CHAPTER ONE: Reading Literature in Contexts

Unlike most works of literary eriticism deali ithotexts from the Arab world written
in English, this study aims neither to be an exhausti one work or author nor a
comprehensive survey of a school or trend in have also not endeavored
to ‘cover’ a range of writers or to choo! xts that are somehow
representative of ‘Arab women'’s literature,’ literature’ or any other
such label. For example, all of the works here istian authors and were
published in the 1990s, but ['wish to make clea advancing an argument
either about ‘Lebanese Christian writers’ o r literature in Lebanon.’

Other scholars are involved inl these pursuits hree novels engage with a
variety of labels, communities and groups b nottake them to be representative of
any specific group or trend; my focus here is on presenting and reading these works in
conjunction with a wide range of identities iations. My aim in this book is to

brings together the study of technique and form — by
investigating the usc of intertextuality in a serics o ative, literary texts — and the
exploration of relevant cri concepts and ideas linked to understanding the
subversive and transformativeé potential of literary texts. Themovels I treat here do have

develop a reading method th

several things in common: all share the use of specific al techniques in their
intertexual rescriptings of religious figures'and talés as well as 2 mitment to treating
issues of women and gender in their works. Therefore, by remaining an extremely

h here seeks to comfribute to current

limited project in many ways, my approz
discussions and debates in Arabic literary studies as a broad and open-ended exploration
of ways in which reading the literatures of the Near East and the Arab world can be

approached from multiple angles and within multiple contexts.

m ontext(s)’, it is

1. Multiple Context

In order to begin

necessary to devg ntroductc hapter m ¢ varied and
diverse conte Chedid, Huda Barakat and Najwa
Barakat are log ome of the tensio acty
between their

affiliation,
array of lab
choices, ma
as well as o
public imag

there is an 2

have receive by aeademlcs and publishe:

questions color who work in the cre

articulates thi f driven
into situations onflicting
identities. Wrifs omes first,

where does she p
which individual won
I would emphasize (h
relation to these questio

ntifies herself in
k are appropriated

y the way in which
but also the way in which she and he;

I' Trinh, T. Minh-ha (1989): Woman
(Bloomington), p.6.
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and labeled that are relevi
novel today, for example, n
The discourses and dialo,

: chanese woman writer publishing a
ay be at ease 'th one or mere ways of identifying herself.
es in which her works are engaged, however, may not be as
readily able to reconcile these multiple and conflicting identitics. For example, Andrée
Chedid speaks at great length about how she feels about fitting into many settings in her
autobiographical récit, Les saisons de passage,

nt to the discussion

glmve vengeur, barrant le passage vers [’avenir!
oute croyance partisane, ils nous
ent ne pas leur en étre reconnaissants?

Nos ancétres ne tendaient vers nous 1
Nous délivrant de | tout nationalism
offraient, en s’effagant, toutes nos chan

Our ancestors did not put vengeful swards in our hands, blocking our path te the future!
Freeing us from all limited nationalisms, and all partisan beliefs, by withdrawing, they
gave us all of our opportunities. How gan we acknowledge them for that? 2

In an autobiographical essay, the Lebanes

-American author and critic Evelyne Accad
also shows herself to be comfortable with many labels declaring that she was born, “an
Arab woman in Beirut, of 2. Swiss. mother and a Lebanese father who himself was born
in Egypt, who received a strict Protestant education in Beirut, the most cosmopolitan
city in the Middlc East at that time.” (“[une] femme arabe & Beyrouth de mére suisse et
de pére libanais né en Egypte, recevoir une éducation protestante rigide, 4 Beyrouth, la
ville la plus cosmopolite du Moyen-Orient a I’époque.”)? These ers celebrate their
mixed identities and loyalties without expressing the same tensions that many other
writers do. Trinh’s ‘triple bind’ thus mus be understood not only as a question and
problem that md1v1dual writers..an ‘ gonfront and are confronted with, but
also as a larger questiom’we andlesitics of literature. This is
particularly relevant ocations around the world
whose works aré of ‘post-colonial
literature.” [f authors are connected to 4 oL 1 2 Series abels, categories,
communities' @ ati a8 Cr epare gage with them
: 2 : in this process by
approaching : i i and by cxploring
these co 3

In both eni : its title, I'privi , d 'Lebanese’
as two 1 a i i e opose that
these e important

ssion of these
olved for the
vho dcal with

contex i iterary works are read. In orde
contexts, it i : open with outlining some of the

critic  wrild non and women in Lebanon

contemporé nited States)
must confront the isst en writers in
particular, ha and perhaps are

inities. This is not
ab world and Near East
pdividual situations vary

congruent with
only the case fo
more generally as v

ebanon, but also other locations in the A
though the specific features o

2 Chedid, Andrée (1996): Les Saisons de passage (Paris), p. 98.

3 Accad, Evelyne (1993): L ‘écriture comme éclatement des frontiéres. In: Esprit créaieur 33:2, p.
120.
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considerably. [n the case of contempora -
clear that the focus of attention in the academy i
exclusively on literature about violence in
raged in Lebanon for more than fifteen years s
underestimated, nor should the impact of the v
events be ignored or denied. The fascination with the idea of Lebanon as a place of
violence, however, has beem consistently u i in Buropean and American
readings of Lebanese literaturg in the modern period almost4o the exclusion of all other
features and with a few exceptions, readings of li ¢in westem critical practice is
largely devoted to war and violence, with a g deal of material specifically focusing
on women’s opposition to the war and violence. The explosion of translations of
literature from Lebanon into English in the 1980s and 1990s shows this clearly as most
works translated deal directly with the war, with Wemen writers amply represented.
There seems also to be a certain predilection for works that tell a personal story; the
European translation series ‘Mémoires de la Mediterranée’, for example, has
contributed a number of translations of Arabic works of fiction, from Lebanon and
elsewhere, into English.’

from Lebanon, for example, it is

ast thirty years has been almost
npact of the wars which
 should of course not be

s, for translations of
that well-received and popular Lebanese

me of the motivatio

The market for shocking stories of course is
literature about war, but it is somewhat curio
writers have not been translated into English. One example of this is Emily Nasrallah
(Imili Nasrallah), a writer who is extremely popular in Lebanon and has published
fifteen novels and short story collections, most of which present idyllic portraits of
Lebanese village life and the countryside _ebanon For example, her novel Al-Igla*
‘aks al-zaman (translated as.Fligh e vith a family that has
emigrated to Canadz -..- Se 0! books easily available in
English translation.5 Its | s works, Tuyyar
Aylul (September Birds);al “an cducation, is
not.” Nasrallah i only begun to
be raised and d 1
‘... my anxiety s
with translatig
forms they tak
the cultural d

4 An importa i is Elise Salem’s (2003): Constructing
i il abanese scholar based in the Unite

Nasrallah, Imili
trans. Issa Boul at

on of a number of

>anadian press Gynergy,

7 Tuyyar Aylil was 7rg

Nasrallah’s short stories from vanous collections was pubhshed by a sma
(1992) A Hause not Her O ies from Beirut (Charlottetown
8 Al-Nowaihi, Magds M. (2001): For a “Fo udience: The Challenges of Teaching Arabic in

the American Academy. In: MESA Bulletin 35 p 26.

9 See for example, Amireh, Amal (1996): Publishing in the World Problems and Prospectives for
Arab Women Writers. In: Al-Jadid 2:10. Coffin, Nancy (1999): Bi‘at filastin: Taswiq al-adab al-
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The focus on Lebanon 48 a violent v ocation is not the only ideology that
affects the way in which Lebanese lite is received and marketed throughout the
world. The focus on women’s literature imposition of feminist ideologies on
Arab women’s literature|generally and Lebanese women's specifically is a second peril
of working on women in Lebanon that has n somewhat more detail by
scholars. In her important article de: ., “Negotiating Feminist
Ideologies Within Lebanese Women’s alem Manganaro points out
that women’s literature has been a pri dy and many scholars have
imposed a grid of understanding onto pely from notions of feminism
current and popular in Burope and the United States. “Like many other Arab women
engaged in these debates, she is concern vith how the emphasis on gender which is
often encouraged in the west detracts frc important aspects of the texts and the
realities of people’s lives in Lebanese s. She argues that the discussion of
Lebanese literature must be contextualized with'an openness to its diverse influences
rather than a focus on ideological agendas, “To study Lcbanesc female war fiction,
therefore, in isolation is to arrive at certain pre-ordaiied conclusions that do more to
further western feminist agendas than to help us appreciate the nuances of the literature

or to understand the 2 the challenges that face us in the years
ahead.”!0 Part of the mspuauon for myfbro ject is the need ta_emphasize the diverse
influences and contexts in play in Lebanese literature and to moye away from reading
these texts through the lenses of war and/or feminism that Sale anganaro critiques
so convincingly in her piece. While I also agree with Salem Manganaro’s assertion
about the value of studying “fcmale fiction in conjunction with, and not in opposition to,

literature produced by men,”! here | have not taken on that task and have chosen to
focus on three texts that are ’||||I| |u II

3. Women 4

how gender is
able exercise
tudy does not
ed to men’s
gage in similar
and Andrée
at the three

Hon to men’s
omen writers,
ociety and how

c: L]
Silastini b W al-ingliziyya. In. Al-Adab Aug., pp 64 adingspmposchow
Palestinian litera arkete 3 A ( cnlar and how this has
changed in relat questions are also raised in
Abboushi Dallal, Jen i i 7 - Arab Novelists are Driven to
Write for Western Reader s.Litera 7 124, pp. 8-9.

10" Salem Manganaro, Elise (1995-1996): Negotiating Feminist Ideologies Within Lebanese Women's
Writings. In Bahithat (Beirut), p. 163-174.

11 mid, p. 172.
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this relates to social norms and conventions for example — arc featured prominently, and
much more so than in the works of most ers. Moreover, though men and
women have both mounted challenges to religi A within literary texts, in

Arab contexts, women’s
ous texts and contexts,
ojects.

Christianity and Islam as théy are commo
texts primarily focus on the Status and roles
whereas this is rarely more a peripheral

written b
also intend th

ly because women’s texts
ge with others written about
and the Ara s a somewhat different project.
studies there a number of scholars addressing the
e designed this study 1o engage with that debate directly,
uenced by scholars'Such as Marnia Lazreg, who raises
icle, “Feminism and Difference: the Perils of Writing as
a Woman on Women in Algeria.” In this piege, she or a radical shift in the way
that people whose scholarly work is based on Algerian Women think and write about
them. She also calls for a comprehensive exploration and understanding of the body of
knowledge produced by the indig e areas wher@we as scholars work_12
Though my modest study cannot claim to'be a radical shift imthe functioning of
scholars who are working within the academy in Europe and NorthyAmerica (myself
included), I strive to contribute to changes in the way in which litcratse, particularly
that written by women, is discussed in these locations. Part of my strategy is to outline
my approach to reading these works in some detail, to promote the explicit discussion of
issues, such as how we read women’s liters in diverse locations as women in our
own particular locations and wha : : e, and 1o locate myself and
my work in relation to this

My choice to work only with
feature these issues, however
women’s literature in Leban
Because within Arabic liters
issue of women's writing, ['h
In this regard, I have been i
this issuc in her now classic

One of the features acy-studies dealing b Asab women’s waitings, particularly
in the European 2 : iew women
as an oppressed’ g gxpressions
written by wa S : p call out
from ‘behind/ i i i se ez i ieties.]'? Other

13 See for exs
Fiction of
Masks of the d
Middle Eastern
the Gates: A Centu

14 Sha'abin, Bouthayna ( : g 1899-1999) (Beirut).

15 Cooke, Miriam (1987): War ices: en A on the Lebanese Civil War
(Cambridge); Hafez, Sabry (1995): Wo Wodern Arabic Literature: A Typology,
in: Allen, R./Kilpatrick, H./de Moor E. (Eds.): Love and Sexuality in Modern Arabic Literature
(London); Zeidan, Joseph (1995) Arab Women Novelists: the Formative Years and Beyond
(Albany).

977): Muslim
990): Opening
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as it has often been in
to current scholarship o
considerable impact on
accorded. With most s
finding a voice with wh
position of writers who
make, then, of Etel Adn
have you had major diffi

have made a valuable contribution
: e Arab world and have had a
n writers are increasingly
o be oppressed and newly
fficult to make sense of the
eem not at al atcgorics. What should we
s response to As a2 woman in the Arab world,
Ities to overcame i ome a writer?”:

lics, though,
h to write, it

men in politics, but does respect women
reverence for | ure in the Arab world and such love for poetry,
in that respe omen writers have no great problems in the
they are subjeted 10 gensorship, but in this they are no different
gues, They are mot censored because they are women.'6

In Arab countries
writers. There is s
that even women s
Arab world. At tim
from their male col

ciety does not

Or Huda Barakat’s similar statement about her feelings of worth as a girl and a woman
who could empathize butnot relate to wo who are ‘hidden behind a veil” or undergo
clitoridectomy?'? Or that Andrée Chedid’s successful c2 as a creative writer and

poet spans over fifty years

in which women often\find themselves it is
ays in which the ‘woman question’ (gadiyat
i the Arab world. The role/s and position of
of the most important and furiously debated
and_this has had an impact on the

y other study. Important inquiries
usefulness of termsilikc ‘women’s writing’
potential exclusion of women from mainstream

To understand the contradictory positior
perhaps instructive to recall the manifold
al-mar’a) has been treated in Lebanon a
women in society has certainly been or
intellectual questions of the_twenti
discussion of litera S
have been advance
and ‘feminism’
Arab intellect
these ideas i8S
to be
the Engli
relation
and/or
environ

Arabic to express
pst often chosen
expressed by
adjective in
(s) for Arab

nresolved, with
ent word patterns i

and literary
en’s writing’
ibda‘ (Women,
occan feminist
Fatima Memissi. ang, (Jibran) have sought to
make the Fre ion 0 # Cixous relevant to

16 |nterview with E » fincke (Ed.) (1985): Unheard
Voices: Women and Litel 7 d, Asia, the Caribbean, and Latin
America (New York), p. 117.

17 Barakit, Hudd (1993-1994): Ru'ya wa-i'tirad. In: Mawagif 13-14, p. 215.
18 sa%id, Khalida (1991): Al-Mar’a, al-taharrur, al-ibda‘ (Beirut).
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women’s writing in Lebanon.!? It is thusseles
proposals for how to treat thé fwoman ques
generally arc wide-ranging and encompass

VIEWS.

these few examples that the
a and the Arab world more
um of political and social

y of the ped
e labels ‘fen
nderstood as cha

hese debates together,
omen’s literature,” and
narginalization of women
gthat their works are not taken
g them'isolated in a ‘ghetto’ of women
writers. Any subsequent Success ays imply a qualification — ‘she is a
good writer — for a woman'. jection of these labels is also a
commitment to guarding aga i the Arab world being subsumed into a
feminist agenda, defined by whi nd North, American women and thus far
removed from the situations o rab womenm, The influence and relevance
of many feminist ideas and moyements arc ac owledged Arab critics, however, the
importance of highlighting logal issucs is also@ promincnt focus for many.

The distinct challenge faced in this study that
it must guard against being both too reductive — these are merely ¢ 's writings to
be read in isolation from men’s writing — and too broad — these are pen’s writings
and thus say something about the general condition of women. One way in which I
endeavor to avoid these additional perils of writing about women is to read them as a
group that has been influenced by a discrete eultural construct of what it means to be a
woman. Simplistic models for un ding s'Wiritings arc discarded here — it is
relevant neither to ‘lift e eiling (literally or
figuratively) has never bee gout of a societal

One element that draws m
however, is the resistance to
‘woman writer.” This can be
writers. One distinct concern
seriously and on the same le

oes treat women’s ' Writing as such is that

pattern that oppre While by no
means diminishiy vhe have faced
battles in writing i ACE CnOrmous
obstacles in achieving equality with men i impo ves @8 writers, [
would like to S8 gender
affects man i i anor ite ied and

complex.

In the citati a poet
in Lebanon; but she 3 being
a girl ratherjthan a bo AN th her
father. Writing se of her gender
as did thing nor a bey, but a
special being i Huda
Barakat’s art similar

terms, when st ca add a woman
at the same ti
not something mi

19 Jibran, May (1987): Hiw? ay Jibran tatahaddath ‘an al-adab thawi wa-dahadlizihi min
mandhur §lm al-nafs. In: Al-Shal 65-6

20 Adnan, Etel (1990): Growing Up to be a Woman Writer in Lebanon, in: Badrar/Cooke (1990), p. 9.

21 Barakat, Huda (1993-1994), p. 215. This of course also recalls the protagonists in Barakat's first two
novels who struggle with being men biologically, but who feel like women.

csewomenwntcrscon&ontasaparh ar hardship, though
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without denying that wbmen arc

0 men in many aspects of life in
Lebanon including legally, socially, and ducati

Another lens through whieh the discussion of women’s rales and positions in society in
gencral and as writers il particular can b lative privilege that most
women who are creative writers enjoy in re it societics. In order to write, a
person usually must have access to fairly @ of education. Most Lebanese
creative writers have had this cducatic and do hail from the most
prominent and wealthy familics in Lebe have lived considerable portions of
their lives abroad. Though this is by cafis cxclusively the case, it must be
emphasized that a great many of the pe who have pursued successful careers as
creative writers belong to elite groups ix nese society, have enjoyed the requisite
privileges, and thus have had access to n at extremely high levels. This is a
further nuance to the somewhat peculiar positions women have in relation to literature
in Lebanon. It is clear that this phenomenon is not tmigue to Lebanon — Trinh T. Minh-

ha uses the examples of Adrienne Rich and Zora Neal€Hurston to point out how many
women have reflected on their position ‘special’ in‘@entrast to their less fortunate
sisters and what the img or them. In‘her estimation, “Specialness

he wo/man of ambition,
glf-intoxication as alci is to the exiles of
ings here is to underst: ow and if Chedid
f their relatively privileged positions within
nd how this is manifest in their intertextual

as a soparific soothes, anaestheum my sense of justice; it is
as effective a drug of psychological
society.”?2 Part of the challenge of the re¢
and the Barakats deal with the question

Lebanese society in their creative wo
projects.

The positions of privilége occupied by Andrée
marked by their al class and family_ tus, length of residence

and Najwa Barakat are
abroad in Paris, and
gbanese elite. They
also all are Christia : ghie ntity for several
reasons, th | i oftance of working

against agsumption : texts. The
ian women as mg educa d llbemted,and ing more free to write

ety such as

The relig ackg ds i i ifi another way,
however, iversi 5 n in the Arab
world oc er istians rather than
Muslims, orks engage with various aspects of bath ;, ian and Muslim
religious texts; a B a the story of Yisuf
in Hajar al-dah

ik (translated as The Stone of Laughter) is partigularly important in this

22 Trinh (1989), p. 88.

23 My thinking on stereotypes and the positive as well as negative uses of them has been influenced
here by Rosello, Mirelle (1998): Declining the Stereotype: Ethnicity and Representation in French

Cultures (Hanover).
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regard because her use of the figure Yus ical Joseph) clearly is a discussion

not only of the Biblical text and meaning, bul ally related to the Qur’anic
text and other Arab cultural traditions derivin nderstandings of the Sira
of Yusuf. La femme de Job (Jab’s Wifc) recl gurc from the Bible giving
her a complete story and though is clearl traditions, it is not

issues related to families in
Hamad ibn Silana (The
g Arab Christian tales and

néepts of Jesus, however, adds
pne of these works that has been

limited to these. Set in a peasant milieu and de
traditional villages, Najwa Barakat’s novel
Passion of Hamad, Ibn Silama) is also lar
traditions about Jesus. An un rstanding of
layers of meaning to reading of this work.
translated from its ongmal language to date, Barakat’s Hajar al-dahik, is also the
only work that deals directly With war and it§ accOmpanying violence. Thus though the
backgrounds of the women Whose works I freat hiere are homogenous in many ways

(Najwa and Huda Barakat arg sisters!), the diversity ofisubjects treated and approaches
taken even within this limited sample are shown amply by the texts. My project here is
to link these texts and place them in dialogue With each other,without somehow positing
them as universal or authenti¢ specimens of some certain ‘typeof literature.

4. What is Lebanon?

If any issue in the study of literature is as ho
national labels are affixed to Ilterary WO

y contested as gender, it is nation. Often
and used to describe literary traditions

because they seem self-evident in this litica orgamzanon around nation-states.

Describing literary works by usi ] ; often simply a shorthand
designation used for the sake of France, the rise of
national literatures an : ar@ linked to the rise

of modern nation he ideas and

ideologies implig : : and traditions are
deeply rTooted i erstanding of
htcratums and the litere nprisc i and affiliations

twentieth ce
that left the
been a time
aspect of the asserti
which the nati : 1 3
which Lebs as 1 ua relati : he roots of
this tension lie i g i : isaged and
constructed :

the early inde
independent na
from the rest o
world and an *
face.’

The Mandate and independe periods witnessed consié s discussion around the
shape of the new nation and ho both practically and ldeologwally
One question posed was the extent to which the nation would ‘be Arab.” Defining
Lebanon as distinct and separate from other Arab countries has lead to the use of the
term Lebanese in connection with literature to carry a particularlist connotation linked




