving a man from the depravity of his own culture, but he also names him

“Friday,” offering him a new language, and a new religion. This reading of the novel suggests

% Readings of Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe vary widely in the centuries since the novel’s original release. Examples of
the critical treatment of this text proximally relevant to Barakat’s application of the text to his novel include
reflections on capitalist individualism, as in Brian Fitzgerald’s, Daniel Defoe: A Study in Conflict, or Ian Watt’s, The
Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, Richardson and Fielding. Or more contemporary readings of race relations
relevant to the early 18" century evident in Roxann Wheeler’s essay, ““My Savage,” ‘My Man: Racial Multiplicity
in ‘Robinson Crusoe.’”
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that Crusoe’s example is a microcosm for precisely what the British did throughout their colonial
outposts coupled with a self-aggrandizing sentimental perception that what they were doing was
a universal benefit to humanity.” Ramzi responds to Pamela’s analysis of the novel recalling,
“Crusoe was not interested in ‘Friday’ as a human being when he encountered him. He did not
even ask his name. He gave him a name and taught him to say ‘yes,” and ‘no’” (‘Awdat al-7a ir,
90).”" Pamela replies, ““The gods do not ask us our names. They bestow the names they want
upon us and teach us whatever sustains our bondage’” (‘Awdat al-74air, 90).”* The term “gods”
appears again in this example providing a narrative link to several previous references to the
various forces perceived to be influencing the events of the June War from afar. Crusoe acts like
a god over his charge, Friday, by saving him from himself and creating him anew much as
Barakat is suggesting that the Western powers, through their subsidiary partner Israel, act like

gods in their intervention in the Middle East.

2i: Pamela as the Western object of Arab desire and the male gaze

Regretting that his budding romance with Pamela was now being complicated by the
outbreak of the war, Ramzi feels insecure about making advances towards her but, “He asks
himself as he watches her integrate with the masses of students: Why was it that this didn’t

happen except for during the war? He is a hunter without a rifle, and the prey is calmly gazing at

" In his essay, “Crusoe’s Island Exile,” Michael Seidel identifies a justification for such a reading as he explains
that, “many readers have intuited that Crusoe stands for something central in the English experience, even if he does
so without a sense of national mission. His exile is a kind of blind trust, a metaphorical account that earns its
interest not only as a new kind of sovereignty but as a new national enterprise” (Seidel, 122).
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him. He doesn’t see his prey except for when he is unarmed (‘Awdat al-74 ’ir, 60).” In this
image Ramzi is a hunter without the means to take his prey, and Pamela is his prey unfazed by
his advances. Ramzi as a hunter without a rifle in this expression is an example of tashbih
because it is easy to discern this as an indication of his feelings of inadequacy. The comparison
between Ramzi and the hunter is obviously manifest between two entities drawn from the same
category, and the key to the meaning is that he has no rifle; he lacks the capacity to kill his prey.
Ramzi is unprepared for his encounter with Pamela. Reading the last two sentences of this
citation in isolation, this without prior information, the isti‘<aGrah comparison between Pamela and
the word “prey” (“~_%) would be unclear. It is necessary in this case to make reference to the
previously stated tashbih comparison between Ramzi and the hunter for the reader to
comprehend that he is looking through his window at Pamela. Therefore, the comparison
between Pamela and the word prey is a clear example of isticarah based in tamthil because the
previous sentences are necessary in order to understand that Pamela is the prey beyond his reach.
The comparison links Pamela with the prey, each drawn from a separate category, and the
harmony between the similar characteristic they share relies on the tashbih comparison
describing Ramz1 as the incompetent hunter. Both Pamela and the hunter’s prey are confident in
their relative safety because neither Ramzi nor the hunter is in a position to threaten their

tranquility.

With the premise that American women are like “prey” in the eyes of Arab men already
in place, Barakat complicates his original comparison with an argument between Pamela and

Ramzi. Pamela says, “‘I don’t know, perhaps because I know that young Arab men see young
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female American tourists as if they were easy prey” (‘Awdat al-7a’ir, 126).”* In this instance,
the comparison is still relatively clear, but the example is now a fashbih comparison explicitly
stated between the American tourist and the prey. This blatant analogy is where Barakat
complicates traditional renderings of the western male’s obsession with an image of the exotic
female of the Orient. Within this reading of the image, it is possible to uncover another hidden
meaning because just as Pamela’s commentary belies the notion that men like Ramz1 should
simply expect that she would be a willing conquest to satisfy his fantasy without consent, the
western obsession with the Arab female is also built upon an unrealistic notion of accessibility.
From either point of departure, the Arab man’s view of the western female or the western man’s

view of the Arab female, the premise is built upon a fantasy.”

The relationship Barakat develops between Pamela and Ramzi ultimately occurs on her
terms and opens up space for the exploration of several provocative minor themes in the novel.

While engaged in an intimate moment with Pamela, it occurs to Ramzi that,
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He thinks he is making love to a woman while the Shucayb valley is inundated with
burned corpses. [...] He tried to forget the war and his country. He tries and tries.

Pamela shoves him away, but returns and swoops down upon him. The plane swoops
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™ Edward Said’s groundbreaking work Orientalism continues to serve as a standard reference for a variety of
traditional Western misconceptions of Arabs, and particularly his treatment of the notion of the Orient as the “exotic
locale” and misconceptions about female sexuality outlined specifically in Chapter Three, “Oriental Residence and
Scholarship: The Requirements of Lexicography and Imagination.”
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down directly toward Taha, descending toward him. The plane passes over Taha, as he
clings to the ground. Pamela swooped down upon Ramzi. Napalm burns his body. He
burns, and doesn’t resist. He allows himself to burn like a Buddhist Monk in Viet Nam.
At the climax, he thought that death is a field and his country is sprouting within it like a

flower (<Awdat al-7a’ir, 106-107).

This passage includes a variety of morbid images linking this intimate moment between Ramzi
and Pamela with the Israeli bombing campaign. In the frame of several sentences Barakat
establishes at least three ramthil comparisons where the points of comparison between
constituent parts of each example emphasize the intensity of the sexual encounter specifically.
The primary comparison is visible in the sexual act between Pamela and Ramzi and an image of
a minor character, Taha, desperately trying to survive a napalm attack. This comparison
juxtaposes two obviously different categories of experience, but nonetheless, the point of
comparison relies on the perception that these two images share a similar level of intensity.
Building upon the initial premise of the comparison, Barakat likens Pamela to a plane swooping
down upon Ramzi in the same way that an Israeli jet drops napalm upon Taha. Barakat’s
connection between Ramzi and Taha burning under a napalm attack, which in this case is a
comparison between two men, emphasizes the intense nature of this sexual encounter, but it also
draws attention to Ramzi’s guilt regarding his inability to ignore the wider world and the war
going on around him. The image emphasizes the detachment, self-doubt, and guilt of the Arab

intellectual disengaged with his people in their time of need.

In A Short History of Modern Arabic Literature, M.M. Badawi suggests that in Barakat’s
novel, “The author introduces this love interest not only to provide for Ramz1 a means of escape

from grim reality, and pinpoint the irony of his love-making in Beirut while people are
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slaughtered in Jerusalem, but also to use Pamela as a convenient interlocutor to whom Ramz1 can
express his views on, and attitude to, the Arab predicament” (Badawi, 181). In at least one
example where Barakat seems to get off track in his reliance on Ramz1 and Pamela to serve as
“interlocutors” in expression of views and attitudes toward the “Arab predicament,” the previous
citation includes an awkward reference to the Viet Nam War beyond the reference to napalm.
As vulgar as this vision already is in the first few sentences, Barakat proceeds to draw a
comparison between Ramzi and an image of a self-immolating Buddhist Monk. Alongside other
references to napalm in particular in the novel, this is most certainly a reference to Quang Duc
who was famously pictured immolating himself in Viet Nam on October 5", 1963. This is an
awkward comparison at best within the larger context of the novel. There are several other
references to Viet Nam, including all explicit reference to napalm, all meant to draw attention to
Barakat’s perception of the similarities between the American government’s intervention in
South East Asia and its involvement in the Middle East. One weakness of this particular
reference is apparent in the fact that Quang Duc was technically protesting a brutal government
crack down upon Buddhist Monks for suspected Communist ties by the South Vietnamese
government and not necessarily protesting American intervention. Although the South
Vietnamese government in 1963 was already a surrogate for American interests in the region,
this particular event occurred too early in this relationship to be appropriately situated as a
protest against the war that would come. With this in mind, the reference is out of place among
Barakat’s other imagery which is critical of the United States and the War in Viet Nam
specifically. The reference is evidence of a common misapplication of this image to the
subsequent escalation of direct military intervention by the United States after Quang Duc’s

protest in 1963.
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In the final sentence of the previous citation, Barakat returns to the image of his country
like a flower. Previously, he suggests that a new crop of leaders must emerge from within like a
blooming flower,”® an image with a more positive connotation. In that example, Barakat
compares the flower with the nation in order to emphasize that within the Palestinian population
there are potential leaders who will love their country unconditionally and strive to reverse the
present course. Here he provides a much darker image of his country sprouting like a flower
from a field of death with the implication that little good can emerge out of such circumstances.
Obviously, Barakat intends to connect this image to Ramzi’s previous musings about the
potential for hope in the future, but in this case the optimism inherent in that original image has

been lost.

2j: Students as Water

In the service of one of his minor themes, Barakat develops a tashbih comparison
between various constituencies among the Arab peoples and waves. The basic similarity Barakat
evokes in this comparison links two entities drawn from separate categories and the shared
attributes he offers within this frame suggest contradictory feelings of solidarity and discord
among Arab populations resisting the status quo. In some cases it would appear that each
individual is like a single drop of water with many coming together to form a single, formidable
force. Other images leave the impression that any sense of unity is lost in the uncontrollable
nature of a wave crashing on the shore. For example, in one instance, Barakat describes Ramzi

looking out upon students celebrating the outbreak of war: Ramzi “stopped and observed the

® Op. Cit., 34.
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outside from the window. Waves of students are entangled and the foam covers everything”
(<Awdat al-7air, 23).”" In this tashbih comparison the image is easily discernible. The
comparison links two sensually perceptible entities imagining the students like waves, unified or
“entangled” (<LLix) and covering everything. This image gives the impression that the students
like the waves are together, inseparable in their purpose, yet like the waves in the ocean they are
all susceptible to the volatility of natural elements beyond their control. The addition of the term
“foam” () also suggests the volatility of the situation. When the sea is calm, waves may
appear upon the surface with evidence of foam, but in a storm or in close proximity to the land,

waves crest and break with foam appearing to cover the surface.

In another image, Barakat clearly identifies the notion that this wave of students is out of

control. In anticipation of a protest at the American embassy in Beirut,
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Without warning the dams broke and the stagnant placid waters held back for ages
transformed into a foaming, roaring flood washing away everything in its path. The
students flow out towards the American embassy carrying rocks and stones and sticks
along their route. Their faces, voices and eyes have changed. The flood arrives at the

embassy. The stones are hurled in the air. Glass breaks. Other groups of demonstrators
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stream from the schools and universities of Beirut. Other waves of students rush together
tumultuously. Another group from the army approaches. Other waves not consisting of

students stream from every direction (<Awdat al-74a 'ir, 60).

Read in isolation, the first sentence in this passage can be considered an example of isti<arah, but
as it applies to the entire passage, it contributes to an example of a broadly developed tamthil
built upon the original tashbih comparison between students and waves. The isticarah in the first
sentence describes the launch of a flood as the dams break imagining the sudden rush forward of
the student demonstrators in the streets without explicitly mentioning them. Prior to this flood,
Barakat describes the students as stagnant, placid water. In their unity they are apathetic,
passive as if held back by a force beyond their control. In the instant that their long bound
restraints are released, the demonstrators become like a flood collecting debris and gaining
momentum. Barakat then describes the students flowing toward the embassy, and like the flood,

they bring destruction in their wake.

By the end of the passage, Barakat successfully returns to the complex nature of Arab
responses to the “question of Palestine.” A demonstration of students in Beirut evolves into a
coming together of various different groups including the army. Regardless of their unity as
masses of waters converging, these various groups are visibly distinguishable from each other.
This gathering is tumultuous, disorganized and streaming in from every direction. Barakat
describes a response to the defeat which, like the war itself, failed because instead of drops of
water coming together to form a powerful wave, the Arab military effort during the June War is
more appropriately compared to a frenzied crash of waves upon the shore. Under the direction
of incompetent leadership lacking the knowledge or capacity to steer the ship, the Arab people

crash in upon themselves bringing more pain and destruction in the effort.
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In another reference and building upon his wave analogy, Barakat clearly identifies a
sense of anxiety surrounding individual responses to the war beyond his reading of the collective
“Arab” response. Barakat places Ramzi in several situations where he is more in danger of being
injured or killed by his own people than he is of dying in a battle with Israelis. Encountering a
potentially dangerous mob gathering around the Egyptian embassy, Ramzi is introspective.
Barakat writes, “he loves to drive his car parallel to the shore. He wants to be like a wave. He
wants to be independent and attached at the same time. He wants to be free and part of
something big at the same time” (‘Awdat al-7a ir, 158).” In this case, Ramzi as the everyman
Arab character has conflicting desires to be independent and also a part of something greater.
While it seems reasonable to suggest that this is possible, Barakat evokes this sentiment as a
function of his original underlying tashbih comparison imagining the people as waves. The
concept of Arab unity is defined by a desire to participate in a coalition of nations in a position of
international strength, but according to Barakat, these sentiments are undermined by tendencies

toward disunity.

In his final effort to further this theme, Barakat describes a riot taking place outside the
Egyptian embassy in Beirut after Egyptian President Gamal ¢Abd al-Nasir’s speech declaring the

end to hostilities. Barakat again describes the protestors as waves:
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Waves of demonstrators approached from opposite directions, they are smashing shop
windows, street lamps and signs. Glass is scattered in the street. Merchants lock their
shop doors. Owners of shops with glass doors search for pictures of ¢<Abd al-Nasir to
stick in the windows. It is useless. The demonstrators are destroying everything

(Awdat al-Ta’ir, 161).

These scenes are central to Barakat’s primary intention with the wave analogy. In this example,
the waves converge from opposite directions, disorganized and lacking restraint. Out of fear of
their neighbors, shop owners look to protect their merchandise to no avail. In their failure to
bring destruction to Israel, these demonstrators are bringing destruction to their own

neighborhoods.

2k: The Question of Unity

In the effort to evaluate the concept of unity in Barakat’s novel, it is possible to identify
several “unities” of composition relative to al-Jurjani’s concept of nazm whether such unities
represent a major theme or an individual image. Barakat’s novel provides ample space for
further consideration of al-Jurjani’s concept of the spectrum of dissimilarity with specific
reference to how certain images are unified by the strength of harmony and strength of difference
between shared attributes. Additionally, Barakat’s images invite a discussion of al-Jurjani’s
requirement for metaphoric language being truthful and whether or not it is helpful to consider

the notion of textual unity.

As the more broadly defined reading of al-Jurjani’s theory of nazm pertains to Barakat’s

primary motif evident in the comparison between Wagner’s Flying Dutchman and the “exiled”
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nation of Palestine, the overarching relevance of the various themes related to this reference are
well developed and represent a major accomplishment in terms of the unity of the text. The basis
for the comparison between Palestine and Wagner’s ship as vessels, for example, consistently
provides for thoughtful consideration of Barakat’s lament concerning the failures of Arab
leadership within the specific context of the June War. A closer reading of specific images
related to this theme also reveals evidence of compositional unity present through the specific
images Barakat creates in the development of the Flying Dutchman analogy. For example, the
specific comparison between Ramzi and a captain of a small ship embarking on a journey over
unknown waters effectively provides the opportunity for Barakat to reflect on the nature of the
Arab intellectual’s response to the crisis whether in the early stages of the June War or as the
fighting came to an abrupt end. The image he develops in this regard is thoughtfully
introspective with respect to the clear presence of his own auto-biographical voice in the novel,
and it fits well within his commentary about the potential for future leaders to emerge from the
nation like the beauty unfolding within the blooming flower. Regarding the strength of harmony
and difference of shared attributes apparent in the comparison between a college professor and a
ship’s captain, this image is especially effective. Barakat’s suggests a point of similarity is
manifest in the captain and the intellectual’s failure to understand either how to control the ship
or even where to locate the helm. In this case, Barakat’s reflection on the failure of leadership
linked to this concept provides a suitable approach to confronting a difficult truth facing the
Palestinian people. Additionally, the image of the ship lacking a rudder as representative of the
Palestinian people’s inability to adequately navigate the future and confront the forces arrayed
against them also achieves a meaningful if not discouraging level of truth within Barakat’s

critical assessment of the prospects of reaching a future settlement in the conflict with Israel.
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By contrast, Barakat’s depiction of Ramzi as the everyman Arab is lacking with respect
to truthfulness because of the inadequacies inherent in assuming that the Western educated
intellectual is an appropriate symbol for the population at large. Similarly, it would be wrong to
suggest that the elites of the ruling political classes somehow represent the broader interests of
the people. In this way, Roger Allen is correct in his criticism of Barakat’s failure to provide
more attention to the development of his characters. In addition to the fact that many of the
characters are only depicted in reference to their anecdotal experiences, Allen suggests that while
Barakat successfully contextualizes the most fundamental socio-historical aspects of the

Palestinian Israeli conflict within the immediate frame of the June War he loses characterization:

the point to be made here is that, in his desire to use certain techniques of realism in
portraying both the background and the events of this traumatic episode in the history of
the Arab world, Barakat has deemphasized characterization and overemphasized the
documentary aspect to a degree which diminishes the artistic merit of the work as a

whole (Allen, 158).

Allen’s criticism goes on to acknowledge that Pamela and Ramzi specifically are simply vehicles
for Barakat’s social commentary. In his insistence on situating an imperfect, anxiety riddled
intellectual like Ramzi at the forefront of his narrative, Barakat neglects other avenues for

considering a more representative Palestinian voice.

However, as an example of an effective image for the Palestinian in exile, Barakat’s
image of the blooming flower contrasted with the uprooted plant with its roots exposed to the sun
is especially poignant. The image of an uprooted plant compared to the exile is a robust one with

reference to the harmony of similarity and the strength of difference. The power of this image is
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in the foreboding nature of the exile’s existence as compared to the plant exposed to the elements
withering away in the sun. Both face a precariously defined future at risk of geographical

irrelevance and loss of identity related to a specifically defined sense of place.

In light of his criticism of Israel and the United States, although Barakat refuses to ignore
the responsibilities of Arab governments to respond more effectively to the circumstances facing
the Palestinians in the second half of the twentieth century, he undermines the potential impact of
that otherwise thoughtful message with the Nazi analogy. Considered with reference to al-
Jurjani’s use of the term ighraq (hyperbole), this comparison has the potential to impair efforts to
win over significant numbers of potential supporters of the Palestinian cause. It lacks
widespread appeal and distracts from his otherwise meaningful consideration of truth with
respect to the reality of man’s ability to commit profound acts of atrocity against his fellow man

in times of war.

Finally, Barakat’s image of the student masses as waves is one of his most successfully
contextualized themes even as it is by comparison a minor theme. The strength of this image
comes in reading it as evidence of both union and dissonance represented in the Arab responses
to the “disaster” of 1948 and the subsequent “setback” of 1967. Regarding Barakat’s depiction
of the June War specifically, the predominate dissonance of the Arab military effort clearly
undermined any impactful rallying of the potential for a sense of unity among populations spread

across the Arab world.
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Chapter Three

Gardening in Beirut:

Huda Barakat’s Harith al-Miyah

sladl & Jla

The Tiller of Waters

3a: Reflections on a City at War

Huda Barakat is a Lebanese novelist and playwright whose career began with the
publication of a collection of short stories, Za 'rat (Visitors), in 1985 and includes five critically
acclaimed novels and two plays. Although Barakat consistently inflects her fiction with
comparative imagery, her novel Harith al-Miyah is an especially appropriate text for this study
because of the distinct quality of the images she develops. For this work, Barakat was awarded
the Nagib Mahftuz Medal for Literature in 2000. Although all of her novels are set during the
Lebanese civil war, Harith al-Miyah stands out because of its rhetorical exploration of the nature
of historical narrative and its description of the city of Beirut as a liminal space between life and

death.

In Harith al-Miyah, Barakat creates several comparative images in the development of at
least three primary motifs and several minor themes. Among her primary motifs, she compares
weaving fabric with narrating history, she likens a woman’s knowledge of fabric with her sexual
maturity, and she describes the torments of punishment as well as the pleasures of reward in the

hereafter as witnessed through the backdrop of a city at war. In Harith al-Miyah, the protagonist
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is isolated in war torn Beirut. Seemingly alone, amidst rotting corpses and crumbling buildings,
Niqula finds himself repeatedly torn between a literal underworld filled with images of terror and
deprivation, and a scene of paradise complete with its comforts and abundance. Additionally,
Barakat uses comparative imagery to develop several minor themes, including references to the
sectarian cultural and political divisions in Lebanon during the 1970s and 1980s, lingering
resentment about the June War of 1967, and the international role of the United States after

World War I1.

3b: Narrative Weaving

In her novel, Barakat explores a comparison between the process of weaving fabric and
the recording of human histories. There are histories of humanity and histories of individuals,
and their values are measured by the longevity of their relevance. Weaving the “fabric” of her
own narrative, Barakat develops an overarching tamthil comparison between these two
categories of human creation where the point of similarity is evident in the value of each process
in the effort to record and preserve history. Within the development of this theme, several
examples of rashbih and isti<arah become apparent as Barakat explores the notion that human

histories are like fabric; high quality fabric lasts, while cheap fabrics fade over time.

In Barakat’s novel her protagonist, Niqiila, narrates several different stories, and he
recognizes that the education his father gives him about the history and business of textiles
represents something more than random stories of cloth. In the development of this theme,
Barakat describes Niqiila’s nostalgic attachment to the fabrics collected in his father’s shop.

Niqila’s ritual includes cloaking himself in the fabrics: “I cling my skin to it fully in order to
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recall the details of my memory of what distinguishes it, to return as if reading its special
qualities and elements in my memory page by page...word by word...letter by letter” (Harith al-
Miyah, 40).” The cloth in this image kindles Niqiila’s memory. This expression is an example
of a rashbrh comparison between fabric and books which is comprehensible without reference to
a broader contextual moment. Both entities are considered as coming from a similar category of
human creation. Both the fabric and the book are sensually perceptible, and the point of
comparison between the two is an intellectual concept rooted in the recognition that they hold the
power of memory. Like a book, each fabric narrates a story relating to Niqiila’s relationship with

his father, and he reads each fabric page by page in the service of recalling those memories.

In addition to Niqtla’s personal reflections upon his own relationships, Barakat
introduces a more broadly defined ancient human history to support her comparison between
weaving and narration. Niqula explains to his girlfriend Shamsa, “The first hieroglyph was a
thread upon a thread, the first writing tablets were on sleeves” (Harith al-Miyah, 65).° This
reference establishes an historical anchor for Barakat’s comparison between weaving and
narration. In his own life Niqula gains his knowledge of history by proximity to his father,
which is another “kind” of history representing the passage of generational knowledge through
the narration of experience. Niqula values his father’s mentorship: “And my father who taught
me all of this and trained me in a long, willing apprenticeship, he was not merely a textile
merchant. He was a scholar, he understood the secret” (Harith al-Miyah, 127).2" The
connection between weaving and narration is emphasized in the term “scholar” (L), With the

comparison evident here Barakat begins to advance her comparison to the point where it should
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be properly classified as an example of tamzhil. The basic premise, however, is still clear enough
that as a textile merchant Niqiila’s father is by necessity a scholar of history. The scholar and
textile merchant both occupy the same category. The primary attribute they share revolves
around the notion that to thrive in one’s profession requires a diligent apprenticeship in the effort

to acquire knowledge.

The basis for this comparison, according to Niqiila’s narration, is as old as the rise of
humanity. His recollection of a lesson from his father introduces the image of a loom, one of

Barakat’s primary images in the examination of her theme:
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We begin at the beginning — as my father says — from when our migrations began to all
the parts of the Earth, from the western coast of the African continent, where
philosophers of the Dogon tribes say that the lord, the word of creation, in the beginning
created the world in a breath of wind which created plants having fibers and animals
having fur, which covered our skins in ancient times. [...] The word ‘Lord’ did not return
to humanity except after a long atonement persisting until the birth of the seventh jinni.

He is the grandfather of the new humanity, who the Lord created in the form of a loom to
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carry his word to humanity embodied in eighty threads of cotton, forty above the warp
couple with forty below the weft, in single threads dispersed like teeth in the mouth. And
the warp and the weft go and come like the movement of jaws while the bobbin of thread

forms the throat. And as for the shuttle, it is the tongue (Harith al-Miyah, 128-129).

In the first half of this citation, Barakat imagines the creation of the earth as a breath of wind, a
word that creates the plants and animals which in turn become the fabrics that cover human
bodies and allows them to survive. In the second half of the citation, the grandfather of the “new
humanity” takes the form of a loom. Barakat then describes the loom as a mouth, which implies
a broader connection between weaving and narration. Within the space of several sentences, she
establishes a tamthil comparison implying a connection between the loom and the mouth as
methods for recording history dating back to the origins of humanity. In this case, the loom and
the mouth represent different categories related to creativity which share similar characteristics.

They both possess the ability to create narrative.

Barakat reinforces her comparison with a reference to a linguistic connection between
weaving and narration. Niqila recalls, “In the language of the Dogon the word ‘sawah’ means
cloth and also speech, and at the same time it means the embodied action...thus a naked woman,
for example, it is said that she is a mute woman. As itis in Arabic, look at the harmony of the
letters in the words al-haki, narration, and al-hiyaka, weaving!” (Harith al-Miyah, 129).% In this
citation, instead of simply providing the image of a mute woman, Barakat offers an explanation
of how isticarah expressions work. In this case she explains why there is meaning when the term

“mute” (sLs,3) is borrowed for the term “naked” (4:_\e) in reference to a woman. The borrowing
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in this case relies on the notion that cloth and speech perform similar functions related to the

narration of human history. Barakat then draws attention to the linguistic similarity between the
terms “narration” (Sa1) and “weaving” (4Sadl) in Arabic. Although they do not share the same
root, Barakat emphasizes the spelling, as well as oral and auditory similarities between these two

terms to imply a link between their definitions relative to her underlying comparison.

In the following image, Barakat extends her comparison suggesting that weaving a
narrative of “life” is similar to other cyclical phenomena: “Planting and tilling in the grooves of
the soil is the weaving of life, its going and coming like the movement of the loom, and like the
movement of day and night following in succession around us, and like the union of the sky with
the earth and life with death” (Harith al-Miyah, 129).2 Weaving a narrative is like planting and
tilling the soil because both activities include cultivation. With effort crops are sown, harvested
and consumed like the story of a life. By repeating her image of the loom, Barakat maintains a
connection between this citation and her original tamthil. In this instance, she adds complexity
to her theme by adding that the narration of life is cyclical like planting crops, the passing of day

and night, the union of sky and earth, and the cycle of life and death.

Barakat goes further by emphasizing the “cycle” of life aspect of her theme with the
suggestion that a human life is like a single thread representing the trajectory from birth to the

grave. Niqila explains,
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Shamsa, as it is for us Christians, for the Dogon the human is born in sin, but he is
purified from the original sin of violating what is forbidden through weaving [...]. They
bury the shuttle and bobbin with the dead after wrapping them with a cover formed by
squares of two colors, white and black. It is woven with a single thread [...] and cutting
the thread means loss, just as it is with Ariadne, the daughter of Minos and Phaedra’s
sister, whose thread saves her from dying in the labyrinth. And to sever the thread [...]
means breaking the succession of day into night and falling in the abyss of emptiness,

oblivion and nonexistence (Harith al-Miyah, 129-130).

In this citation, Barakat implies a universal application of the essential motif. Specifically, she
cites societies as diverse as the Dogon of West Africa, Christians in Lebanon, or the Greeks prior
to the era of Athenian ascendancy as all sharing the same comparison between weaving and
history. The thread tying the burial shroud is a single thread representing the duration of a life.

It is unbroken until death, when life has ceased and the shroud is sown. At this point in the
development of her tamthil, Barakat links the physically perceptible thread as representative of
life, and the act of cutting it with death. The similarity is intellectual and emphasized in the

symbolic severing of the thread, which marks the passage from life into death.

Barakat anecdotally references several religious traditions in her effort to imply the
universal nature of her now firmly established tamthil. From West Africa, through the
Mediterranean and Mesopotamia to China, she suggests that each civilization includes the idea

that the narrative of history is like a woven fabric. To this end, Niqala asks, “Don’t you see how
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all of the stories resemble each other and come together regardless of their origin?” (Harith al-
Miyah, 131).2* With this rhetorical inquiry, Barakat actually draws attention to the unoriginal
nature of this particular comparison between weaving and narrating history. However, by doing
this she describes the basis for the comparison as universal in order to substantiate a context for
several of the novel’s primary themes. For example, Barakat evokes the image of Eve in the
garden suggesting that neglecting the weaver of history leads to ignorance. While she is naked
in the garden, Eve is “innocent” in her ignorance of the knowledge of good and evil, but her

nakedness is also a point of emphasis in her “fall.” Niqila explains,
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And because we forget Shamsa, and because we are in denial of our ignorance, we forgot
that the weaver, no matter where he was on this Earth, is entrusted with the secret of

life and peace, and is perpetually menaced with the victory of death and war. And is the
removal of clothing, nakedness, not linked with original sin and punishment and the

ceaseless pursuit of atonement? (Harith al-Miyah, 130).

The weaver is entrusted with maintaining a connection to the past, but menaced by the human
tendency to ignore the lessons of the past in the service of future failures. Nakedness represents
both innocence and guilt, the “ceaseless pursuit of atonement” which, according to scriptural
traditions, began when Eve realized she needed to cover her shame. Nakedness represents the

bliss of ignorance as well as the guilt of only recognizing an error after the deed is done. The
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irony in this reference occurs with the acknowledgement that in the ignorance of her nakedness,
Eve actually does the right thing by seeking the knowledge of good and evil. She learns her
“lesson.” Adherents to the faiths of Abraham endeavor to reinforce the avoidance of temptation

by weaving narratives in remembrance of her story.

Barakat adds to the notion that neglecting the weaver ends in disaster by suggesting that
without continuity, the narrative of history loses its relevance and society suffers as a
consequence. Recalling the lessons of the Sumerian goddess of weaving, Niqala shows how she
teaches us that the loom weaves “the language of the ancients which enriches the memory we
inherit and then we transcend in our era...and when we begin to forget the words of the ancients
the knots and threads of the weave fall apart, and the world ends fragmented without shape, dust
in the nebula” (Harith al-Miyah, 130).%° When the weave is neglected its knots loosen and fall
apart. In this tamthil expression the words are the knots holding the weave together, as those
words are forgotten, the knowledge of the ancients is lost and the world falls to dust. This is a
creative way to imply the notion that when societies forget the lessons of history they are bound
to repeat past failures. Although this sentiment is often misapplied to suggest that society can
avoid the repetition of history by studying past mistakes, Barakat appears to consider this
premise to be inadequate. Returning to her previous development of this theme, Barakat uses the
movement of the loom or the passage of night into day, to illustrate the idea that history repeats
its movements with predictable regularity. The imperative in this case is to attempt to know the
past not because the cyclical nature of history can be thwarted, but because through the diligent
study of history it is possible to confront the mistakes of the past when the inevitable opportunity

comes around again to make those same mistakes.
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Barakat offers an added dimension to her tamthil comparison with the suggestion that the
weaver of history’s narrative can be corrupted by nefarious intentions. As Niqiila points out,
“Ignorant, also, are those who do not perceive the sorcery of thread and the curse of weaving. In
their deficient knowledge and the delusion of their arrogance, they do not see that the weaver’s
trade has its dangers and its dark, evil turns” (Harith al-Miyah, 133).2® As will become apparent
in the deepening complexity of the comparison between weaving and narration, it is appropriate
to draw a link to the “delusion” () and “arrogance” (“=_ke) of men who have manipulated the
scriptural story of Eve in the garden in order to oppress women. In this reading, women fall

victim to the sorcery and curse of a manufactured narrative of inferiority.

In another image, the knotted thread again appears to represent the circle of human life
from birth to death: “And it is the thread’s knot beginning every weave that consists of two parts
that will become a single thread. One part in the hand of good and the other is in the hand of
evil. One is in the umbilical cord and the other in the hangman’s noose” (Harith al-Miyah,
133).%” Beyond its similarity to previously cited references to the thread as a symbol of life, the
tamthil comparison here implies that every knot which begins a human life includes the capacity
for good and evil, and all who are born will die. Again, Barakat establishes the comparison
between the sensually perceptible thread and the intellectual entity of a life’s journey, but in this
case she adds the umbilical cord and the hangman’s noose as the critical points of emphasis.
Barakat implies a rejection of the notion that a human life is born in sin by acknowledging that
every life has the capacity for good or evil. The suggestion here is that while a child may be

born innocent, it has the potential to fall into sin. Thus, the umbilical cord portends the
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beginning of a narrative, and the noose brings it to an end when sin prevails and the lessons of

the past are ignored.

Finally, Barakat’s development of the comparison between weaving and narrating history
evolves into a lament for the consequences of neglecting the lessons of the past. Niqula’s father

complains about the decline of his business as a sign of societal decay:
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That is the commerce of the markets today. The age of the textile merchant is fading.
[...] That is also the story of the houses in this city. It is the same, look at the curtains,
the furniture upholstery, the bedding, the sheets, and the handkerchiefs. They are all of
an identical thin weave that does not last, is not inherited. It is scattered and leaves no

trace, like the folklore on television (Harith al-Miyah, 142-143).

According to this citation, the thin fabrics that garnish the homes across Beirut are a sign of the
decadent decline of civilization. As people have forgotten their past, the quality of narration
fades like the cheap cloth found in their homes. The comparison here relies on the strength of
Barakat ’s persistent development of this central theme. In this case, cheap fabric is like a poorly
rendered story; both are evidence of the past but neither will endure. Nothing is of a quality
worth passing down to future generations. In the final sentence, as symbols of the ignorance of
the people, their cheap fabrics are as useless as the “folklore” on television. In this final edition
to the development of Barakat ’s underlying tamthil, the comparison between poorly

manufactured fabrics and mindless entertainment is abundantly clear. The comparison in this
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case is especially meaningful because, although the folklore on television can potentially be
recorded, it is more likely seen as a degradation of the art of narration. This expression also
helps to contextualize the novel’s examination into the circumstances contributing to the civil
war in Lebanon. As the people have failed to preserve their knowledge of the past, they have

doomed themselves into repeating yet another human tragedy.

3c: Eve in the Garden and the Sinful Search for Knowledge

In one of several references to the scriptural narrative of the Garden of Eden, Barakat
explores the connotation that the quest for knowledge is in itself a sinful act. It is a reflection on
the historical narrative relevant to Jewish, Christian and Muslim societies which suggests that
certain knowledge, particularly in the hands of women, is forbidden and should be guarded
against. Considering that her characters are Christians, it is certainly true in the Biblical tradition
that the story of Eve eating from the tree of knowledge is the moment sin is introduced to the
world. The irony is that this story has led to innumerable misogynistic offenses against women
even though each of the three religious traditions that rely on this story, at least in part,
acknowledge that Eve was doing something that God had intended, and that this original sin was
not necessarily Eve’s “fault.” Regardless of the often contradictory sectarian nature of
interpreting ancient scriptures, the message often communicated is that a woman sins when

seeking knowledge beyond what the patriarchal authorities have deemed appropriate.

A clear point of similarity Barakat stresses in the novel is the connection between the
wearing of specific fabrics and a woman’s emotional, intellectual, and sexual development.

With the connection between weaving fabric and narrating history already established, Barakat
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continues to develop and add complexity to her theme with references to types of cloth which
come to represent specific aspects of human knowledge. In a series of images, Barakat anchors
her description of the evolving sexual relationship between Niqiila and Shamsa by comparing
stages of their relationship with Shamsa’s knowledge of different fabrics. Like Eve in the
garden, Shamsa is innocent before the temptation. Developing this theme, Barakat compares two
intellectual concepts, knowledge of fabric and sexual maturity, and she draws a point of
similarity between a sensually perceptible object, fabric, and an intellectual concept, knowledge.
The various examples of comparative images are all linked by tamthil because without
acknowledging the basis for this comparison Niqula’s stories of fabric are just stories and not a

reflection on the development of his evolving relationship with Shamsa.

At the beginning of their relationship the linen Shamsa wears is a sign of her innocence.
At this point it appears that Niqtla is responsible for her temptation as he attempts to seduce
Shamsa with his tales of the history of fabric. He asks, “Has the story of linen pleased you
Shamsa? Now you know what you are wearing, your body knows it and moves forward in it.
Your body moves forward in the learning we’ve begun together and we will continue together as
long as you wish. This will be our secret, we two, and we will proceed with it as long as you
desire” (Harith al-Miyah, 65).22 Knowledge, in this instance, is defined as secretive, perhaps
even dangerous, and the pursuit of knowledge is linked to the presence of a growing desire to
know more. She is beginning to “know” the linen she wears; her body is maturing as she
“moves forward” with this knowledge. The verb “desire” (<_1) also suggests that this

knowledge is linked with sexual maturity. This is a subtle example of isti<arah based in the

88 q,“,i,ﬁuuims)u@emﬁ A Al g Slanen 4 yry ¢l La (4 a3 (V) SOUS 418 dsai Ly iz | Ja
Sl Ladlds 4 i g Gy oad B 138 (0 oS GlA Gl Lalls Laa Leaalis
D 2 i g oY) O Lo 13 S



156

overarching tamthil comparison between knowledge of fabric and sexual maturity with the story

of linen being representative of this relatively “innocent” stage of their relationship.

As she introduces this aspect of her narrative, Barakat’s tamthil comparison between
Shamsa’s knowledge of fabric and her developing sexual identity paves the way for several
examples of isti<arah. At each stage of their relationship, Barakat draws a comparison between a
specific type of cloth and Shamsa’s relative “level” of sexual maturity. In the following
example, the cotton of her youth is replaced by the linen Shamsa wears as a symbol of her
adolescent “purity” or virginity. Niqula ponders, “Did I fall in love with Shamsa because of her
linen? She cast aside the cotton of her youth, her tame, affectionate, tender childhood to wear
linen. To wear linen, and to add the seduction of velvet to it” (Harith al-Miyah, 58).89 Niqiila’s
desire for Shamsa appears to be stimulated by both the purity suggested by the linen she wears,
and also the potential he sees in her as a lover. Additionally, in this example Shamsa is no
longer a child wearing cotton. Although the linen she wears represents her adolescence and
suggests that she is innocent and chaste, her developing body nevertheless entices Niqiila’s

interest in seeking her out to satisfy his sense of sexual conquest.

This general theme relating Shamsa’s knowledge of cloth to her sexual development
occurs as Niqiila shares his knowledge of the history of textiles with her; while opening up his
experience to Shamsa, he witnesses her transformation into womanhood. Linen comes first in
his narration as a symbol of purity, innocence and even naiveté. Niqila explains, “the first to
wear linen knew of its powerful medicinal qualities as they noticed, Shamsa, that it helped in the

sealing of wounds. They used it as a cure for leprous ulcers. It became a symbol of purity and
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whiteness increased its purity” (Harith al-Miyah, 61).° Shamsa is pure, like the linen she wears.
She is the object of Niqiila’s conquest, and her purity makes her all the more enticing to him

because it is a sign that she is maturing.

Niqgala’s expectations are, more often than not, misguided. He seems to think that he can
take charge of Shamsa’s developing intellectual and sexual maturity. He suggests that she
should be open to his advancements: “Those afflicted with pain, Shamsa, must torment others,
but don’t torment me. Be tender, like a delicate thread...so delicate that in no time the sunlight
tarnishes its whiteness” (Harith al-Miyah, 62).* The term, yulawwith (<3%), rendered here as

29 ¢¢

“tarnishes,” can also mean “pollute,” “defile,” “soil,” or “dishonor” in this context. Niqula
perceives her purity as his to be taken. She is to be as “pliant and soft” as a delicate thread, to be
virginal. The thin, delicate filament not sullied by the sun should be read here as an example of
isti<arah. While not making an explicit reference to her anatomy in the expression, the thread so
delicate it can be tarnished by exposure to the sun is a reference to the delicacy of her intact
hymen, a physical sign that no other man has “tarnished” or dishonored her virtue. The isticarah
here is a comparison between two objects drawn from separate categories, the string and the
hymen, and the point of similarity is based on the shared characteristic of their relative fragility.
Barakat implies that exposure to the sun tarnishes the delicate thread like sexual intercourse
tarnishes the integrity of a woman’s hymen, the physical sign of her chastity. However, at this

point in their relationship, Shamsa is still presumably a virgin, and according to Niqila, “Linen is

honorable and modest, Shamsa, and much like you” (Harith al-Miyah, 63).92 Barakat casts
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Nigqila in a traditional masculine role; he has identified his conquest, confirmed her purity, and is

ready to make his advance.

The relationship eventually progresses, which signifies that Shamsa is ready to leave the
purity of her linen and her adolescence behind. In a moment where the boundaries of their
previously platonic relationship are beginning to crumble, Niqila tells her, “Your linen shirt is
precious and beautiful and it fits you well, Shamsa. Why haven’t you untied the collar’s knot,
and removed the satin ribbon from your ivory neck? Who hennaed your long hair until it burned
with an unimaginable blondness in this way? No, do not give me your perfect breasts all at
once” (Harith al-Miyah, 65).*® This flirtatious moment is only a precursor to the physical
relationship that ensues. Shamsa’s transition requires that she move on from linen to velvet in

the next “stage” of her development.

Soon after it has become clear that their relationship has become physical, Niqula says, “I
see Shamsa. | see Shamsa the woman who has ripened. Shamsa has ripened and abandoned her
linen” (Harith al-Miyah, 75).** Like a fruit ready to be consumed, in this image Barakat borrows
the term “ripened” (&) in reference to Shamsa’s development into a mature woman. At this
point, Niqiila’s descriptions of encounters with Shamsa become more suggestive and even
sexually explicit. The linen of her innocence becomes the velvet of experience: “Abandon the
linen Shamsa and come now to velvet. [...] Her white flesh would overflow between my hands
and forearms. It expands and gushes forth like blessed dough and her thigh wears the scent of

vanilla, and her buttocks the taste of delicate biscuits and my saliva flows with distilled rose
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water” (Harith al-Miyah, 76). * In this image, Barakat introduces another isti‘Grah comparison
between objects drawn from separate categories, a woman and food, the shared attribute between
them being their respective abilities to stimulate the senses. Niqila is consuming Shamsa’s body
like food in order to satisfy his sexual appetite. Velvet appears as the symbol for lost innocence,
but this is a positive development for both Niquila and Shamsa. They are mutually attracted to
each other physically and have a growing intellectual connection forged in Niqiila’s stories about

the history of textiles.
In the following citation, Niqala reflects on how Shamsa is changing before his eyes:
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Shamsa abandoned linen when she abandoned her shame for her body’s nudity and the
nakedness of her movements in the light under my eyes. Shamsa abandoned her shame
when she began to learn velvet. 1 tell her velvet throughout the afternoon in our house,
until the beginning of the evening when it was necessary for her to return and spend the
night with her family. But she also learned velvet in the lights of the night and in its

darkness when the violent battles made her staying the night with me acceptable for her

family despite the limited distance between our homes (Harith al-Miyah, 77).

At this point the isti<arah is located in the idea that Niqala tells Shamsa of velvet in the

afternoon, evening, and occasionally through the night. The citation does not explicitly mention
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sex, but the implication is clear. Additionally in this instance, the reality of the world around
them has come into focus. In spite of the growing violence, Niqiila is ready to take advantage of
the instability in the streets. Barbara Winckler in her essay, “Androgyny as Metaphor: Huda
Barakat and The Stone of Laughter,” suggests that Hud& Barakat’s novels are “set in Lebanon
during the years of the civil war (1975-90). In her work the war functions as a kind of ‘blind
spot,” one that, although not the focus of attention, nevertheless determines events” (Winckler,
382). In her reading of Barakat’s novels, Winckler notes that although they are all set within the
historical context of the Lebanese Civil War, the violence is always of subsidiary relevance in
the lives of her characters. In Harith al-Miyah, although this violence is potentially threatening
to their lives, it also affords Niqula more intimate time with Shamsa. This is an interesting way
to introduce the idea that regardless of the conditions of the world, life for the individual

continues and instinctual desires still command our dedicated attention.

The imagery Barakat creates related to Niqiila and Shamsa’s budding physical romance is
reliant on the recognition that her accumulating knowledge of the story of textiles mirrors the
rise in her knowledge of sex. As she continues to seek knowledge in both regards, she begins to
demonstrate a new level of control over her desires, and over how she expresses them in the
context of her relationship with Niqiila. In the process of his instruction on the topic of velvet,

Niqula explains:
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But | make a story for each one, for each lesson a story, and she climbs with me willingly
ascending in pleasure, training her pleasure with knowledge, disclosure and inquiry. Her
senses ascend by degrees, and she also learns speech. She announces her desires loudly,
and demands obedience and submission. She teaches me how to attend to her senses and
follow the way to her body. And in this way she also loosens the locks on her memory
and tells me about who she is, her people, her family, and the land she left behind (Harith

al-Miyah, 77).

With her new knowledge of velvet and, in turn, the pleasure of sex, she has “learned speech,” she
is now capable of articulating her own desires. She even finds the space to teach Niqiila how to
more effectively navigate her body in the fulfillment of her pleasure. With all walls torn away,
she is ready to assert herself, and in the process she shares the intimate details of her family story
with Niqala. In the final sentence, Barakat uses the term “locks” (J\l) as an isti<grah reference
to both the physical and intellectual aspects of Shamsa’s relationship with Niqala. In addition to
her now “open” physical availability, their intimacy is also developing intellectually. Shamsa

has loosened the locks on her body and her mind.

Eventually, Barakat makes it clear that Niqtila has lost control over Shamsa’s intellectual
and sexual development. He laments not knowing, “the misery of wisdom. No one told me, no
one taught me that what I give, I lose. | lose it and pay an enormous price” (Harith al-Miyah,
118).% Barakat uses the term “price” (o<) as an isti‘Grah comparison between two intellectual
concepts, Niqula’s relationship with Shamsa and a possession with a definable value or price.
The similar attribute in this case is related to Niqula’s sense of loss. Losing Shamsa, Niqula

loses something he values. As he slowly realizes that he is losing control over Shamsa, he
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regrets that in his zeal to possess her, he opened the door too widely and Shamsa outpaces him
through her desire to know more than he can provide. This eventually leads to his irrelevance in

her life, and her departure.

In this context, Barakat returns to her allusion to the scriptural narrative of Eve in the
garden. As it is with traditional readings of the danger inherent in Eve’s temptation to eat from
the tree of knowledge, Niqila determines that “knowledge is dangerous for the ignorant that are
unprepared to receive it, because the matter is not limited to a lapse in understanding or a loss of
pleasure...it is as you taught me about the mandrake, how it alternates from elixir to poison”
(Harith al-Miyah, 127).%" In this tashbih image, Barakat draws her comparison between an
intellectual concept and a sensually perceptible object. It is clear within the space of this single
sentence that knowledge is like the mandrake®® plant, both posses the similar potential to be
beneficial or destructive. Despite his concern that he may lose his grip on Shamsa, in order for
Niqula to seduce her and attempt to possess her sexually, he must teach her. Although he must
introduce her to the knowledge of fabric in the pursuit of satisfaction for his sexual desire, the

lessons he offers drive the two of them apart.

As a key to her development of this theme, Barakat demonstrates that Niqala is
consciously aware of his dilemma. Although he recognizes the pitfalls of his seduction, he
suggests, “And here I am, taking a chance telling you this, for you are still ripe, but you besiege
me with your insistence and haste, and you use forbidden weapons as you threaten me with

absence. So listen well because we are together — you and | — two sailors together on the same
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reference the term al-yabriih (z s%V) is preferred here.
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adventure” (Harith al-Miyah, 128). The reference to Eve’s eating from the tree of knowledge
can be seen in the remark about Shamsa still being “ripe” (4=3), and of course the term
“forbidden” (4= ss) connects the Biblical tradition to Barakat’s narrative. Niqula realizes that he
must be cautious in order to thwart Shamsa’s hasty insistence to learn from him too quickly, to
avoid allowing her to spoil. In this case, the comparison is an example of isti<arah where
Shamsa is the forbidden fruit. The similarity shared between these two entities drawn from
separate categories is their potential to spoil. In the final sentence of the citation, Barakat offers
an example of tashbih suggesting that Niqtila and Shamsa are two “sailors” (=) together on
the same journey. It is significant at this point in the development of their relationship, that it is
Niqula who says this. From his perspective they are together in this relationship, but in a case of

dramatic irony it is clear that Shamsa is on her own path.

Although Nigqula is aware of the potential for disaster, Barakat describes him as naive and
ignorant regarding the true nature of his relationship with Shamsa. Niqala still thinks he is in
control of the situation when he says, “No Shamsa...now it is necessary for you to return home.
Remain for a while in what | have narrated for you, and what you heard. Like the silk worm, it is
necessary for you to fast a little from the gluttony of listening...so that the quality of the story’s
spinning reaches perfection” (Harith al-Miyah, 150).*%° Barakat develops this tamzhil image
within the space of several sentences; Shamsa is like the silk worm in need of rest prior to
reaching the perfection in her knowledge of the story Niqiila tells her. This comparison also
connects the theme under development within the context of Niqiila’s relationship with Shamsa

to the theme of narrative weaving previously described. In this case the silk worm is the key to
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the connection between the knowledge of fabric and the process of “spinning” a narrative ( JJ¢
4ss), Niqala appears to recognize that there is danger in Shamsa’s “voracious appetite” for

knowledge. He must be careful not to push her too far too fast for fear of losing her.

In the continuance of this theme Barakat clearly demonstrates that Shamsa succumbs to
the temptation for knowledge, and her desire to know only increases with every new disclosure

(133

from Niqila. She begs him, “‘repeat the story of velvet a second time for me,’ she said, ‘as I
would love very much to hear it before you move on me, and I move on you to another lesson’”
(Harith al-Miyah, 89)."* Again, the key to the broader tamzhil under development is the
isticarah use of velvet in this expression. At this point Shamsa’s appetite appears insatiable.
This is arguably the first indication that Niqiila will eventually lose grasp over his conquest. He
has taken her to this level of intimacy, but there are hints that he will not be able to satisfy either
her accumulating thirst for further knowledge or her growing physical desires. She has turned
the tables on Niqula and he is now the instrument she plays to meet the evolving demands of her

(113

libido. Niqula recalls her telling him, “‘turn off the light and come, we will eat together. Come,
we will devour each other. Take me’” (Harith al-Miyah, 94).%% If this change is any indication

of Shamsa’s eventual departure, Niqila is clueless, and wrapped up in the moment. Shamsa,

however, has made a transition, she has taken authority over her sexuality, she says to Niqila,

dala Guali | Gl 33 5 el i cclgal) O (e o Cailil Jadial) (8 03 s T Ausadi il (L) 3o
ol i el Jf vie el S ASal g alaud) G sl sladd ASia ASa s 8 sala

RURTOR- I FESRRE R Kl R Y PERA |

101 P\w)ﬁ‘;\dddu\}@dmu\dﬁ@.»\u\\).\.\Sg_\;\l_ab‘;ﬂbcuhw\‘u\})‘;m\
102 ‘;_\xs Licasy JSU s t,.AdstJuuU)m@L\



165

‘Come back to me,” Shamsa said. ‘Undress and lie down in the velvet, so we can cover
ourselves in it on all sides. Retrieve me within you, and return me to you...your skin
clings to mine, to its pores, body on body, raise the nap between the warp and the weft as
| tremble at the first touch. Come back to me and tell me about velvet, tell me how |

came to be velvet’ (Harith al-Miyah, 97).

With this example, Barakat shows that now Shamsa appears to be in control over the physical
and intellectual aspects of this relationship. The terms “nap” (L:V) or raised fibers of velvet, and
the “warp” (32.d)) as the threads situated lengthwise in the loom and interlaced with the “weft”
(4<:=))) to form the lengthwise treads in a woven fabric are evident here as isti<arah references to
the hair rising between the lines on her arms as she trembles at his touch. Shamsa knows what

she wants and is not ashamed to demand satisfaction.

Barakat plainly identifies Niqtla as an everyman figure in order to consider traditional
misogynistic fears that women in control of their own sexuality are dangerous. The rapid
advancement of Shamsa’s developing sexual maturity is not entirely lost on Niqtla. He does

recognize that she has changed. She has joined the ranks of experience, she is a woman:
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All of this velvet is beside you Shamsa. Your image, it is the image of a woman full with

the blessing of her abundant body. The learned seductress, the dangerously erotic, the

repressed, forbidden woman imagined in the vapors of the mist, in the tremors of desires
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guarded by armies of eunuchs, and concealed like the voices of idle, drowsy, conspiring,

mysterious women (Harith al-Miyah, 100).

At the forefront of Barakat’s underlying tamthil comparison between knowledge and sexuality is
the progression towards Shamsa’s sexual maturity, her relationship with Niqala, her knowledge
of fabrics and Niqila’s storytelling remain. In this citation, Barakat acknowledges the perverse
nature inherent in the suggestion that a woman aware of and in control of her sexuality is nothing
more than a “seductress” (4:54') and regardless of efforts to guard her desires, her sexual
maturity is dangerous in a man’s eyes. In yet another history lesson, Niqtila reminds her that
from the, “end of the age of privilege to the age of the dismal bondage of factories, as my father
says, velvet could preserve the honor of tradition. [...] the velvet garment became a symbol of
the entrance to full adult life [...] symbolizing the strength and superiority of men, and the
obedience and sexual maturity of women” (Harith al-Miyah, 101).103 In this example Barakat
explicitly states the link between velvet and sexuality as evidence of entrance into adult life.
Velvet, and particularly Shamsa’s knowledge of the fabric, in Niqiila’s eyes signals her
“submission” (=all) or her readiness to obey; she is his conquest and he has planted his flag.
This dispensation within their relationship is short lived at best, and it is mostly the product of
Nigqula’s own naiveté, or simply his immaturity. Shamsa challenges his estimation of her by
questioning, ““How can you associate sexual maturity with obedience? [...] Is that why you say |
have become velvet and the learned, lustful seductress imagined in the vapors of the mist?’”

(Harith al-Miyah, 101).*®* This is Barakat’s first indication that Shamsa will inevitably evolve in
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her knowledge of fabric and sex, and that in this evolution she will be ready to leave Niqula

behind.

In another of Barakat’s interesting twists on the story of Eve in the garden, she implies
that Shamsa is more like the serpent, playing the role of temptress in order to lure Niqala into
revealing his knowledge. When it becomes clear that Shamsa has surpassed Nigiila to the point
where he can really no longer appease her desire, his view of her begins to change along with her
thinning figure: “She appeared much taller without her roundness, like a small snake. Or a viper,
with what remains of the curving lines of her body. She was upright, motionless, like a coiled
viper” (Harith al-Miyah, 152).2% In this example Barakat repeats two fashbih images
envisioning Shamsa as a snake. She has assumed the role of the devil in the garden, tempting

Niqula to share more fruit from his tree of knowledge.

The irony persists that in order to gain access to her sexually Niqila has to share his
knowledge with her even though it is this very knowledge that leads to the dissolution of their
relationship. He clearly sees this coming as he wonders, “should I call her coming disease a
devastation or the perfection of evil and depravity, moving to another world crossing the
forbidden, a world the doctors call hysteria?”” (Harith al-Miyah, 153).1%® In this reading of the
novel, the term “hysteria” (L) is particularly meaningful. Barakat describes Niqila’s
perception of Shamsa’s command of her own sexuality as a “disease” (u=_=) building upon her
theme within the context of her underlying tamthil. Women who seem to step out of the

traditional roles set for them, roles set largely by men, have historically been condemned,
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ridiculed, and even labeled clinically insane. For Niqula such women must be crazy to attempt
to break through the limits of patriarchal society, and Shamsa’s thirst or desire for knowledge is

an all consuming disease which will inevitably lead to the corruption of her purity.

Barakat’s movement into the final stage in the development of this theme ends with
Shamsa’s knowledge of silk. Niqula sees it coming, and he has reason to consider it an ominous
development in their relationship. His father has taught him as much, that knowledge of silk is
the ruin of a woman’s virtue, and Nigqila acknowledges as much suggesting that, “we proceed to
the curse of silk” (Harith al-Miyah, 113).%" In this expression, Barakat offers an isti‘arah whose
meaning is obvious because of the previous development of the underlying tamthil. In this case
Barakat borrows the phrase “the curse of silk” (_sall 4i2l) to signify Shamsa’s sexual liberation.
Her knowledge of silk represents her unquestioned authority over her own sexuality. This
meaning is comprehensible with reference to Niquila’s thoroughly pessimistic view of his
relationship with Shamsa. The curse he perceives is related to Shamsa’s acquisition of

knowledge of silk leading to an irreversible change in how the lovers relate to each other.

Barakat leaves no confusion that this stage of Shamsa’s development is not welcomed by
Niqala. For the men in her novel, silk as a symbol of their inability to control women, is
intrinsically related to lust and seduction: “it remained a game for the eye and a pleasure for the
mind since it does not rise from a single, level plane to blend with the air and open the
imagination’s appetite for illusory lust and the seduction of the touch of vice in stripping off
what is veiled” (Harith al-Miyah, 113-114).*%® Silk is related to pleasure, lust, and vice, which is

why Niqtla hesitates to introduce it in the course of Shamsa’s education. The use of the term
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“veiled” (Jsiw) is particularly appropriate at this stage in the development of Barakat’s theme.
It is an example of isti<arah in this case simultaneously evoking the removal of clothing and the
revelation of knowledge. In a religious context a veil is often seen as “guarding” a woman’s
modesty, or reserving her beauty for her husband alone. In this case, its removal can represent a

rejection of patriarchal structures of sexual identity.

In another sign that Shamsa is beginning to leave Niqula behind, or at least growing
impatient and increasingly more unsatisfied with the pace of her learning, she challenges Niqula
again: “‘but you do not tell me the whole story. Why don’t you teach me silk?’” (Harith al-
Miyah, 124).*° This impatience may also be read as an indication of her growing sexual
frustration. As her knowledge of textiles, her sexual maturity, and her desire continue to grow,
Niqila appears inadequate. He can only bring her so far; she will eventually move on, leaving
him behind to wonder what he did wrong. With this example, Barakat invites a discussion of the
narrative of The Thousand and One Nights. At this point in their relationship, Shamsa begins to
assert herself as the authority. Like King Shahrayar who is unsatisfied by his conquests, Shamsa
expects Niqiila to entertain her. He has tempted her with his story to this point and she will
compel him to finish the narrative. She complains, “‘you are lying to me. You have never
brought me silk. You promise me the story but you don’t tell it...you promise me so that I return
to you longing to hear the conclusion that never comes, the story that does not begin’” (Harith
al-Miyah, 124).™° Niqila, in this reference, has become like Shahrazad, compelled to tell his
story for the pleasure of the woman playing the role of the sovereign in his world. Continuing

this analogy, Niqula asks if Shamsa will remain for the night: “Shamsa returned from the
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bathroom, her long red hair dripping with water. | see her turn her head into a large towel and
she doesn’t return to her clothes, so I ask her to stay the night with me and she says: ‘that
depends on the story, if hearing it entices me | will stay...if learning it seduces me’” (Harith al-
Miyah, 127).**! Shamsa has now put the onus of maintaining their relationship upon Niqtila’s
shoulders. She has asserted herself, and demonstrated that she possesses authority over her

sexuality and her availability to Niqila’s continued advancements.

In her final effort to develop the tramthil comparison between knowledge of fabric and
sexual maturity, Barakat implies a broader application of her theme beyond its relevance in the
relationship between Niqula and Shamsa. Niqula learned all of his knowledge about textiles and
women from his father. This generational knowledge, passed originally from Niqtila’s
grandfather to his father and then to him, inspires a cautious suspicion of allowing the women in
their lives access to certain information. With this additional context, Barakat reasserts the idea
that Niqala is an everyman character and his regrets about the progression and ultimate
conclusion of his relationship with Shamsa reflect a much larger concept regarding traditional
male perceptions of female sexuality. Barakat introduces a generational pattern of behavior that
helps to more broadly contextualize Niqtila’s relationship with Shamsa in this regard. When
Niqula learns about his mother’s affair with her music teacher, this development in the novel
leads to a general theory on why women go astray. As professor Kifurk, the music teacher, tries
to apologize to Niqiila’s father for the affair, Barakat introduces a theory about what these men
believe is the female obsession with silk, and with reference to the underlying tamthil, the female

obsession with sex. Nigqila recalls his father telling his rival, “if you had known what silk is
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Kifurk, you wouldn’t hope for a cure’” (Harith al-Miyah, 160).**> With the use of the term
“cure” (¢)32) Barakat once again offers an example of isti<arah in the comparison between a
woman’s unrestrained sexuality and a disease. Niqula’s father acknowledges that he has no
control over his wife’s sexual desires, she has already moved beyond him in her knowledge of
silk and therefore in her desire for sexual satisfaction. Professor Kifuirk tries to explain that there

is a more theoretical or even scientific justification for his wife’s “condition”:
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They consider wearing or sleeping in silk to be an immoral sin associated with prostitutes
who uses their bodies and their beds to seduce men...It is not a vice, Jirjis, it is an illness
that only afflicts women and is not similar to our illnesses, we men. | mean our sexual
diseases, they do not compare in any way. [...] They completely forget us. They
completely abstain from craving us. We are not present at all in their desires...There is
nothing but silk and the agonizing pleasure for it and delight in that agony cut off from
anything else. They devote themselves only to silk, obedient, lacking free will. They see

nothing else (Harith al-Miyah, 161-162).

In this example, Barakat reasserts the idea that wearing silk is a sin, an illness associated with

women. With reference to her underlying tamthil comparison, the wearing of silk is an
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expression of a woman’s sexual liberation which Barakat’s male characters associate with a
disease. Of course, these are the justifications offered by these men to explain their own inability
to reign in the sexual desires of the women in their lives. Without reflecting meaningfully upon
their own inadequacies, professor Kifurk, Jirjis, and Niqiila all want to believe that there is some
external reasoning for their personal failures with women. Returning to the original theme under
examination here, a woman’s sexual liberation is a reflection of her level of knowledge and

experience, and of a man’s failure to maintain control over her access to that knowledge.

In addition to associating all three of these men with regard to their shared inadequacies,
Barakat juxtaposes Shamsa and Niqiila’s mother in order to continue with her development of
the universal nature of this theme. Nigqila ponders: “My mother, and Shamsa after her, departed
to a place we had anticipated and were aware of, and perhaps we alone were capable, with our
anticipation and awareness, of preventing their departure and securing them” (Harith al-Miyah,
165).** This is a relatively simple example of zashbih where the comparison is drawn between
members of the same category. Shamsa and Niqula’s mother are both women, and as such
Barakat draws a similarity based on the intensity of Niqula’s disappointment and his reaction to
their respective afflictions with the disease of silk. Even in his acknowledgement of his own
failures and inadequacies, Niqila clings to the belief that perhaps things could have been
different between him and Shamsa, and even between his parents. He believes that if only he
could prevent Shamsa from gaining access to knowledge of the world he could preserve her as
his woman. Unfortunately for Niqtla, the day he completes his story of silk is the last he time

they are together: “She was naked, wrapped only in transparent silks, several layers of different
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shades” (Harith al-Miyah, 151).2** With this citation, Barakat concludes her description of the
relationship between these two primary characters. Shamsa is free and independent now, despite
Niqula’s efforts to remain in control of her knowledge. On this occasion, she precedes him so

that she could experience silk on her own accord.

In her depiction of the dissolution of this relationship, Barakat returns to her theme of the
importance of learning the lessons of the past. Once again, the question of knowledge and access
to learning holds the potential for disaster when in the wrong hands, or when neglected and not
properly applied to the present. Yet, Niqula realizes that in spite of his father’s efforts to educate
him, ultimately the knowledge he gains is limited and perhaps not even applicable to his own

situation. He wonders,
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Perhaps the reason why my grandfather’s word to my father, which remained in
gracefully composed phrases, and in the figurative language of wisdom inherited by
generations without embracing its truth, took shape and is realized in my mother’s life
story. [...] Benefiting from the grandfather’s lesson is futile. The advice is distant to the
following age, and the lesson in experience does not come unless it’s too late (Harith al-

Miyah, 165).

Essentially Barakat clearly states the idea that men have been wrong all along in their attempts to

control the women in their lives, and like other neglected lessons of the past, men will continue
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to fail to properly apply the knowledge of their forbearers in the effort to avoid repeating their
mistakes. The knowledge passed down from generation to generation is relatively useless if
subsequent generations fail to make use of it. Prior experience is meaningless if not employed
for effect in a timely manner. In this context, Barakat revisits the notion that if we fail to learn
the past we are bound to repeat it. The suggestion is, of course, that the failure to properly
acknowledge the lessons of the past leads us inevitably to repeat previous failures. In retrospect
to a previous comment on this concept, this is a failed theory because knowledge of history does
not necessarily prevent the repetition of events in time. A more appropriate rendering of this
adage is that when we fail to learn the past we will not be ready to respond appropriately when

history does repeat itself.

In a final series of images Barakat solidifies the connection between narrative weaving
and sinful knowledge, her two primary motifs. Questioning his mother’s infidelity, Niqila
ponders, “The question pressed forcefully against my head until it is pushed away in the
movement of a clock’s pendulum, like the insane detached from hearing the world completely,
departing for an emptiness whose bottom no one knows” (Harith al-Miyah, 154).** In the first
half of this expression, Niqala’s questioning of his mother’s infidelity is like a clock’s pendulum
in an example of tashbih juxtaposing an intellectual concept with a sensually perceptible object.
Barakat derives a point of similarity between these component parts of her image, which
suggests that like the pendulum, Niqiila’s questioning is ceaseless; it has no answer he can
comprehend. Furthermore, in the second half of the sentence Niqtla is like an insane man falling
into an infinitely deep depression. In this case, the comparison is an example of ramthil with its

meaning reliant on the previous phrase and drawing a similarity between two entities from the
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same category in which the shared attribute is one of intensity. Niqula’s depression is like the
insane man completely detached from the outside world. Combining these two images in this
sentence, Barakat effectively contextualizes the inadequacies of Niqtila’s response to the

behavior of the women in his life.

Reflecting upon the notion that knowledge is power, it is necessary in this framework to
reiterate Barakat’s exploration of the suggestion that certain knowledge in the hands of women is
threatening to traditional patriarchal authority. Although the primary focus of this theme is
Shamsa, and the parallel example is Niqiila’s mother, in the following example, Barakat

maintains the connection to the unreliable nature of historical narrative:
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When the strength of the thread joins with its durability it is tied to the seduction of
power and the desires of the wicked and the evil. Perhaps as a result of that the ancients
restricted the wearing of silk to the kings and the sultans and the saints and they forbid it
to anyone other than them. This was not a dictatorship, rather a defense against the lust
for power, from the delusions of power and the corruption bred in the mind and in society

and against the confusion of clear boundaries (Harith al-Miyah, 166).

The efforts referenced here of kings, sultans, and saints attempting to forbid knowledge of silk to
the masses is linked to a recognition that certain knowledge in the wrong hands inevitably leads

to destruction. Again, the knowledge of silk is an example of dangerous information: “In all
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stories of silk you will find infidelity, malice and often covetousness” (Harith al-Miyah, 167).**°

The overwhelming suggestion is that women need to be prevented from accessing certain
knowledge in order to preserve their subservient role in traditional misogynistic structures of
gender dynamics. For example, Niqila suggests that Muslim societies have traditionally been

wary of the knowledge of silk. He explains,
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The first Muslims understood this as soon as they saw the silk of the Persians and the
Byzantines. They said that the unity between the two perfect temptations is shameful: the
woman’s body and silk. Due to the intensity with which they elevated their desire for
that body they forbid covering it with silk outside the house. They said it is shameful,
covetous and dangerous. It is a terrible affliction and a test beyond the human capacity

for the eye to behold the forbidden (Harith al-Miyah, 168).

Again, Barakat links her two primary motifs in order to emphasize the absurdity of such efforts
by men to control women, and particularly their efforts to control expressions of female sexuality
which they consider threatening to their authority. Reflecting on Barakat’s successful effort to
unite these themes, Winckler writes: “In the process the fabric history turns out to be the history
of mankind, of peoples and kings. The dramaturgical arch from simple to precious fabrics —
cotton, linen, velvet to silk — is closely tied to the development of the individual from child to

adult, which in its final stage — that of silk — can culminate in madness” (Winckler, 385). Of
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course with the exception of the pendulum image and Niqula’s “insanity,” which is actually an
expression of Niqula’s inability to truly understand the women in his life, Barakat’s male

characters universally conclude that madness is a characteristic of women exclusively.

In her final reflection on the failed relationship between Niqiila and Shamsa, Barakat
creates an image emphasizing Shamsa’s independence: Shamsa tells Niqiila, “I no longer need
the weight or solid ground...I no longer like to eat, I found something better than eating...l am
becoming as light as what I wear...and perhaps I will try to fly, like a butterfly” (Harith al-
Miyah, 152).*" Barakat’s tashbth comparison between Shamsa and the butterfly stresses the
freedom of will and direction that they share. Shamsa wants to be like a butterfly, free from any
restraint and able to determine the direction of her own life. As further evidence of Barakat’s
effort to emphasize the failure of her male characters to understand the women in their lives,

Niqula regrets not challenging Shamsa’s assertion:
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| wanted to say to her that before flying, the butterfly must destroy the silk, cut the
threads. All of what it secreted throughout its life it must forget completely and not
remember anything of silk when it becomes a butterfly. So that it lives the fleeting, dull,
trivial life of butterflies. All of its past is spoiled, and it must forget silk (Harith al-

Miyah, 152).
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In the previous image, Barakat stresses the freedom of thought and action that now defines
Shamsa’s future free from restraint. In the current citation, Barakat reiterates that Niqala’s
knowledge of the past fails him not because he has forgotten the lessons of his father and

grandfather, or misapplied their message, but because what he learns from these sources is

simply wrong in the first place.

3d: Alive or dead?

Depictions of the hereafter, whether located in the foundational theological documents of
a given religion, or in contemporary literature, are inherently symbolic and metaphorical due to
the human incapacity to witness the state of being that comes after death. Life and death rest on
opposite ends of the spectrum of dissimilarity; and imagery associated with the hereafter, by
necessity, consists of familiar depictions of sights, smells and sensations perceivable during

one’s life.

In conceptualizing the hereafter, humans employ metaphor to describe the unknowable
by associating aspects of nature, perception, and emotion with an image of life after death. It
would seem natural that that which we perceive in life would be associated with that which we
will face in death; what more do we know? This is the case in the metaphoric treatment of the

hereafter in Arabic literature. According to Adunfs,

Metaphor in Arabic is more than an expressional device; it is in the structure of the
language itself, an indication of a spiritual need to transcend reality, that is the immediate
and the given, and the product of a sensibility which is bored by the concrete and looks

beyond it — a metaphysical sensibility (Poetics, 70-71).
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In order to envision the hereafter one must transcend reality. Bored with the concrete, humans
look to the metaphorical depiction of the incomprehensible to understand what lies beyond
conventional understandings of life and death. In common uses of language and in literature,
this is accomplished with metaphor. Adiinis continues by writing that metaphor, “releases
reality from its familiar context, while releasing the words used to discuss it from theirs,
changing the meaning of both words and subject matter, and in the process constructing new
relationships between one word and another, and between the word and reality” (Poetics, 71).
Adinis is not talking about the language of fantasy here. Instead, he acknowledges that in
Arabic language and literature, metaphor allows for the construction of a relationship that
conceptualizes the human encounter with life after death in terms that alter the relationship
between the word and reality. Through metaphor, words that have been associated with the
hereafter define our understanding of a reality that is inherently beyond our ability to visually
perceive, and is therefore the only way to use language “truthfully” in the service of imagining

what comes after death.

The operative form of comparative imagery in this effort to describe the afterlife is an
isti<arah based on the union of two intellectual concepts, sentient life experience and death. The
comparison in this case can be drawn between sensually perceptible entities and an inherently
intellectual concept. In order to introduce her image of the hereafter as located in the war torn
city of Beirut, Barakat gradually indicates that Niqula is in fact deceased, and narrating his own
eulogy. Niqula suggests that he lives, “now in happiness and bliss that my father and mother
never imagined in their lives. [...] And I now live as I have always desired, nothing disturbs me

here...It is as if all of our desires, my grandfather, my father and I, and perhaps also my mother,
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are embodied in my current life” (Harith al-Miyah, 16).**® In this example, Barakat’s
protagonist suggests that he lives in a state of bliss, previously unattainable during his life.
While it is not clear in the novel at this stage that Niqula is dead, as the narrative progresses this
citation provides the basis for a comparison of his “current life” and the life he left behind in
death. In the process of coming to the realization that he is dead, Barakat describes Niqila
experiencing life like a childhood fantasy: “I live now as I have always wanted surrounded by
everything I’ve desired to have around me since my childhood. I see what I want, and touch
what I’ve always dreamed of touching and to hear its rustle and to inhale its perfume, the
aromas, filling my eyes with light and shade” (Harith al-Miyah, 27).*** Each of these two
references is relatively subtle and they both serve as introductions to Barakat’s effort to situate
her reflection on the hereafter within the frame of one man’s isolation in Beirut with particular

emphasis on the pleasures of life he enjoys.

Among the initial indications that Niqula is deceased, Barakat describes his nightly
routine, in the comfort and protection of his father’s shop as he wraps himself in various fabrics
and nostalgically recalls their stories. Each night he crosses a threshold into the basement
storage room, literally entering a state of repose underground: “I nearly cried with joy and
amazement before proceeding to touch it...then, I undress completely and wrap myself inside it
the entire night” (Harith al-Miyah, 40).*?° This reference may not be clear until confirmed later
in the novel, but in retrospect Barakat is describing Niqiila as if he is buried in his grave, warped

in a funeral shroud. This example should be classified as an isti<arah based in tamthil because
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although the expression does not explicitly suggest that the fabric is his burial shroud, the

narrative as a whole confirms this interpretation.'**

Complicating her reader’s ability to determine whether or not Nigqila is actually
deceased, Barakat describes his memory of being shot and includes his conclusion that he
survived the incident. After an unidentified group of combatants captures Niqila and several

others, the men line them up and open fire. According to Niqiila in retrospect,
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| realized that they had missed me and I was still alive when | saw the swollen corpses
around me and smelled their odor. | also realized from the fragments of images flashing
in my head that | had woken up several times beneath the weight from the dead above me

and | pushed them away from me. I heard gurgling sounds from open throats spluttering

121 Recalling this specific image in Barakat’s novel, David Tresilian in A Brief Introduction to Modern Arabic

Literature writes that in her novels she “has imagined the lives of male homosexuals in Arab societies and from
within, the first-person narrators of both these works being attracted to men. In The Tiller of Waters, for example,
the narrator struggles to recreate a familiar space amid the destruction of the Lebanese civil war. Safe in the
basement of the destroyed family fabric store, he spreads out the surviving fabrics, rolling in them luxuriantly as he
remembers his mother’s world [...] but nevertheless at odds with the masculine hustle of the city outside” (Tresilian,
152). A closer reading of Harith al-Miyah reveals that this interpretation is unsupported by the narrative. In fact, by
contrast, in her novel The Stone of Laughter, where the protagonist is clearly described as a homosexual man, there
is nothing in this novel to suggest that Niqila is homosexual. Simply reflecting on the nature of Niqiila’s infatuation
with Shamsa and their intimate, physical relationship undermines Tresilian’s reading of his character. An early
reference to his attraction to women also appears in an example of tashbih as he sees the cousin of his friend Abd al-
Karim and considers his prospects for courting her. His friend leads Niqula to understand that she is, “farther from
my reach than the stars in the sky” (Harith al-Miyah, 19). This expression is simple to understand as an example of
tashbrh comparing entities derived from disparate categories which nonetheless share a similar attribute in that they
are both out of Niqiila’s reach; like the stars in the sky Niqiila has no chance of coming near this young woman. In
his effort to draw a link between these two novels, Tresilian stretches the boundaries of interpretation to arrive at a
conclusion without adequate evidence, and ignores the broader theme associated with death in his reading of Niqtla
and his tendency to rest while wrapped in a shroud under the ground.
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into the air quickly fading away, extinguished after being filled with the rain water
violently pouring down. Rain so violent its crackling deafened my ears and returned me

to my sleep (Harith al-Miyah, 120).

Read in isolation it is not necessary to conclude that this is the moment of Niqiila’s death, but
when considering Barakat’s typically tangential references to the war itself in conjunction with
the eventual revelation that Niqala is in fact dead, this passage is especially relevant. In the last
sentence of this citation, Barakat describes the violent, crackling rain deafening Niqula’s ears
and returning him to his sleep. Again, read in context of Niqtila’s death, the rain in this image is
borrowed in an example of isti<arah for the bullets fired into the crowd. Although this
conclusion still is not adequate in terms of locating exactly when Niqiila dies, in the following
example Barakat refers to the same incident with a vivid description of the moment when the

combatants fire upon him:
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I don’t think I fear anything after the machine gun’s bullets missed me when we stood in
a single line against the wall. They threw our bodies behind the barricade believing that
all of us had died, or that we were on the verge of death with the blood gushing forth
from the holes that the bullets left in us. Terrified, | must have fallen before the bullets
reached me and the other bodies covered me, or at least the body of whomever had been

closest to me on my left (Harith al-Miyah, 121).



183

In locating this incident as the moment of his death, it is important to recognize that Barakat
clearly describes Niqiila as being unaware of the fact that he is actually dead until the novel
comes to an end. Once he reaches this conclusion Niqula realizes, “I died without warning, or
without preparing myself to meet the angel of death. I knew this from the transformation of
things, from time’s passing without me” (Harith al-Miyah, 171).*** In the closing moments of
the novel Niqiila repeats his lament that he was not prepared for his demise. He asks himself,
“Who killed me? I did not die a natural death, I did not see death coming so that I could be
aware of it” (Harith al-Miyah, 172).**® Regardless of when he dies, the fact of Niqiila’s death
within the narrative arch of her novel, affords Barakat the opportunity to situate the city of Beirut

as a physical location for the hereafter with descriptive imagery naturally inflected by metaphor.

3e: The Church as a Gate to Hell:

Developing her comparison between the city of Beirut and the hereafter, Barakat offers
references to specific locations which reflect the potential for both punishment and reward in
death. With respect to the former, it is interesting in and of itself that she introduces the image of
a church, a place of sanctuary for the living, as a gate to hell. Each time he enters the church,
Niqula eventually finds himself lost in the voluminous catacombs under the surface. In his
descent into hell he is confused: “I did not know how I found myself in a dark hole beneath the
ground. [...] There was nothing there except the stone steps, and I began to descend step by step

124

filled with apprehension” (Harith al-Miyah, 50).”*" The comparison Barakat offers in this
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example is another example of isticarah based in tamthil requiring a reflection upon the broader
context of her references to the time Niqiila spends under the church. In this example, Niqula is
stuck in a dark hole, apprehensive in his descent with nothing to soothe his sense of fear which
grows with every step. At one point while under the ground Niqila is tormented by voices he
cannot understand: “Then I heard voices. Babble. [...] An incomprehensible language. [...]
What am I hearing, what language? Who was speaking above, which devils? [...] [ remained
stiff as a rock until they were completely gone and their voices and the rumbling metallic clamor
disappeared” (Harith al-Miyah, 74).** With this reference Barakat exemplifies the requisite
balance between realistic imagery known and sensually perceptible in life and the necessity to
draw on that imagery in order to describe living in a state of death. The term “devils” (Cblad) is
primarily relevant in this regard. In this example, the key to the isti<arah comparison between
hell and Beirut is the recognition that underneath the church, Barakat places Niqila
simultaneously in a hell occupied by devils while also in close proximity to the reality of war in
the city streets. In the case of the latter reading, the voices he hears could simply be coming
from one of several groups of enemy combatants. Edward Said succinctly outlines the

complexities of the various parties engaged in the Lebanese Civil War writing,

The Lebanese conflagration has seemed to pit ‘Muslims’ against ‘Christians,” but what
has been obscured is that it is the Maronites, a special variety of Oriental Christianity,
who at the start of the war opposed the Sunni Muslims, themselves not in alliance with
the populous Shiite Muslims; and the fierce Maronite struggle has not at all included the

Greek Orthodox or Protestant or Armenian or Greek Catholic communities with nearly as
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much unanimity as one would have expected. Then, too, there has been the active Israeli
role in egging on the Maronites, providing them with arms, supplies, and political
support. The Israeli policy in Lebanon has partly been governed not by sympathy for ‘the
Christians’ but by a common minority cause with the Christian right-wing ambition to

destroy the Palestinians” (Question, 146).

Reflecting on the sectarian nature of the Lebanese civil war it makes sense that Niqiila might
likely encounter individuals whose language he does not understand whether in reference to the
dialectical variation apparent in the Arabic language, the prevalence of languages like English
and French in Lebanon, or in reference to the presence of Israeli soldiers speaking Hebrew.
Therefore, this particular reference to hell by necessity requires a descriptive use of language

rooted in the reality of the circumstances of a city at war.

Barakat describes several trips Niqula makes into the dark underworld situated beneath
the church. After each instance he is saved by a glimpse of light that guides him back to the

surface:
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My sense of the predicament | am in came back to me and | urged myself to reflect on
leaving before the darkness fell entirely over the place...and there was no alternative
before me except heading in the direction of the scarce light. [...] Quickly I was able to
reach the source of the light which was covered in many plants...and with ease I was able

to climb to the opening, | pushed the plants aside and | walked out (Harith al-Miyah, 52).
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After each trip to the underworld, Niqala’s deliverance is marked by his return to the surface
guided by a light leading him back to a landscape covered in foliage evocative of a thriving,
fertile garden. However, with the acknowledgement that Niqila is not necessarily safe above the

ground, Barakat appears to suggest the existence of purgatory, a place in between heaven and

hell.

After establishing the church as a gate to the underworld, Barakat describes how the
torments of hell pursue Niqula even in the streets. For example, emerging from underground
Niqula encounters a pack of stray dogs; and like demons they threaten his sense of tranquility:
“Shrill and intense the howling rose, and it pierced my head and filled it with terror in a single
moment...It is not the howling of dogs, I kept repeating to myself, and I searched for a place to
hide, the hair on my head sticking up like the spines on a hedgehog” (Harith al-Miyah, 54).126
Again, in this citation Barakat includes a relatively straightforward tashbih comparison to
describe Niqula like a hedgehog in his terrified reaction when he first notices the presence of the
dogs. The presence of the dogs, however, serves a larger purpose in Barakat’s imagery of the
hereafter. For example, Niqala finds that avoiding the dogs, “was not easy with me in my
isolated place, its passageways like a labyrinth” (Harith al-Miyah, 54).**" In this case, he is
roaming the city streets in the effort to avoid the dogs and finds himself stuck in a labyrinth
without hope for escape. In the pursuance of her underlying isticarah based in tamthil, Barakat is

describing Niqiila in hell, tormented by demons and unable to find sanctuary.

In one such instance where Niqula finds himself surrounded by the dogs, in his despair he

arrives at a critical realization of his predicament: “This is all nonsense...this is all nonsense...I
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won’t risk anything, and I will stay in my loft until my death...I will never return to my blissful
life, my paradise...my garden will die and I won’t say goodbye to my fabric and my home”
(Harith al-Miyah, 55-56)."* In essence the demon dogs, as Niqiila sees them at this point,
torment him to the extent that he has lost all hope. These events all occur after his first descent
into hell underneath the church. In context with Barakat’s narrative reflection on the afterlife,
Niqila is confronted with his final judgment in these scenes. The fear and critical self reflection
he experiences contribute to an overwhelming despair indicating the prospect that his
punishment awaits. In another instance when he encounters the dogs, “I began to recall the
beauty of this exceptional day with the perfection of its pleasures and its joys forbidden to me,
and | consider the punishment which God has brought down upon me in exchange for all of it.
The punishment which howls above my head” (Harith al-Miyah, 95-96).**° In this example,
Barakat once again places Niqiila in a position which implies he is buried and terrorized by
demons. He has no hope for redemption and feels that all has been lost. Eventually he
endeavors to resist this menacing punishment, “I said I wouldn’t die here, and the more I delayed
my departure the more my frailty ruined me and the stronger the beast above me” (Harith al-
Miyah, 103).*® In each of these brief citations when dogs confront him in the streets of Beirut,
Barakat’s narrative speculation on Niqiila’s final judgment all lead to the conclusion that he is
destined for hell. Barakat associates the terms “labyrinth” (4aU), “punishment” (u<b=ill), and
“beast” (Ui sll) with the notion that in his death Niqula would only find the torments of hell

without hope for redemption.
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3f: Beirut as the Garden of Eden:

Contrasting starkly with these scenes of suffering and trepidation, Barakat also creates a
sense that Niqila finds reward in his death. In this case, Barakat fills his days with signs of
abundance and peace which Niqiila enjoys in spite of the intermittent reminders that he is
occupying a secluded place within the war ravaged center of Beirut. Regarding the city as the
location of paradise, Barakat establishes this theme in the opening pages of her novel when
Niqula’s mother Athena describes secing Beirut for the first time from the sea: “It was a
beautiful land from afar, like the vision of a dream” (Harith al-Miyah, 9).**" In this tashbih
expression, Beirut is like a dream, and Barakat compares the physical, perceptible location of the
city with an intellectual image associated with pleasure. Barakat also establishes that, like the
Garden of Eden, Beirut is a place of temptation. Niqula’s grandfather warns his father to avoid

this temptation:
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He did not resist when she decided to reside in Beirut despite all he had heard from his
father, also from Beirut, who narrated to him at length and read much about that
city...And he always ended his reading sessions advising his son not to get caught in
Beirut’s temptation, and to one day consider his return because it was his ancestors’ land

(Harith al-Miyah, 11).
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The term “temptation” (%) s¢) provides the key to Barakat’s comparison between Beirut and a
celestial paradise. In this case, the similar attribute shared between the city and the famous
garden is the offer of both a joyful life of leisure and the ever present temptation into sin. This
citation is also interesting in relation to the development of Barakat’s other primary motifs about
narrative weaving and the sinful nature of forbidden knowledge. Barakat suggests in this
example that Niqula’s father is ignoring the lessons of his past and that this mistake will only
lead to suffering. As will become apparent through the course of the novel, Beirut is also the

scene of temptation for Niquila’s mother and her subsequent “fall” into sin.

In another reference supporting the image of Beirut as the location of paradise, describing

the city as he sees it Niqula is confused:
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How is this possible? 1 wondered. From where had all of this abundance come to the
land, where did the roads’ asphalt go? Had the bombs plowed it or had what fell from
buildings and what had been swept away by rain water, which washed the stone, created
a new land on the Earth? | wonder was | absent from time, oblivious to its flow since the

events began to transform into war (Harith al-Miyah, 31).

Barakat makes it clear that the city in Niqiila’s eyes is foreign to him despite the fact that he had
lived there all his life. An abundance of foliage has replaced the city’s asphalt roads to the extent
that Niqula wonders if it was bombs which plowed the land and recreated the Earth. This is an

especially powerful image in the service of Barakat’s underlying comparison. Just as God
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created the heavens and the Earth, the gods of war and their bombs have created Beirut anew
rendering Niqula oblivious to the flow of life beyond the garden all around him. Barakat even
includes a reference to a fruit bearing tree in the center of Niqula’s strange and unfamiliar new

home:
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I, who was raised in these narrow streets didn’t think I knew if the loguat tree, whose
fruit I had lived on for a long time, was present in its place here [...] since the market was
a market, or did it grow and bear fruit in my absence...In concerto with this paradise that
the lord had ignited, burning it in order to overcome the devastation, to obliterate it and

triumph over it, for the soil to recover its authority (Harith al-Miyah, 31).

These references combine within Barakat’s frame to suggest that Niqiila is indeed living in a

place God has created for him, a “paradise™ (1)) meant to triumph over the devastation of war.

Continuing to develop her suggestion that Beirut is the site of paradise, Nigqiila reflects on
his situation and concludes that, “like the prophets I walk where I want and desire for my own
amusement and discovery, and for the wisdom of the days and nights which I discover without
fear after establishing my authority over these places...for long period of time” (Harith al-
Miyah, 66).*** Niqula is free to enjoy the abundance around him without restraint. This situation
contradicts the otherwise chaotic reality of war which Barakat consistently reminds her reader is

ever present despite its seemingly tangential relevance in Niqiila’s current life.
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In the next example Barakat continues to provide evidence in support of the notion that

Nigqiila’s experience in the streets of Beirut is akin to living among the pleasures of Eden:
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I began to walk, naked and light [...] The small date palm was in its place with its fruit
still upon it, ripe. I climbed the palm’s trunk quickly and easily and I began to pick the
delicious dates and | eat until my belly fills. | carried some palm branches heavy with

fruit, and | headed happily and with delight toward my house asking myself about what
the current state of the garden and terrace is without feeling uneasy about it (Harith al-

Miyah, 123).

Among the keys of comparison to this particular example, Niqula is naked like Adam and Eve
prior to the fall. In this case, he willfully enjoys the fruits of the date palm without restraint or
concern for the battles raging around him. However, Barakat also complicates these scenes as
Niqila begins to think more deeply about the nature of his existence as yet still unaware of his
death. For example, Niqila is never satisfied in his condition, “I can hardly stop eating. It is as
if whatever | swallow does not placate or fill my stomach. 1 try chewing things that | had not
come close to previously, plants or creepers crawling on the ground or birds caught in my traps.
I despise hardly anything” (Harith al-Miyah, 139).** The point of emphasis here is that Niqila

is surrounded by abundance but the satisfaction he seeks in eating whatever he encounters

13 B bl 3 4 081 Al e e nl Waslar ¥ ime i lagy Y anlisl Le (S S (e b gl Y
Lud il Y s é\.\uéu’ﬁj“)}.\bj‘ua‘)y“;uﬁdué“j‘)"‘



192

continually eludes him. In his current state he wants for nothing, but still he finds himself

wanting more.

In reference to these scenes of pleasure and abundance, Winckler identifies Barakat’s

achievement in the development of this image of paradise on Earth:

Niqula builds a new ‘home’ in his extensively gutted shop, amidst the devastated souks
of Beirut’s city center. In the heart of the fiercely contested city he lives in a kind of
utopia — a ‘non-place’ —, in fully deserted surroundings, where wolf-like dogs roam the
streets, one of which he takes for a companion. Even after the fighting comes to an end
[...] long after the end of the war, the outside world eventually penetrates into his

‘utopia’ (Winckler, 385).

It is in the creation of this “non-place” that Barakat carves out the utopian vision of Niqala’s life
after death. The reader of these pages is constantly reminded that the nature of Niqula’s
existence is a reflection upon his prospects for reward in the afterlife. The peripheral presence of
the war is among the most obvious gateways to this conclusion. In spite of his wandering the
streets of a densely populated metropolis where various factions struggle for supremacy, Niqala
is seemingly alone. Perhaps above all other details of his existence, this fact is the most telling
with respect to the reality of his demise. Although all people experience death, the individual

must by necessity experience his transition from life alone.
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39: Border Security

Developing several minor themes on the periphery of her more extensively established
motifs, Barakat successfully creates expressions based in comparative imagery to provide
commentary on some of the more nuanced social and political consequences of the Lebanese
civil war. One of the more effective of these minor themes relates to the efforts by various
militant groups to identify their place within the broader regional conflict. The Lebanese civil
war is characterized by the sectarian nature of Lebanese society itself. Describing the civil war

in Lebanon as it applies to Barakat’s fiction Winckler writes,

The unity of the nation was shattered and countless splinter groups were formed, whose
‘opponents’ and ‘coalition partners’ rotated at ever-diminishing intervals. If the fronts of
the conflict were initially clearly recognizable, as it unfolded the war seemed increasingly
irrational and unfathomable. No end was in sight, or rather, time and again it seemed as

if the fighting had ended, only for it to flare up again shortly afterwards (Winckler, 383).

Among the various factions endeavoring to enforce claims to the land are disparate and
conflicting groups of Muslims, Christians, secularists and foreigners including Americans,
Iranians and Israelis. In order to contextualize this chaotic array of oppositional forces, Barakat
describes Niqiila’s own realization that he must, like those threatening him, make an effort to
define the boarders of his territory: “I didn’t hear any suspicious movements but I stayed awhile
in my hiding place. Perhaps he is setting a trap for me. He’ll let me leave safely from my hiding
place then hunt me on his ground which he has fenced in with his urine, as he guards the air with

his powerful nostrils” (Harith al-Miyah, 103).** In the immediate context of this citation,
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Nigqula is specifically worried about the presence of the stray dogs stalking him. More broadly
applied as a reflection of Barakat’s use of comparative imagery, the dogs provide an effective
example of isticarah in reference to the militants and the borderlines relevant to the conflict
dividing the city of Beirut which are carefully defined and defended. Without mentioning the
militants explicitly, Barakat compares them with the wolves, entities derived from separate
categories which share a similar attribute based on their shared tendency to mark, occupy, and

defend specific territory.

Eventually Niqula tries to mark his own territory with urine in an effort to defend himself
against these militant dogs: “Thus I tried, in the very least and as an experiment, to enclose a
circle to be my territory. I’ll see him enter my territory and if we are capable, the two of us, to
find an agreement, symbolic of the possibility for us to begin to live together in peace in this,
God’s wide world” (Harith al-Miyah, 104).**® In this instance Barakat is directly addressing one
of the most fundamental aspects of this regional conflict. Within this tenuous and constantly
evolving scenario as it applies to Barakat’s novel, in order for peace to be achieved, specific lines
of demarcation must be established and respected by the various conflicting parties. These
borders are necessary in the wider regional peace process because acknowledging the legitimacy
of borders is at least a symbol of the requisite identification of the conflicting groups’ presence
and their mutual right to exist in God’s wide world. As Niqula proceeds to define his own
territorial boundaries, he is cognizant of his responsibility to do so and encouraged by the

possibility for peaceful coexistence with his enemies:
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In any case, it is on me to be braver, a bit more courageous...and to not pee, or be on the
brink of peeing in my pants whenever the dog’s jaws come into my sight...Once again |
began to convince myself of the necessity to come to some sensible coexistence, without
bloody confrontations...and I said, perhaps what I did today by urinating in the places I

pass through on my way here is a good start (Harith al-Miyah, 107).

As an analogy for the complex nature of conflict, Barakat’s description of the process of marking
one’s territory with urine and the implication that the conflicting militant groups are
appropriately described as dogs is an especially effective rhetorical device. In the context of war
these various factions occupying portions of Beirut exist in denial of the humanity of their
opponents. They are all more like dogs than humans in their struggle to assert their authority, to

define their respective territories, and to fight in order to maintain a secure sense of place.

3h: Gamal <Abd al-Nasir as the Goalie before a Penalty Kick

Barakat also uses the question of border security as an opening to consider a more
broadly defined reflection on the historical and regional implications of the violence in Lebanon.
Thinking that the dogs were surrounding him, Niqiila recalls an argument between his mother
and father about Gamal cAbd al-Nasir’s June War strategy. His mother explains that <Abd al-
Nasir, “said to himself: ‘They are leaking information that they will attack in the east, so | figure

they will come from the west so if I wait for them in the east, they’ll strike in the west’” (Harith
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al-Miyah, 106).*® In response to his wife’s assertion Niqiila’s father suggests that, “‘the
problem is similar to the position of the goal keeper before the release of a penalty strike [...] in
an instant, a second before. East or West. The foot will strike the ball to my right or to my left.
Where is the intelligence in that?*” (Harith al-Miyah, 107)."*" Niqiila’s mother retorts, ““War is
not football, so of course there is intelligence. As the goalie looks in the eyes of the player in
front of him he must know, or his behavior must influence the player’s behavior, in the
movement of his foot. This is intelligence. Why do the Israelis always know?*” (Harith al-

Miyah, 107).1%8 Finally, reflecting on this dilemma Niqiila decides,
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It has no solution. The two of them, my mother and my father together were right, but
my father’s opinion resonated for me. It is very difficult to influence the player’s
behavior when he is far away from you...he is not looking into your eyes or hearing your
voice. He is looking at the net and at the ball...and he is hearing the crowd and their

cheers and the beating of his heart (Harith al-Miyah, 108).

With this minor elucidation into the larger context of the regional conflicts that have defined the
second half of twentieth century Middle Eastern history Barakat identifies, if only briefly, the

complexity of the situation with an example appropriately situated within Arab culture. Instead
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of diminishing the gravity of the test confronting the Arab world in the June War, the simplicity
of Barakat’s football analogy demonstrates the efforts on behalf of common citizens to make
sense of historical events beyond their control and even beyond their ability to fully understand
by nature of their lack of a role in the decision making process. cAbd al-Nasir is like the goal
keeper who fails to respond in his moment of expectation. By extension in this case, Israel is the
player poised to strike the ball unfazed by the gesticulations of the keeper or the roaring of the
crowd. Each of these comparisons relies on the juxtaposition of entities drawn from the category
of human experience. The shared attribute between cAbd al-Nasir as the goal keeper and the
Israeli government as the penalty kicker is a common intellectual characteristic they share in the
crucial moment related to strategy. Focused on the goal, the Israeli government ignores all
distractions and decisively sends the ball into the net while ¢Abd al-Nasir overanalyzes his
opponent and fails to provide an effective defense, thereby becoming the scapegoat for the
failures of his team. This last point is perhaps the most poignant in Barakat’s image. In the
context of the football match, the only reason why the penalty kick occurs in the first place is as
a result of the previous failures of the goal keeper’s teammates. Whether as the result of a foul
during the match or as a consequence of the team’s failure to decisively score a victory
throughout the duration of the match, ultimately the position of the goal keeper is the most
visible on the field and his action is scrutinized more closely in the final moment regardless of
his performance throughout the entire contest. With this analogy, articulated from the
perspective of common citizens, Barakat brilliantly sums up the inadequacies of Arab society in

its attempt to confront Israel.
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3i: One Thousand Suns Over Japan

Finally, in a reference that suffers from a lack of any previous or even subsequent
contextual relevance, Barakat introduces an image of the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki
in order to comment on what she evidently considers the inevitability of war to elicit
unnecessarily destructive force upon civilian populations.™*® The point of dropping the atomic
bombs on Japan, according to Niqula’s father, was to “test the destructive power of the newest
bomb to be manufactured at that time. [...] The Japanese wanted to surrender but the Americans
delayed acceptance of this surrender in order to test the bomb and to irritate the allies, and
especially Stalin” (Harith al-Miyah, 96).140 Initially, Barakat situates these musings in a casual
conversation and she unequivocally indicates that the decision to drop these bombs was not
actually made in the effort to end the war as it is described in popular American sentiment
apparent in the narrative histories of World War 1l. Niqula’s father continues by suggesting, “Of
course, to irritate the allies while the point of dividing the spoils of war began, in the post war
stage. Everyone wants to be seen by his neighbor as the strongest, and to warrant the necessity
for the lion’s share of the loot to fall to him, and also that the decisions of leadership and
authority should belong to him” (Harith al-Miyah, 96).*** Each of these statements contradicts
the American justification for the bombs which traditionally includes the idea that without this
attack, the war with Japan would have continued into the foreseeable future and would have

resulted in an ever increasing loss of American blood and treasure.

39 This is actually not an original idea in and of itself. Even Robert McNamara shares this opinion in his mea culpa
reflection on his personal role in influencing military action by the United States over several decades in the last half
century. See the documentary film, The Fog of War: Eleven Lessons from the Life of Robert McNamara.
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With these statements, Barakat prepares the groundwork for the following image: “It was
a day certainly like that day. Then the light of a thousand suns burning in a single moment was
added to that day. The largest rainbow fluctuated with millions of colors...surely just like the
moment when God created the heavens and the earth...then the black rain upon the smoking
corpses” (Harith al-Miyah, 96-97).*** This expression is an example of comparative imagery
more appropriately described as takhyil because of the inclusion of an image arguably drawn
from fantasy. One must imagine the brilliance of the light of a thousand suns in order to
recognize the reality of the bomb’s blast as it appeared in the early morning sky that day.
Additionally, Barakat then compares this moment with the moment of creation, an allegorical if

not crudely devised reference to the big bang.

Although there is at least one previous reference to bombs plowing the city of Beirut
inaugurating a new creation of abundance evocative of a similar allegorical reference to the
creation of the Earth,**® this reference is awkward because it lacks an appropriate contextual
anchor in Barakat’s novel. There is no other reference, critical or otherwise, to the United States
beyond this passage in the novel. In the immediate context, the passage follows Niqtla’s
musings about the beauty of the day he has enjoyed. This beauty causes him to ponder how
beautiful it must have been on the day the bombs were dropped on Japan. Although it appears to
be a reference to a reflection upon the notion that calm weather portends a coming storm, the

reference seems forced and out of place.
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3j: The Question of Unity

With respect to the compositional merits of textual unity, there are several strengths
worthy of acknowledgment regarding specific images Barakat creates in the development of her
primary motifs. Among Barakat’s primary weaknesses in this novel, however, is her failure to
develop the narrative weaving motif beyond references to broad notions about the cyclical nature
of events across time in human history. Her efforts to contextualize a culturally universal
application of the themes supporting the wider motif fall short. Although it would seem she is
headed in this direction at times, this general premise fails to unite her narrative adequately as an
elucidation on the nature of storytelling and its generational relevance over time. While Barakat
does manage to develop the peripheral premise that the quality of narrative and weaving are
valuable in the preservation of knowledge, she does not appear concerned with linking the

concept to the development of her other themes.

Among the strengths of her novel, Barakat expertly renders the failure of her male
characters to recognize their own inadequacies in regard to the preservation of their intimate
relationships. Barakat successfully contextualizes the consequences of Niqiila’s misguided
efforts to control Shamsa physically, emotionally and intellectually. The themes supporting her
motif concerning the dangers of knowledge with respect to the story of fabrics, as opposed to the
more broadly defined weaving of narratives, do effectively invite a deeper analysis of the unity
apparent in the specific images she creates. For example, Barakat is convincing in her efforts to
associate different stages of Shamsa’s sexual development with her evolving interest in and
knowledge of specific fabrics. As an aspect of this theme, she also provides a consistent link
with the scriptural narrative of Eve’s thirst for knowledge and the male perception that this desire

to know more is inherently sinful. There is palpable humor in the trepidation Niqula feels about
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sharing the story of silk with Shamsa particularly in reference to his eagerness to get her out of
her linen and into the velvet of experience as quickly as possible in the early stages of their
relationship. Also, the progression from one lesson to the next does provide for more of a
unified narrative as her trajectory ends where it should, with the dissolution of Niqula’s

relationship with Shamsa.

Among the themes Barakat develops in the “background,” the different application of
references to Eve and the Garden of Eden are well situated and applicable to several different
themes across the narrative. In addition to her creativity with respect to the sinful search for
knowledge as it applies to Shamsa, the dramatic irony she creates in her reader’s
acknowledgement of Niquila’s demise relies on the evidence she provides of his blissful
existence in Beirut on the one hand contrasted with the scenes of deprivation and despair on the
other. Her insistence on maintaining the peripheral relevance of the war is one of the effective

unifying factors of her narrative.

Reflecting on her use of individual images in the development of her minor themes, some
of her examples are also expertly rendered in terms of the strength of harmony and difference
within al-Jurjani’s spectrum of dissimilarity. The dogs, for example, and Niqiila’s musings about
the necessity to mark his territory allow Barakat to directly confront some of the most
fundamental issues regarding the sectarian nature of the Lebanese civil war without betraying her
insistence on maintaining its peripheral relevance in the broader narrative. In fact this is one of
her most effective uses of isti<arah as she is able to continue to develop the notion that Beirut is a
location for the afterlife while also confronting the lingering issues of reality as it pertains to the
war. In this way, the dogs and their territoriality provide an effective referent for both Niqala’s

various torments in death and for Barakat’s consideration of the future potential for peace.
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Finally, the last two images examined in this chapter, namely the comparison of <Abd al-
Nasir and the goal keeper and the light of a thousand suns over Japan represent opposite
examples of comparative imagery with regard to al-Jurjant’s reflections on truth in metaphoric
language. As simplistic as it is on the surface, the <Abd al-Nasir analogy is actually quite
profound with regard to the fact that he was widely criticized for his military strategy during the
June War. There are several truths apparent in this analogy. Again, for legitimate reasons as the
leader of one of the most sophisticated Arab armies at the beginning of the June War, <Abd al-
Nasir certainly earned his share of critical scrutiny given the dramatic defeat the Arab armies
suffered in the brief conflict. It is also true, however, that the scrutiny he received distracted the
Arab world by and large from addressing many of the fundamental questions of failure regarding

that war.

By contrast, Barakat’s image in reference to the bombing of Japan at the end of World
War 1l is misplaced and provides an example of disunity in her text. This image lacks a
contextual foundation in the novel, and is quickly forgotten in the subsequent development of the
narrative. It does, however, provide a helpful opportunity in this study to consider the difference
between isticarah and takhyil. The image of one thousand suns over Japan cannot be
appropriately classified as an example of isticarah because it violates al-Jurjani’s basic premise
of truthfulness. As it is the case in the above analysis, the image is more appropriately classified
as an example of rakhyil because of the impossibility of rendering the light of a thousand suns

into a truthful context accessible to the intellect without reference to the fantastic.
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Chapter Four
Blood and Honor:

Nawal al-Sacdawt’s Jannat wa Iblis
EAPICIEN

Jannat and the Devil

4a: The Perils of Patriarchy

It comes as no surprise to readers of Nawal al-Sacdaw1’s fiction that her novel, Jannat wa
Iblis, provides a biting critique of patriarchy. During her prolific career as a novelist, al-Sacdawi
has routinely scrutinized gender inequalities in her native Egypt.'** Similar to the other novelists
considered previously in this study, al-Sasdaw1’s narrative accomplishments in this novel derive
from her creation of a series of vivid and provocative themes supported by figurative language.
In Jannat wa Iblis nearly every paragraph includes at least one instance of comparative imagery
making it an easy choice among her other fictional works for this study. As the basis for most of
the primary motifs within her novel Jannat wa Iblis she confronts the broader historical context
of religion in Egypt as a function of its service to traditional structures of patriarchy. From the
ancient beliefs of the pharaohs to the doctrines of Judaism, Christianity and Islam, the histories,
mythologies and images of these faiths define the lives of her characters. In Jannat wa Iblis al-

Sacdaw1 re-imagines the origins of patriarchy in the Abrahamic tradition. She offers another

144 Al-Sacdawi’s novels Woman at Point Zero, God Dies by the Nile and her auto-biographical texts Memoirs of a
Woman Doctor and Memoirs from the Women s Prison are all excellent examples of her contribution to modern
Avrabic literature and the conscious effort to undermine traditional cultural structures contributing to the persistence
of gender inequalities.
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approach to reading traditional concepts and stories, such as the notion that God created man in
his image, the nature of Eve’s temptation to eat from the tree of knowledge, the Devil cast from
heaven, and the fall of (wo)man into sin. Additionally, al-Sacdawi considers the connection
between blood and honor, the violence and power relationships inherent in sexual abuse, and the

perils of lesbianism within the Egyptian cultural context.

4h: God is Man

The idea that men in positions of authority created God in their image in order to more
effectively impose their authority over those they consider inferior is among the more
provocative themes al-Sacdawi develops through the use of comparative imagery in Jannat wa
Iblis. The essential comparison is an example of isticarah based in ramthil because although she
never explicitly suggests that in reality the men in her novel are gods, with the singular exception
of Iblis, all of the male characters look alike regardless of their individual status in the hierarchy
of authority. As a consequence of this framework, al-Sacdawi1 imagines God and man as entities
drawn from the same category, and the point of similarity they share is based on the intensity
with which they exert authority over others. Al-Sacdawi reinforces this premise through the
repetitive use of comparative imagery as she essentially undermines the foundational narratives
of human religion through the reversal of one of the most basic tenants of faith in the Abrahamic
tradition in which God is said to have created man in his image. With her character known as
“the Lord” and his status as a ward of the state, for example, it is as if men have replaced god as
the authority, imprisoning him in an asylum while they manipulate “his” message to suit their

own misogynistic patriarchal world view. Through this narrative premise al-Sacdawi bluntly
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rejects the notion that a god created man in his image. Instead, men have deemed themselves to
be superior in this socio-religious framework and it is necessary for god to be imagined in the

form of a man.

As a primary figure in the development of this motif, al-Sacdaw1 situates the Lord as an
antagonistic character always seeking to control those around him. Although it becomes clear
that at one point the Lord enjoyed significant power earlier in his life, from the outset of the

novel he is a patient in the asylum and he is described in a specific way:
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The sun disc blazes above the pyramid of Khafu. His picture appears inside the disc. He
recognized his face despite the great distance, a large square like the face of the hyena.
His thick eyebrows meet at the tip of his nose, a large piece of crooked cartilage like the
beak of an eagle. Ever since he had seen it in the mirror for the first time he wanted to be
rid of it, but it was permanently ingrained in him, its roots deep inside his head. His ears
were also not like human ears, they bend forward like the horns of a cow or a calf (Jannat

wa Iblis, 45).

This citation includes three individual examples of tashbih. The Lord’s face is square like the
hyena, his nose is hooked like the eagle’s beak, and his ears bent forward like a cow or calf. The
points of comparison are based on similar attributes he shares with the physical features of

animals and the images are relatively straight forward in each instance, but this description
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portends subsequent links between the common features of men with images related to ancient
Egyptian gods. This citation as a whole serves as the basis for the primary isti<arah comparison
maintained throughout the novel in every description of men in positions of authority. The
purpose of this comparison is to demonstrate that the religion of men has been a practice
imposed upon the populace since the beginning of the earliest human civilizations by an all
seeing and all powerful god crafted in the image of a man. More directly, the suggestion here is
that there is no god. God is the creation of men in positions of power, a god crafted in their
image in order to impose their authority over the masses. The fact that the Lord is a mental
patient indicates that men have imprisoned religion in the asylum. They assert their control over
god and the devil by packing them away among other discarded members of society. With the

Lord locked away, men have then gone on to rule the world by the dictates of their own desires.

As she outlines the basis for this premise in her novel, al-Sacdaw1 establishes the notion

that from the earliest beginnings of civilization in Egypt the asylum has been,
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A house of government or an ancient palace since the Pharaohs. A king used to live in it
who imagined himself as reigning over the heavens and the earth, and over the sons of
Adam and the daughters of Eve. Then he died, just as horses die. They buried himin a
hole in the ground next to his horse and his sword. Nothing remained of the three except

for a small piece of iron in the form of a half circle. It was a horseshoe from the horse’s
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hoof and it was shown inside a glass chamber in the city museum open for the tourists

(Jannat wa Iblis, 6).

The suggestion that a king from ancient Egypt imagines himself as ruling over heaven and earth
and over the sons of Adam and the daughters of Eve is an example of isti<arah. Although there
is no direct reference to “god” in the sentence, the king’s rule, at least as he imagines it during
his lifetime, is compared to the rule of a god with dominion over humanity. The reference is also
derogatory, as it is a reflection on the fact that the king is not a god, he is mortal and dies just like
horses die. The expression comparing the king to the horse is an example of tashbih. The King
and the horse are obviously derived from different species, but the common attribute linking
them is simply their mortality. The phrase “he died, just as horses die,” is comprehensible
without any deeper reflection upon the context. For all the power and authority he enjoys in life,
the king dies and is largely forgotten. The horseshoe completes this citation and should be read
as an example of tamthil. Within several sentences the king’s living self has been reduced to a
piece of metal associated with his rule. This artifact is all that remains after all other remnants of
his existence decomposed over time, and the king is now nothing more than the horse’s shoe.
The one time “god king” reduced to the reality of his mortality is remembered because of a
mundane trinket of casual interest to modern day tourists. With this citation, al-Sacdawi expertly
recalls the belief among the ancient Egyptians that their potential for happiness in the afterlife
requires that their physical appearance in life be preserved in death. This reference is especially
meaningful in the continued development of her theme because of the traditional belief among
the ancient Egyptians that even in death there is recognition of the relevance of worldly

hierarchy. Put simply, not everyone got the royal treatment in ancient Egyptian society when it
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came to burial practices and the potential for a life of leisure in death.'* Not only did the king in
the previous reference and his worldly artifacts, buried with him in the belief that they would be
beneficial to him in death, decay away to nothing, he is also virtually unrecognizable when all
that is left is a horse shoe to remember him by and he is thus relegated to suffer the curse of non-
existence. In this manner, al-Sacdawi emphasizes the absurdity inherent in one of the most

fundamental beliefs of ancient Egyptian theology regarding resurrection and everlasting life.

In another reference linked to this ancient Egyptian belief system, when the Lord recalls

hearing his acolytes call out, “May he live forever,”
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He receives the word, ‘forever,” with all the openings in his head, the eyes, the nose and
the mouth. The ears perk up, the pores on his body open. He takes in the word

‘eternity’ and the letters are drops of water he laps up with the tip of his tongue then

he chews on it. He shakes his head, an indication of his satisfaction. A thin smile hovers
around his lips slanting, twisted to the right side of his mouth. Then it straightens out

(Jannat wa Iblis, 46).

15 In Egyptian Religion, Siegfried Morenz writes that it was not until the end of the Old Kingdom, during the First
Intermediate Period when, “the Egyptians secured access to the realm of the dead in heaven, previously reserved to
the king, and that for private persons the (bird-like) ‘soul’ (ba) was associated with heaven. In this way the
preservation of the body in the tomb became the prerequisite for ascent to heaven” (Morenz, 206). Regarding
evidence of the belief that the body must be preserved in death in the earliest known burials in ancient Egypt, in
Egyptian Religion: Ideas of the Afterlife in Ancient Egypt, E.A. Wallis Budge explains that, “Before the body was
laid in the ground it was either wrapped in gazelle skin or laid in loose grass; the substance used for the purpose of
wrapping probably depended upon the social condition of the deceased” (Budge, 185). Therefore, even in the
earliest development of the Egyptian conception of the afterlife, both the need to preserve one’s appearance and the
reality of worldly privilege are evident in burial practices.
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The way the Lord encounters these words “forever” (¥') and “immortality” (2s1') provides the
space for a tamthil comparison. In both cases the comparison, comprehensible by reference to
several sentences, compares entities drawn from separate categories, such as food and words,
where the similar attribute is discovered in the idea that the letters are drops of water the Lord
consumes with pleasure and satisfaction, or food he consumes to satisfy his hunger for
affirmation. Additionally, his smile, twisted to the side, is also relevant in this citation because it
is one of several attributes of masculinity repeated in depictions of men throughout the novel.
The image of the smile twisted to the right side of the mouth evokes two dimensional renderings
of gods from the ancient Egyptian pantheon. The gods Horus, Set, Thoth, Khnum, Sobek, Ra,
and Anubis, for example, all have non-human heads.'*® They are commonly depicted from the
side, in this case the right side, and each holds a unique, twisted grin. It is evident in the
following examples that depictions of men in various positions of authority invariably include a

feature that resembles one or several of these particular gods.

Building upon this notion that all men are essentially the same in appearance, as if crafted
in the same image, Iblis recalls his father “was sitting on the high-backed chair in a military
uniform, discs shining with a red glow upon his chest. His shoulders broad and full, his nose a
large piece of cartilage sticking out, crooked in the shape of a bow. His neck twists to the top
like the neck of a turkey cock. His voice reverberates throughout the house.” (Jannat wa Iblis,
102).**" This description, repeated with slight alterations to describe other men of authority in

the novel, clearly resembles images of the gods of ancient Egypt. In such images the gods often

14 For references to these images see Journey Through the Afterlife: Ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead, edited by
John H. Taylor, and Veronica Ions’ Egyptian Mythology
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look more like creatures, real or imagined, than men. They are combinations, hybrids, recurring
in ancient depictions of the Egyptian pantheon. In her novel, the men look like these creature
gods to emphasize the larger question of patriarchal authority and also the longevity of the
religious and political institutions that have maintained that authority in Egypt for several

millennia.

This point is further emphasized in the acknowledgement that the character known as the
Lord is just a man. The development of his character reveals that before his exile in the asylum
he enjoyed divine status politically. Yet, as divine as he may perceive himself to be, “His voice
booms in his ears like the voice of god, but his fingers are yellow and from his breath comes the
odor of tobacco and he sweats under his armpits like Shaykh Mascad” (Jannat wa Iblis, 107).*8
The Lord’s voice resounds like the voice of god, but his other features betray any claims to
divinity. In this example, god is cast in the image of a man. In this instance, “god” is both the
Lord, an inmate at the asylum, and Shaykh Mascid, a child molester and a vile man reeking of

tobacco and body odor who abuses the petty authority he possesses over his students.

Another key to al-Sacdaw1’s underlying comparison between god and man revolves
around the novel’s primary protagonist, Jannat, and the ways in which she rebels against the
authority of men in order to seek an education. In several instances, she incites social turmoil
that is quelled with violence instigated by the same misogynist authorities. At one point, she
sees the general-in-chief of the army within the rows of soldiers: “She saw him emerge from the
first row. She immediately recognized him wearing the director’s white coat, and her dead

grandfather’s body, the square face and white complexion of the king, and Shaykh Basyiini’s
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turban with the feather upon it standing upright in the air” (Jannat wa Iblis, 163).*° Regardless
of their specific social stature, in the development of her primary motif al-Sacdawt associates all
men in any position of authority with the image of a god. The director, Jannat’s grandfather, the

king, and her teacher all impose their will like gods upon her in their various roles in her life.

Even her husband fits this description. Looking at a picture of Zakariya, Jannat notices
that, “Amidst the rain and broken glass she sees him emerge from the picture — in his military
uniform with the medal on his chest. He wears her dead grandfather’s face. He has a square
head like a white bear, fixed in the air like the Sphinx, with a pointed crown like the Pyramid of
Khifi. His nose, crooked cartilage like the eagle’s beak” (Janndt wa Iblis, 127-128).*° There
are alterations to the general description of men across several citations, and while in this
example Zakariya has a square face like a bear rather than a hyena, the comparisons are still
consistent throughout the novel and they all include the link to images of ancient Egyptian gods.
In this paradigm men are by their nature in positions of authority. From the peasant man lording
over his wife to the greatest of pharaohs overseeing the empire, men in even the most banal

positions of authority always behave the same.*

In the novel it is clear that this perpetuation of misogynistic social institutions is
persistently ingrained in the minds of young boys and girls. Boys are taught to assume their

authority over women and the girls are taught that they are inferior. As a boy in school, Iblis
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51 According to Morenz among the Egyptian pantheon, “It will be remembered that the notion of one god taking up
his abode in another was the basis on which numerous deities merged, and that behind the plurality of deities there

was thought to be a unity” (Morenz, 151). Al-Sacdawi manages to recapture this sense of unity in her male
characters both in terms of their appearance and behavior.



212

“didn’t listen to his mother’s words. He heard his father say that women are deficient in intellect
and religion. And in school he heard the teacher say that men were the custodians. He opened
the book and made him read, ‘men are the custodians of women.” Every day he reads it and he
repeats it after the teacher three times” (Jannat wa Iblis, 104).>? Iblis is learning to fill the role
determined for him, the custodian of women. He learns from his teacher that to be custodians
men must be sovereign over women, and he remembers his instructor saying, “‘The man is the
master and the woman submits to the man’” (Jannat wa Iblis, 104).">® Thus every man is the
king, the master over his woman. Reinforcing this standard in his young mind, Iblis remembers
that his sister Nafisa used to be chased away from school by their teacher Shaykh Mas<td who
would say, ““Go on with you, Nafisa, go to your mother!”” (Jannat wa Iblis, 109).">* To earn
this scolding all Nafisa does is seek the knowledge of writing, and for this she is rejected.
Shaykh Mas<tid does not believe women should be in school: “he tightened his lips and he
pronounced the word ‘women’ as if he was spitting. Then he turned around and offered them his
back. From behind, his neck appears thick and bent forward like a turkey” (Jannat wa 1blis,
110)."° This is another description of a man in authority, and in this case al-SacdawT adds to her
theme by repeating it within the context of Shaykh Masctid’s insistence on Nafisa’s inferiority
and by including at least one of the several references to images of the gods. There are several
layers of authority apparent within the novel. When Shaykh Mascad is in front of his students, he
embraces his role as master and acts accordingly, but when he spots the Village Mayor, a man

with higher social standing, “The turkey neck shrank and became like a sesame seed. He
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approaches him with his head bowed down. He bows over his hand to Kkiss it (Jannat wa Iblis,
110)."°® The tashbih comparison apparent here between the Shaykh’s neck and a sesame seed
indicates his inability to hold his head up in the presence of another man who outranks him on

the social ladder.

Throughout her novel, al-Sacdawi repeatedly underscores the essential premise that social
relations are determined by gender and access to authority. Male or female, an individual is
bound to oblige the dictates of those in authority over him/her without question or protest. For
example, Nafisa’s brother Iblis, like all peasant boys who lack meaningful access to power, is

eventually conscripted into the Army. Hearing the term “national service,”™’ leads women to,
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Conceal their boys in their chests. The boy curls up in his mother’s lap wishing to return
to the womb. Since the first Pharaoh military service meant nothing but death. The
woman gives birth to her son and then offers him up as a sacrifice to the god. He sits
upon his golden throne, surrounded by soldiers. They see his decree in the newspapers.
His name changes from time to time. The letters and the names change but the throne
remains. [...] His head is fixed in the air like the Sphinx, his face square like a hyena, the

eyes staring into the void, the lips relaxed in a crooked smile (Jannat wa Iblis, 58-59).
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Initially in this image al-Sacdaw1 contextualizes another reference to the continuity of structures
of authority over time by suggesting that the call to military, or national service, is a death
sentence and a woman’s son the sacrificial lamb. These two references combine as examples of
a tamthil comparison. The first juxtaposes two intellectual concepts suggesting military service
equals death, and the second includes a comparison between the sensually perceptible child and
an intellectual concept, a sacrifice to the God. These comparisons are justified because of the
historical context al-Sacdawi suggests by pointing out that, since the first Pharaoh of ancient
Egypt, women have perceived their sons’ conscription into the military as a death sentence. In
the second half of the citation the now broadly established tamthil comparison between men and
gods is reiterated with al-Sacdaw1’s reference to the idea that the man who is king changes over
time whereas the essential recognition of his authority, and of course his appearance, endure over

time.

Later in the novel al-Sasdaw1 offers another image in reference to the notion that
conscription to the military in the form of national service is synonymous with a death sentence.
Describing Iblis and his fellows being shipped off to their duty al-Sacdawi writes, “They pile into
the armored van. They appear from the back, their heads trimmed bald. Their faces are long like
the faces of old men with the wide eyes of children. Behind them is another armored van, the
shaven heads of sheep appear from within it on the road to slaughter” (Jannat wa Iblis, 113).158
In this image, Iblis and his fellow conscripts are like sheep sent to slaughter. The meaning of

this image, accomplished within the space of several sentences, is a relatively simple example of

tamthil with the point of similarity apparent in several shared characteristics between the
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conscripts and the sheep. Both groups share a similar appearance because of their shaved heads,

but more importantly neither the boys nor the sheep are free to resist this death sentence.

4c: Writing, Knowledge and Sin

Based in the premise that men are the ultimate godlike authorities in the lives of women,
the novel includes several examples of comparative imagery that identify the persistence of
gender inequality as a characteristic of traditional social institutions. Al-Sadawi develops this
imagery based on the principle comparison between knowledge and sin, two intellectual
concepts where the shared attribute is inherently intellectual, as in al-Jurjani’s conception of
“pure” metaphor. For example, as a child curious about her grandfather’s writing, Jannat is
caught and scolded when he discovers her looking through the Qur’an. Her grandfather curses
her and points out that she is mishandling God’s book: “Before going to sleep she took a feverish
beating from him with a bamboo rod. She lied down close to her grandmother crying with a
stifled voice. The brass bed posts shake with her sobbing. She didn’t know that God wrote
books like her grandfather” (Jannat wa Iblis, 20).**° Al-Sacdawi implies her underlying
comparison in an example of isticarah evident in the punishment Jannat receives for trying to
read the Qur’an. She is beaten because her grandfather perceives her interest in the book to be
sinful and deserving of correction. In this passage, al-Sacdawt also continues to develop her
comparison between men and God with Jannat’s confusion and inability to understand how to
associate her grandfather with God. In Jannat’s mind, although God is like her grandfather as

they are both authors, it is perplexing for her to think that God is somehow less accomplished
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than her grandfather. With a child’s capacity for logical thinking Jannat has a hard time
understanding, “How is it that her grandfather had two books and God only had one?” (Jannat
wa Iblis, 21).160 Consoling her, Jannat’s grandmother explains that God is superior to her
grandfather, but Jannat, “could not imagine that there was anyone above her grandfather except
for his majesty the king. And the king did not write books. She used to hear from her father that
he was an immoral king passing the night drinking wine with the dancing girls” (Jannat wa Iblis,
21)."" In the broader context of the novel, this “immoral king” is the Lord who has presumably
been disgraced and shipped away to the asylum with only his memories to sustain his identity as
a man of significance. This reference constitutes an instance of isticarah based in tamthil
because it requires knowledge of the subsequent narrative context and the development of the
Lord’s character to discern. These reflections in the mind of a young girl are further evidence of
the juxtaposition of men in authority and god. They also introduce another theme associated
with the imperative to withhold education from women in order to preserve traditional social

structures related to gender identity.

In the next example, al-Sacdawi reflects upon the role that women often play in the
reinforcement of the generational structures of inferiority young girls are exposed to from birth.
Compelled by her own desire to learn to read and write, Jannat “used to dream that she could
write like her mother, but her grandmother said that God did not create women for writing. She
read from the Bible, the story of the lizard and Eve. You will crawl on your belly through

eternity longing for your man and he is your master” (Janndt wa Iblis, 73).162 The tamthil
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comparison here links Jannat with Eve and the Devil, all of whom are condemned to be
subservient to men for eternity according to al-Sacdawi’s framing of the story of Eve’s
temptation in the garden. The basis for this comparison is an intellectual correlation between
entities drawn from the same category. Jannat, like Eve, is a woman. Both make an effort to
access the tree of knowledge and, in the eyes of the men in the novel, both are guilty of criminal
intent. Al-Sacdawi chooses the word “lizard” (4d~-l) in this citation and all others referring to
Eve’s temptation. It appears this choice is meant to undermine the legitimacy or authority of this
conventional narrative. There are several terms that would be more appropriate according to
traditional renderings of this story in Arabic. The word “snake” (4=) has a variety of synonyms
such as “viper” (=) or “serpent” (0b=); and these are all regularly used in common references
to the story of Eve’s temptation. In fact, the word hayya, “snake” is linguistically related to the
word hawwa’, “Eve” (¢)3>) because of this connection between the scriptural figure of Eve and
the snake. This is not by coincidence; it is a clear example of how gender inequality is ingrained
in structural institutions as fundamental to cultural identity as language and the meaning of
words. Eve and the snake are bound through history by a name and the suggestion that they

share the guilt for original sin.

By using the term “lizard,” al-Sadawi asserts her artistic license to define the terms
which she chooses. There is no apparent tradition of using this word in specific reference to the
stories of temptation in the Garden of Eden. A lizard is perhaps somehow less of a menacing
figure than a snake. It can still be representative of a creature that is cunning and mischievous in
its ability to conceal itself, but it does not evoke the same feelings of fear that a snake does. The
choice of the term “lizard” in this novel also seems to relate to the general idea that the devil is

an innocent pawn in god’s design and not deserving of peoples’ hatred. The lizard in this case is
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the hapless surrogate for god, not the conniving autonomous snake seeking revenge against god

for casting him from paradise by drawing people to sin through temptation.

Introducing more complexity to her comparison between knowledge and sin, al-Sadawi
describes an occasion when, as a child, Jannat discovers some of her mother’s writing. She
reads, “‘I do not fear you. You who forbid knowledge and extinguish the light. You who
disguise yourself behind the veil of god, and raise fear and obedience as a substitute for love.
You who kill thousands without sin, and eternally curse me like the lizard” (Jannat wa Iblis,
74).* The rashbih comparison between knowledge and light is relatively straightforward in this
citation. Additionally, it should not require a broader contextual moment to understand that men
seek to extinguish the light of knowledge by denying women access to education. This second
reference, however, is an example of tamthil based on the previously established comparison
between men and gods. In the expression, explicit references to the second person masculine
pronoun “you” in the form of its conjugated form in the verbs “to forbid” (s ~3), “to disguise” or
“to hide oneself” (23), “to raise” (¢ %), and “to kill” (Ji&) combine with the reference to the
word “Lord” (&_Y) to complete the requirements that meaning in an instance of zamthil must be
comprehensible with reference to both units of comparison in addition to a reflection upon the
context of several sentences. Read in isolation, the reference to the “veil of the Lord” (&) gl)
is an example of an isti<arah comparison between a veil or mask and religious doctrine. In this
case the veil is a sensually perceptible object compared with an intellectual concept. Men dictate
the doctrines that govern society without the threat of external scrutiny or challenge by

disguising themselves behind the authority of a god. Finally, in this citation there is another
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example of al-Sacdaw1’s choice of the word “lizard” in reference to the association between the

devil, Eve, and women in general in the final sentence.

As the novel progresses, Jannat is not alone in her aspirations to learn. Her fellow patient
Nafisa shares this desire for knowledge as well as a history of being punished for pursuing it. As
a child, she gets her hands on a copybook at home and she exalts at the writing of her own name.
At the same time it seems as if the world is right to her, the birds are chirping in approval,
children are singing, all sorts of animals in the natural world are pleased and, “the lizard’s head
emerges from the crack. It wags its tail, laughing with its eyes” (Jannat wa Iblis, 111).** In this
case, the Devil is delighted to see that Nafisa is susceptible to his temptation; in the continued

development of al-Sacdawi’s theme, Nafisa shares Eve’s desire to know.

4d: Iblis Rebels Against the Law

In al-Sacdawi’s effort to recall traditional renderings of the story that god expelled the
devil from heaven for his hubris in refusing to bow before Adam, the character Iblis is constantly
rebelling against the law. As has already been demonstrated in the asylum, like in the world
outside its walls, all the men seem to resemble each other. In their mannerisms and appearance
they are similar except for “one man they called Iblis, he seemed young, with a cleanly shaved
face. No mustache or beard. The hair on his head rebelled against the law” (Jannat wa Iblis,
6).°® In the novel and specifically in the example of isti<arah evident in the last sentence of this
citation, the character known as Iblis is like the devil banished from heaven. The isticarah here

is reliant on al-Sacdaw1’s premise that there actually is no Devil, in the same way that there are
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no gods other than the images of them otherwise created by men in the maintenance of
traditional structures of authority. Therefore it is an example of isticarah based in tamthil which
compares the scriptural characterization of the Devil and al-Sa°daw1’s patient in the asylum,
Iblis. Like the Devil in scripture, Iblis rebels against conformity in this context by altering his
appearance against the orders of the asylum director. As a child Iblis learns that, “it is known
that the Devil is the origin of evil in the world, and that he was the only stubborn angel to say
‘no,’ as the rest fell down in adoration, not one of them raising an eye” (Jannat wa Iblis, 124).166
Other than the fact that they share the same name, al-Sacdawi’s Iblis does not fit the traditional,
religiously defined role of the Devil. This Iblis is a victim of patriarchal authority, not the source
of all evil in the world. A looming sense of regret and guilt lingers around Iblis as the novel
progresses. He regrets his actions and the predefined role he is expected to assume in the world.
In traditional renderings, the Devil is responsible for his devious behavior. As for Iblis, it is the

Lord who compels his behavior, and he resists the Lord’s insistence that he tempt his fellow

patients in the night.

When Jannat first sees Iblis in the asylum, she recognizes him. In this moment, Iblis is
attempting to elude capture by a male nurse, and by running around a tree “he escaped from him,
clapping his hands like a child playing hide and seek” (Jannat wa Iblis, 13).*" In this example
of tashbih, the image is easily discerned from the expression itself. Iblis is like a child playing
hide and seek in order to stress that he is innocent. In this moment, Iblis catches a glimpse of
Jannat. When she calls out her name, Iblis is struck by a conundrum: “Her voice rang out in the

air and dissolved in the breeze. Wide eyed, he stood gazing in her direction. Her name is
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188 \ith this reference al-

Jannat? And he was dreaming of just one Janna” (Jannat wa Iblis, 13).
Sacdawt reasserts the link between Iblis and the Devil, both of whom long to return to paradise.
The name Jannat (<) is the plural of Janna (<), “paradise.” Although the plural theoretically

exists in the Arabic language, theologically there is only one paradise which is why Iblis is so

moved when he hears this name.

Stemming from the story of Eve’s encounter with the Devil in the garden, al-Sacdawi
makes it clear that Iblis bears a deep scated resentment of women. Hiding by the tree in the

asylum yard, Iblis notices that the Head Nurse can see him from her bedroom window:

G@Jcﬁiﬂ\wuﬁww‘)ﬁ\@u@"u\s M\SMJPJES.\ bM\;\J}@.\;\&BAﬂu\&w
lab ade Glhria 4adl aua (sl Jlabie Gudnd ) dad) Ll e s CGasa allac ] g 31l
s Al & sl ol ) il Gl o5 Ay Ui s 53 0S5 Al Ll @ ol a0 o i < g oIS 22400

AN PUPRE PEQIEIDY gt W W

He caught sight of her in the window and hid himself behind the tree. He curled himself
up like a hedgehog. He feared her more than he feared the director, because she is a
woman and deep within him he has a latent fear of women. His head was caught between
his mother’s pelvic bones. She had squeezed him with her thigh bones until he nearly
died before being born. He realized that she did not want him to live, and that she
couldn’t bear even the sight of the tip of his nose which reminded her of his father. And

she is the boss. Deep within him he had a fear of bosses (Jannat wa Iblis, 35).

In this manifestation of al-Sacdaw1’s underlying premise that Iblis is the devil, the emphasis is on

the notion that since the moment Eve ate from the tree of knowledge the two characters would
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forever be connected in a relationship built upon enmity. In the second sentence, there is an
easily discernible example of tashbih which compares entities al-Sacdawi draws from separate
categories, a man and a hedgehog, where the point of similarity is manifest in their defensive
response to a perceived external threat. Additionally, Iblis is a man with a crooked nose like his
father, and although this is enough to elicit his mother’s enmity, he is the only man in the story
that garners any sympathy from the reader. Whether in his role as his mother’s son, a soldier in
the national military service, or a patient at the asylum, he is a pawn at the mercy of “bosses”
(s3.Y) he innately fears. For Iblis it is clear that, “Between him and bosses is an ancient
animosity. Ever since his birth when his mother squeezed her pelvic bones around his head. He
was small and she was big. The palm of her hand fell upon his temple like an ax” (Jannat wa
Iblis, 43).%° As al-Sacdaw continues with the development of her comparison between Iblis and
the Devil, she explains that during his childhood Iblis bears the brunt of this natural resentment
in his relationship with a mother whose hand falls upon him like an ax. This example of tashbih
which compares a woman’s hand with an ax appropriately describes the power of his mother’s

authority over him and the brutality of the abuse she inflicts upon him as a child.

In her development of the relationship between Iblis and his mother, al-Sacdawi suggests
a reversal of traditional renderings of the story of Eve’s temptation. In this frame, Iblis plays the
role of Eve and his mother is responsible for the temptation inspiring his resistance to the law.
Although he does make an effort to demonstrate his masculine authority over his mother, Iblis is
deeply affected by her behavior around Shaykh Mas¢tid and the Mayor. At one point, she pulls

Iblis away before he can have a chance to bow before the Mayor and kiss his hand. She says,
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“don’t kiss anyone’s hand; we eat by the sweat of our brow’” (Jannat wa Iblis, 110)."° The
irony here is evident because despite his deep seated animosity towards women, it is a woman
that inspires Iblis to rebel against authority. Building upon this reversal of scriptural precedent,
al-Sacdawi describes the moment when Iblis sees Jannat enter the asylum for the first time. In

this instance, he remembers seeing the same defiant confidence in his mother:
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Since he saw her entering the gate he remembered his mother, her body tall, slender like
an arrow. She walked in front of the Mayor without bowing her head, while the men’s
heads bowed with their defeated eyes. She walked with her eyelashes raised, without
blinking an eye. Her large bare foot like the foot of the prophet. She treads upon them
with all her weight. Her bones are strong. She grips the hoe and splits the earth in half.
Her voice in his ears is like a hissing wind: ‘My son, do not bow your head in front of the

Mayor like your father did’ (Jannat wa Iblis, 50).

Describing his mother’s body as being tall and slender like an arrow, Iblis channel’s al-Jurjant’s
previously cited zashbih comparison of a man’s body with a spear.’”* An arrow is also sharp,
sturdy, and threatening, and this is how the men who know her perceive Iblis’s mother. In
another tashbrh comparison evident in the juxtaposition between a woman and a man who share

an air of authority, she walks among them like the prophet commanding their attention, respect,
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and even fear. In an example of isticarah which repeats the comparison between Iblis’s mother
and the Devil without actually mentioning the Devil explicitly, her voice hisses like a snake in
the wind as she tempts her son to rebel against conventions regarding deference to authority. In
al-Sacdawi’s expanding frame of comparison between Iblis, his mother, and Jannat, they all
resemble the Devil refusing to bow before Adam at God’s command. They are all free, equal,

and independent.

In another example of al-Sacdawi’s depiction of Iblis, acting like the devil, and rebelling
against the law, in the initial interaction between the Lord and Iblis at the asylum, the Lord
insists on Iblis recognizing his authority and addressing him properly as “Lord” («.). Although
Iblis cynically acquiesces to this, he pleads for some rest. The Lord scoffs at him and replies,
“‘what do you mean sleep, Iblis? Who will tempt the people?’” (Janndat wa Iblis, 52).172 In the
conversation that ensues, Iblis asks, “‘and if I don’t tempt the people what will come of it? Let
all the people go to paradise!”” (Jannat wa Iblis, 52).* And the Lord indignantly retorts, “‘And
for whom did I create Hell, you ass?”” (Janndt wa Iblis, 52).*™* The Lord then scolds Iblis for
addressing him as an equal to which Iblis apologizes and sarcastically acknowledges, “‘I’m sorry
Lord! You are right! You are not my brother, and nothing like it. You are my master, and my
king. Ikiss the hat on your head!”” (Jannat wa Iblis, 52).*™ In this citation Iblis is the devil and
the Lord is god. Iblis borrows the word “hat” (<) here for the word “crown” (zUY) in an
isti<arah based on tashbih which emphasizes the sarcastic and insulting intent of his remark. In

this reference, both the hat and the crown are derived from the same category as an object worn

on the head; and the point of similarity is manifest in their respective qualities as such. Any man
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can wear a hat, but only the king wears a crown. Iblis proceeds to fall before the Lord, and they
end up in a scuffle that causes the other men in the ward to wake up. The confrontation ends
curiously with the appearance of an old man carrying a book whose voice disrupts the altercation
and commands silence in the room. The men in the ward quickly rearrange their beds and create
a platform complete with a glass of water and a gavel for the man now recognized as the judge.
It appears that the old man represents the role of the wise elder whose knowledge of his holy
book has elevated him to a status above both the Lord and the Devil with the authority to
adjudicate their dispute. Once again men, and this old man in particular, have evolved in their
relationship with god to the point where they are responsible for determining right and wrong;
they are prepared to dole out justice. The moment is short lived, however, as the Head Nurse

asserts her institutional authority over the men and shuts down the entire operation.

In another example, Iblis engages with the Lord in a physical confrontation when the
Lord is trying to steal half of a cigarette. Iblis asserts his autonomy once again by resisting the
Lord and only sarcastically acknowledging his authority by dismissively calling him “boss”
(o<2,Y). The Lord snaps back announcing that he is higher than anyone. But for Iblis, “there is
no one who is higher than the General. He heard that from his fellow soldiers. The General
walks in the front and behind him the patrol” (Jannat wa Iblis, 107)."® In her continued
development of this general premise, al-Sacdawi shows that Iblis, like most people who lack

access to power, does not understand that the general, the Lord, and God are one in the same.

In the final twist, al-Sacdaw1 builds upon the traditional narrative of Iblis rebelling against
the law, as the Lord begins to acknowledge and regret that he alone is to blame for the existence

of evil in the world. The Devil only tempts the masses into sin to fulfill his duty to serve God’s
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will. In his lamentation, the Lord admits, “I am responsible for the defeat my son! The one in
possession of authority is responsible. But the world was upside down. Those responsible
appear innocent, and the innocent are judged guilty. The leader gets a medal and the soldier dies.
[...] In the court they made me appear to be innocent, and you the scapegoat” (Janndat wa Iblis,
181-182)." While this citation specifically refers to the Lord and Iblis, it can be read as an
example of an isti<arah comparison when considered beside every previously cited example of a
power relationship in the novel. No matter what the power relationship happens to be, husband
over wife, teacher over student, noble over peasant, the individual in power claims innocence for
his/her own bad behavior while eyeing those they rule over to be guilty, and the cause of evil in

the world.

4e: Fallen Man

As al-Sacdawi continues to develop his character, the Lord remembers his previous life
outside the asylum. He is nostalgic for his former prestige and social stature. These
recollections are clouded, however, by the Lord’s memory of his wife’s response to his cheating.
The previously cited isticarah example referring to the king and his affection for drinking and
dancing girls now has a contextual counterpart.”® This is actually another example of how al-
SacdawT provides a basis for comparison of the men who populate her narrative. The Lord, like
every other man who is described as unfaithful in his marriage throughout the novel, grows up

with a sense of entitlement when it comes to infidelity. He remembers resenting the presence of
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his Adam’s apple: “The Adam’s apple moved in his neck, rising and falling. It has a pointed
snout, like a lump in his throat he tries to swallow in vain. The apple of sin was ordained to have
stopped in Eve’s throat, not Adam’s. This is what his dead grandfather told him” (Jannat wa
Iblis, 48).179 In this example, al-Sacdawi draws attention to the fact that both boys and girls are
taught from an early age to recognize structures of authority based on gender identity. The Lord
has always been told that the burden of sin falls upon Eve and not Adam; therefore he is not
guilty of sin when he cheats.”® In the image, al-Sacdawi imagines the sensually perceptible
Adam’s apple in a man’s throat with the apple symbolizing the fruit Eve picks from the tree of
knowledge. The comparison is an example of isticarah here because although it relies on the
union of two entities drawn from separate categories, a fruit and a part of a man’s anatomy, the
shared attribute is based on an intellectual comparison between the apple itself and the perceived
sin it represents in the scriptural tradition. Thus, without actually mentioning Eve’s “sin,” the

Adam’s apple in al-Sacdawi’s expression nonetheless is a symbol of her transgression.

When the Lord first envisions his former lover, he recalls that as a performer “she
appears upon the high stage. Her body shakes within the dancer’s costume. She shakes like a
silver fish or a mermaid. [...] He glances at her with the corner of his eye without moving his

head. She winks at him with half an eye, with the edge of her eyelid so that no one could
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180 This passage is an example of how al-Sa-daw1 appropriates her own framing of several religious traditions
relevant to the Egyptian cultural experience. In this case, the Lord comes from a Muslim background and he recalls
that his grandfather, father, and his former (male) teachers have done their own revisionist history pertaining to
Qur’anic tradition. For example, although in each of three references to the fall of Adam and Eve (see al-Bagarah:
2:35-39, al-cAraf 7:19-25, and Taha 20:120-121) both take and eat the fruit together. After they eat from the tree in
Taha it reads: “The Lord chose him, so He turned to him and guided (him)” (Taha 20:121). From this passage, the
Lord learns from his mentors that God only forgives Adam and that Eve must carry the weight of the sin. In this
way, al-Sacdawi demonstrates how the men in her novel, and presumably in reality as well, have appropriated the
narrative of scripture to justify their misogynistic abuse of women. Thus, al-Sacdawi seems to justify her own
revisions of these traditions by following the example of her male characters.
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decipher its mysteries” (Jannat wa Iblis, 46)'®!. The Lord is captivated by his mistress; she
shakes like a silver fish or a mermaid igniting his lust for her in an example of fashbih meant to
emphasize the physical nature of his attraction. She also speaks with her eyes, deviously to hide
her seductive advances from all others except the Lord. Under the dancer’s seductive spell, the
Lord believes himself to be innocent, and of course as in all things, it is the woman’s fault he fell

into sin. But his wife is savvy:
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He has a wife who doesn’t close her eyes. He washes his body with water and soap five
times before returning to her. She stares at him in the darkness when he comes in on his
tip toes. He offers her his back and lies down with his face to the wall. But her nose
reaches out to smell his underpants before he takes them off. Her eyes are black, black
fire stinging the back of his neck as he sleeps. Her voice a searing wind, she yells,

‘Fallen!” (Jannat wa Iblis, 46-47).

His wife’s anger is palpable in her appearance. In two examples of tashbih comparisons between
objects drawn from separate categories with similarities based on their shared physical attributes,
the fire in her eyes stings the back of his neck and her voice is a searing wind as she condemns
him for his sin. In the first example, she glares at her husband and her stare burns like fire
emphasizing her rage. In the second, it is the tone of her voice which burns like a searing wind

in her condemnation. In both cases al-Sacdawi unites each sensually perceptible entity, the heat
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of the fire or the wind with the woman’s eyes and voice, based on the level of intensity they
represent in this contentious moment. In this scene the Lord and his wife also exemplify the
circular thinking that allows a man to blame his wife and his mistress for his own moral failure.
The idea itself is deeply ingrained in the men that populate the novel, and the Lord is shocked to

hear his wife speak to him in this way:
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The word punctured his ears like a bomb. ‘Fallen?” A strange word that doesn’t come
from a woman’s mouth towards a man unless he was a child and she had given birth to
him. Her voice resembled his mother’s voice. It came from the side of her tongue as she
pronounced the letter ‘seen’. [...] The word was fixed like a bullet in the back of his
head. It slipped like a marble and revolved around itself. ‘Fallen?’ In the grammar book

182

in school sagara [he fell]™“ was a verb in the past tense, and the feminine sagirah

[scrap],*®

and the plural sagizat [fallen woman, harlot].®* In the language there is no
masculine plural, and it does not exist in history or in the holy books. Adam was not
fallen. Man did not fall except in elections, or in battle, or as a student in a school exam

(Jannat wa Iblis, 47).
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In this citation al-Sacdawt creates several vividly stimulating examples of comparative imagery
based in tashbih which unites the word “fallen” (&8Ls) with other sensually perceptible entities
where the similarity is based either on an intellectual concept or a shared characteristic between
objects representing separate categories. Initially, she offers an example which compares the
word “fallen” as if it is like a bomb hitting his ears. The meaning in this case is clear from the
sentence in isolation; the word rendered in the masculine singular shares the bomb’s
characteristic of having the power capable of destroying the foundation of the Lord’s perception
of gender roles. Next, al-Sacdaw1 draws an intellectual comparison between the Lord’s wife and
his mother with the basis of comparison reliant on the idea that a woman speaks only to her son
in this way. Then, al-Sacdawi adds two more intellectual comparisons where the word is like a
bullet lodged in his head and revolving around like a marble torturing his psyche. The violent
imagery al-Sacdawi creates here is appropriate in these expressions because they underscore the
shock with which the Lord receives his wife’s criticism. He considers her to be out of place.
She is acting inappropriately and her behavior is beyond the bounds of his learned expectations.
This citation suggests that the Lord’s confusion is linked to his grammatical knowledge of a
distinction culturally engrained in the language. A man falls in an exam or an election, a woman

falls into sin.

In fact the nature of al-Sacdawi’s imagery is especially appropriate in the immediate
context because in response to his wife’s accusations the Lord reverts to violence: “He lifted his
hand high in the air to deliver a blow. She was faster than him. Her hand raised to his heart, and
her body was more agile. She flew away in the air like a butterfly. [...] He gazed into the

emptiness searching for her. She melts away in the darkness like a drop of water dissolves into
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the sea” (Jannat wa Iblis, 47-48).*® 1In context, the Lord’s violent reaction mirrors the general
behavior of other male characters in the novel. The fact that his wife has the capacity to escape
is also contextually appropriate by comparison to other female characters because they all flee
from abusive men in their lives. The comparison between the Lord’s wife and a butterfly is a
common reference to this particular motif in al-Sacdawi’s novel. As will be apparent below, the
butterfly image emerges in reference to female characters empowered by their resistance to
patriarchy. The image is an example of tasibih on its surface; the Lord’s wife floats away
preferring to be free, choosing to be guided by the wind in opposition to being restrained by a
man. When juxtaposed to other expressions comparing female characters to butterflies, the
expression is more appropriately distinguished as an example of ramthil because the larger
context of the narrative suggests a broader significance for this particular image. Al-Sacdawi
also describes the Lord’s wife disappearing like a drop of water into the sea. This expression is a
moderately complex tashbih. The Lord no longer has authority over his wife, she chooses a
different path, he loses sight of her, and his effort to grasp her is as futile as an attempt to grasp a

handful of water.

In line with a number of other parallels evident among characters in the novel, the Lord is
not the only man in the novel to commit adultery. Jannat’s husband Zakariya also strays from
his marriage. The common routine in Jannat’s marital home has her waiting for her husband for
hours, “and if he showed up he was in a hurry to eat. After eating he is in a hurry to sleep.
Without as much as an embrace, or even a quick embrace, like those who swallow food without

chewing. [...] Before dawn rises, she sees his underpants on the floor balled up around the sin
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(Jannat wa Iblis, 122-123).*% Zakariya is distant, preoccupied and disinterested in his wife. The
expression “like those who swallow food without chewing,” is among the more complex
examples of a tashbih comparison in the novel. The obvious aspect of the comparison is
between the nature of his quick embrace, and a person who quickly swallows food. The point of
comparison is an intellectual one because in addition to the sensually perceptible quickness of
the embrace or swallowing, the key to the similarity is that neither individual appreciates the
value of what they have. Like the eater lacking enjoyment in the quality of his food, Zakariya

embraces Jannat in such a way as to overtly suggest that he is not interested in appreciating her.

In one incident, Jannat reacts to catching her husband cheating on her: “Her scream
echoed in the night long, drawn out like the scream of her grandmother, and her mother when
she cried. A single cry reached her ears like the roar of the waterfall. Like a million voices
making silence in the night. All of them dead, and all of them cheering” (Jannat wa Iblis, 77).%%
In this citation, al-SacdawT creates a complex tamthil in the space of several sentences. Jannat’s
voice is compared to the voices of her mother and grandmother to emphasize the notion that they
have all endured infidelity from their husbands. This fits well within other motifs in the novel
that suggest that all men and all women are the same with regard to historically defined gender
roles. The comparison between Jannat, her mother, and her grandmother in this citation is a
comparison between the intensity apparent in the sound of their voices, and not necessarily a
comparison of their shared femininity. It actually compares each of them intellectually in
reference to their mutual experience with cheating husbands. The expression goes on to suggest

that Jannat’s cry is a single cry like the roar of a waterfall. This comparison is between the
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millions of drops of water making up the torrent of the waterfall and the millions of voices of
women suffering the indignity of a cheating spouse. Therefore, this particular aspect of the
citation cannot be read in isolation because it would be meaningless without contextual
knowledge about the women in question, their personal experiences with infidelity, and an
understanding of the motif that the same structures of patriarchy impact women over the
generations. The phrase, “like a million voices making silence in the night,” implies that
although all of these women are crying in the night for the same reason, their cries only produce
silence. Their pain goes unnoticed, and it is passed down to their daughters and granddaughters

from generation to generation.

(133

Jannat’s cries are answered by Zakariya’s predictable assertion that, “‘the man doesn’t
fall, except in elections my dear” (Jannat wa Iblis, 77).*® Zakariya is a man and like all other
men in the novel he is influenced by the patriarchal culture that raised him, and he has the
support of his fellows including the men from Jannat’s side of the family. In response to
Zakariya’s assertion about men only falling in elections, Jannat’s grandfather “shakes his head as
a sign of his approval. He sits in his military uniform, a medal upon his chest. His face is square
like Zakariya’s, white like the color of a sheet. The hair on his head had fallen out, except for
the gray tuft rising above his ears like a feather. His neck stretched forward in an acute angle,
like the neck of a turkey” (Jannat wa Iblis, 78).** In an instance when two men are shown as

agreeing on the nature of their perceived authorities and privileges over women, the same basic

description of the godlike man resurfaces, and in this case the god man is rendered in his old age.
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Al-SasdawT’s introduction of Jannat’s grandfather is not random in this scene. He, too,

has a history of infidelity. Enduring her own humiliation, Jannat’s grandmother,
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took her grandfather’s underpants from the clothes basket, grasping them with two
fingers: the thumb and the index finger, like a dead cockroach. She throws them in the
washtub, and pours gas on them. Long, red tongues of flame rise in the bathroom
squirming like lizard’s tails. She heard her screaming from behind the door. Long, like a

siren drawn out into the night (Jannat wa Iblis, 121).

In the first image, her grandfather’s underpants contain the evidence or proof of his sin and in
this example of fashbih the comparison al-Sacdawt draws is based on the revolting physical
characteristics the soiled underpants and the dead cockroach share. This protest leads again to
one of al-Sacdaw1’s repeated images of lizard’s tails, this time in the form of flames rising in the
bathroom as Jannat’s grandmother burns her husband’s underpants. The lizard tail image
appears, as will be seen below, in several examples throughout the novel and they are often, as is
the case here, associated with incidents involving physical, mental and sexual abuse. Finally, al-
Sacdaw1 describes Jannat’s grandmother’s voice as ringing out like a siren in the night. In this
example of tashbih the point of similarity al-Sa°dawi draws is one of intensity between the loud,

high pitched siren and a woman’s voice proclaiming her outrage throughout the neighborhood.

With these examples, al-Sacdawt again reasserts the notion that these experiences are

universal in the lives of her female characters. The incident she recalls between her grandparents
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relates to Jannat’s own marriage. Even if his blatantly immoral behavior is based on an age old
double standard, Zakariya is going to stick with what he has always known. He considers Jannat
to be “a fallen woman like her mother and her grandmother. All women are whores, deficient in
intelligence and religion. Just like his father said. They are the allies of Satan at the gate he
opens to hell. Just like his grandfather said. The origin of evil and the reason for sin as
introduced in the Bible. Their cunning is strong, as God said in his precious book (Jannat wa
Iblzs, 130).**° In similar references al-Sacdawi establishes the basis for the development of this
primary motif. These lessons in gender superiority and inferiority impact men and women with
lasting effect. Recalling her childhood grammar lessons, Jannat remembers conjugating the verb
“to fall.” In her mind, “the familiar word rings in her head, as if she had heard it her entire life.
In school she had heard Shaykh Basyiini say that ‘he fell’ is a verb referring to an event in the
past, and the feminine is ‘she fell.” Furthermore, she is ‘fallen’ like her mother Eve” (Jannat wa
Iblzs, 28)." This example requires little analysis in retrospect with the previous discussion.
Jannat in this case is an everywoman character, specifically Eve; and therefore, her experience is
linked to the original everywoman in the Abrahamic scriptural tradition. Jannat serves as al-
SacdawT’s universal test case for the contradictory and abusive nature of traditional misogynistic

social structures evident in a variety of manifestations of gender inequality in Egyptian society.
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Af: Jannat kills her husband

Through al-Sacdaw1’s continued development of her character, Jannat is eventually
empowered in a moment of violence that ensues from an argument about her husband’s
infidelity. Before he can strike her with a knife, “through the glass she saw his hand reach
toward the table. The sharp blade flashed like lightning beneath the light of the moon. The light
fell upon her face like the flash in the picture, pale like the color of death in her white dress”
(Jannat wa Iblzs, 129).% The flash of lightning and the flash in the picture appear here as
examples of rashbih on the surface. At first glance, they seem to evoke an image of the light
hitting the knife’s blade like lightning or the flash from a camera. Instead, they are more
appropriately classified as examples of isticarah based in tamthil. A deeper reflection upon
context reveals that they are both linked to several references related to Jannat’s shock therapy
“treatment” in the asylum. Additionally, al-Sacdawi describes her face as pale, white like a
corpse in a wedding dress. This comparison is an example of isticarah based in tamthil which is
comprehensible with reference to a broader contextual moment. The white dress and death are
not the basis of the comparison here. Instead, a woman’s death is compared to her wedding day.
Al-Sacdawi borrows the word “dress” (obi-4) in this expression as an isticarah comparison with a
burial shroud as the missing referent. In another example of this theme, the asylum guards are
summoned to restrain Jannat and, “They tie her hands and her feet with ropes, and in a wedding
dress, they lay her down in a box. Between her hands they place a bouquet of flowers. They

carry her on their shoulders and march with her to the road” (Jannat wa Iblis, 166).% In this
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scene Jannat is deceased and resting in a coffin, carried away to be buried, wrapped in her

shroud.

Earlier in the novel, al-Sacdawi establishes the context for these instances of isti<arah by
comparing a wedding day to a funeral, and the wedding dress to a burial shroud. As she thinks
of her former husband and their wedding day, Jannat recalls her image in a picture: “She is
standing next to him in a wedding dress, white with the color of a burial shroud. Between her
hands is a bouquet of flowers, one pale white rose hangs down lifeless free from any blood. And
the Beachwood bed is wide, spacious enough for death” (Jannat wa Iblis, 19).*** In this
expression both the “wedding dress” (<4l 2 55) and the “shroud” (i) are explicitly
mentioned, and as close attention to subsequent context reveals, the comparison between these
objects is rooted in tamthil. They are both objects derived from the same category; they are
textiles, but the point of comparison is intellectual which suggests that a woman’s wedding dress
is appropriately described as a burial shroud. Additionally, in the next sentence al-Sacdawi
begins to develop a specific context for the image of blood that she sustains throughout the entire
novel. In this instance there is a link between the proof of a woman’s virginity and the lifeless,
bloodless rose; instead of validating a female’s “womanhood,” marriage is linked with her death.
Finally, in the last sentence of this citation, the reference to the marital “bed” (U:~) which al-
SacdawT describes as “spacious enough for death” is also borrowed in an example of isti‘arah

rooted in a tamthil with reference to the image of Jannat’s coffin in the previous citation.™®
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Later on in the novel, al-Sacdawt revisits several of her themes as they relate to Jannat’s
reflection on another picture of a bride and groom she remembers hanging on the wall in her

father’s house:
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There is a picture on the wall similar to the picture of her mother on her wedding night,
but the woman in the picture is not smiling. The white dress around her is the color of a
burial shroud. Between her hands is a bouquet of dead flowers, like the bouquets over
graves. Next to her is a tall man with broad, tight shoulders. He is wearing a military
uniform, a medal upon his chest. His nose is a large piece of cartilage (Jannat wa Iblis,

122).

The woman in this image who looks like Jannat’s mother is her grandmother. In the
development of her various themes regarding marriage and infidelity, al-Sacdawi’s image of
Jannat’s grandmother evokes her everywoman character and the appearance of her grandfather
satisfies the corresponding everyman description. In this image al-Sacdawi also reinforces the
contextual information necessary to build her other subsequent images by comparing the dress

with the shroud, and the wedding with the funeral.

Deeper meanings emerge from al-Sacdawi’s depiction of Jannat’s violent altercation with
her husband. Although Zakariya is convinced that only women “fall” through infidelity, he
notices his reflection in Jannat’s eyes as he attempts to murder her and sees his face for the first

time: “the nose is a broken snub, like the Sphinx. And the small circular eyes are yellow like the
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eyes of a lizard, and his black complexion like the face of the Devil” (Jannat wa Iblis,129-
130).1%® Linked with all previous descriptions of men and gods, Zakariya is only now realizing
his guilt. In this instance it is especially relevant that in this recognition of guilt he naturally
associates himself with Eve and the Devil in the garden. This time he is the Devil; his eyes are
like a lizard’s eyes. He is corrupt. He is the cause of evil in the world and not Jannat or Eve. In
this moment he hesitates, Jannat gets hold of the knife and she curses him like her grandmother

curses her grandfather. He is a fallen man. In his attempt to respond to this charge,
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His lips opened to reply to her but no sound came out. Like his father and his grandfather
he wanted to say that the man does not fall even if he goes to another woman. But the
woman is fallen by nature, even if she wore a veil and was covered in virtue. He thought
she was different than all other women, and that he was the only man in her life, the only
man without a rival, and that he is losing her forever. But he is losing her now. His love

for her is multiplied in the moment of loss (Jannat wa Iblis, 130-131).

There is a tamthil expression apparent here in the notion that a woman in a veil is “covered in
virtue.” The veil physically conceals a woman’s identity with the presumption that her wearing
of the veil is a deliberate effort to guard her honor. The sensually perceptible veil figuratively
covers the woman in virtue. It is only at this moment that Zakariya regrets his actions and thinks

of asking Jannat’s forgiveness.
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As Jannat is about to kill her husband in self defense,
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She raised her hand in the air. Then the knife fell upon the golden disc. The disc broke
in two halves, and the letters of the three names were scattered like grains of sand. The
iron shield beneath the disc broke, and the blade penetrated a lump like a stone in the
shape of the heart and stuck out and glowed in the light of the moon, innocently white,

without a single drop of blood (Jannat wa Iblis, 132).

In this citation there is an example of tashbih evident in the comparison between the letters of
Zakariya’s name and grains of sand. In the comparison between these two sensually perceptible
entities the similarity is intellectual. The letters of his name on the shattered medal scatter like
grains of sand with any meaning they may have held fading away in obscurity.*®’ This is similar
to the previously cited reference to the ancient Egyptian king who died like his horse and
decayed into nothing.*® The knife hits his heart, which al-Sa:daw describes as a cold, hard,
unfeeling lump like a stone. This expression can be read as an example of tamthil with the
phrase “a lump like a stone” (,>~l\S 2xk3) which serves as a substitute for “heart” (<)), In this
case, the comparison is not based on the sensual nature of both the heart and the stone. A heart

does not share the same physical characteristics of being cold, hard and unfeeling unless the

97 Budge points out that in ancient Egypt a man’s name, “was a portion of a man’s most special identity, and it is

easy to see why so much importance grew to be attached to it; a nameless being could not be introduced to the gods,
and as no created thing exists without a name the man who had no name was in a worse position before the divine
powers than the feeblest inanimate object” (Budge, 192). Killing her husband, Jannat also erases his name
condemning him to non-existence.

1% Op. Cit., 6.
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comparison is based on an intellectual attribute evident in the physical characteristics of these
entities. The comparison is apparent between the stone’s physical characteristics and the heart’s
emotional capacity to be cold, hard and unfeeling. The reference to blood in this citation is an
example of isticarah as well because it calls to mind the association of blood and honor under
investigation in the next portion of this chapter. It is ironic that the stone is “innocently white”
(o= \sﬁm) under the moonlight by comparison to the guilt of a white sheet on the wedding night.
The proof of Zakariya’s dishonor is apparent in his cold, bloodless heart which makes this an
isti<arah comparison between the sensually perceptible blood and the intellectual concept of the
purity it traditionally represents. He does not bleed because he is guilty of adultery. This same
standard is imposed upon women who are expected to demonstrate their virtue by bleeding on

their wedding night with the absence of blood being a sure sign of her having “fallen.”

4g: Honor, Blood and the Hymen

The expectation that a woman should guard her virginity until marriage while men are
considered, as a manner of speaking, free to sow their royal oats is among the most ubiquitous of
double standards evident in patriarchal cultures where gender inequality is assumed, as it is in al-
Sacdaw1’s novel. This is evident in al-Sacdaw1’s previously established concept that men believe
they bear no fault when they stray in marriage. The fault, according to these men, belongs to
their wives, who fail to keep their interest sexually, or the fault lies with their mistresses who
seduce them. The fault may also lie with Eve and the lizard, as the originators of evil in the

world. As the primary subject of this traditional pressure imposed upon women, Narjis grows up
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like Jannat, and presumably most young girls in the cultural environment of al-Sacdawi’s novel

who are consistently reminded that,
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Honor is dignity, and dignity is more valuable than land. Men inherit it father from
grandfather. No one can touch another man’s honor, neither man nor jinn. Blood alone
washes away the shame if honor has been lost, and blood alone proves the existence of
honor on the wedding night. The midwife comes, and with a long nailed finger she
breaks the bride’s hymen. She obtains the blood upon the white towel. Cheerfully the
women ululate, pounding on drums. The chests of the men and husbands swell as they
raise their noses to the ceiling. Thus honor is the honor of the male, and the female

is nothing other than evidence (Jannat wa Iblis, 36-37).

If read in isolation, the first sentence is arguably an example of ramthil. Honor and dignity are
valuable like land, even more valuable. As instances of isti‘arah, the terms “honor” (<_<l') and
“dignity” (u=_a)) in the citation represent the “hymen” (3,13l <Lie). The hymen is the physical
symbol for a woman’s chastity. It is a woman’s hymen, the evidence of her virginity, which is
more valuable to a man than his land. It is a strange concept that although the hymen is the

property of a man, the burden of maintaining its integrity until marriage falls solely upon the



woman. The blood apparent on the wedding night is simultaneously considered proof of the

virility of the woman’s husband and the honor of her father.
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Considering the importance of the integrity of the hymen on a woman’s wedding night, in

her text, Mothers and Daughters in Arab Women'’s Literature: The Family Frontier, Dalya

Abudi explains that the confirmation of a woman’s chastity is a highly ritualistic practice:

The wedding night is the critical moment when the family honor is proven. The act of
defloration, especially when performed by the groom (rather than the midwife, as in rural
Egypt), testifies to the virginity of the bride and the virility of the groom. [...] The blood
stained gauze or sheet must be produced either immediately or on the following day for
inspection by the families of both bride and groom. Defloration is practiced mainly
among the poor urban and rural strata of contemporary Arab society. However, the
existence of flourishing clinics that provide artificial virginity to women at a high cost

indicates that the rite occurs also among the higher social classes (Abudi, 43).

Abudi distinguishes between modern practices among the upper classes which are, in many

cases, understood to be fraudulent because a woman may be able to undergo surgery to provide

“artificial” virginity. For women in rural areas and the urban poor the traditional practice is still

widespread. Abudi also reflects upon the absurdity of these traditions:

The consummation of marriage on the wedding night in traditional families, especially
from the lower classes, puts the young bride in an awkward, frightening, and painful
situation. Her first sexual encounter is a semi-public event in which she has to prove her
virginity to a husband whom she hardly knows and who is frequently much older than

she. With little preparation for what is awaiting her, the bride is expected to fulfill her
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sexual duties and satisfy her husband’s desire. [...] The absurdity of the situation is
heightened by the violence, blood, and exhibitionism that accompany the sacrifice of the
hymen. What is supposed to be an intimate, romantic experience frequently turns into a

traumatic event that leaves physical and emotional scars (Abudi, 71-72).

This is the case for Narjis on her wedding night. After she has failed this test of her chastity, the
obligation to protect her honor falls upon her shoulders, but al-Sacdawi emphasizes that the

dishonor is shared by her father:
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That night it was pitch-black when the towel appeared clean, white, without the stain of a
single drop. And the king’s barber cowered in his chair. His neck shrank, becoming like
a sesame seed. In the night he got up. He opened his wooden trunk where his kit had
been set. He took out the razor. [...] In the morning they found him lying down,
surrounded by a lot of blood covering the white towel. And his honor was fully restored

to him (Jannat wa Iblis, 36-37).

In the rashbth comparison between his neck and a sesame seed, the comparison is intellectual
between these two sensually perceptible entities indicating that in his shame Narjis’ father cannot
hold his head up. In isolation, this citation is simply a reference a father’s reaction to the shame
his daughter has brought down upon the family. As the narrative progresses, however, the
question of just who is responsible for this guilt reasserts itself. On her wedding night the

assumption is that Narjis is a harlot and that she is fallen. By the end of the novel, however, it is
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clear that she has endured sexual abuse at the hands of all of the men who have ever held
authority over her from her grandfather to the director. In a similar way that al-Sacdaw1 uses
repetition to create the link between man and God, all of the men in Narjis’ life are described in
such a way that it is obvious she is the victim of sexual abuse. Seen in this light, her father’s
suicide better reflects his own guilt for his role as one of several molesters from her childhood.
Additionally, in another example of the fact that women are taught from an early age that they
are inferior, even though Narjis is innocent on her wedding night, she is haunted by her

upbringing and accepts the dishonor as her own.

Al-Sacdawi offers evidence of this conditioning by describing a moment when, visiting

her father’s grave, Narjis professes her innocence and claims that,
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No man had touched her, and no demon among the jinn, in a dream or awake, and that
since childhood she tightly closed the window with a lock, and she plugged the cracks in
the wall and the door. She closed her ears and did not hear the devil’s whisper or the
rustle of the wind. Her knees were also closed as if they were locked. No man or jinn

could open them (Jannat wa Iblis, 38).

Narjis believes that she is innocent, but in several later references to her conscious and
unconscious minds, it is clear that she is the victim of abuse. This moment at her father’s grave
is al-Sacdaw1’s attempt to suggest that Narjis has repressed her memories of the abuse. The

“Devil’s whisper” (k! u=4) in this citation is a reference to the voices Narjis hears in the night
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during her childhood. Al-Sacdawi eventually makes it clear that this reference to the Devil’s
whisper is a phrase borrowed in an example of isti‘arah based in tamthil for the voices of her
grandfather, her father, a husband she hardly knew, and eventually her boss at the asylum.
Developing the context for this conclusion, al-Sasdawi describes all of these men as looking the
same and sharing the same voice when they come to her at night, the devil’s voice. The
similarity in this case is more closely defined with reference to Narjis specifically and goes
beyond al-Sacdawi’s effort to identify men with gods. As a child, she copes with this persistent
abuse by blocking it from her mind. Although she tends to suppress these memories, from her
earliest childhood until her role as the Head Nurse at the asylum, Narjis is abused by every man

she has known.

The conclusion that Narjis is indeed the victim of abuse is emphasized by the following
citation that links the indignity she suffers in her role as Head Nurse at the asylum with her
history of abuse as a child. Similar to another general motif that all men are the same, the
asylum director assumes the role of the “every abuser” in Narjis’ adult life. Like all other men in
her life he has chosen her to satisfy his sexual desires without her consent. As the Director
stands at the door of her room ready to have his way with her, Narjis tries to hide under her
covers like she did as a girl to avoid the all too inevitable encounter as the images of other men
in her life come to her mind. She visualizes the Devil: “He was wearing her dead grandfather’s
robe, and her father’s red fez. His head is large and square like the head of the Director. His
neck is long and bent forward like a turkey. In his hand is Shaykh Basylin1’s cane, twisting in
the air like a serpent. [...] Between his lips is a black pipe bent forward like the horn of the Ibis

or an elephant’s trunk” (Jannat wa Iblis, 88).2° In addition to al-SasdawT’s standard depiction of
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the man-god, in this citation the director is explicitly compared to each of the other men
responsible for molesting Narjis. Since her childhood the scenario has been the same, with these
men coming to her in the night. As a child she attempts to lock herself into her room, not daring

to get up to use the bathroom for fear of encountering one of these god-man-molesters:
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He never lingers except in that one place. She holds back the urine in her body through
the night. Her interior mind is attentive and she cannot wet the bed even as she is
sheltered in sleep. In the morning she puts on her school uniform. Her interior mind
sleeps as she walks and her visible mind separates from her body. [...] Between her and
her body there is a partition like a pane of glass. When people see her walking in the
street they stop and look at her as if through the glass. She sees them staring in her
direction with narrow eyes half open. She conceals herself behind a screen of water and
the entire world swells from behind the water as if it is not real. She carried her

imaginary body and tries to hide it from people’s eyes (Jannat wa Iblis, 88-89).

In this example, the terms “her interior mind” (bl Lelie) and “her visible mind” (Lalall Llic) are
references to Narjis’ subconscious and conscious minds respectively. At night her subconscious

mind protects her from the abuse her body endures, and in the daytime she conceals her
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conscious mind’s recognition of that abuse by separating it from her body in order not to betray
the necessary repression she struggles to maintain in order to integrate with people in public with
some measure of normalcy. This repression is symbolized with the reference to the “pane of
glass” (> zslV) which serves as a “partition” (J=l=) between her conscious mind, in its
knowledge of the abuse, and the outside world. Al-Sacdawt also describes Narjis’ effort to
conceal her sense of shame as if she is behind a “screen of water” (sl 44k), and she describes
Narjis’ body as “unreal” (22> »e) all in the service of her effort to indicate that as a girl Narjis

must repress her conscious knowledge of abuse.

In her development of this reflection on Narjis’ history of abuse, al-Sacdaw1 describes

how as a girl Narjis convinces herself that the Devil is the source of her shame:
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She wanted to see God without being shocked, without her teeth chattering and to hear
God’s voice instead of the Devil’s. The Devil whispered to her in the night. She hides
her head under the quilt, squeezing the pillow over her head. She recites the verse of the
Throne, calling for God to save her. But God left her alone with the Devil, whose voice
circulated in her ears through the night, drawn out through the expanse of the darkness.

He whispers in a soft voice like her mother’s voice. It moves in her veins like warm
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blood. Nothing can save her from the Devil except sleep. And in the morning as she
walks she covers her chest with her bag of books. Eyes widen as they see her in the
street as if they had heard the Devil speaking with her. Or as if she had no right to walk

and that they owned the street, and she owned nothing of it (Jannat wa Iblis, 90-91).

Narjis’ role as the Head Nurse at the asylum makes the first line in this citation especially
relevant because of the reference to the electroshock therapy she exposes her patients to. The
shock in this case is the abuse she suffers, and she feels that it is as if God has abandoned her.
Narjis recites the “verse of the Throne” (~_! &) when she is visited by her abuser because of
the suggestion therein that God never sleeps in his protection of the faithful, but this reference is
clearly evidence of al-Sasdaw1’s cynicism regarding the nature of religious instruction. Although
Narjis is doing what she has been told by seeking God’s protection, this appeal to the divine is
useless and ironic because in essence she is calling upon the god-men in her life to intervene in
the abuse they are perpetuating upon her. Providing further evidence of al-Sacdaw1’s cynicism
toward religious instruction, when Narjis does find occasion as a child to feel contentment, these
feelings are short lived: “She feels it under her left breast like a tumor, amassed like sin ever
since Eve and the lizard” (Jannat wa Iblis, 91).”° The implication remains that women are to

bear the burden of sin, and Narjis must bear the burden of her shame alone.

Expanding on Narjis’ struggle to account for her shame, al-Sacdawi pens the following

citation:
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The guilt amasses beneath the ribs like meat and it rests upon her to live with the sin.
There is no repentance and no words from God. She carried her body upon her soul like
a heavy burden, teetering between reality and illusion. [...] She lives in a world she
doesn’t know. She did not own her body, it was owned by her father, or the government,
or her dead grandfather. Or another man with strange features whose name she did not
remember, grasping her hand in the picture, and with the other hand grasping a dead rose

(Jannat wa Iblis, 92-93).

In the first sentence, Narjis’ guilt is like the meat on her ribs in an example of tashbih which
compares an intellectual concept, her guilt, with a sensual object, flesh. The point of comparison
in this image is also intellectual in nature relying on the notion that like the flesh beneath her
ribs, Narjis’ guilt is concealed and growing inside her body. As al-Sacdawi continues with the
citation, the weight of her guilty flesh is a burden she must carry as a physical expression of her
emotional pain. In the final half of the citation, al-Sacdawi indicates that Narjis understands that
she does not own her body, that it is the property of all the god-men in her life. The dead rose in
the final sentence is an example of isti<aGrah evocative of other similar references to marriage,

death, and a bloodless wedding night.

Al-Sacdawi also establishes several examples of comparative imagery in reference to the

guilt Narjis associates with her menstrual cycle. In school Narjis hears when,
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The bell rings and the class ends. She stays in her place sitting in fear of getting up,
because if she stands upright she’ll feel a warm thread smoothly moving down her leg
like a lizard’s tail. [...] And in the house she retreats to the basin in the bathroom. She
washes her apron and trousers. She washes them again and again, thirty times. But the
trace of blood and the sin never disappear, even if her hands swell from scrubbing. She
balls her trousers in her hand to hide them behind her back as if it is evidence. She is
afraid to hang them on the clothes line for all eyes to see. She digs a hole like a grave in
the earth for them. She buries them and heaps soil on them. Then she hides herself in
her room under the bedspread, like someone who has committed a crime. She hugs the

pillow and sings to it with a voice like the whispering wind (Jannat wa Iblis, 94).

Initially, al-Sacdawi offers another reference to the “lizard’s tail” (dsud) J3), which is elsewhere
associated with the flames emerging from the fire her grandmother lights to burn the evidence of

% 1n this case the image of the lizard’s tail is evidence of the

guilt on her husband’s underpants.
guilt Narjis feels in her embarrassment as the trickle of blood, also described in an example of
isticarah, like a warm “thread” (&:2)) runs down her leg. These two scenes are also associated in

the fact that Narjis, like Jannat’s grandmother, retreats to the bathroom in order to erase evidence

21 Op. Cit., 121.
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of her sin, and she burns her hands in the effort. In the second half of the citation, al-Sadaw1
describes Narjis as digging a hole like a “grave” (Ul') where she hides her sin under heaps of
soil before hiding herself as if she is guilty of a “crime” (<), Finally, she tries to soothe
herself by singing to her pillow with a voice like the “wind” (s!s¢!'). In each of these examples
the emphasis is to link Narjis and her guilt in an isti<arah comparison with the image of Jannat’s
grandfather. She does not understand her own body, she associates her blood with evidence of

her sin, and seeks to hide her shame from public scrutiny.

As the primary focus of al-Sacdawi’s development of the association between blood and
honor, Narjis is taught from an early age to be wary of responsibility to maintain the physical
evidence of her chastity. Regarding her anatomy, Narjis recalls an incident from her childhood:
“Her body trembles when her mother comes into the bathroom with her. She searches within her
body for the most treasured thing a girl possesses. Something not seen below the abdomen, like
tracing paper it tears apart in a gust of wind, or glass that breaks at the slightest blow. [...] It
burns like the head of a match. And then it is over forever” (Jannat wa Iblis, 95).%% In this
citation, al-Sacdawi creates several examples of isti<arah which refer to the hymen. Narjis’
mother searches for evidence that her hymen is intact, telling her daughter it is the “most
treasured” (=) thing she possesses, it is like “tracing paper” (&) 45 )4l or like “glass”
(zsJ1), and that it will burn like a “match” (<uSV a2). In each of these expressions there is no
explicit reference to her hymen, but the connection is clear. In each of the last three terms, al-
Sacdawt draws the point of comparison between sensually perceptible objects; and the basis for
the similarity is in the fragility each entity possesses. Like other young girls, Narjis learns these

analogies for her anatomy from her mother in order to stress that this possession must be guarded
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diligently. Linking this reference specifically with Narjis, al-Sacdawi further contextualizes the

guilt she feels as a result of her abuse.

Al-Sacdawi stresses several factors which contribute to the trauma Narjis carries into her

adult life. Much of this trauma is associated with the guilt of her sin:
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Since she learned to speak she asked God’s forgiveness for the great sin, a sin her body
understands but her mind is unable to comprehend. Like a tumor she feels the sin with
her fingers, growing under her ribs like warm blood flowing in the veins. Or like a match
buried within the flesh, like the flesh the barber cut off with the razor, flooding the sheet
with the blood. She realizes that it is a sin suspended from the heavens forever, or a

disgrace that cannot be washed away except with blood (Jannat wa Iblis, 100).

In this example, al-Sacdawi compares Narjis’ guilt with a tumor, spreading inside her body like
the blood in her veins. This image is similar to al-Sacdawi’s previous comparison suggesting that

her guilt is like the flesh growing inside her.?%

In both cases these images emphasize Narjis’
effort to conceal her guilt from the outside world. In this citation, al-Sacdawi also repeats the
comparison between Narjis’ hymen and the match and refers to the “flesh” (a~1') the barber cut

with a razor in an example of isti<arah referring to the removal of her clitoris. With all of these

references al-Sacdawi reveals the tragic aspects of Narjis’ upbringing in order to criticize the

203 Op. Cit., 92-93.
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structures of patriarchy that manifest in the pervasive physical and emotional oppression of

women.

Beyond her broad development of this motif as it pertains to Narjis, al-Sacdaw1’s effort to
associate the image of blood and the notion of honor appears in her descriptions of Jannat too.
Jannat, however, is a much stronger character than Narjis in terms of her resistance to societal
conventions. For example, in the following image al-Sacdawi describes an incident where Jannat

receives a beating in school:
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Incessantly the bamboo rod falls upon her hands and her arms. She hears the stings in the
air. She feels no pain. She sees the red marks upon her flesh squirming like lizard’s
tails. A drop of blood falls upon the tiled floor. It shines under the light like a golden
disc. She wipes it up with the heal of her shoe and raises her head. She walks tall, and
slender between the rows of girls and boys. They carry her upon their shoulders, her

head touching the sky (Jannat wa Iblis, 161).

The lizard tail image reappears in this citation, but instead of it referring to any guilt Jannat feels,
as in the case of her grandfather and with Narjis, al-Sacdawt associates it with a source of pride.
The drop of blood on the floor shines like the “golden disc” (23 u=_dll). With this reference,
al-Sacdawi makes a clear connection to the medals worn by the various men she describes in

positions of authority. This expression is an example of tamthil because both the spot of blood
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and the medal are explicitly mentioned in the space of two sentences; and the point of
comparison is intellectual because for Jannat, this spot of blood that drops from her body as a
result of the beating she endures represents an honor she has earned. Jannat does not regret her
persistent search for knowledge and holds her head high as the rest of the children triumphantly
carry her out of the classroom upon their shoulders. This is obviously a different use of the
blood and honor symbolism al-Sacdawt applies to Narjis. In this instance, Narjis earns her

“badge” of merit just like the men in the novel and she is similarly proud of her achievement.

Al-Sacdawi describes honor as it relates to Jannat in a way that distinguishes her from
most other female characters in the novel, with the exception of Iblis’s mother and Eve. Jannat

is introduced as she enters through the gates of the asylum escorted by a police brigade:
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Her slender body shot through the open gates with a movement uncommon among the
daughters of Eve. [...] The men’s and women’s eyes moved toward her and fixed on her
eyes open to the world like a window without blinking. Her long eyelashes were raised
ready to fight to the end. [...] Her thick black hair was blown by the air upon her face.

She throws it behind her back like a wild horse (Jannat wa Iblis, 7).

In this, her initial appearance, al-Sacdaw1 describes Jannat as being uncommon among women.
This in and of itself is threatening to the established patriarchal order. In the final sentence of

this citation, Jannat tossing her hair back is like a wild horse. This example of tashbih compares
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the physical characteristic she shares with the horse, with the operative term being the use of the
adjective “wild” (a=«\al)). Jannat and the horse are entities al-Sa°daw1 draws together from
different categories where the point of similarity is a shared characteristic of independence. Like
the horse, Jannat is wild, unrestrained, not cowering in front of anyone, and proudly holding her
head high in the presence of men. During the tumult of Jannat’s arrival and the violent
suppression of the rebellion her pride has instigated, all of the women are scrambling to avoid
the blows from the male nurses’ canes, with the exception of one woman, the Head Nurse Narjis
who recognizes Jannat: “This wild movement she had seen before, like a free horse that no one
owned” (Jannat wa Iblis, 9).*** The tashbih image of Jannat as the wild horse is repeated here
but in this expression she is “free” (3~1)), she is “not owned” (&S sles 1) by anyone. This image
is repeated later in the novel as Jannat remains defiant through the indignity of the treatment she
receives at the asylum. To her general description of Jannat, al-Sa°dawi adds that she was born
with an unusual condition leading her grandmother to complain, “This girl is a devil. Her eyes
have been open since she was born” (Jannat wa Iblis, 72).°% This is the first indication in her
life that she is different. As a result of this apparently ominous affliction, after Jannat’s birth her
grandmother “made her mother wash away the blood and the sin. Birth, in her grandmother’s
Bible, was a sin not forgiven by God except with sorrow and pain. In the night she saw her
mother standing behind the window, her eyes filled with sorrow and pain” (Jannat wa Iblis,
72).%%° This reference reinforces al-SasdawT’s reflection upon the role women play in
maintaining the patriarchal order. It also returns to the lingering relevance of al-Sacdawi’s

version of the story of Eve in the novel. In this example, specifically situated in the Biblical
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tradition known to Jannat’s grandmother, al-SacdawT recalls that among the consequences of
Eve’s transgression she is condemned to suffer in childbirth. Once again, blood is a key as it is

evidence of a woman’s sin and must be washed away.

In another of al-Sacdaw1’s examples of how women participate in the maintenance of
their own oppression, Jannat remembers her grandmother’s warnings about avoiding things, such
as riding bicycles, which may compromise the integrity of her hymen. She says to Jannat, “‘A
girl’s honor is delicate like a cigarette paper’” (Jannat wa Iblis, 30),%°” and in response to this
Jannat recalls that, “Whenever a cigarette burned between her grandfather’s or her father’s lips,
and he tossed the extinguished stub away she imagined that she was that stub burning in the
ashes” (Jannat wa Iblis, 30).2°® This image is similar to other reference regarding the fragility of
the hymen previously examined in relation to Narjis’ upbringing.’®® Each of these comparisons
is an example of tashbih; they are comprehensible as independent expressions which draw a
point of similarity based the physical characteristics they share. Glass, tracing or cigarette paper,
or the head of a match stick are all fragile; once they are broken, torn or burned, they are gone
forever. Al-Sasdawi designs theses images to emphasize the instruction young girls receive
about the importance of this part of their anatomy and their responsibility to guard it until
marriage. In the defense of al-Sacdaw1’s elder female characters and the realistic tendency they
represent, their participation in these rituals involving a young girl’s education with respect to
her hymen are culturally ingrained. Al-Sasdawi comments on this phenomenon in The Nawal El

Saadawi Reader:
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People in our countries are nurtured on fear. They feed on it the moment they are born.
Fear of the Father, the Ruler, of God, are all combined. From a very early age, children
are taught to fear punishment or Hell, or the father’s displeasure, which can end in their
being thrown out of the home. Women fear divorce, fear to be left alone without shelter,
or a future, or security of any kind. Students fear their professors’ whims and are taught
to cringe lest they be failed, or given bad marks or refused access to higher studies.
Writers are afraid of being dismissed from their jobs, for in developing countries the
establishment rules with a heavy hand over all areas of intellectual and artistic creation.
Obedience is considered the highest of virtues everywhere, in the family, at school, in

religion, morals, administrative systems, and political institutions (Reader, 205).

This “culture of fear” could explain why female genital mutilation occurs in Christian and
Muslim communities in Egypt to this day, not necessarily as a function of either of those
religious traditions, but because of social conditioning with roots in ancient Egyptian civilization.
Under these circumstances, a mother believes that if her daughter or granddaughter is not
mutilated in this way, or she fails to properly guard the honor of her hymen, she will be

considered unmarriageable and she will have little chance of finding security in her adult life.?*

Al-SacdawT’s juxtaposition of Jannat and Narjis is much deeper than the similar
upbringings they experience and the vastly different personalities they represent as adults. Prior
to Jannat’s first electroshock therapy, Narjis, in her capacity as the Head Nurse of the asylum, is

poised to inject Jannat with a sedative. From her bed Jannat sees the shadow of the needle and

219 |n The Hidden Face of Eve, describing her own experience with female circumcision, al-Sacdawi writes, “I did

not know what they had cut off from my body, and I did not try to find out. | just wept, and called out to my mother
for help. But the worst shock of all was when I looked around and found her standing by my side. Yes, it was her, |
could not be mistaken, in flesh and blood, right in the midst of these strangers, talking to them and smiling at them,
as though they had not participated in slaughtering her daughter a few moments ago (Eve, 8).
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recalls the knife with which she kills her husband: “upon the wall is a long pointed blade like a
knife” (Jannat wa Iblis, 17).*** This comparison between the knife and the needle is an example
of tamthil because the point of similarity is not based on the physical or sensual characteristics
linking the two objects and because comprehending its meaning ultimately requires reference to
a broader contextual knowledge which al-Sacdaw1 establishes later in the novel. The key to the
comparison is intellectual and rooted in the similar role that Narjis shares with Zakariya in
Jannat’s life. The injection mirrors the incident where Jannat murders her husband in self
defense. Narjis also plays the traditional role of the husband in a symbolic reference to breaking
the hymen. The result of the injection leaves some blood that Narjis tries to clean: “she rubbed
her arm with a piece of cotton, over and over again to stop the blood. A single red drop
remained fixed on the sleeve of the white gown” (Jannat wa Iblis, 17).2*? This is an isti<arah
comparison between the spot of blood left by the injection and the blood stained cloth meant to
legitimize a marriage by authenticating the purity of the woman. As will become clear in the
following section, the relationship between Narjis and Jannat is much deeper than al-Sacdawi is

ready to reveal earlier in the novel.

4h: Narjis as a God-Man

In one of the most interesting twists in the thematic arch of her narrative, al-Sacdaw1
includes Narjis as a notable addition to her well developed association between men and gods.
The first indication al-Sasdawi offers to suggest that Narjis is like a man implies that she is a

lesbian. As the Head Nurse at the asylum, al-Sacdaw initially describes Narjis standing behind
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the Director as she scrutinizes Jannat: “Her eyes steal a glance at the woman’s bare feet. [...] Her
white shirt is loose, it opens wide and her long neck rises from it, brown like the trunk of a tree
emerging from inside the ground. Her eyes are wide, filled with a fixed stare of madness”
(Jannat wa Iblis, 11).2** It is interesting here to note how the Head Nurse sizes Jannat up starting
at her feet and working her way up her legs, mirroring the gaze of a man looking upon a woman
he is attracted to. By the end of the novel, it is clear that Narjis is indeed a lesbian and that she
and Jannat have a long standing relationship dating back to their childhood. This subtle
introduction to Narjis is relevant at this stage in the analysis of the novel’s imagery because it is
ultimately an example of isti<arah based in tamthil and serves as the first of several references to

Narjis possessing male characteristics.

Although it is not obvious early in the novel, the relationship between Narjis and Jannat
is eventually clear; and al-Sacdawt aids in preparing for this revelation by the repeated use of
butterfly images. In the first example of al-Sacdawi’s butterfly motif, she describes Jannat’s fond

memories of her mother singing her to sleep:
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And she falls into sleep as if she is sinking into a warm sea. She swims like a fish then
she spreads her wings and flies above the water. Like a butterfly she flutters her wings

below the rays of the sun and the clear blue sky. She runs barefoot through the grass.
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Spikes of wheat dance in the wind. She smells the green plants, and runs without
stopping. Behind her she is chased by his voice. A single word shoots into her back like

a bullet: Fallen! (Jannat wa Iblis, 27).

There are two straightforward tashbih images in this citation describing the comfort and sense of
freedom Jannat feels sleeping in her mother’s embrace. She is like a “fish” (4S«ull), and a
“butterfly” (&5 _4ll) and the point of similarity al-Sacdawi intends is Jannat’s satisfaction relative
to being free and unrestrained. Al-Sacdawi ends this tranquil scene from Jannat’s childhood with
an appearance from her husband, Zakariya, who chases her down cursing her. The word fallen
hits her like a “bullet” (:=la_ll) in another example of tashbih meant to signify the very
opposite emotion apparent in the first half of the citation. In her relationship with Zakariya,
Jannat is not free. By contrast, al-Sacdawi repeatedly evokes the butterfly image specifically in

reference to Jannat’s relationship with Narjis.

In order to establish the connection between Narjis and the god-man image, al-Sacdawi
makes reference to a picture on her wall showing her receiving a national medal of honor.
Recalling the moment she reaches for the medal, she describes the man who presents her with
the award. She remembers that his “chest is solid inside the iron armor. Rising from his chest
are shining badges and medals. The neck bends upward like a turkey and upon it sits a square
face, gray like the stones of the mugattam hills east of Cairo, fixed in the air like the Sphinx
(Jannat wa Iblis, 86).2** This is another example of al-SacdawT’s standard depiction of a man,
but in recalling this image she sets up a distinct connection between this depiction and Narjis. At

the moment she accepts her medal and an awkward but deliberate handshake from the general,
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she recalls: “a brief moment like a flash, or a bolt of electricity. And at this moment the flashes
of light fall upon her and the picture appears in the papers. Her face appears white, the color of
burnt magnesium in the flashbulbs, as her bare white teeth appear in a smile, her mouth open
wide, crooked” (Jannat wa Iblis, 86).*> In this moment, when she is accepting public
recognition for her honorable national service, she undergoes a sort of shock therapy allowing
her to ignore the shame of her past, and enter, partially, into the masculine realm. Her smile
twisted to one side is the clearest link to all previous descriptions of men in positions of power.
Additionally, Narjis wears her medal much like Zakariya does. Within this frame she is directly
associated with men in general and specifically with Jannat’s husband. In this way she is almost

male, but not quite.

After this connection is firmly established, Narjis hears Jannat call out to her by name in
the asylum. Narjis retreats to her room and begins to call on her memory where she sees two
girls “playing hopscotch in the school courtyard, running between the green plants following the
butterflies” (Jannat wa Iblis, 33).2*° This is the first indication that Narjis and Jannat are in fact
childhood friends and al-Sacdaw1’s first use of the butterfly analogy to connect them. Although
she initially refuses to admit it, Narjis does remember Jannat and regrets her role in delivering
the medical treatment compelled by the state. In one example where she expresses her regret,
Narjis recalls a memory of Jannat as a younger woman: “But she walked with her head up as if
she was the king’s daughter. Her abundant black hair spreads around her like the lion’s mane.
She tosses it behind her back with her hand like a wild horse that no one owned. And for the

feast she wears an orange dress that fills with the air flying around her like the wings of a
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butterfly” (Jannat wa Iblis, 97).2" Al-Sacdawi develops these connections between Narjis and
Jannat not only to situate Narjis in the image of a man but also to evoke another reflection on the
nature of tragedy. Women like Narjis and Jannat are not free to enjoy their love for each other,

as this is completely out of the question within the boundaries of the patriarchal system.

Al-Sacdawi makes it clear that in the cultural environment she describes there is no
chance for Jannat and Narjis to enjoy a life together. In a confrontation that leads her to make
the first independent decision in her life, Narjis admits her attraction to Jannat in the presence of
her boss. The Director then calls her a fallen whore and smacks her face. At this moment her
world falls apart. As she flees from the scene, she drops the constraining physical signs of her
socially defined womanhood. She abandons her shoes, her veil, and her corset. She pulls off her
medal and discards it, followed by her needle and whistle and all that defined her as the Head
Nurse. As she shed her previous identity and her years of sadness, “She ran like a white
butterfly. Flapping her wings she flies away. Next to her there is another white butterfly. They
soar together in the air, laugh like children and embrace” (Jannat wa Iblis, 137).2'® Although at
this point Jannat is deceased, she is the second butterfly in the image and for a brief moment both
are free: “Suddenly a sound booms like a bullet from a gun, and the butterflies tumble to the
ground. [...] A green leaf glistens under the light and trembles. From above drops fall slowly,
drop after drop, red, the color of blood. The drops are audible to the ear, beat after beat,

dropping steadily like the beating of a heart” (Jannat wa Iblzs, 137).**° This final image brings
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together several of the images al-Sacdaw1 creates in her development of the relationship between
Narjis and Jannat. In this instance, in their moment of freedom, they are immediately shot down
as a symbol of the impossibility of their relationship within the boundaries set by patriarchy. Al-
Sacdawr also appropriately renders this final image of blood as proof of the love that these two

women share.

4i: Rape

In addition to the incidents involving the abuse Narjis suffers, al-Sacdaw1 describes a
number of disturbing incidents involving molestation and or rape, the ultimate expression of
violence in a man’s attempt to assert his authority over others. In one example of such an
incident occurring in the asylum, the Lord calls upon Nafisa to prove her chastity and loyalty to

him alone and she does not resist:
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She did not raise her eyes to see what was happening. She felt her gown being lifted.
His fingers crawling upon her body. The pulsing stopped beneath her ribs. Under her
breath she recited the verse which says, ‘He is the one and everlasting God.” Suddenly
she felt something sting her like fire. His huge hand was upon her mouth muffling her
breath, but a scream escaped and rang out in the silence of the night (Jannat wa Iblis, 66-

67).

il (i o 3 b
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The primary reference to rape in this case is what she feels that stings her like “fire” (JW), in an
isticarah reference to the Lord’s violation of her body. Although she possibly has the will and
the strength to resist his advances, her apparent willingness to submit in this case is a reflection
of a power relationship and not an indication of her consent, rendering al-Sacdaw1’s use of the
term “fire” particularly effective. Additionally, the reference to her gown being lifted is also
relevant as it connects this incident to several others like it in the development of a broader
isti“arah comparison rooted in tamthil which unites several characters suffering under the same
humiliation. There is also irony evident in the idea that while being violated by the Lord, she

calls on him/god to protect her.

In another instance of abuse, Jannat is the victim; and the reference to her dress being

lifted serves as al-Sacdawi’s anchor connecting these scenes:
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This was the method of punishment in the school. She stands with her face to the wall
and her arms raised. She cannot drop an arm, even as she felt her dress being lifted from
behind and something like a finger creeping between her buttocks. Her body trembles,
and with this trembling she drops an arm and the bamboo cane falls upon her. She raises
her arm quickly even higher, so high along with her other hand it is as if they are

touching the ceiling (Jannat wa Iblis, 31).
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Not only is she being victimized by her teacher, but in her resistance the cane only lands on her
with more force. In this way the structures of authority and the potential for abusing that

authority are reinforced by the threat of punishment.

Al-Sacdawi describes another incident when Nafisa is detained by the police after striking
a soldier with a rock and resisting his demands for her to produce her brother Iblis. In police
detention she is molested and, just like Jannat, “she feels his finger moving up her right leg,
gently like the lizard’s tail” (Jannat wa Iblis, 146).>*° One distinct connection between these two
incidents is obviously the presence of the finger creeping up her leg, but the lizard tail image also
appears in this reference as al-Sacdawi offers another identifying characteristic of abuse. With
the inclusion of this reference in several examples of sexual impropriety on the behalf of men,
ranging from infidelity to molestation and rape, the lizard tail image unifies these examples of

exploitation in power relationships among the novel’s primary characters.

While enduring this abuse in the police station, Nafisa recalls the beatings she sustained
at the hands of Shaykh Masciid: “She hears the sound of the bamboo cane stinging the air. And
the air stings her naked backside. Red marks appear upon her body, twisting like lizards’ tails”
(Jannat wa Iblis, 146).%2" During these beatings, Nafisa never turns around to look her teacher in
the face. This detail also provides a narrative link between these various incidents. Prior to her
incarceration at the asylum, with her mother dead and brother taken away, Nafisa is alone and

begins working as a prostitute:
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She hides herself under the bedspread so as not to face them. [...] They hide their eyes
behind dark glasses, sitting in the waiting room smacking their lips. The hairs in their
nostrils stand erect, trembling in the wind, like the whiskers of cats hunting for grilled
meat. They meow below her hand in pain. One of them drove his teeth into her neck

from behind gnawing on a piece of meat (Jannat wa Iblis, 150-151).

In this citation the men seeking sexual gratification at Nafisa’s expense are described like
animals in an easily discernible example of tashbih. They smack their lips in anticipation, hunt
like cats in pursuit of her “meat” (s=1), and one man bites into her neck. Again, as is evident
repeatedly and with Nafisa specifically, one key to al-Sasdawi’s effort to connect these incidents

is Nafisa’s refusal to look these men in the face.

Iblis as a child also suffers as the victim of rape. In the following example of such an
assault, the nature of the incident is made more obvious when juxtaposed with the incidents

involving his sister Nafisa:
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He hides from him in the trough, curled up around himself like a fetus between the sticks
of firewood. He holds his breath and the beating under his ribs stops. [...] A long arm
reaches out. It has five fingers. It grasps him as if he was a chicken. His robe is raised
from behind and his course brown underpants are pulled down. The light of the moon
falls upon his trembling backside. His back is to the light and his face in the other
direction. He is afraid to turn around. He is afraid to move his head to the side or to raise
his eyes to him. He was big, bigger than him. His long shadow appeared on the ground,

and he was just a child learning to read (Jannat wa Iblis, 112).

In the context of previous imagery of men in authority all resembling each other and having been
made in god’s image, this incident reflects the sexual assault of Iblis at the hands of the same
“everyman” or God himself. Initially, Iblis hides from Shaykh Mas¢td curled up like a “fetus”
(o)) only to be snatched up like a “chicken” (4als2). In each of these references al-Sacdawi
creates a tashbih image between Iblis and these two terms signifying his innocence, weakness,
and accessibility as a piece of meat available for consumption. In addition to this reference to
the chicken, there are at least two other connections to the humiliations his sister endures. Like
is sister, Iblis is afraid to turn around. This similarity constitutes the basis for an instance of
isticarah comparing Iblis with Nafisa. His robe is lifted from behind, just like his sister. They
are both abused by men in positions of authority over them. In this case the abuser is also a point
of similarity. In the final sentence of the passage, al-Sacdawf reiterates Iblis’s innocence,
identifying him as a child just learning to read, which is especially relevant because his attacker

is his own teacher.

Although there is little to suggest that something other than rape is the subject of this

passage, to confirm the nature of the attack al-Sacdawi offers a description of an incident that
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occurs shortly afterwards. Iblis is back in school, being prodded with a stick in the ribs by
Shaykh Mas<tid, who is compelling him to recite from the Qur’an. In what appears to be a
deliberate mistake meant to out the Shaykh as his abuser, Iblis recites, “you who lust for men
instead of women, you are an intemperate people” (Jannat wa Iblis, 112-113).%2 This reference
is clearly evidence of the rape described earlier as well as Iblis’s effort to rebel against the law.
Additionally, al-Sacdawi offers a description of the marks on Iblis’s back from his beatings at the
hands of Shaykh Masctd which are “long and twisting like the tails of lizards” (Jannat wa Iblis,
114).2%% |n each of these vivid portrayals of abuse, al-Sacdaw1 provides several points of
reference in the reinforcement of her themes related to the abusive power of relationships and

gender inequalities inherent in patriarchal systems of cultural organization.

4j: The Question of Unity

Among the three novels examined in this study of comparative imagery, al-Sasdaw1’s
Jannat wa Iblis provides the best example of textual unity. Nearly all of her images contribute in
some way to a broader reading of the novel as a whole. Whether a single image is created in the
service of a primary motif, or a series of images are developed in a single expression, al-Sasdaw1
clearly makes an effort not only to draw vivid comparisons through her use of imagery but to tie
those images together with meaningful effect. Among her most successful primary motifs is the
god-man image. Al-Sacdawi incorporates this image in her description of Narjis in order to
complicate the nature of gender identity otherwise firmly entrenched within the cultural

environment providing the backdrop for her novel. Her combination of imagery drawn from
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ancient Egyptian civilization, with the patterns of gender inequality apparent in the modern era is

another successful aspect of the unity within this primary motif.

Additionally, the unity of composition apparent in her juxtaposition of the scriptural
narrative involving Eve’s temptation at the tree of knowledge with the development of characters
like Jannat and Iblis effectively challenges the traditional misogynistic insistence that the burden
of sin must fall upon women alone. With reference to Jannat’s unashamed pursuit of knowledge,
al-Sacdawi undermines the misogynist narrative her male characters proclaim which suggests

what Eve does in this conventional story of the Abrahamic faiths was problematic.

Regarding the nature of truth in the claims her images make, al-Sadawi actually defines
the boundaries of truth on her own terms without upsetting al-Jurjani’s rubric for the appropriate
use of metaphoric language. Within the boundaries of truth defined by al-Sacdawi, she creates a
space for the acceptance of the notion that man created god in his image instead of the other way
around by diligently contextualizing this controversial idea within a reasonable reflection on
human history. Al-Sasdawt also exposes the truth behind the fraudulent claims of the men in her
novel that only women fall in the temptation of infidelity. Truth in this sense is a reflection of a
morality contrasting with traditional definitions of right and wrong dictated by men who are

more likely to abuse their authority than to use it for the benefit of society at large.

As it pertains to the unity of individual images, in developing the connection between
blood and honor al-Sacdawi confronts some of the most brutally offensive aspects of gender
inequality inherent in traditional social structures rooted in patriarchy. She links several
instances of sexual abuse with the successful repetition of specific imagery and exposes the

failure of sanctimonious religious platitudes to regulate morality. Beyond these important
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aspects of her narrative, al-Sadawi imposes a level of sensitivity to female agency otherwise

repressed within the cultural context that frames her narrative.
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Conclusion:

In the previous analysis of comparative imagery in Arabic literature the reliance upon for
al-Jurjani’s particular manner of reading examples of tashbih, tamthil, and isticarah was
preferred in order to evaluate its continued relevance in modern Arabic literary criticism. His
rubric for the identification, classification and analysis of comparative imagery in Arabic
literature is still relevant in its application to contemporary criticism because of the unique
structures and nuances of the language. Although each of the novelists considered in this study
have undoubtedly been influenced by non-Arab ways of thinking, al-Jurjani’s theory of metaphor
continues to be the most suitable approach to literary analysis of simile and metaphor in their

novels because they were written in Arabic.

By comparison, traditional Western readings of metaphor are insufficient when applied to
Avrabic literature because of several theoretical assumptions accepted in the West contradict the
tradition in Arabic literature established by al-Jurjani. Reading examples of Arabic literature
through the lens of traditional Western theories of metaphor is not inappropriate or unfruitful. It
is certainly possible to apply such theories to readings of literature within any cultural context.
Such an approach, however, requires an entirely different method of classifying instances of
metaphor and simile through the application of a fundamentally non-Arab methodology. To
render the examples considered in the current analysis of Arabic literature through the frame of
traditional Western theories of metaphor would require a re-classification of the images based on
a model unsubstantiated by the literary tradition that produced them. Had these novels been
originally composed in English, an alternative approach reliant upon Western models of analysis

would be sufficient, but this is not the case.
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In his lament concerning the Western-leaning trajectory of “modernization” in Arabic
literary culture, and also concerning his own role in that development, Adunis asserts: “I find no
paradox in declaring that it was recent Western modernity which led me to discover our own,
older, modernity outside our ‘modern’ politico-cultural system established on a Western model”
(Poetics, 81). Adunis concludes that a deliberate effort to rediscover a decidedly Arabic
methodology in the approach to literary criticism is needed in order to arrive at a suitable
definition of Arab modernity which properly acknowledges the continued relevance of classical

models in the modern era. Adiinis continues by suggesting:

The problematic of modernity at the present time thus becomes clearer at the level of
language. What was the first sign of the presence of the Arabs and their creativity is
being corrupted and degraded. The Arab of today is in the process of forgetting the
fundamental element through which he knew existence, and which established his
presence in history. He has lost the sense of language [...] and appears ignorant of what

has given him his identity, or of who he is (Poetics, 83).

As Adunis describes the current predicament of Arabic modernity, the prevalence of Western
theoretical approaches to the analysis of contemporary Arabic literature also tend to overshadow
if not entirely ignore suitable models of arguably “modern” approaches to the study of Arabic
language and literature that do exist in the tradition. In fact, he asserts that by virtue of their
moorings in conventional Arab sensibilities they are preferable to distinctly non-Arab
approaches. As an example of the principle Adianis is espousing, al-Jurjani is perhaps the easiest
model to acknowledge. Whether students of Arabic language and literature from grammar

school through the university level and beyond know it explicitly or not, al-Jurjani’s
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methodology is the modern Arab approach to the analysis of comparative imagery. According to

Adinis the solution to this challenge is clear:

If we are to treat the problem of modernity, we must first re-examine the structures of
Arab thought. To question modernity, Arab thought must question itself. Arab
modernity can be studied only within the perspective of Arab thought, on the level of
principles and actual historical developments, within the framework of its specific
assumptions, using its epistemological tools and in the context of the issues which gave
rise to the phenomenon and have resulted from it. To study it from a Western perspective

would be to distort it and distance oneself from the real issues (Poetics, 83).

In his effort to advocate for a new understanding and articulation of modernity in Arab thought,

Aduns is simply pointing out the obvious. Within this modern paradigm, the task of the scholar
of the Arabic cultural tradition is not necessarily to reject the legitimacy of Western models, but
rather to carefully avoid the ease with which the slide toward the West can occur. In order to

establish a true sense of Arab cultural modernity, Arab thought must “question itself.”

It is also necessary to consider the challenge confronting efforts to re-evaluate the
legitimacy of classical models of Arabic thought in the modern era. In the West, scholars of
Arabic face a particular set of roadblocks that must be overcome in order to direct their focus
exclusively on models of Arab thought. With specific reference to the production and study of
Arabic literature, this predicament of the scholar and artist is further compounded in the modern
era because, as Roger Allen succinctly points out, the state of freedom to publish fiction in the
Arab world “is restricted in varying degrees and by a number of methods, of which banishment,

imprisonment, and censorship are merely the most overt. In societies in which the power of the
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word is well understood and carefully monitored, novel writing becomes an act of adventure and
courage” (Allen, 125). This reflection on the state of scholarship as it applies to Arabic literature
is unique by comparison to the relatively liberal dispensation facing the Western scholar and
artist. The novelists studied in the previous analysis are each in their own way representative of
this fact. Although all three novelists have maintained periodic residence in the Arab world
throughout their careers, Halim Barakat is the only one of the three who still maintains active
residence in the Arab world. Huda Barakat and Nawal al-Sacdawi have largely lived outside
their countries of origin and reside in the West. It is not necessarily problematic that in the ever
expanding milieu of global cultural studies that a multicultural approach to Arabic literature
occurs in contemporary Arabic literary criticism. The tendency to prefer Western models of
theory and analysis, however, is currently the predominant condition of the modern field as it
applies to studies of Arabic literature. The tendency of many leading Arab writers and scholars
to relocate to the West contributes to the use of Western models of thinking to the exclusion of

legitimate and even superior Arabic alternatives.

Returning to Adtinis and to the explicitly stated purpose of this project, the effort to
reassert classical standards of Arabic literary criticism in the modern era should not
automatically lead to charges of anachronism or cultural bias. In fact, arguably, a condition of
anachronism and cultural bias already exists in favor of Western models whether the scholar or
artist is physically located in the Arab world or in the West. The approach Adiinis espouses is
not a rejection or replacement for contemporary models of scholarship. Instead it is a legitimate
alternative. It is a viable, productive and beneficial endeavor for any scholar interested in
exploring the unique and richly rewarding experience of studying Arabic literature through the

lens of standards established by some of the most respected masters of the language. As a result
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of the superior quality of al-Jurjani’s scholarship and the proven relevance of his theories in the
contemporary era, the traditional approach to the study of comparative imagery in Arabic is

classically modern.
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