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Note on transliteration

| use an open inverted comma to transliterate Aralyn and a closed inverted
comma to transliterate Arabimmza



Abstract for the thesis submitted to the Universityvlanchester by Yousef Awad
for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy,™2Danuary 2011.

Cartographies of Identities: Resistance, Diasporand Trans-cultural

Dialogue in the Works of Arab British and Arab American Women Writers
The purpose of this thesis is to compare the wofk®ntemporary Arab British and
Arab American women novelists with a view towardirsating a poetics of the
more nascent Arab British literature. | argue thate is a tendency among Arab
British women novelists to foreground and advotates-cultural dialogue and
cross-ethnic identification strategies in a mom@npunced approach than their Arab
American counterparts who tend, in turn, to empiteyary strategies to resist
stereotypes and misconceptions about Arab comnresriitiAmerican popular
culture. | argue that these differences result framm diverse racialized Arab
immigration and settlement patterns on both sidéseAtlantic. Chapter One looks
at how Arab British novelist Fadia Faqit4éy Name is Salmand Arab American
novelist Diana Abu-JaberArabian Jazalefine Arabness differently in the light of
the precarious position Arabs occupy in ethnic il discourses in Britain and in
the United States. Chapter Two examines how AraisBiwomen writers Ahdaf
Soueif and Leila Aboulela valorize trans-culturatlacross-ethnic dialogues and
alliances in their novelShe Map of LovandMinaretrespectively through engaging
with the two (interlocking) strands of feminismthre Arab world: secular and
Islamic feminisms. In Chapter Three, | demonsthate the two novels of Arab
American women writers Diana Abu-JabeCeescentand Laila Halaby'$Vest of
the Jordanexplore the contradictions of Arab American comitiaa from within
and employ strategies of intertextuality and stliiytg to subvert stereotypes about
Arabs. As this study is interested in exploring hirgtorical and socio-political
contexts in which Arab women writers on both sidethe Atlantic produce their
work, the conclusion investigates how the two sétsuthors have represented, from

an Arab perspective, the events of 9/11 and theiegsvar on terror in their novels.
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O mankind! Lo! We have created you from male amddie, and have made you
nations and tribes that ye may know one anothértHeonoblest of you, in the sight
of Allah, is the best in conduct. Lo! Allah is Knew Aware
(The Quran, verse 13, surah 49)
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Introduction

Anglophone Arab Women Writers: Towards a Poetics ofArab British and Arab

American Women Novelists
There has been an increase in the number of Arabenavriters who write in
English over the past thirty years. Some of theenaaademics who have decided to
live in Britain or in the US after completing th@iostgraduate degrees like Ahdaf
Soueif, Fadia Faqir and Laila Lalami. Others, likana Abu-Jaber, Susan Muaddi
Darraj and Laila Halaby, are daughters of Arab ignamts who settled in the US.
Academics such as Geoffrey Nash, Layla Al Maleh Radheed El-Enany have
produced analytical articles and books about thgléwrab encounter and the
voices of Arab writers (males and females) in dimapAnastasia Valassopoulos,
Lindsey Moore and Amal Talaatal Abdelrazek havetemi specifically about Arab
women in the Middle East and in diaspora. Thesdigations have placed the works
of Arab writers within carefully contextualized fneworks and have examined in
detail the socio- and geopolitical cultural congetktat encapsulated the productions
of these writings. These critics have contributedrveiling the intersectionality of
religion, ideological affiliations, class, gendeationality, identity and diaspora in
the works of Arab writers. They have also highleghthe heterogeneity and diversity
of Arab women in a way that shatters the stereoff@nd homogeneous images that

depict them as helpless and passive victims ofeatless Arab and Muslim

patriarchy.

Building on these works, | will further examine theterogeneity of Arab
women writers in diaspora through comparing andresting the thematic
expressions of texts produced by Arab women writeEnglish in Britain and in the

US. | contend that Arab immigration and settlenpiterns in Britain and the US
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have ‘entailed highly localised patterns of intéi@t with prevailing social, political
and economic conditions’.While maintaining an interest in examining théadle of
the works produced by Arab women writers in Engligbelieve a comparative study
will draw attention to the thematic, ideologicalktrical, geopolitical, nationalist
and contextual similarities and differences amdragé writers in ways that help us
delineate a poetics of each group of writers maaaigording to their politics of
location. | use the word poetics to refer to aaysttic theory that attempts to define
the nature of Arab women novels, the principles ¢fowern them, the themes that
distinguish them and the conditions that have dowmtied to their production. In other
words, | am using the word poetics in the Aristaielsense of the systematic study

of literature?

Discussing Arab American literature, Steven Salaitpes that
‘[a]nglophone Arabs are no less Arabs than anyledsly - they merely carry
different cultural values as a result of their @iiént social circumstancesSalaita
maintains that Arab American writers ‘build a hagé identifiably linked to the
Arab world but that is nonetheless their oWMAs the body of Arab-American

literature flourishes and grows’, Salaita asséstgjcs and scholars need a specific

! Peter Hopkins and Richard Gale, ‘Introduction: Ntus in Britain - Race, Place and the Spatiality
of Identities’, inMuslims in Britain: Race, Place and Identitiesl. by Peter Hopkins and Richard
Gale (Edinburgh: Edinburgh UP, 2009), pp. 1-19 ip16).

2 For an in depth analysis of what Aristotle meappabetics, seefhe Cambridge History of Literary
Criticism: Vol. 1 Classical Criticismed. byGeorge Alexander Kennediew York, Port Chester,
Melbourne and Sydney: Cambridge UP, 1989), pp.83l%ee also: Alex Preminger and oth&is
New Princeton Encyclopaedia of Poetry and Podfrrinceton, New Jersey: Princeton UP, 1993), pp.
929-38.

% Steven Salaita, ‘Vision: Arab-American Literaryit@ism’, Al Jadid Magazine3 (2002)
<http://www.aljadid.com/features/VisionArabAmericdtdraryCriticism.htmb [accessed: 22 April
2009], para. 7 of 22.

* Salaita, para. 8 of 22.
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critical matrix that uses Arab artistic traditions well as American, and is

articulated from within the Arab-American community

Salaita’s call is convincingly urgent and usefutetature needs a critical
framework that explains its aesthetic, socio-paditiand cultural dynamics. | would
like to extend Salaita’s call by arguing for theeddor a specific critical matrix for
Arab British literature. | contend that the devetamnt of a critical matrix for Arab
British literature can be achieved through compmpend contrasting it with Arab
American literature. This comparison needs to beedualized within the
ambiguous position Arabs occupy in ethnic and tatiscourses in Britain and the
US that has resulted from two different immigratand settlement patterns on both

sides of the Atlantic.

Based on an analytical reading of a number of reolbglArab women writers
who live in Britain and the US and use English aseans of expression, one can
distinguish between the thematic expressions obAatish and Arab American
women writers. My project concentrates on Arabigiand Arab American women
writers and explores their works with regard toteomporary discourses on
feminisms, race and ethnicity, representation, atign and settlement, diaspora, and
recent political events like 9/11 and the ensuirg @n terrorism. By employing the
metaphor of cartography, this study attempts tegoyund the connections between
the geographical space and the identities of Aratman writers as well as the
characters they portray in their novels. Althougla#British and Arab American
literatures share commonalities, | try in this theés map out the differences between

them to show how localized experiences of immigraand settlement in both

® Salaita, para. 1 of 22.
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countries have influenced Arab literary productiofisthe same time, the study does
not aim to collapse the differences among theds texXavor of creating a common
stand and a unique critical framework. This projed¢hformed by an analytical
tradition that foregrounds the politics of locati@md ideological, political, social,
nationalist and religious differences. A compamastwdy of these works will help
contextualize the differences between the authotsoth sides of the Atlantic and
will produce a framework that helps approach, witbater scrutiny, the works of

Arab women writers in diaspora.

| wish to contribute to a recent growing debatevamnks by Arab women
writers in diaspora. In particular, | am interestedtudying the writings of Arab
women novelists who use English as their meangmiession. While a number of
Arab women writers live in Britain and France, sdike Hoda Barakat and Hanan
Al-Shaykh, have opted to write in Arabic, thoughghof their works are
simultaneously translated to English. This setsstagy apart from other projects
that have examined the works of Arab women writegardless of the language in
which their works were originally written. The texhat | examine were all written
originally in English and some are even informedibpates emerging from post-
colonial theory. | believe that studying these $extll enrich our understanding of
the concepts of Arab identity and diaspora, twocepis that | am interested in

exploring in this thesis.

In this respect, language functions as a modeaattormation, subversion
and resistance that Arab women employ to expressdhltural difference in the
language of the dominant culture and to challersgairmptions that literature is an
elite Western discourse. As Bill Ashcroft, Garetfifiéhs and Helen Tiffin argue:

14



Strategies of appropriation are numerous and vaglwin post-
colonial literatures, but they are the most powlefd ubiquitous
way in which English is transformed by formerly @oized writers.
Such strategies enable the writer to gain worldengt and yet
produce a culturally distinct, culturally appropeiadiom that
announces itself as different even though it iyl&t’.®
In spite of the optimistic tone that colors thisgage, | would like to engage with the
fact that the works of post-colonial writers areertheless often mis/used within
Western academic circles and popular culture machinn particular, the works of
Arab women writers in diaspora have been contraatysappropriated by Western
publishing houses and academic circles. Citingctirgroversy over the West's
interest in Nawal el-Saadawi’'s works, Amal Amirglgues that the reception of the
works of Arab women in the West is closely connédtea long and complex history
of ‘the West’s interest in Arab women as part efiitterest in and hostility to
Islam’.” Arab women writers, Amireh argues, still carry theden of this history,

‘whose effects are too obvious to ignore’; theirkgare ‘manipulated’ to meet the

expectations and assumptions of Western redders.

My decision to analyze the works of Arab women &rgtwho write in

English only practically means that | have excludeiders like Hanan Al-Shaykh

® Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffi,he Empire Writes BacR™ edn (London & New
York: Routledge, 2002), p. 76. For a discussioha# language is used by Arab women writers as a
means of subversion, see: Diya M. Abdo, ‘How toaBBuccessful Double Agent: (Dis)placement as
Strategy in Fadia FagqirBillars of Salt, in Arab Voices in Diaspora: Critical Perspectives on
Anglophone Arab Literatureed. by Layla Al Maleh (Amsterdam & New York: Rqup2009), pp.
337-69. See also: Fadia Fagqir, ‘Lost in Transldtiomdex on Censorshii@3 (2004), 166-70. See also:
Wail S. Hassan, ‘Agency and Translational Literatwkhdaf Soueif'sThe Map of Love PMLA, 121
(2006), 753-68.

" Amal Amireh, ‘Publishing in the West: Problems d@hbspects for Arab Women Writers&| Jadid
Magazine 2 (1996) fttp://www.aljadid.com/features/0210amireh.tnfdiccessed 2 April 2009],
para. 10 of 22.

8 Amireh, para. 12 of 22. See also: Andrea Shalal-Bée Politics of Getting Published: The
Continuing Struggle of Arab-American Writer#i| Jadid Magazinel5 (2009)
<http://www.aljadid.com/essays_and_features/ArabAca@Writers.html> [accessed 25 July 2010].
For a discussion of how censorship, marketing ahdraeasons force Arab women to write in
English rather than in Arabic, see: Fadia Fagqitorigs from the House of Songs’, Tine House of
Silence: Autobiographical Essays by Arab Womenafgied. by Fadia Fagir (Reading: Garnet,
1998), pp. 51-61.
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and Betool Khedairi because they write in Arabvhile this decision may restrict
my options and problematize my definition of th@mssion ‘Arab British’ that |
wish to propose, | believe that focusing on novaisten by Arab writers in English
enriches our understanding of Arab identity in d@sa as it intersects with issues of
immigration, settlement, citizenship and culturgbhdity. It is my contention that
the two different immigration and settlement exgeces on the two sides of the
Atlantic have differently influenced the literaryogluctions of Arab writers in

Britain and in the US. In this context, choosingksh as a means of expression is
linked, | contend, to an author’s self-presentatbhis/her hyphenated identity as

‘Arab British’, an expression that | wish to propaas an identity marker.

| advocate the use of this expression when dealitiga body of literature
written by a number of Arab authors who live intBim (or between Britain and the
Arab world) or who are of a mixed Arab and Britislarriage. In other words, |

propose this expression when delineating workdtevriimainly) in English, that

° Also, | have excluded discussing the works of Zé&handour and Sabiha Al Khemir for several
reasons. First, Ghandour has written only one ndyet Honey(1999). Since this is mainly a
comparative study, | have decided to concentrateriders who have written two novels or more
because this would give better clues about theldprreent of their writing career. It is nearly the
same reason that has pushed me to exclude Al Kisimaie she published her first noWghiting in

the Future for The Past to Corme1993 and published her second noMat Blue Manuscripn late
2008 by the time | had selected my texts. In addjtunlike Soueif, Aboulela and Fagir, who have
filtered through educational systems set up/infagehby British colonialism and governance, Al
Khemir filtered through a Tunisian educational systthat is greatly influenced by French
colonialism. The different educational policiesgiieed and imposed by British and French colonial
administration in different Arab countries havefeligéntly shaped the future and the attitudes obAra
graduates of these educational apparatuses. TtighRrolonial administration in Egypt, Sudan and
Jordan allowed school education to be in Arabictl@nother hand, France adopted a different
approach through conducting education in FrenchaRariter like Al Khemir who grew up in
Tunisia, French language (and culture) must hatésampact on her thoughts and literary
productions. For more information on how differapproaches by colonial powers have differently
influenced Arab writers, see: Geoffrey Nashe Anglo-Arab Encounter: Fiction and Autobiography
by Arab Writers in EnglisiOxford & Bern: Peter Lang, 2007), especially pp-21. For a recent
essay on Al Khemir's work, which examines how Fienalture leaves its mark on the Al Khemir's
works, see: Mohamed-Salah Omri, ‘Voicing a CulttPéspersed by Time”: Metropolitan Location
and Identity in the Literature and Art of SabihakKkiemir’, in The Arab Diaspora: Voices of an
Anguished Screaned. by Zahia Salhi and lan Richard Netton (Lon&ddew York: Routledge,
2006), pp. 53-75.
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focus on the experiences of Arabs in Britain, degh British colonial history in the
Arab world and show an interest in current debatethe power imbalance between
Britain and the Arab world. These works also rdflat the discourses of

immigration, politics, economics and cultural exepe. Furthermore, the number of
Arab writers who live in Britain and write in Engh has increased recently due to
different socio-economic, political and ideologicehsons, and hence, the expression

‘Arab British’ can be duly used to refer to thiogp of writers.

Arab British writers include: Ahdaf Soueif, Fadiadir, Zeina Ghandour,
Leila Aboulela, Sabiha Al Khemir, Tony Hanania, #Mlahjoub and Robin
Yassin-Kassab. That women outnumber men in thisslianother reason that
encourages me to focus on the works of Arab worathrer than Arab men in Britain.
Layla Al Maleh describes Arab British literature‘amstly female, feminist,
diasporic in awareness, and political in characteFhe literature produced by these
writers centers on the struggles of an Arab charagho moves between Britain and
the Arab world and it engages in a cross-cultuia@bdue that revolves around socio-
political themes such as marriage, love, friendsagademic research, work, religion,
immigration and (self) exile. More recently, thigtature has started to show an

interest in second generation Arabs growing inamit*

19 Al Maleh, ‘Anglophone Arab Literature: An Overviéiin Arab Voices in Diasporaed. by Al
Maleh, p. 13.

n this study, | will concentrate on Fadia FagMg Name is Salmas heralding a new era in the
representation of Arab immigration and settlemarBiitain. Tony Hanania and Jamal Mahjoub have
touched on this theme in their works. More recerRlighin Yassin-Kassab explores the theme of a
second generation Arab British identityTihe Road from Damasc(2008). Other Arab British
women writers have not focussed on the representafiArab immigration and settlement
experiences in Britain in their novels although phets of some of these novels are set in Britath a
involve travel from the Middle East to Britain. Fexample, Leila Aboulela’$he Translator(1999)
shows little interest in the subject of growinginBritain as an Arab. After the death of her husba
in a car accident, Sammaaturns with her sopAmir, to Sudan. Shkeaveshim with his grandmother
andreturns alongo Scotland. It is not until Sammar and Rae atpeget married and to settle in
Scotland that Sammar decides to take Amir with Tiee theme of immigration, settlement and

17



Whether Arab British or Arab Americans, these arglstraddle two cultures.
They skilfully blend their Arab cultural heritage their writings. Their position
promotes, though not unproblematically, a commauid that bridges the gaps
between cultures. They inhabit what Ahdaf Souditdhe Mezzaterra, ‘a ground
valued precisely for being a meeting-point for mauitures and traditions? Soueif
argues that in the Mezzaterra ‘the language, tbelpethe landscape, the food of
one culture [is] constantly reflected off the othé\Whereas Soueif describes the
Mezzaterra as a potentially fruitful contact zorteeve cultures interact and
constantly hybridize each other, she also maintiatsthe world political order
since the nineties has ‘undermine[d] every aspddhis ‘open and hospitable’
space™* Soueif argues that this political turmoil has pded more incentives for
Arab writers to write in English in order to demfstheir cultures and to restore the
Mezzaterra. With a contrapuntal vision, Arab wstatwy to bridge the gaps between
cultures and to leave corridors of dialogue opdreiifbelief in the potential of open
dialogue and its role in preserving harmony arempted by their contrapuntal

perspective shaped by their hyphenated identities.

growing up in Britain is peripheral to the novel'&in theme of cross-cultural dialogue. This pattern
is repeated in SoueifBhe Map of Lov€1999) as the novel ends when Anna returns t@iBrivith

her daughter Nur. The novel is not interestedanitrg Nur’s experience of growing up in Britainaas
Briton of Arab descent. Through its depiction afexond generation Arab British boy who insists that
he is an Arab even though he cannot speak ArdhjidName is Salmdraws the reader’s attention to
an Arab British community coming of age.

12 Ahdaf SoueifMezzaterra: Fragments from the Common Gro(mmhdon: Bloomsbury, 2004), p. 6.
3 Soueif, p. 8.

1 Soueif, p. 8.

!5 Reading contrapuntally is Said’s strategy for uliwg how the crucial presence of the empire
emerges in canonical texts such as Ausfiéssfield Park In Culture and ImperialismSaid argues:
As we look back at the cultural archive, we begimeread it not univocally bubntrapuntally with a
simultaneous awareness both of the metropolitaoryishat is narrated and of those other histories
against which (and together with which) the domimatiscourse acts (p. 59, emphasis in original).
What interests me here is Said’s dismissal of magail interpretation in favour of multifarious
readings. Hence, my employment of the term contregdinas to do with perspective rather than
reading. In other words, Arab British or Arab Anoam authors have contrapuntal perspectives
informed by their hyphenated identities.
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In employing the expression of contrapuntal, Sawlss his appreciation for
the counterpoint of Western classical music wheagiéus themes play off one
another, with only a provisional privilege beingen to any particular oné® As
Bill Ashcroft and Pal Ahluwalia argue, the ideatloé contrapuntal reflects Said’s

own identity as a site of overlapping ideologied arilic experiences:

Contrapuntality emerges out of the tension and dexity of Said’s
own identity, that text of self that he is contitiyavriting, because it
involves a continual dialogue between the diffesamd sometimes
apparently contradictory dimensions of his worldfig*’
Just like Said himself, writers like Ahdaf Souetfhavlive between two cultures often
have contrapuntal perspectives that ‘can make atioms between quite discrepant
experiences'® These authors occupy, to use Homi Bhabha’s wardsitd space
[. . .] where the negotiation of incommensurabféedences creates tension peculiar
to borderline existencé® Bhabha invites us to consider how this space ‘opgn
the way to conceptualizing amernational culture, based not on the exoticism of

multiculturalism or thaliversityof cultures, but on the inscription and articudatof

culture’shybridity’. %

Recently, a number of monographs, collections sags and special issues of
academic journals have focused on the hybridizégre®f the works of Arab

American and Arab British writers. These criticablaanalytical works have

' Edward W. SaidCulture and ImperialisnfLondon: Vintage, 1993), pp. 59-60.

7 Bill Ashcroft and Pal AhluwaliaEdward SaidLondon & New York: Routledge, 2001), p. 92.

'8 Ashcroft and Ahluwalia, p. 94.

9 Homi Bhabhahe Location of Culturé_ondon & New York: Routledge, 1994), p. 312.

2 Bhabha, p. 56, italics in original. Speaking frtra perspective of an Arab American writer, Laila
Halaby reflects on how her hyphenated identity $t@ of conflict between creativity, ethnicity and
market and publishing interests. In an interviea|ahy states:

In terms of writing, a hyphenated title immediatedlegatesyou, as a writer, to a lesser category, a
by-product of American culture rather than a p#it,dhough in terms of marketing, | think it is
helpfulfor my publisher to say that | am an Arab Ameriearthor and therefore a credible voice (p. 2).
For the complete interview, see: Steven Salaitderiview with Laila Halaby,
<http://www.rawi.org/interviews/interviews%20 halabpdf> [accessed 22 April 2009].
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highlighted the connections between religion, glagsication and gender among
other socio-political and historical issues andid®d the ethnographic approach that
dominated earlier studies on Arab writers. Exampiekide Rasheed EI-Enany’s
Arab Representations of the Occident: East-Wesb@mers in Arabic Fiction
(2006), Anastasia Valassopoul@&dntemporary Arab Women Writers: Cultural
Expression in Contex2007), Geoffrey Nash'She Anglo-Arab Encounter: Fiction
and Autobiography by Arab Writers in Engli€007), Lindsey Moore’érab,
Muslim, Woman: Voice and Vision in Postcoloniaktatture and Film(2008) and
Amal Talaat Abdelrazek’€ontemporary Arab American Women Writers:
Hyphenated Identities and Border Crossitig808). Through the employment of
multifarious approaches, such as feminist, posiesiralist and post-colonialist,
these publications have offered insightful and potide readings of texts by Arab

writers.

Collections of essays includietersections: Gender, Nation, and Community
in Arab Women’s Novel2002) edited by Lisa Suhair Majaj, Paula W. Sundm,
and Therese Salib@he Arab Diaspora: Voices of an Anguished Scré2006)
edited by Zahia Salhi and lan Richard Netton, Arab Voices in Diaspora: Critical
Perspectives on Anglophone Arab Literat(2009) edited by Layla Al Maleh. In
addition, in August 201@;eminist Theorypublished a special issue on Arab
feminism edited by Anastasia Valassopoulos. Theei$gs focused on the works of

Arab women in the form of analytical essays, disausboards and book reviews.

Each of these publications makes a significantrdaution to the field and
enriches our understanding of the cultural andeodotl frameworks in which the
works discussed are produced. For example, Abdsdreancentrates on the works
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of Arab American women writers only. She discussegepth the works of Leila
Ahmed, Diana Abu-Jaber, Mohja Kahf and Laila Haladlydelrazek shows how the
hyphenated identities of these writers have coutteith to shaping their works.
Valassopoulos, on the other hand, revisits sontikeoivell-established Arab women
writers ‘alongside authors whose work has attrafetess attentiorf- Working on
works written originally in English but also mairtkanslated into English,
Valassopoulos adopts a multifaceted approach tystg these works.
Valassopoulos calls for examining how existing @&pts that have come to
prominence via post-colonial theory ‘have madeoggible to examine Arab
women'’s writing from a wider perspective that daes give prominence to any one

means of influence (such as religion, politicspéttty, etc.) ??

Moore’s book addresses ways in which women deptagevand vision in the
transformations of discursive and scopic paraditimmshave attempted to apprehend
the Arab Muslim woman and continue to do so tods&8he argues that ‘women
foreground counter-hegemonic perspectives butisblematize their own acts of
speaking and looking [. . .] because of risks inediin representingther women’*
Building on Valassopoulos and Moore’s argumentilllfarther investigate the
recent works of Ahdaf Soueif, Fadia Fagir and L&koulela within the context of
their identities a&rab Britishwomen writers and activists. The works of thesedh

writers will be thematically examined in conjunctiwvith my analysis of the works

of Arab American women writers Diana Abu-Jaber haila Halaby.

2l Anastasia Valassopould8pntemporary Arab Women Writers: Cultural Expressio Context
(London & New York: Routledge, 2007), p. 2.

2 alassopoulos, p. 22.

% Lindsey MooreArab, Muslim, Woman: Voice and Vision in Postcabhiterature and Film
(London & New York: Routledge, 2008), p. 1.

4 Moore, p. 15, italics in original.
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Al Maleh’s book includes a number of articles oa torks of Soueif, Faqir
and Aboulela in addition to other Arab writers wiise English as a means of
expression. Al Maleh’s introduction farab Voices in Diaspora: Critical
Perspectives on Anglophone Arab Literatprevides a helpful survey of the
literature written in English by Arab writers anditers of self-identified Arab
descent. However, it might have been useful to Isavee brief background
information about the immigration and settlemergexiences of these authors or the
communal dynamics that shape their works in one avanother. As with Nash, Al
Maleh traces anglophone Arab literature to the tirtie last century ‘when the first
Arabs to emigrate to the USA had to grapple withldnguage and culture of the

host country®®

Al Maleh also discusses the works of writers betw®@850 and 1970
including Edward Atiyah, Isaak Diqgs, Jabra Ibraldiabra, Waguih Ghali and Rima
Alamuddin. Interestingly, Al Maleh points out thihe writings of these authors
‘differed greatly from that of theppredecessoréRihani, Gibran, Naimy) in that they
seemed to grow more out of the European traditian the American literary scene
of the time'?® | argue, however, that using the word ‘predecessjves the
misleading impression of a sense of continuity frmme generation of writers to
another as if the two generations shared the sanie-political experiences. This is
not to say that there have not been influencehieRat is to suggest that these

influences have also been colored by the chanteeidiasporic experience itself.

%5 Al Maleh, p. 2. Al Maleh uses the expression aptime Arab writers to refer to Arab authors who
write in English regardless of their dwelling place
% Al Maleh, p. 7, emphasis added.
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Al Maleh briefly outlines the (fictional and norctional) works of Jamal
Mahjoub, Zeina Ghandour, Fadia Faqir and Ahdaf Ba@unel also discusses the
works of anglophone Arab writers in Australia beftwriefly discussing the works of
anglophone Arab writers elsewhere, including theke live in the Arab world. Al

Maleh’s final introductory words are interestingdamorth quoting at length:

In fact, [the] commonality between ‘home’ anglopbdkrab writers
(if such a term is ever applicable) and their ‘@ea&s’ counterparts
can serve as a final word of this survey. The cegfuArab
anglophone writing, regardless of its authors’ diwgtplaces shares
likeness rather than evincing differences; theysarablances that
seem to emanate from some quasi-primordial paradiggmalogous
experiences and memories; of parallel life episdided similarly in
all of their diasporic corners of the woAd.

Al Maleh clearly divides Arab writers who write English into home and overseas
writers. This categorization, | argue, reinfordes idea that the overseas writers
belong to one monolithic and homogenous group. Mhalgree with Al Maleh that
Arab authors share some common cultural backgramddshare (to varying degrees)
some common religious, political, social and c@twoncerns, | would like to

contest the assumption that commonalities outnumiifferences.

Al Maleh’s statement unwittingly perhaps, in itSvamitment to coverage,
glosses over ideological, political, gender andggaphical differences among Arab
writers. While there is an overwhelming agreemembiag Arab writers on some
basic political issues (for instance, the overwhegimmayjority of Arab writers agree
to the right of Palestinian people to establislrtben independent country), more
recent political events have been approached gndsented differently by Arab
writers. For example, Arab American novelist Ldflalaby has portrayed the

repercussions of the deadly events of 9/11 in abAmerican context while Arab

2" Al Maleh, p. 55.
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British novelists have not yet examined in depthithpact of these attacks on Arabs
in Britain.?® In addition to the ideological reasons that infloe an author’s aesthetic
rendition, the localized experiences at the hodtzartly impact an author’s decision
to implicitly/explicitly represent the post-9/11ents. Moreover, the ambiguous
position Arab communities occupy in ethnic andahbdiscourses in both countries
intersects with market and publishing interests gmeatly influences how post-9/11
anti-Arab racism is represented. Since Al Malehcenrates on similarities and
commonalities in her approach, it is unsurprisimaf the collection encourages an

undisrupted historical narrative.

Zahia Salhi and lan Richard Netton’s edited coitecputs forward a
nuanced discussion of literary works produced bgbArriters in diaspora. In the
introduction, Salhi alerts us to the fact that Wweldd make a distinction between the
‘various categories of the members of the Arab poas [. . .] exiles, refugees,
expatriates, and émigrés’Exiles, Salhi maintains, ‘keep an idealized imafje
home as a paradise they were forced to flee [Thely share feelings of solitude,
estrangement, loss, and longifySalhi makes some useful observations about the
traumatic nature of displacement and dislocatibougih she seems to narrowly
define diaspora as exile, and hence, the selessaye concentrate on the first
generation of Arab writers in diaspora. Insteagaht to argue that examining the

works of the children of first generation exileslammigrants widens our

% The only exception is Robin Yassin-Kassab® Road from Damascusdiscuss this novel in
more detail in the conclusion.
29 Zahia Smail Salhi, ‘Introduction: Defining the Ar®iaspora’, irThe Arab Diaspora: Voices of an
Anguished Screaned. by Zahia Salhi and lan Richard Netton (Lon&ddew York: Routledge,
2006), pp. 1-10, p. 2.
% salhi, p. 3.
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understanding of the concept of diaspdr@hat is where | find comparing the works
of contemporary Arab American women writers to tieab British peers
thematically useful? While a critical matrix has been outlined for rimpgthe more
established Arab American literature as | explated, | am interested here in
proposing a critical framework for reading the tiekely nascent Arab British
literature. To do so, | believe it is importanteiogage with examining the limitations
of expressions currently used by a host of academiceference to writers of Arab

descent who write in English.

As | have just pointed out, Al Maleh employs th@mssion anglophone
Arab to refer to Arab authors who write in Engliglgardless of their dwelling-
places. Geoffrey Nash examines the diasporic esipeeiin the works of Arab
British writers, referring to this as the Anglo-Arancounter. Nash maintains that the
works of these writers are distinct from each othédrthey contribute to ‘a nexus of
topics, the central link of which is the notionAriiglo-Arab encounter®> Nash
argues that the themes explored by Digs, Jabr&aiatl, Arab writers who wrote in
English in spite of living in the Arab world for rabof their lives, connect ‘in
genealogical terms’ their works to the works oflieamriters such as Ameen Rihani,
George Antonius and Edward Atiyah and move thisgaty of writing ‘through the
postcolonial era and into the world of confusedsdiving identities that is

synonymous with the present period of globalizatfdn

31 In particular, Avtar Brah’s concept of diasporasp is of great interest here as | explain a in few
pages.

32| discuss in Chapter One in more detail the diffgthemes explored by the three waves of Arab
American writers.

% Nash, p. 12.

% Nash, p. 17.
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Nash’s study is illuminating and offers insightsoithe dynamics of Arab
literary productions. Interestingly, Nash descriBeseen Rihani’s novelhe Book
of Khalid as the predecessor for works by Digs, Jabra aradi,G¥hom he suggests,
in turn, are the predecessors for Soueif, Abowdealh Faqir. This impression of
continuity, | argue, may erase the political, iadgptal, gendered, nationalist and
geographical differences among the three genesatbwriters. This conflation is
reinforced when Nash states that ‘[ajnglophoneassiof Arab origin arguably
represent a constituency that is even more ditftcutategorise than Arab/Maghrebi
writers in French®® By comparing and contrasting Arab, Arab Britislil @rab
American writers to Arab/Maghrebi writers who writeFrench, Nash’s book,
unwittingly, homogenizes Arab, Arab British and Bramerican writers into one

group based on a shared language.

Nash’s use of the expression ‘anglophone Arab’essitlike that of Al Maleh,
groups various writers under a single umbrellasThiturn may, to the less informed
reader, obscure the differences between Arab \wnitéo live in the Arab world and
write in English and other Arab writers who liveBmitain, Australia and the US.
While the linguistic vehicle is similar and the &rte might be the same (though
this is debatable), the reasons for using the laggand the social and geopolitical
daily practices that may influence the languagelkmaantirely divergent. On the
other hand, the employment of the expression AndifisB, | suggest, emphasizes the
complexity of the identity of these writers who nifast their Arab-Islamic and

British cultural heritages in their writing& Having an Arab British cultural identity

% Nash, p. 17.

% A report, based on more than a year of discusmimhmeetings between scholars, activists,
community leaders and academics from across Bistduslim communities, finds out that
‘[n]otions of Britishness are fluid [. . .], andi# therefore open for Muslims as for others totdbuate
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entails a hybridized self that is influenced bytdvigized cultural exchanges between

Arab-Islamic and British cultures.

| am advancing the use of the term Arab Britisla asrallel to Arab
American that has been adopted by Arab intellesfwaliters and activists in the US.
The term was taken up as a sign of a pan-Arabiigehat encapsulated a growing
political consciousness after the 1967 defeatenfaéice of hostility and prejudice that
the word ‘Arab’ generated.| hope that my proposition of using the term Arab
British will generate a debate on the (in)apprdenass of this term to Arabs living
in Britain. My support for using this term comesrfr several convictions. First,
Arab British literature has recently showed anregéin representing the challenges
facing second generation Arabs as | will explaihmapter One. Second, there is a
common pattern that one can notice in the liteeapwoduced by Arab British
(women) writers that sets them apart from Arab Aoaer writers or other writers of
Arab descent who write in English. Specificallye tlvorks of Arab British women
writers show an interest in engaging, through djaéoand debates, with other

groups in Britain.

Third, more ethnographic information about Arab8iitain will be available

in the coming few years since in the 2011 Censushb#will be officially recognized

to them’ (p. 59). The report, published in OctoB@09, argues that Britishness has been understood
‘as a spiritual identity that favours cultural inslveness as an antidote to narrow nationalism and
jingoism’ (pp. 59-60). In this sense, the reposeats that while narratives of Britishness prowade
sense of unity and shared identity, they are afbdpen enough to allow for diversity and
development’ (p. 60). The report maintains thahimyear-long deliberations, the notion of
Britishness has emerged as ‘a more inclusive asxldthnic identity than “Englishness™ (p. 61). To
be British is to be part of four nations within afigland, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland) an
a nation inclusive of migrant communities too, teport concludes (p. 61). For more details, see:
Yasir Suleiman and others, ‘Contextualising IslanBritain: Exploratory Perspectives’
<http://www.cis.cam.ac.uk/CIBPReportWeb.pdaccessed 25 January 2010].

3" |n the 1967 War (the Setback), Israel occupiedéheaining parts of Palestine (The West Bank and
Gaza - then under the Jordanian and Egyptian asimations, respectively), the Egyptian peninsula
of Sinai and Syria’s Golan Heights.
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as a separate ethnic grotign addition, over the past forty years the nunifekrab
cultural organizations has increased in Britaimgpted by a combination of an
increasing interest in and hostility towards a(n)\Jisible Arab population in
Britain.*® This is echoed in the availability of magazinest #re interested in
promoting Arabic literature and culture in Britagych aBanipaland theviiddle
East International Magazinend internet-based cultural and discussion groups

Facebook and Twitter.

Significantly, political crises involving Arabs aidab countries, such as the
two Palestinian uprisingsntifada) in 1988 and 2001, the Israeli attack on the Gaza
Strip at the turn of 2009, the continuous Isragfir@ssions on south Lebanon, the
latest of which took place in 2006, and the eveh®&/11 and the subsequent war on
terror, all have created and continue to createreArab identification among Arabs
in diaspora. In fact, post 9/11, Arab organisatibage ‘creat[ed] spaces where it is
safe to be an Arali® Through these spaces, Arab activists ‘attempl[ihstil
knowledge of and pride in their heritage [and]gadh children the language and

141

culture’.”” Recently, social networks for Arabs in their 2@d 80s have been

established in London, Sheffield, Birmingham andgelpool. Thes@ewspaces

% See: BBC, ‘2011 Census Questions PublisiBBC News
<http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/8318637.stfaccessed 21 October 2009]. My suggestion of
employing the term Arab British pre-dates this ammaement.

% These institutions include: The Council for ArakitBh Understanding (CAABU) which was
founded in 1967, The National Association of Blit&rabs (NABA) and British Arab Association
(BAA), founded in 2009. Now that the football clabManchester City is owned by an Arab
investment group, it may help foster a sense ajfrigghg to Britain among Arab youths in Manchester
(and Britain) depending, among other socio-politfaators, on whether the owners intend to turn the
club to a long term Arab affiliated entity or tdlsmut when market conditions allow.

“%Lynn A. Staeheli and Caroline R. Nagel report thaesponse to measures taken by (British and
US) governments to increase security for ‘thosesghmembership in society is unquestioned’, Arabs
and Muslims in both countries have reported in@dafeelings ofnsecurity’ (p. 794). As a response,
Arab and Muslim organizations have created spatesenit is safe to be an Arab or a Muslim. For
more details, see: Lynn A. Staeheli and Carolindl&gel, ‘Rethinking Security: Perspectives from
Arab-American and British Arab ActivistsAntipode 40 (2008), 780-801.

“1 Staeheli and Nagel, p. 794.
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further boost the sense of a community becauseategpen only for Arab¥.In
addition, since 9/11 Arab satellite news channilislazeera in particular, have
greatly contributed to ‘creatingman-Arabicand Muslim transnational public
sphere”?® Finally, all these factors combine together tgphietrease the visibility of
Arabs in Britain in a way that helps them assunegr tiesponsibilities and duties as

active British citizens.

Writing in 1992, Camillia Fawzi EI-Solh asks, ‘homlid is it to speak of the
Arab community in Britain?* EI-Solh argues that on one level this term is
applicable ‘as a collective category, where histonjture and a consciousness of
belonging function as common denominators overgailass-based, religious,
political and linguistic difference$® El-Solh argues that this collective
consciousness was activated during the 1991 Guif Wezen Arabs of different
national/socio-economic origins and political p@sions reacted in similar ways to
what they perceived to be a double standard fugthirs war. Similarly, a collective
Arab identity tends to crystallize around the P@iésns and their right to self-
determination. However, EI-Solh maintains, thevation of a collective identity in
response to a particular set of circumstances nloesancel other configurations of
commonalities or cleavages within and between Aabmunities. These are, in
turn, influenced by a number of variables, sucha®nal origin, socio-economic
status, religious/sectarian and political affilais, dialect, generational and gender

differences, as well as numerical strength andtlelugation of settlement in Britain.

“2 Staeheli and Nagel, p. 794.

43 Zahera Harb and Ehab Bessaiso, ‘British Arab Mugludiences and Television after September
11’, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studie32 (2006), 1063-76 (p. 1073).

44 Camillia Fawzi El-Solh, ‘Arab Communities in Brita Cleavages and Commonalitielslam and
Christian-Muslim Relations3 (1992), 236-58 (p. 243).

“SEl-Solh, p. 243.
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An exploratory survey published in 2009 by the khiank Atlantic Forum on
Arabs in Britain confirms that the term “Britishrab” is a meaningful one with
which people of Arab ethnicity living in Britain ddentify’ regardless of their
country of origin®® However, the report maintains that while Arabs raysider
their own identity as both British and Arabs todteightforward, ‘they are unsure
how cohesive the British Arab community as a whsllé’ In a sense, this report
supports El-Solh’s stipulation that as we addreescommonalities among Arabs in
Britain, we should be aware of the differences agribiem. In this respect, EI-Solh
asserts that two patterns are broadly discerniblervstudying Arab communities in
Britain. The first pattern pertains to ‘horizonti&gls cutting across national origin’
and the second broad pattern is related to ‘véties activated within a particular
national group”® Both patterns, however, tend to manifest commoasland

cleavages in complex wa$s.

With these considerations in view, my work examitiesliterature written
by Arab women writers in the US and in Britain vintltertain thematic frameworks
and specific geo/socio-political contexts. Throagtareful selection of Arab women
writers from both sides of the Atlantic, | interalanalyze and compare their works. |
am interested in delineating differences and shitigg between the two groups
whilst also pointing out internal differences amakxrgb American and Arab British

women writers. A poetics of Arab American literadras convincingly been

46 Atlantic Forum, ‘British Arabs: Identity, Politicand Community’,
<http://www.atlanticforum.org/cqgi-bin/download.cgjaccessed 30 October 2009], p. 12. The report
concedes that there are inherent biases in thelsatap to the inclusion of individuals who are in
Britain specifically for the purpose of educatiand the over-representation of those who have acces
to computers and the internet.

47 Atlantic Forum, p. 16.

“8 El-Solh, pp. 243-44.

“9 For more details, see El-Solh, especially pag&4®iwhere EI-Solh highlights the complexities of
the horizontal and vertical ties, as well as thpant of a multitude of variables pertaining to btiité

host and the home societies, respectively.
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established over the past thirty yedrswould like to propose here a poetics of Arab
British literature by drawing on the works of ArBobitish women writers and
comparing them to their Arab American counterpaithilst | agree that writers in
Britain are heterogeneous in their national origage and ideological affiliations, |
believe that they can still be grouped under thénaetta of Arab British as this study

will show.

The works | draw on were written between 1999 &bf@l72 Arab British
women novelists are represented by Ahdaf Souella liboulela and Fadia Faqir,
while the Arab American novelists are Diana Abuefadnd Laila Halaby. Arab
American women writers selected here are membetsedhird wave of Arab
American writers and come from mixed Arab and Amreami backgrounds while Arab
British women writers are mainly first generatiartteors. As Evelyn Shakir explains,
members of the third wave of Arab American writease expressed a distinct Arab
American identity in their works. Arab Americareliaiture published since the 1980s,
Shakir argues, testifies to ‘a sea change’ in tag srab Americans began to

perceive their identities and see themselVes.

In this case, the comparison between the first vedivarab British writers
and the third wave of Arab American writers is domgtive and suggestive because
both groups identify as Arabs, engage with issdi¢lsedr racialization and

marginalization and frame their works within a gdbbed socio-political and

0 For an overview of the themes explored by threeewaf Arab American writers, see: Evelyn
Shakir, ‘Coming of Age: Arab American Literatur&thnic Forum: Bulletin of Ethnic Studies and
Ethic Bibliography 13 (1993), 63-80. See also: Taynyss LudeschesnifNostalgia to Critique: An
Overview of Arab American LiteratureMELUS 31 (2006), 93-114. See also: Gregory OrfaleagTh
Arab American Novel’MELUS 31 (2006), 115-33.

*1 Shakir, p. 70. Shakir attributes this change tarests to the arrival of a new wave of immigrants
from the Arab world who ‘rekindle[d] a sense of@tlity in the established community and promoted
a sense of kinship with the Arab world in gene¢pl’70).
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economic context. On the other hand, | believeatilittle to be gained in
comparing - for the purposes of this study - theksof the first wave of Arab
American writers to the works of first wave of ArBoitish writers because of the
historical gap that separates both groups, thereifit political, economic and social
contexts in which they have lived and the them@ifierences that permeate their

works.

In this study, | argue that there is a tendencyragrirab British women
novelists to foreground a cross-cultural dialogné eepresent a cross-ethnic
identification strategy in a more pronounced wagnttheir Arab American women
peers who tend, in turn, to employ different litgratrategies to resist stereotypes
and misconceptions about Arabs in American liteapductions and popular
culture. In other words, Arab British women writeeem less restricted in their
attempts to create links between the Arab chamtbery depict and other characters
from different ethnic backgrounds. Arab Americanmen writers, | argue, while
aware of the importance of a cross-ethnic alliateg to focus on the contradictions
within the Arab American community and prioritized investigation over other
themes. In this context, while non-Arab characfetsites and non-whites) seem to
be key players in the works of Arab British writemsainly Arab and white
characters seem to be the main characters in theswdArab American novelists.
The works of Fagir and Aboulela positively portragn-white ethnic characters and
give them major roles. In contrast, African AmensaNative Americans, South
Asians and Latin Americans are marginal charadtetise works of Abu-Jaber and

Halaby.
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This major difference between the two sets of wgite a result, | argue, of
the different ways in which Arabs immigrated anémwally settled in the two
countries. While Arabs in the US are officially egbrized as Caucasian/White, in
Britain they are officially classified as an ethgioup. | do not intend to
overemphasize the autobiographical elements imtrks written by Arab British
and Arab American women writers, but | want to stibat the position Arabs
occupy in discourses on ethnicity and multicultisralin Britain and the US has, to
varying degrees, influenced these writers’ own sarisdentity and has been
reflected in their works. As Moore reminds us, fajterfacing of autobiographical
and fictional modes can be a vital part of a teg€H-staging, facilitating a reflexive

approach to representational practicés’.

While Arab Americans have a long history of undertthnic classification
that was finally resolved in courts, Arab Britishvie tended to be marginalized and
rendered invisible in the racial and ethnic diseegrin Britain. In fact, the discussion
of Arab socio-political experiences in Britain iramstream publications is usually
subsumed by the debate on South Asian-dominatediiviuim Britain> Moreover,
unlike Arab American authors, who are a combinagibfirst, second, third and
fourth generation citizens, Arab British writerg garedominantly first generation

exiles, academics, refugees and professionals.di$parity is reflected thematically.

2 Moore, p. 14.
>3 | will elaborate on this question in Chapter Oné ¢he conclusion. Usually, there is only one or at
most two chapters on Arab communities in editedksam Muslims in Britain. For instance, Hopkins
and Gale’s collection on Muslims in Britain incligdenly one article on Arabs in Britain. Arabs ie th
US are now classified as Caucasian/ White. In Glraphe, | will refer to some famous court
hearings that have contributed to the current tacid ethnic classification of Arabs in the US as
whites. Recent research on the perspectives of Briish on religion, politics and the public by
Caroline Nagel and Lynn Staeheli shows that whilabfactivists say that they ‘cannot escape the fact
that Arabness is culturally bound up with Islarhgy try to promote an Arab identity which is
separate from ‘a British Muslim identity, whichethargue publicises, and politicises religious
affiliation’ (pp. 107-8).
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While Arab American fiction constantly engages wgbues of anti-Arab racism and
foregrounds social problems facing Arab Americamigwnities such as the concern
of parents over the future of their (Americanizeldiidren as the works of Laila
Halaby, Diana Abu-Jaber, Susan Muaddi Darraj ambRdarrar show, Arab

British women writers rarely touch upon these issared concentrate instead on a
middle-class woman who lives the contradictionbeafidentity in a self-reflexive

manner and pursues trans-cultural and cross-ethelimgues and coalitions.

In the works of Soueif, Fagir, Aboulela and Al Khienfor instance, their
plots center on a displaced Arab woman who eithepses to live in Britain in order
to pursue higher education, work or is forced e in Britain as a (self) exile or
refugee. The protagonist is cut off from her coywtrorigin for most of the
narrative. Unlike her Arab American peers, sheoissurrounded by an Arab
community to nourish, critique, guide and contret.hThe protagonists interact with
people of different ethnic backgrounds and engagedross-cultural dialogue and a
cross-ethnic alliance, a theme that permeates tiksvof Arab British women
novelists. Soueif, Al Khemir and Aboulela’s protaggis think of their existence in
Britain as temporary They are there to either pursue degrees or to.vixank
example, although Aboulela’s British-born protagpr@ammar holds a British
passport, she has never made use of this privildgeeroom she lives in is nearly

empty. Her South Asian British colleague Yasmiridegs her on making use of the

** Susan Muaddi Darraj’s debut novidle Inheritance of Exil€2007) is a good example of the
preoccupation of Arab American women novelists wsdues of migration and settlement, identity,
generational differences, anti-Arab racism, stgg@og and (anti-)assimilationist discourses. The
novel depicts the experiences of four second géinarArab girls growing up in south Philadelphia.
It also depicts the heterogeneity of first generafalestinian women immigrants to the US.

% FagirsMy Name is Salmenay be an exception because the eponymous prisaipa peasant
refugee.

* Nevertheless, Arab British women writers have Imeiguprobe the challenges facing second
generation Arabs in Britain as this study will shthrough focusing on Faqiridy Name is Salma
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resources open to her as a British citizen, suddloa®wing books from the public
library. Although some psychological reasons luekibnd this lack of interaction
with the community, Sammar continues to perceivedieas ‘an Other’ and
identifies with marginalized people, like Rae, @tfish academic whose positive
views on Islam set him apart from mainstream sehplnd Yasmin, a second

generation South Asian British Muslim secretary vig®wls uncomfortable in Britain.

This sense of identity and belonging is differenthie works of Arab
American women writers. For example, Diana Abu-Jab&rabian Jazzightly
draws the reader’s attention insistently to antdAracism and hostility. However, in
their ambivalent relationships with people of colbie characters in the novel reflect
the precarious position Arabs occupy in ethnic @wial discourses in the US.
Although Abu-Jaber’s protagonist Matussem and higytiters are singled out as
non-whites, they still feel comfortable in befriemgl white people and living in an
exclusively white neighborhood. In fact, the nosetxclusively populated by white
people. It is possible to argue that Abu-Jaberfshiepated identity as half-Irish half-
Arab American might have influenced her in repréisgrher characters as more
attached to whiteness, especially given faibian Jazzs her first novel. Though in
Abu-Jaber’s second nov€rescenthe cross-ethnic alliance theme is more polished,
slippages are still discernable. Even the prevalest-9/11 anti-Arab racism and
violence that has further exposed the precariogsaied fragility of the position
Arabs occupy in the US has not completely sevemadb Americans’ attachment to

whiteness as my analysis of Laila Halab@sce in a Promised Langhows.

In this context, we should always remind oursetias the concerns of Arab
British writers are not, and cannot, always bestame as those of Arab American
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writers. For example, correcting misconceptionsualdgab communities in popular
culture is of paramount importance to Arab Amerieaiters whereas it is still a
peripheral theme for Arab British writers. Whilear American and Arab British
writers share a number of political concerns, tlagsnn which these themes are
expressed through characterization, settings antkxts differ between the two
groups. The repercussions of recent political eventArab writers in both countries
vary. In particular, we need to look at how Arab éman and Arab British writers
have responded to the events of 9/11 and the epSuan on terror’ that has targeted

Arab and Islamic cultures.

While Arab American women novelists - such as Liiidaby - have
dramatized the traumatic consequences of these¢sewemrabs in America, Arab
British women writers have not yet responded taé¢hevents in their fiction. This is
partly due to the lack of visible Arab communitieBritain and a dominant
conflation in public opinion of an Arab identity thia Muslim identity’’ In other
words, if Arabs in Britain were targeted in post-BPhate crimes, it is because they
were conflated with other more visible Muslim conmities such as Pakistanis and
Bengalis®® It is precisely because a Muslim identity is agsted with the more

visible South Asian communities that a book likeriba Ali's Brick Lane

*" Fred Halliday argues that up to the early 199@mpfeeliving in Britain and believing in Islam were
not in the main referred to as ‘Muslims’ but byntsrof ethnic or geographic significance. From
around 1990, Halliday maintains, ‘it became moregmn to talk of a “Muslim community” in
Britain, of “Islam in Britain” and of “British Musins™ (p. ix). Halliday argues that this shift was
consequence both of changes that had been matitinig the immigrant communities in Britain and
of dramatic events in the Middle East, namely, wtihencampaign against Rushdig&ise Satanic
Versesn 1989 coincided with the conflict over Kuwait1990-1991 following the Iraqi invasion of
August 1990 (p. xvi). Halliday concludes that aftkyse on two decades, such terms now appear so
natural and objective that it is easy to forget ewently they came into general circulation (. ix
See: Fred HallidayBritain's First Muslims: Portrait of an Arab Commity (London & New York:

I.B. Tauris, 2010).

°8 | am not trying to say the conflation of Arab, Mld Eastern and Muslim identities exists only in
Britain and does not exist in the US, but | beligvat in post-9/11 in the US people have mainlynbee
targeted if they look Arab (Middle Eastern), whiteBritain people have been targeted by racist
attacks if they have adopted visible Muslim idsntitarkers.

36



published in 2003, portrays the repercussions Xf 8h the Bengali community in

London®®

One way of explaining the thematic differences leetawvArab American and
Arab British women writers is through carefully @stigating the contexts in which
they are writing. Here, | highlight the differendastween the immigration and
settlement experiences of Arabs in Britain ancdhenWS. | find this contextualizing
essential because the study of literature canneeparated from the study of its
social context. One cannot comprehensively writeualdiaspora without discussing
historical and current debates on the differerggration policies in the host
countries. My aim here is to provide a much neddstbrical perspective and to
demonstrate how the very definition of ‘Arab’ irettwo countries has influenced the
literature produced by each group in every courithe concept of identity, | argue,

IS quite central to discussing the works of Aralnven writers in diaspora.

Avtar Brah reminds us that the concept of diasgbiauld be understood as
‘an ensemble of investigative technologies thatohisise trajectories of different
diasporas, and analyse their relationality acriedds of social relations, subjectivity
160

and identity’”” Perhaps, Brah’s greatest contribution to the stfdiiaspora is

manifested by what she calls ‘diaspora spatBtah argues:

Diaspora space is the intersectionality of diasplooader, and
dis/location as a point of confluence of econorpaitical, cultural
and psychic processes. It addresses the globaitmmdf culture,

%9 According to Hopkins and Gale, the majority of Mus in Britain are of South Asian heritage,
with Pakistanis constituting the single largestugro43% of Muslims in England, 33% in Wales and
67% of Muslims in Scotland are of Pakistani orifpn4).

% Avtar Brah,Cartographies of Diaspora: Contesting Identiti@®ndon & New York: Routledge,
1996), p. 180.

%1 Brah, p. 181.
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economics and politics as a site of ‘migrancy’ daralel’ which

seriously problematises the subject position ofiiagive’.%?

Brah rightly insists that each diaspora ‘must balysed in its historical specificity’
if the concept of diaspora is to serve as a usefutistic devic&® The identity of the
diasporic imagined community ‘is far from fixed @re-given’ because it is
constituted within the crucible of every day expade; in the daily stories ‘we tell

ourselves individually and collectivel§*.

Similarly, Stuart Hall calls for thinking of idetyias a *“production” within,
not outside representatiotT He proposes that there are two different ways of
thinking about cultural identity. The first posiipHall argues, defines cultural
identity in terms of one shared culture, ‘a sorcoffective “one true self**® This
means that our cultural identity reflects the comrhistorical experiences and
shared cultural codes which provide us, as “ongpfe” with fixed and unchanging
frames of reference ‘beneath the shifting divisiand vicissitudes of our actual
history’.®” The second position of cultural identity recogsitieat as well as the
many points of similarity, there are also ‘critigadints of deeplifferencewhich
constitute “what we really are® Cultural identity, Hall stipulates, belongs to the

future as much as to the past. For Hall, then pdias identities are not defined by

essence or purity. On the contrary, they are défime

the recognition of a necessary heterogeneity aversity; by a
conception of ‘identity’ which lives with and thrgh, not despite,
difference; by hybridity. Diaspora identities [] produc[e] and

%2 Brah, p. 181.

%3 Brah, pp. 182-83.

% Brah, p. 183.

® Stuart Hall, ‘Cultural Identity and Diaspora’, likentity: Community, Culture, Differenced. by
Jonathan Rutherford (London: Lawrence and Wishamited, 1990), pp. 222-37 (p. 222).

% Hall, p. 223.

" Hall, p. 223.

% Hall, p. 225, italics in original.
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reproduc|e] themselves anew, through transformatrah
difference®

Hall's argument is echoed by Smadar Lavie and Tweedenburg who argue
that ‘syncretic practices and identities are défety gendered, raced, and classéd'.
They also call for a third time-space ethnogragxiamination which ‘involves
guerrilla warfare of the interstices, where [.ca}egories of race, gender, sexuality,
class, [and] nation’ are constantly questionedraptLred’* Lavie and Swedenburg
argue that third time-space ‘remains anchoredérpthiitics of history/location®?
Although Lavie and Swedenburg acknowledge that difficult to give a vivid
image of third time-space because of ‘its fleetstgfting and emergent character’
and it might be seen as a utopian space the ositihehich can be vaguely made
out, they call for a careful examination of theifgdaealities’ for a better

understanding of the third time-spaé&s.

The works of Brah, Hall, Lavie and Swedenburg doawattention to the
complexity of diasporic identities. In this contettte works of Arab American and
Arab British writers, | argue, need to be framethwi racialized historical processes
that have influenced their identities and thearhiry productions. Their different
geo-political contexts have greatly affected tloe@gative writing. In this way, the
literary productions of these authors reflect theelogeneity of Arab cultures and
the intersectionality of class, gender, race, i@higpolitical affiliation and

ideological stances. My emphasis on examining tloeospolitical contexts in which

%9 Hall, p. 235.

O Smadar Lavie and Ted Swedenburg, ‘Introductiospicement, Diaspora, and Geographies of
Identity’, in Displacement, Diaspora, and Geographies of Idenéith by Smadar Lavie and Ted
Swedenburg (Durham, NC: Duke UP, 1996), pp. 1-250)p

" Lavie and Swedenburg, p. 13.

2 Lavie and Swedenburg, p. 14.

"3 Lavie and Swedenburg, p. 18.
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Arab British and Arab American women writers prodtieeir works will hopefully

provide a helpful critical matrix and framework.

As Amal Amireh reminds us, although the works ocaBmwomen writers are
sometimes manipulated and used by the West to@ngmme misconceptions about
Arab-Islamic cultures, Arab women writers ‘shoulat be defeatist and abandon alll
responsibility for their receptiorf* Amireh, hence, calls for more Arabic books to be
made available in English to reflect the diversifyArab women'> ‘Once Western
readers are exposed to a range of styles, nuaarugsleologies’, Amireh hopes,
Western readers will learn that Arab women writaes ‘individual artists, who speak
in multiple tongues and belong to vibrant and dieetultural movement$® Amireh
encourages critics who are aware of the originatexd in which these works
appeared to produce serious debates about fictocause this ‘will remind readers
that they are reading not documentaries, but ditee”, which draws on particular
conventions and emerges from specific traditidh# is in this spirit that this thesis

is written. In the following paragraphs, | will e my research plan.

In Chapter One, | examine what | believe to bendéacy among Arab
British women novelists to foreground and advoeatens-cultural dialogue and a
cross-ethnic identification strategy in a more namced approach than their Arab
American women peers who tend, in turn, to empléherent literary strategies to
resist stereotypes and misconceptions about ArabSipopular culture. While Arab

Americans have a long history of uncertain ethfasgification that was finally

" Amireh, para. 19 of 22.

5 Although the books that Amireh refers to are mathbse written originally in Arabic and
translated into English, | also believe that boakisten by Arab authors in English can serve the
same purpose (i.e. show the diversity of Arab women

5 Amireh, para. 20 of 22.

" Amireh, para. 21 of 22. See also: Amal Amirehatfiing Nawal El Saadawi: Arab Feminism in a
Transnational World'Signs 26 (2000), 215-49.
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resolved in courts, Arab British have tended tariagginalized and rendered
invisible in the racial and ethnic discourses iitdn. In this chapter, | draw on Arab
British novelist Fadia Faqirsy Name is Salmand Arab American novelist Diana
Abu-Jaber'sArabian JazZo reveal the thematic differences between the&svof
Arab British and Arab American women writers: whileab British characters feel
certain that their future in Britain depends oreratting with people of different
cultural backgrounds, Arab American characters seeperceive themselves as a
part of a larger white community outside which timegintain limited relations. In
the two novels, Arabness is defined differenthaassult of two different racialized

immigration and settlement experiences in both toes

Chapter Two focuses on the works of two Arab Britigomen writers, Ahdaf
Soueif and Leila Aboulela. Both writers employ themsuch as hyphenated
identities, the position of Arab women in the AMkestern cultural encounter, and
love and romance and foreground trans-culturalaoss-ethnic dialogues and
alliances among their characters. Soudifi® Map of Lovand Aboulela’sViinaret,
though differently, engage with recent discussimm$eminism as a transnational
movement. Both authors demystify some of the Adarhic cultural symbols such
as the veil, harem, hijab and mosque that are carynassociated with a relentless
Arab and Muslim patriarchy. Aboulela’s works foregnd the importance of Islam
in shaping the experiences of her characters, proaph that sets her apart from
Soueif, and indeed, from the rest of contemporaabAvomen writers. The two
novels then represent the two (interlocking) steaoidfeminism in the Arab world:
secular and Islamic feminisms. Taking into consatlen that the plots of the two

novels intricately represent the experiences obAmad non-Arab women, the two
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novels explore the precepts of feminism, its vdgamd its relationship to
globalization, colonialism, imperialism and faith.the two works, the authors
foreground differences in social classes, histonjtural backgrounds, religion and
political ideologies in a way that invites us tcegtion the limits of (Western)
feminism and examine how Arab women writers apgraact hrough highlighting
the social, cultural, historical and religious knthat tie Arab and non-Arab women,
the two novels reflect a tendency by Arab Britistreen writers to go beyond

cultural borders and engage in trans-cultural diads.

My reading of the above two novels is informed by approach to the two
novelists as Arab British women writers. My argumisrbased on the idea that the
works of the two authors, and indeed those of oftieb British writers, are
influenced by racialized immigration and settlemexperiences in Britain. In
Chapter Three, | concentrate on the works of ArateAcan women writers. The
image of Arab communities is central to the worksdpiced by Arab American
authors since Arabs and Americans of Arab descardg been the victims of a long
history of stereotyping and misrepresentations $hgdpular culture. In the first
section, | will illustrate how Diana Abu-JabeCsescendraws on and engages with
Scott Fitzgerald’'She Great GatshyShakespeare®thello Tayeb Salih’'sSeason of
Migration to the North George Melford’s silent movi€he Sheiland Edith Hull's
novel of the same title in order to subvert mis@ptmns about Arabs in American

literature and popular culture through a stratefgptertextuality.

In the latter part of the chapter | argue thatd &lalaby’swest of the Jordan
subverts stereotypes about Arab women througlagegty of storytelling that
highlights the heterogeneity of their experienaed i@veals that the intersections of
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race, class, ethnicity and religion crucially infotheir lives. The novel underscores
the role that the politics of location and subjestexperiences play in building
women’s identities within communal cultural conexAbu-Jaber and Halaby
employ their creative skills to engage with soméhefproblems that face Arab
Americans and render Arab American communities matiged. In other words,
they concentrate on exploring the contradictiontheir communities from within
and explain them to the larger American commurtitythis way, the two authors’
preoccupation with ‘humanizing’ their communitiésvarts their attempts to
adequately explore trans-cultural and cross-ettialogues and alliances the way

Arab British women writers do.

Since this study is interested in exploring theaolitical contexts in which
Arab women writers on both sides of the Atlantiogarce their works, the
conclusion explores the differences between AratisBrwomen novelists and their
Arab American counterparts in their response tcethents of 9/11 and the
consequent ‘war on terror’. While Arab British womeriters have not explored in
their fictions the repercussions of 9/11 on ArabBiitain, Arab American novelists
have represented post-9/11 anti-Arab racism andirgsiolence. In Britain, where
discourses on racialized minorities focus on religas Tahir Abbas argué&ba
political British Muslim identity has become incséragly highlighted in popular anti-
terror discourses in Britain. As Fred Halliday reds us, the inclusion of a ‘Muslim’
category in the 2001 Census has led to the emezgdrec‘Muslim’ identity in

Britain that ‘has indeed come to occupy a centi@ein broader debates on

8 Tahir Abbas, ‘After 9/11: British South Asian Mimsk, Islamophobia,
Multiculturalism, and the StateThe American Journal of Islamic Social Scien@is(2004), pp. 26-
38 (p. 27).
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migration, integration and multiculturalism withBritain’.”® | argue that since Arabs
in Britain are more spatially dispersed than S&glan Muslims, and hence are less
ethnically visible, Arabs have experienced postt3iate crimes less directly than

South Asian communities in Britain.

In contrast, in the US, ‘where difference is priityaorganized according to
racial/ethnic categorie&® Arab ethnicity has become increasingly politicizeith
the beginning of the war on terror as Arabs and Agaas of Arab descent have
become victims of institutional and popular ragedfiling and violence.
Racialization, to borrow Amaney Jamal’s words, vesras one prism through which
Arab Americans interact with the dominant sociétyin the post-9/11 period, ethnic
origin has been increasingly used to construct i American identity ‘in terms of
inferiority, suspicion, Otherness, and foreignn&é&s Steven Salaita puts it, ‘Arab
Americans evolved from invisible to glaringly comsgous (whether or not

conspicuousness was welcoméd)'.

The precarious position Arabs occupy in ethnic i@uial discourses in both
countries has intersected with market and publgterests and contributed to the
ways in which post-9/11 repercussions have (nahlvepresented in Arab literary
productions on both sides of the Atlantic. Laildadg’s Once in a Promised Land
goes beyond representing the consequences of 8/Atab Americans to investigate

(and complicate) the psychological, social, pditiand economic dimensions of the

" Halliday, p. xvi.

8 Nadine Naber, ‘Ambiguous Insiders: an Investigatid Arab American Invisibility’ Ethnic and
Racial Studies23 (2000), 37-61, p. 53.

8 Amaney Jamal, ‘Conclusion: Arab American Racidla, in Race and Arab

Americans before and after 9/11: from Invisibleifgihs to Visible Subjected. by Amaney Jamal
and Nadine Naber (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse UP, 2pp8318-26 (p. 322).

8 Jamal, p. 322.

8 Steven Salaita, ‘Ethnic Identity and Imperativéridéism: Arab Americans Before and After 9/11’,
College Literature 32 (2005), 146-68 (p. 149).
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experiences of Arab Americans through scrutinizimgconcept of citizenship. In
fact, through Jassim’s and Salwa’s, the novel’sggonists, different responses to
post-9/11 anti-Arab racism are examined. The nexghges with the ongoing
discussion of building coalitions and alliancesn®®n Arab Americans and people

of color in the US in the post 9/11 era.
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Chapter One
(In)visible Arab British and Arab Americans? Migrat ion, Settlement,
Racial/Ethnic Ambiguity and Literary Productions

1.0 Introduction
In this chapter, | examine what | believe to beradency among Arab British
women novelists to foreground and advocate trattsfalidialogue and cross-ethnic
identification strategies in a more pronounced neartiman their Arab American
peers who tend, in turn, to employ literary stragegn order to resist stereotypes and
misconceptions about Arabs in US culture. Thisificant difference between the
two sets of writers is a result, | argue, of tweallse immigration and settlement
patterns in the US and Britain. While | do not mddo overemphasize the
autobiographical elements in the works written glABritish and Arab American
women writers, | want to show that the positionl#s@ccupy in discourses on

ethnicity and multiculturalism in Britain and theSUhas, to varying degrees,

influenced these writers’ own sense of identity aneflected in their works.

While Arab Americans have a long history of undertthnic classification
that was finally resolved in courts, Arab Britishvie tended to be marginalized and
rendered invisible in racial and ethnic discouliseBritain. Whether in Britain or in
the US, there is a conflation of Muslim/Arab/Middtastern identities in mainstream
popular culture. In this chapter, | will examine thocio-political aspects of the
immigration and settlement experiences of Arab camitres in Britain and the US
and explore literary representations of Arab exgeres in both countries. | draw on
Arab British novelist Fadia Faqirlgly Name is Salmé007) and Arab American
novelist Diana Abu-JaberArabian Jaz1993) in order to delineate the similarities

and differences between Arab cultural productiomgath sides of the Atlantic.
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1.1 *“The Other-Others”: Hidden Arabs’: Fadia Faqir 's My Nameis Salma
Prior toMy Name is Salmdadia Faqir wrote two novelllisanit(1987) andPillars
of Salt(1996). The two novels are set in the Middle EBast explore various socio-
political themes about contemporary life in the MalEast. In contrasily Name is
Salmais set between the Middle East and Britain. lestigates a new theme,
namely immigration to Britain. The immigrant in gtien is a peasant womaiThe
novel, | believe, shares, along with works by otheab British women writers, a
thematic interest in foregrounding trans-culturalague and cross-ethnic
identification. Like other novels by Arab Britishowmen writers such as Soueifis
the Eye of the Sufi992), Aboulela’sThe Translato(1999) and Al Khemir’'s
Waiting in the Future for the Past to CopMy Name is SalIméL994) depicts the

daily practices of an Arab woman who lives in Brita

Salma, however, is less privileged than Soueifispllela’s or Al Khemir’s
protagonists. Salma is an uneducated and semilleasiefugee. In addition, Faqir's
novel raises questions about the future of Arabs lve in Britain. Salma is cut off
from her country of origin and arrives in Britaiorfa permanent stay. The novel
portrays conflicts of integration, assimilationgisan and the settlement experience.
In this sense, the novel builds on previous woské&tab British women writers and
moves beyond them. Faqir's attempt to depict g8se is pioneering and
exploratory and draws our attention to the fact &rab British communities are
coming of age, and hence, they need to address@puesf settlement, integration

and identity. As Camillia EI-Solh notes, while §f]the middle- and upper-middle-

! Although | focus in my analysis of the novel orrBa’s immigration and settlement experience in
Britain, it should be noted that the novel explastiters themes such as honor crimes in the Middle
East, the oppression of women in patriarchal sesgethe socio-economic marginalization of rural
areas in the Middle East and guilt-ridden memaoofes woman forced to leave behind her illegal
baby. The story of Salma intertwines with the g&ef other Arab and non-Arab characters.
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class Arab, British mainstream society may seesil@gmidating’, it can be more
difficult for unskilled working-class Arabs ‘whosecial status tends to perpetuate
their marginalisation within the British social haechy’? It is often, El Solh
maintains, ‘the socio-economically marginalisedl#®avho, for lack of viable
alternatives, are most likely to end up settingenarless permanently in Britain,

however pervasive the myth of retufn’.

My Name is Salmeells the story of Salma, a teenage shepherdesdleds
her home village of Hima in the Levant becausenofleit pregnancy. Her lover
denounces her and her brother seeks to kill hexdeem the family’s honor. A
Lebanese nun who has devoted her life to rescumgnant girls whose lives are
threatened by their families, decides to smuggl:&#o a convent in Lebanon.
Ultimately, Salma is adopted by a British nun. Mésher changes Salma’s name to
Sally and arranges to take her to Britain. The igration authorities question the
authenticity of Salma’s papers but after a two-rhadgtention, Salma is allowed into

Britain.

In a hostel in Exeter, Salma meets Parvin, a segendration Asian British
on the run from an arranged marriage. A relatignslaised on solidarity and
sisterhood brings the two together. Parvin tea8adsa how to negotiate her
everyday life by raising her awareness of the tiaat she is a British citizen and is
therefore fully eligible to the rights of a Britigltizen. Salma finds work as a
seamstress at a local tailor shop. She also mauesf the hostel and lives with Liz,

a descendant of a former imperialist family turdednkard. Salma also forges a

2 Camillia Fawzi El-Solh, ‘Arabs in London’, ifhe People of London: Fifteen Thousand Years of
Settlement from Overseasd. by Nick Merriman, fore. by Colin Holmes (Lard Museum of
London, 1993), pp. 72-79 (p. 78).

El-Solh, p. 78.
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friendship with Gwen, a retired Welsh headmistr&ee gets married to her tutor at
the Open University. Upon returning to her villagehe Levant, her brother shoots

her dead.

The development of the character of Salma froma@oBm shepherdess to a
successful migrant raises questions about issuepodsentation as spelt out in
Gayatri Chakravort Spivak’s essay ‘Can the SubalSgeak?’. Spivak criticizes
conflating the desire of the oppressed and margedwith the interests of the
radical intellectual to construct an undivided pcdil subject. This model, Stephen
Morton argues, is unacceptable for Spivak singebased on the assumption that
‘the political desire of the oppressed and thetigali interests of the intellectual are
identical, and [. . .] it falls back on a fixed astéble notion of the self that is prior to

representation’.Spivak argues:

The subaltern cannot speak. There is no virtudabad laundry lists
with ‘woman’ as a pious item. Representation haswithered away.
The female intellectual as intellectual has a ewsaribed task which
she must not disown with a flourish.
Spivak is warning against subsuming ‘race and ad#trences’ among
women while trying to recover the voice of the dtésa® In this sense, Morton

argues that Spivak’s writing demonstrates an avesm®nf the ethical dangers of

‘representing the disenfranchised from the standpafia relatively empowered,

* Stephen MortorGayatri Spivak: Ethics, Subalternity, and the @yite of Postcolonial Reason
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007), p. 108.

®G. C. Spivak, ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?Miarxism and the Interpretation of Cultyred. by C.
Nelson, and L. Grossberg (Basingstoke: McMillan &tion, 1988), pp. 271-313 (p. 308). Spivak’s
stipulation has generated many responses. On thbaammd, Benita Parry and Bart Moore-Gilbert
criticize Spivak for not listening to the subaltevhen they try to speak. Other critics, like Stephe
Morton and Ania Loomba see Spivak’s statementwaraing against ‘romanticising and
homogenising’ the subaltern subject (Loomba, p)196e: Benita Parrpostcolonial Studies: A
Materialist Critique(London & New York: Routledge, 2005), especialfy. 3-36. See also: Ania
Loomba,Colonialism / PostcolonialisrfLondon & New York: Routledge, 1998).

® Spivak, p. 287.
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diasporic intellectual’. According to Morton, Spivak is urging ‘postcolohdaitics
and intellectuals [. . .] to invent a new idiomttimappropriate to articulate the

singular histories, practices and agencies of thalgern’®

Seen from this perspective, | find Faqir's repréaeon of Salma’s
experience as an Arab refugee in Britain importetause it exploresreewtheme
that has not been approached by previous ArabsBnitomen writer§.The
immigration of underprivileged Arab women to Britas an entirely new theme and
throws the door wide open to representing unskiled undocumented Arab women
migrants to the West, particularly to Britain. mg sense, Faqir’'s novel contributes
to increasing the visibility of Arabs in Britain ldyawing the reader’s attention to the
existence of poor and marginalized Arabs who ddihat with the public view of
Arabs as rich investors who live in affluent neighiioods in Britain. As EI-Solh

puts it:

[T]he association of the term ‘Arab’ with oil welalconjures up in the
popular Western images of affluence spiced up thighexotic,
thereby overlooking those Arabs in Britain who tegped in menial
employment or are subject to the restrictions efrtasylum statu&’
Portrayals of Arabs in popular media seem to cbute to this invisibility by
depicting Arabs as outsiders to British culture.olavticles published ifhe

Economisin 1988 and 1990 show how the lack of informatonArabs in Britain

" Morton, p. 93.

8 Morton, p. 123.

° In their analysis of Fagqir's earlier noveillars of Salf Fadia Suyoufie and Lamia Hammad question
the representation of some of Faqir's charactessai@enting on the complexity of the words of Um-
Saad, an uneducated woman from Amman, SuyoufidHanadmnad argue: ‘One may wonder here
whether Um-Saad is capable of such sophisticafttiens or if this is intended by Faqir to
underscore the solidarity between the writer amdfitttion character’ (p. 299). The same may be true
for the representation of Salma. See: Fadia Sugaufid Lamia Hammad, ‘Women in Exile: The
“Unhomely” in Fadia Fagir'®illars of Salt, in Arab Voices in Diasporaed. by Al Maleh, pp. 271-
312.

Y El-Solh, pp. 72-73.
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has contributed to the marginalization of Arab iBhf both politically and socially.
For instance, a columnist argues that ‘[tjhe Ardlagpy to live in their self-
contained world, have felt a little need to enligtitthe British about their culturg.
The 1990 article entitled ‘An Unsettled Minoritfagms that ‘Arabs are divided over
the question of whether they are Britons who happdre Arabs or Arabs who
happen to be in Britairf? The article downplays statements by Arab actiwtisas
Arabs living in Britain ‘[are] more and more ceriahat their future lies in Britain®
In both articles Arabs are presented as an exontlasolationist group that does not

belong in Britain.

Interestingly, an essay ithe Natiorwrites back to the accusations that the
Arabs are not interested in explaining their cdtto the British. The essay, written
during the 1991 Gulf War, focuses on a decisiolbiain’s Court of Appeal to
reject a judicial review of the grounds for ‘interant and deportation’ of
Palestinians, Iragis and others of Arab desceimdiin Britain** The Court’s
decision was based on the idea that the evidenaeasigdoing is not necessary in

their case because “those who are able most efédgtto undermine national
security are those who least appear to constituteisk to it”.*° What the three
articles show is that Arabs occupy an indetermipatgtion in the British society as

viewed by the popular media.

* Anonymous, ‘In a World of Their OwnEconomist17 September 1988
<http://www.highbeam.com/DocPrint.aspx?Docld=1G1 21/ [accessed 27 October 2009], para.
10 of 10.

2Anonymous, ‘An Unsettled MinorityEconomist8 September 1990
<http://www.highbeam.com/DocPrint.aspx?Docld=1G28&.4> [accessed 27 October 2009], para.
11 of 13.

3 Anonymous, ‘An Unsettled Minority’, para. 12 of.13

1 Anonymous. ‘Watching Rights: Arabs in Great BritaiNation 11 March 1991
<http://www.highbeam.com/DocPrint.aspx?Docld=1G#320986> [accessed 27 October 2009], para.
3 of 11.

!> Anonymous, para. 4 of 11.
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This ambiguity is caused by attitudes and starm&ards Arabs and the Arab
world by subsequent British governments and isrméx by political circumstances
and crises in the Middle East that involve Britsilitical, economic and military
interests. As EI-Solh reminds us, the position cdl#s in Britain ‘may be influenced
as much by the ebb and flow dictating diplomatlatrens between regimes in the
Arab world, as it is by the barometer of politicalations between Western and Arab
governments™® The culturally, socially and politically unstabéeation Arabs
occupy in Britain becomes clearly dangerous atdiofevars and crises that involve

Arab countries and governments.

In fact, Arabs are entirely marginalized in the 1¥3ensus in Britain, the first
in British history to include questions pertainitogethnicity and rac¥’. Strangely
enough, in the 1991 Census, around 300,000 peapie gvouped under the ethnic
category of ‘Other-Others® Madawi Al-Rasheed argues that the ‘Other-Others’
category is the nearest approximation that is alekalfor the Arab population in
Britain, although it is very much more heterogersgdiAl-Rasheed argues that some
Middle Easterners have ticked the ‘white’ box bessathey do not know that it refers
‘solely to White people of European origiif’ She stresses that the exact number of
Arabs in Britain is consequently unknown. HowevdrRasheed stresses that labor

migration and involuntary migration to Britain hasteated ‘heterogeneous

16 E]-Solh, ‘Arabs Communities in Britain’, p. 237.

7 Ceri Peach, ‘Introduction’, iEthnicity in the 1991 Censué vols, ed. by Ceri Peach (London:
HMSO, 1996), Il, pp. 1-24 (p. 1).

!8|n the 2011 Census, ‘Arab’ will be introduced asathnic category for the first time. See: BBC,
‘2011 Census Questions Published’, 21 October 2BBE; News
<http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/8318637.stfaccessed 21 October 2009]. A report by
Atlantic Forum (cited in the introduction) stronglycommends including ‘Arab’ as an ethnic
category in the Census Population and in the EtRiainitoring scheme to ‘generate better national
and regional information about this group for us@rioviding community services’ (p. 34).

¥ Madawi Al-Rasheed, “The Other-Others”: Hidden Bs4 in Ethnicity in the 1991 Censué vols,
ed. by Ceri Peach (London: HMSO, 1996), I, pp.-206(p. 206).

%0 Al-Rasheed, p. 207.
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subgroups within the Arab communif?{[T]he exclusionof certain groups from the
census’, Caroline Nagel reminds us, ‘is as sigaiftas thenclusionof others in
uncovering how societies construct and interpraté? and ethnicity®? Estimates
based on foreign-born labor statistics place thedbAropulation at about 200,000
people, exceeding the estimated populations o&iBig Bangladeshi and Chinese

communities, who do have census categdfies.

The absence of the Arab population from public @isse in Britain raises

several questions such as the criteria by whictoagyis deemed a minority group,

why a group that is considered a clear “racial onity” in one European country is

not considered as such in Britain, and why somemggdut not others are

14 [113 ”

enumerated as “racial” or “ethnic” grougé.Nagel maintains that Arabs in Britain
are neither ‘assimilated into the social and idgimlal structures of “mainstream”
Englishness and whiteness nor into publicly recegphicategories of “race”,
“multiculturalism” or “diversity”.?® They are, instead, as the census reveals, the
“Other-Others™: foreigners rather than minoritie$o fit uneasily into the system
of racial categories and identities established deeades of race relations and

immigration politics.

In representing the experiences of Salma in Brit&i@ novel is
foregrounding the dilemma of Arab refugees whorarglered invisible by virtue of
their ethnicity and their social status. In additio the socio-political factors that Al-

Rasheed and Nagel address, the novel, albeitriatiy draws attention to gender as

2L Al-Rasheed, p. 212.

22 Caroline Nagel, ‘Hidden Minorities and the Pobtiof “Race”: the Case of British Arab Activists in
London’,Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studie®7 (2001), 381-400 (p. 381, italics in original).

%3 Nagel, p. 382.

4 Nagel, p. 382.

%5 Nagel, p. 389.

53



yet another aspect that needs to be adequatelysssd when examining the
marginalization of Arabs in discourses on race ethdicity in Britain. As an Arab
immigrant, Salma seems invisible. When the peoplen& meets try to guess where

she comes from, it never occurs to them that sha irab:

‘Where do you come from?’

[...]
‘Guess?’
The list, as usual, included every country on eaxitept my own.
‘Nicaragua? France? Portugal? Greece? Surely RifSsia
In a shop that sells ‘ethnic’ products, Salma wglksnong the Indian peacocks,
Buddhas, Mexican parrots and quilts and Chinedegsaland rushes out ‘through the

African door’ to the street (p. 30). Finding noceaof anything Arab in this shop

‘that sells ethnic artefacts’ comes as a shocR7jp.

Salma is always reminded of her foreignness arglatisment, hence her
perceived continuous sadness is born out of anealyloneliness rather than
moodiness as Max, her boss at the tailor shop\esdi Due to what seems to be a
lack of belonging to a particular group, she feslismfortable when she is in transit:
‘In transit or public spaces like receptions, lasbor waiting rooms | felt happy,
suspended between now and tomorrow’ (p. 138). Hempts to communicate with
the Algerian man who owns a kebab van (incidenthkyonly Arab she meets in
Britain) turns out to be futile as the man, in @mic twist, is suspicious of her. He
thinks that she works for MI5, but his son doesstwre his opinion and tells his
father that he is “paranoid” (p. 30). The nova@rk reminds us that Arabs in Britain
are spatially dispersed. EI-Solh discusses thistpoiher article on Arabs in London.

El-Solh argues:

% Fadia FaqirMy Name is Salmé_ondon: Doubleday, 2007), p. 61. Further refeesno this book
are given after quotations in the text.
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The varied class origins and educational or s&ilkls of these [Arab]
refugees, the increasingly restrictive immigratommtrols and the
repercussions of the economic recession [by tleell@70s and during
the 1980s] have all affected their socio-econortatus in Britain.
Generally, unless they can prove a connection reittives living in
London, refugees are housed in the borough whogettis to

provide them with social services and housing. Phetice has
inadvertently led to the increased dispersal olbArawcomers over
many parts of London and its subufbs.

As Nagel puts it, Arabs are understood in publgcdurse to be ‘a foreign
element’ in Britain, an unsettled group of dubictsaracter which is not part of
British society and, indeed, is fundamentally irdaito it?® Interestingly, the novel
is keen to present Arabs as marooned in the Westrusting each other either. To
be an Arab in Britain does not only mean to beldsgd. It means to be a suspect, to
be under the threat of deportation and to be urtaldennect with other Arab®ly
Name is Salmég attentive to the daily experiences of the undoented Arab
population and the complex interactions that ensuthis way, the novel invites us

to think critically about the immigration and settient experiences of Arabs in

Britain.

The earliest wave of Arab immigrants arrived int&n during the second
half of the nineteenth century, perhaps even e&fliel-Solh argues that they
included Lebanese, Syrian and Moroccan merchantssetiled in urban trading

centres such as ManchesteNevertheless, sociological studies on Arabs inaBrj

" El-Solh, pp. 75-76.

8 Nagel, p. 387.

29 El-Solh, ‘Arabs Communities’, p. 239.

%0 For a historical account of Arabs in Manchestee; $red Halliday, ‘The Millet of Manchester:
Arab Merchants and Cotton TradBritish Journal of Middle Eastern Studjek9 (1992), 159-76.
Halliday argues that the growing commercial linktviieen Manchester and the Middle East naturally
led to the growth of a foreign community from that¢a itself, and towards the end of the nineteenth
century up to one hundred and fifty Middle Easteerchant houses had been established. They
included ‘Syrians’ in the old sense of the wordnfrwhat are now Lebanon and Syria, and a smaller
distinct group of merchants from Fes in MoroccottBoommunities preserved their language,
customs, religions and in some cases dress, apdatsted as identifiable entities into the interwar
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as Al-Rasheed argues, are inadeqtiakg-Solh argues that the lack of research on
Arabs in Britain is the result of the conflationMtislim and Arab identities, thereby
overlooking Arabs of other religious affiliatiorsjch as Christian Arabs or Jewish
Arabs that have settled in Britain. By the endh&f hineteenth and beginning of the
twentieth centuries increasing numbers of Somali¥@meni seafarers were
recruited to serve in the British Merchant Navy &edan to establish their own
communities in numerous British ports such as Gaildindon’s East End,
Liverpool and South Shields. By the late 1940syeB9650s more nationalities such
as Egyptians, Sudanese and Iraqgis came to Briteany of whom remained after
completing their studies. There was also an infiiRalestinians after the creation of
the state of Israel in 1948. However, by all acesuBl-Solh asserts, ‘these
newcomers were numerically too insignificant tonfiadistinct ethnic communities

based on national origif®

Al-Rasheed, too, concedes that compared to theatiogrfrom the
Commonwealth countries, ‘Arab migration to Britagmained a small-scale
operation until the post-second world war peridh addition, their spatial
dispersal, as well as the fact that they were hustered in specific job categories,
very probably also played a part in discouragirigead similar to that discernible

among the Yemeni and the Somali seafaring comnasnivhere ethnic boundaries

period (p. 161). The decline of the Moroccan comityunas produced by the loss of their home
market to Japanese goods and, with few exceptibasyloroccans left Manchester abruptly in the
mid-1930s. The Lebanese-Syrian community decline@$sentially similar reasons, but in a less
clear-cut manner. On the one hand, the commeraiapgcts were less, and on the other, the second
generation, anglicized in a way their parents couilbecome, moved out of trade and out of the
community to become absorbed into British life. $omhthem immigrated to the US (pp. 175-76).
3L Al-Rasheed, p. 218.

%2 El-Solh, p. 240.

% Al-Rasheed, p. 211. Ghada Karmi's autobiographgsja glimpse of the Arab community in
London in the late forties and early fifties, s€dtada Karmiln Search of Fatim@London:
Bloomsbury, 2003).
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had clearly begun to be demarcatéd@he 1960s, El-Solh notes, mark an important
turning point in the history of Arab settlementHntain, both in terms of numbers
and the increasing diversity of national origingl @ocial class. The post-war

economic boom enabled Arab immigrants to gain actethe British labor market.

El-Solh emphasizes that we need to distinguish &e&twa more or less
random and a chain migratiof* The first pattern, she maintains, applies, for
example, to skilled and semi-skilled Egyptians (ttyasien) who came to Britain ‘as
individual economic migrants$® Many secured a permanent residence status or
British citizenship through employment and/or trgbumarrying British women. By
all accounts, this also applied to some Iraqi andaBese economic migrants. Chain
migration, on the other hand, applies to Morocaacsuited from rural areas in
northern Morocco for employment in the hotel anttgag industries in London,
and to some extent in the National Health Servitey were generally confined to
menial jobs with little prospect of career mobility the late 1960s and early 1970s
many of the Moroccans brought their families oweBtitain, thus transforming what

was originally intended as a temporary migratido &, longer-term settlement.

The civil war in Lebanon and the economic boomhm aftermath of the
1973 oil crisis, coupled with economic and politicestability in some parts of the
Arab region, encouraged an Arab ‘brain drain ad agh flight of Arab capital in
search of investment opportunities’ in BritdirBy the late 1970s and during the

1980s, the diversity of Arab communities in Britaras further reinforced by ‘the

% For a detailed study of the Yemeni community iitn, see: Fred HallidayBritain’s First
Muslims

% El-Solh, p. 240.

% El-Solh, p. 240.

3" El-Solh, p. 241.
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increasing influx of refugees fleeing persecutiamf areas such as Iraq and
Somalia’® EI-Solh concedes that information of Arabs in &irit‘is hampered by

the lack of accurate quantitative data’.

Some Arabs have set up their own Arab businessBstain, ranging from
real estate and import/export ventures, to conscytand leisure services, travel
agencies and small-scale commercial enterpriseseker, Ghayth Armanazi
describes Arab involvement in British business dife'skin-deep*’ Armanazi
argues Arab businessmen tend ‘to prefer the uratedstalmost embarrassed attitude
towards any business connections or activitiesrtiet carry high profile in British
life’. ** Armanazi identifies two types of Arab businesseBiitain. The first includes
all retail trade, service, or light industries tha¢ geared almost exclusively towards
servicing the requirements of Arabs living in Birtand Arab tourists. The second
type of Arab businesses in Britain is representethany intermediary
establishments that organize supplies to the Aratket and act as a window into
the outside world for Arab commercial and investtigterests'’? However, both
types are ‘largely detached from the mainstreath@British economic

environment and tangential to British society antiure’*®

Similarly, EI-Solh argues that ‘these businesses#ther geared to overseas,
mainly Middle Eastern, markets, or have tendedpterate on the basis of quick-

profit considerations*’ By servicing a predominantly Arab clientele, getigron a

¥ El-Solh, p. 242.

%9 El-Solh, p. 238.

40 Ghayth Armanazi, ‘Arab Participation in British 8iness Life’, inArabs in Britain: Concerns and
Prospect{London: Riad El-Rayyis Books, 1991), p. 33.

“ Armanazi, p. 33.

2 Armanazi, p. 35.

3 Armanazi, p. 35.

“ El-Solh, p. 241-42.
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seasonal basis, their economic impact on the Brégconomy would appear to be
relatively limited, El-Solh asserf8My Name is Salmangages with some aspects of
Arab experiences in Britain. The opinions of Maxyaking class Englishman, are
greatly influenced by British journalist reportsialinrender Arabs as extraordinarily

rich people. Max complains:

‘You know what bugs me about them [Arabs]. They edrere like an
army, buy houses and cars then sell their housgsas without us
hard-working English people making a sodding peouyof it. They
don’t go to estate agents or dealers, no, theyolffusach other’ (p.
152).

In fact, Max’s argument is predicated on the samgeclthat the two columns ifhe
Economistcited earlier, rely on, namely, that Arabs arech isolationist group who
do not belong to Britain. Max’s reaction is infordhiey the predominant ideas that
circulate in the media about Arabs as rich andiafft businessmen and merchants.
Max’s opinions on Arabs seem fixed and ahistoriEal. him, Arabs are a
homogenous group who simply want to remain isoléteah the larger British

society.

It is important to note, however, that recent resean Arabs in Britain

‘destabilise[s] dominant narratives’ that Arabsistautside the public realm as they

S El-Solh, p. 242. We should take into account framanazi’s paper was written in 1990 and El-
Solh’s paper was published in 1992. Since thenb Amaestments in core British businesses have
increased. For instance, Dubai Ports World, thaughwithout judicial restraints, bought British
shipping and ports group P&O for £3.9 billion in0®) See: BBC, ‘High Court Clears P&O’s
Takeover’, 2 March 200BBC News<http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/business/4765262>sfatcessed
12 November 2010]. Also, in 2008, Abu Dhabi Unitecbup bought Manchester City Football Club.
See: BBC, ‘Arab Group Agrees Man City Deal’, 1 Sepber 2008BBC News
<http://news.bbc.co.uk/sportl/hi/football/teams/mimeity/7591735.stm [accessed 12 November
2010]. Since then, the Group has been involvedadpepts to rehabilitate the neighbourhood
surrounding the club. For instance, in 2010, Mast#eCity signed a £1 billion agreement with
Manchester City Council to develop land around [Bads stadium in a scheme that is expected,
according toThe Guardianto transform one of the poorest areas of the 8ige: Guardian,
‘Manchester City and Council Agree £1bn Developrmaound Eastlands’, 12 March 2010,
Guardian Sporkhttp://www.guardian.co.uk/football/2010/mar/12/mhester-city-development-
eastlands [accessed 12 November 2010].
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try ‘to bring their Arab identities into the publsphere and [. . .] encourage other
community members to do so, as wéllin a series of articles on Arab activists that
show the heterogeneity of Arabs in Britain, Careliagel and Lynn A. Staeheli
discuss strategies of assimilation employed by AialBritain?’ Nagel and Staeheli
argue that for Arab activists in Britain, ‘integaat reflects a commitment to
participation in the places where they live, buéslaot require residential mixing,
assimilation, or denial of connections to their fetemd’*® The activist interviewees’
understanding of integration ‘departs significaritm the notions of loyalty and
conformity that increasingly characterize publisatdiurse’ on integration in Britain
as they (the activist interviewees) see the ArabsBrcommunity’s ability to
integrate ‘as hinging not only on their willingngssknow and to respect Britain, but
also on Britain’s willingness to know and to respem’* The interviewed Arab
activists insist that ‘efforts to encourage papation in British life are pointless’ if

the larger British society refuses ‘to recognizuwral difference or to accept the

inevitability’ that the British majority must chaeg’

In ‘Hidden Minorities and the Politics of “Racehd Case of British Arab
Activists in London’, Nagel reports that Arab adivinterviewees argue that they

need to conform to dominant ways of life and tovertheir compatibility with the

“6 Caroline Nagel and Lynne Staeheli, ‘British Aragr$pectives on Religion, Politics and “the
Public, in Muslims in Britain ed. by Hopkins and Gale, pp. 95-112 (p. 96).

" The authors explain that they chose to speakautivists from the Arab British community for
several reasons. The first reason concerned abd#gsind the sensitivities involved, particulaity
the post-9/11 context, with approaching and redgugatterviews with people of Arab backgrounds.
The second, and more important, reason relatdtetauthors’ interest in public articulations of
Arabness. Activists are not the only ones to ptaentities in the public sphere, but they play a
salient role in creating public Arab identities gabitioning these identities within existing syste

of racial, ethnic, and religious identities in Biit (p. 421).

“8 Caroline R. Nagel and Lynn A. Staeheli ‘Integratamd the Negotiation of “Here” and “There”: the
Case of British Arab Activists$ocial & Cultural Geography9 (2008), 415-30 (p. 417).

9 Nagel and Staeheli, p. 425.

¥ Nagel and Staeheli, p. 427.
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English mainstream. Arab activists’ main messaggellasserts, is that by keeping
one’s identity subtle, flexible and private, Arakil achieve the desired outcome of
having a status on a par with the mainstream whadetaining themselves as a
distinct entity, implying ‘that having a politicidepublic, or simply visible identity is
to render one’s community marginal and backwardtarze a stigmatised minority
group’>* In sum, the interviewees are ‘ambivalent aboundpebllapsed into
existing - often stigmatised - categories’, andpiasbe recognized as ‘a distinctive

cultural group’ with unique political demantfs.

The articles of Nagel and Staeheli are illuminatifigey highlight the
precarious position that Arabs occupy in the etlamid racial discourses in Britain.
However, these articles are based on interviews siab activists, mainly in
London. The authors acknowledge that there is @ &frbias in the sample of
interviewees since they are predominantly edugatefitssionals. The people Nagel
and Staeheli interview have also been represeitigonially in the works of Ahdaf
Soueif and Leila Aboulela through the characterAsyfa and Sammar, respectively.
Here, | am interested in discussing the literapresentation of Arab migrants and
refugees and their experiences of immigration atidesnent in Britain. On the one
hand, the representation of refugees and migrarsab British fiction can enhance
our understanding of the diversity and heteroggradidArab communities in Britain.
On the other hand, the interaction of these fictiaiaracters with their

surroundings helps us delineate a poetics of AndisB literature.

FaqirsMy Name is Salmdepicts the experiences of a female Arab refugee.

While maintaining, like other Arab British womeniters, an interest in

*1 Nagel, ‘Hidden’, p. 394
*2 Nagel, ‘Hidden’, p. 396
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foregrounding trans-cultural and cross-ethnic idieations, Faqir's novel

centralizes a marginal character both in her owmmanity back homandin her

life abroad. Faqir’'s protagonist is a lower clagalAwoman immigrant, a figure that
has not received enough attention in literary waikd to some extent, social studies.
Since Arabs occupy an ambiguous position in ethngtracial discourses in Britain,
fiction presents itself as a good vehicle throudgicl issues around refugees and
immigrants can be explored and scrutinized. Inway, literary representations can
expand our understanding of the complicationsababmpany immigration and
settlement. As Giorgio Agamben reminds us, refudaes[k] up the identity
between man and citizen, between nativity and natity, [. . . and] thro[w] into

crisis the original fiction of sovereignty’.

By readingMy Name is Salmin the context of Arab immigration and
settlement in Britain and the ambiguous positioab&roccupy in ethnic and racial
discourses in Britain, | do not intend to reducgiFa novel to a surrogate
anthropological text. | do, however, wish to argjugt there are thematic differences
between the works of Arab British women writers #meir Arab American peers
which, on the on hand, reflect the divergent waya/lich Arabs immigrated and
eventually settled in both countries and, on theohand, expand our understanding
of concepts such as Arab identity and diasporautiirditerary representations. Arab
British women writers seem less restricted in th&iempts to create links between
the Arab characters they depict and other chasafrtem different ethnic
backgrounds. Arab American women writers, | arguigile aware of the importance

of a cross-ethnic alliance, tend to focus on th&realictions of the Arab American

*3 Giorgio Agamben, ‘We Refugees’, trans. by Mich@etke,Symposiun49 (1995), 114-19 (p.
117).
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community and prioritize this investigation ovehet themes. | do not intend to
overemphasize the autobiographical elements imthrks written by Arab British
and Arab American women writers, but | do wanthow that the position Arabs
occupy in discourses on ethnicity and multicultisralin Britain and the US has, to
varying degrees, influenced these writers’ own saisdentity and is reflected in

their works.

My Name is Salmevas published in 2007, and has only been extelysive
examined critically by Geoffrey Nash in his bobke Anglo-Arab EncounteDiya
M. Abdo, in her discussion of Faqir's earlier wdtitlars of Salt has argued that
Fagir's novel ‘creates a third language and spacd py alienating English-
speaking readers from their own language and egtrgi\rabic from the Arabic-
speaking readership* Nash argues thaty Name is Salmexplores ‘the
nullification of choice in the context of globalspower systems in which the
individual is transplanted across lands and cudtwigh next to no say in the process
or its outcomes®> Nash maintains that, structurally, the novel @rajes the reader
through breaking up Salma’s story between ‘a sefieiscrete time-blocks in
Salma’s life’ to reflect ‘the fragmentation andldisation of her experience more

successfully than a linear narrative wouldl’.

Nash notes that Salma’s ‘multi-layered compositéfse.] is not so much a

hybrid as a set of juxtaposed parts that do notthoxgh their boundary lines may

157

meet’”’ Nash points out that the Bedouin Arab and Britigégtern codes of cultures

> Diya M. Abdo, p. 239. See also: Suyoufie and Hadymi&omen in Exile’, inArab Voices in
Diasporg ed. by Al Maleh, pp. 271-312.

> Nash, p. 127.

* Nash, p. 129.

" Nash, p. 130.
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Salma engages with exist in ‘a condition of chiass@paration and mutual
incongruence’ and hence as readers we are nevewsich aspect of Salma will
predominaté® Nash highlights Salma’s traumatic experience agiinentation and

disconnectedness:

Fagir's decision to invest Salma with a full stafkhandicaps and
vulnerabilities, compounded by the removal of all the basic
elements of choice, foregrounds her migrant alienat caught
between two worlds — and, consequentially, deepensense of
rejection by both?

Nash maintains that ‘[a] dreadful determinism unalees every step she makes

toward integration in the land of migratiof?".

Nash’s analysis is revealing and his focus on Salexperiences in Britain
is powerful. He rightly points out that the noveépents a theme that has not been
explored adequately by previous Arab British natslsince the eponymous
protagonist is an Arab woman refugee rather thaadaicated middle class Arab
woman®? In this way, looking at how this Arab female refiegmanages to transform
her new habitat is quite significant. In this couté am interested in investigating
the strategies that Salma pursues to alleviatente@erable experience. A closer look

at Salma’s fertile relationship with her South AsBritish friend Parvin reveals the

*8 Nash, pp. 130-31.

*Nash, p. 131.

% Nash, p. 133.

®1 Hanan Al Shaykh’©nly in London(originally written in Arabic but translated to §ish shortly
after the Arabic version appeared) is set in Londitmwever, the ease with which the characters
travel to and from Britain makes this novel compledifferent fromMy Name is Salma&amir
arrives in London on a mission which he completes few days, but he decides to stay. Even his
wife and his children join him for a while. Theiael of Arab characters in Britain does not seem to
be restrained by travel constraints, like acquiniggs. Although Amira, the Moroccan prostitute,
explains that she has suffered upon entering Bréad acquiring British citizenship, within the
novel’s context, this theme is marginal. ProbaBlyShaykh’s short story ‘| Sweep the Sun off the
Rooftops’ (written in Arabic and translated intodhish) is more thematically connectedMly Name
is Salmasince the protagonist of the story is an unskiledb woman migrant who narrates her
experience of immigration and settlement in Britain
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embodiment of a cross-ethnic survival plan. TherBaParvin relationship

represents an empowering feminist stance thatdkel seems to positively depict.

Salma’s ability to make links with other women lirethovel is a theme that |
wish to explore in my reading as one such empowgesirategy. Salma’s ability to
make these links with (predominantly) women ofelié&nt ethnic origins can be
viewed as a process of ‘transforming habitatiorshéroft, inPost-colonial
Transformationsargues that the practice of habitation ‘is mbantthe occupying of
a location, it is itself a way of being within whicand through which, place comes to

be’%? According to Ashcroft:

Habitation is critical to the ability of colonizext dislocated people to
transform that external cultural pressure whichstocts them
because it extends through the widening horizoriee&xperience of
place, from the intensely personal (often regawethe province of
poetics) to the glob&f
In this context, Ashcroft points out that the pieebf habitation involves a
confrontation with boundaries which ‘are fundamétae&European modernity”
Ashcroft argues that the most subtle way of deakiily boundaries lies in the mode
of their habitation because, Ashcroft maintaingt i¢ through habitation that the

concept of boundary [. . .] may be deconstructeabist-colonial discourse, as the

tenuousness of its symbolic spatial function isceseul’®®

I would like to extend Ashcroft’'s argument by anmggithat boundaries are not
only physical borders that demarcate a country famiwther. Boundaries are also
social, psychological, as well as ethnic and ratmeihis sense, the opportunity to

transform boundaries is made available to refugtisplaced people and the

%2 Bill Ashcroft, Post-colonial Transformationd.ondon & New York: Routledge, 2001), p. 159.
%3 Ashcroft, p. 159.
% Ashcroft, p. 164.
% Ashcroft, p. 181.
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marginalized as is the experience of having bouedaeinforced. Seen from this
perspective, Salma’s ability to make links with wenmof different cultural
backgrounds and ages is an act of crossing boasersransforming them ‘by seeing

the possibilities — the horizon — beyond théfn'.

According to NashiMy Name is Salmarticulates ‘the asylum seeker’s
condition that is gender-specific’ and emphasibesexperience of an Arab female
immigrant®” Salma arrives in Britain for permanent settlen@snthe adopted
daughter of a British nun. Nevertheless, she iaidet by the immigration
authorities for two months. Once she enters Brjtamtrace her experiences of
living in diaspora. This experience is constitutieugh her encounter with racism,
alienation, marginalization and exploitation. Faejiplores these themes in radical
ways and | find ilfMy Name is Salman attempt to fictionally portray the lives of
thousands of undocumented and underprivileged Aigbants in Britain in order to
draw the attention to this less represented gréyeople. As Agamben reminds us,
because ‘the refugee unhinges the old trinity atieshation/territory — this apparently
marginal figure deserves rather to be consideredéntral figure of our political

history’.%®

The novel opens with Salma walking in Exeter inri@ning but
remembering her past: ‘It was a new day [. .odktme] to Hima [. . .] l used to be a
shepherdess, who under a barefaced sun guided&isrtg the scarce green patches
with her reed pipe’ (p. 7). We immediately recogniner as a displaced and

marginalized refugee whose status, as Agambengpoutt ‘is always considered a

% Ashcroft, p. 182.
%" Nash, p. 128.
% Agamben, p. 117.
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temporary condition that should lead either to reization or to repatriatiorf?

When she passes by HM Prison in Exeter, Salma leet@as that she is ‘on the
wrong side of the black iron gate’ despite her dde&ds and her shameful past (p. 8).
Further along, Salma tells us that once she haélrkefish and chips meal, but her
mountainous Arab stomach could not digest the $alma resisted, but Sally must
adapt. | kept looking up adapt in the Oxford ErntglBictionary: Adapt: fit, adjust,
change’ (p. 9). Salma links her first experiencaarh-Arab food with immigration

and exile: ‘An immigration officer might decide tise my ability to digest fish as a

test for my loyalty to the Queen’ (p. 9).

Salma’s entry to Britain is marked by anti-immigoatsentiments and this
influences her experience. Upon entering Britaithasadopted daughter of Miss
Asher, the immigration officer asks her if she"seeking political asylum?™ (p.
134). Salma’s adoption papers are in order buintimeigration authorities question
their authenticity. Minister Mahoney, Miss Asheirend who teaches Salma
English and helps her settle in Britain, exposesatithorities’ unwillingness to
‘create a precedent’ (p. 142), highlighting whavieaand Swedenburg call ‘[t]he
repressive style of response’ by the West towartsigrants and refugeé$Lavie

and Swedenburg argue that:

The repressive style of response is exemplifietienhysterical talk in
Western Europe about the ‘invasion’ and the ‘flootlimmigrants,
refugees, Muslims, and foreigners, and the condemel ever
escalating official efforts to stem the flow, teetr the ramparts of
‘Fortress Europe,’ to refuse residence to asyluekeses, to deny full
citizenship rights to second- and third-generatasident ‘others’,

%9 Agamben, p. 116.
0 Lavie and Swedenburg, p. 3.
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and to marginalize, criminalize, and exploit thedaof
undocumented Third World residerits.

The literary representations of the experienceSabina and other marginalized
people in the novel exemplify some of the ideas tlaaie and Swedenburg spell out
in their argument. In face of attempts by Weste@wegnments to demarcate the
borders of the nation through ongoing processésgiélation-making and law
enforcement that ultimately criminalize refugeed eander them as enemies of the
nation, Salma, with the help of Parvin, seeks ttefiae citizenship through finding a

platform from which she asserts her right to exist.

As an Arab, Salma’s ‘precarious set of life expeees’ and her isolation are,
to use Nash’s words, ‘rendered doubly debilitafing because . . .] she belongs to
no recognisable diasporic communif§The term ‘Arab’ conjures up negative
images for some characters. The porter at the InefiteParvin that Salma is from
“[s]omewhere in the Middle East. Fucking A-rabishe rode a camel all the way
from Arabia to this dump in Exeter” (p. 14). Parig initial response is that she does
not want to ““share the room with an Arab™ (p. 14his stigmatization leads some
Arabs in the novel to hide their Arabness. An Algewaiter pretends to be French
(p- 20). In other words, as an Arab, Salma is rezdlan other, someone who does
not fit easily in the existing racial and ethniasgifications in British popular culture.
Faced with these exclusionary and essentializeidldoameworks, Salma

persistently fights social marginalization.

Salma continues her attempts to integrate into sti@@am British society.

She tries to understand British politics. She tiee'slecode the latest poll in the

" Lavie and Swedenburg, p. 3.
2 Nash, p. 130.
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paper’, whereby Labour is leading the ConservatbyeBve percent (p. 23).
WatchingSpitting Imagesvith Liz, Salma shows an interest in knowing Bititi

politics:

‘Was that the shadow Chancellor?’ [Salma] asked Liz

‘No, the Prime Minister. The Chancellor does nat,'sphe answered

and looked at the television screen, not wantingetinterrupted.

‘Who are these puppets?’ | asked.

‘Foreigners! Aliens like you,’” she said and smi(ed24).
Liz insists on pushing Salma to the margins ofrtagon by highlighting her
inability to understand British politics. In thisay, the novel highlights Agamben’s
discussion of how refugees and citizens of the iacke industrialized states are both
‘denizens’, a term coined by T. Tammar to showt‘tha concept citizen is no
longer adequate to describe the sophisticatedyedlmodern states® In other
words, the integration attempts of Salma are coméa by Liz’'s reluctance to accept
Salma as a British citizen. As Agamben notes, ‘&gl assimilation in the

presence of formal differences exasperates hatr@aéolerance, xenophobia

reactions and defensive mobilizations will incredée

While Salma feels that Britain is her country as $ta[s] nowhere to go’ (p.
71), Liz persistently treats Salma as an aliergragn who has no right to be in
Britain. Similarly, Max insists on excluding Salffram belonging to British culture.
Looking at a photo of Princess Diana wearing a swimmg suit, Max expresses his
anger and dissatisfaction. When Salma tries tafyustMax interrupts her: “Sal,
you don’t know anything about us, the British, @m9 [. . .] | don’t blame you,

being foreign and all” (p. 241). In short, Salm&'squent experiences of exclusion

3 Agamben, pp. 117-18.
" Agamben, p. 118.
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and marginalization make her feel ‘surrounded lghhwvalls [. . . but] ever grateful
to the host country for allowing [her] to step tsmsoil’, to quote Faqir's
autobiographical essdyThe immigration guide makes it clear that immigsamave

to be passive and just follow the current.

Gradually, this sense of exclusion brings Salmaesido other marginalized

people:

In the early evening the city belonged to us, tbméless drug addicts,
alcoholics and immigrants, to those who were eférout a family

or were trying to blot out their history. In thigace between five and
seven we would spread and conquer like moss tbatggpetween
cracks in the pavement (p. 25).

As a refugee with no family ties and a limited fical income, Salma is a
marginalized person. Her survival hangs on buildirigges with other marginalized
people: the homeless, the poor and social par&dima identifies with these people
who, like her, are uprooted and rendered powerkss group, refugees, to borrow
Agamben’s words, ‘call into question the very pijrbe of the inscription of

nationality and the trinity of state/nation/terrigawhich is based on it

Just like other works by Arab British writeddy Name is Salmaalorizes
coalitions and alliances between Arab and non-Ateracters. In addition, through
the portrayal of the experiences of a refugee ratien a middle-class persavy
Name is Salmaxpands previous writers’ literary representation&rab
experiences in Britain in ways that give prominetocthe anomalous position Arabs

occupy in ethnic and racial discourses in Britamthis way, the novel is alert to the

S Faqir, p. 59.
® Agamben, p. 118.
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fact that Arab communities in Britain are comingagke and they need to explore

their various problems.

Nash notes that the depiction of the literary@spntation of the ‘Anglo-Arab
encounter has pertained to historical connectiamsggback to the era of European
colonization of the Middle East”.Nash maintains that Arab migrants from the
mashrechave come to Britain ‘with no significant sensebefng former colonial
subjects of the British* The novel draws our attention to Arab immigramtd a
asylum seekers, who ‘have not typically establishednselves in Britain in the
same considerable numbers as communities from t&aCaribbean and Hong
Kong have’’® Fagir's decision to portray the experiences ofeab female

immigrant to Britain is an attempt to think abdue future of Arabs in Britain and

establish parallels with other communities of color

Parvin, underprivileged but resolute, tells Salméotget her country of
origin and to think of her future in Britain. Salma&esponse to Parvin’s call is
different from that of Sammar in Abouleldl$ie Translatoto a nearly similar
request made by South Asian British Yasmin. WhiésMin's call fell on deaf ears,
Parvin finds an attentive recipient. The differatiitudes of Sammar and Salma
reflect different stances of Arabs with regardssuies of identity, citizenship and
settlement in Britain that, in turn, reflect so@cenomic and political changes in

both the Middle East and Britain in the period theparates the two works.

What the two novels portray, however, is that ithbzases the Arab

characters alwaysonnectwith other ethnic groups. Arab British charactang

" Nash, p. 126.
8 Nash, p. 126.
" Nash, p. 126.
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consolation in connecting with other marginalizedple. Arab British women

writers seem keen to foreground these trans-clil&me cross-ethnic coalitions.
Sammar’s only friend in Britain is South Asian Bsfit Yasmin. Sammar falls in love
with Rae, a Scottish academic whose positive viewislam sets him apart from
mainstream scholars. Similarly, Salma is guide&byth Asian British Parvin,
befriends and identifies with Gwen, a lonely oldIgewvoman, and just like Sammar,
gets married to John, a British academic whoseheamtand humble working class

origins render him socially marginalized in southigiand.

That Salma maintains very good relations with otharginalized white
people, like Gwen and John, encourages us to canisid novel’s underlying
agenda of aligning Salma with marginalized growggrrdless of their ethnic origins,
age and creed. In this sense, the novel invités asnsider the prospects of Arabs in
Britain and suggests ways of understanding somecéspf their racialized
experiences. That Salma identifies with less podid white people invites us to
look at marginalization in its widest sense assigfor coalition. This means that
economic, social, political, ethnic and class dmgrations are all markers of
victimization and instigate a reaction from thosaaerned. The novel seems to point
out that for Arab British characters to enter tiiene border zone is not a choice, but
is indeed a matter of survival. Since these Aradratters live in Britain on their
own, interacting with fellow marginalized individgebecomes the lung through

which they breathe, survive and flourish.

Salma’s relationship with Parvin proves vital foetformer’s survival. Parvin

becomes Salma’s mentor:

‘We have to look for jobs,” said Parvin [. . .]
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‘[. he] doctor said too much past,’ | said.

‘Yes, Salma, too much past,’ she said as if talkmmgerself.

‘Too hard though,’ | said.

‘Yes, | know, | know,” she said (p. 108).
Parvin is urging Salma to think about Britain as ineme and draws Salma’s
attention to the fact that there is no point inngrin the past; one has to move on. In
this way, the novel offers an insightful commentuatthe future of Arabs in Britain.
While it is futile to cling to the past, it is alsmportant to be an active member of
the multicultural British fabric. When the GP reéggo prescribe medication for
Salma, Parvin grabs Salma’s hand and shouts &@Phé&You call yourself a doctor!
This woman is ill and you send her off without angdicine, afraid to spend some of
your precious budget™ (p. 146). Parvin shows hegex at the GP’s austerity and her
words solidify Salma’s sense of belonging as aifrititizen entitled to all the rights
of citizenship: “You also think that we waste tReélS, us Pakis. Well, | have some

news for you. We are both British and soon we lallsitting in your very seat™ (p.

146).

The relationship between Salma and Parvin is beiaéfor both. They
literally and metaphorically walk ‘[h]and in han@. 151). Through their solidarity
and alliance they support each other and survieasyexperiences. The novel
highlights the merits of trans-cultural and crogse& alliances. When Salma decides
to enrol for a BA degree, it is Parvin who propdillg the application form for her
(p. 161). When Parvin goes for a job interview,nsatailors a suit for her, makes
her a cup of coffee, and accompanies her to tleevietv (p. 137). When Parvin gets
married, she insists that Salma be her bridesnpaiti70). Their dependence on each

other’s support underlies their success: they #buand triumph. By foregrounding
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this relationship, the novel draws our attentiosdovival strategies that immigrants,
refugees and marginalized people have open for.tfibgir collective power is their

means for survival.

Just as the novel depicts the experiences of ab idltmigrant woman in
Britain, it draws our attention to the existencgudwing Arab communities that are
coming of age. This is a new theme in the novel&rab British women writers.
Writing in the mid 1990s, Ghada Karmi describesb&ran Britain as ‘an unusual
migrant group’ because, Karmi claims, they reténeir primary focus’ on their
countries of origin, think of themselves as tempprasidents in Britain and relate
‘almost exclusively’ to other Ara8.Karmi argues that as more Arabs settle in
Britain, they need to seriously consider the speabnomic and political
implications of their presence in Britain. Accorgito Karmi, Arabs have to decide
whether or not ‘they wish to remain separate, nartigipatory cultural entities
within the larger society in Britairf Faqir's novel is interested in portraying the
complex experiences of Salma as a British citiZeftsrab descent. Salma, guided by
Parvin’s advice, does not want to be excluded ftloennation; she wants to be an
active member of multicultural Britain. In this senMy Name is Salmeontributes

to debates on the dynamics that constitute an Braish identity.

More than twelve years after Karmi made her argupfmabs in Britain

seem eager ‘to validate Arab cultural identitie®tain, rather than to create a

public, Muslim identity’®* According to Nagel and Staeheli, because of the

8 Ghada Karmi, ‘The Egyptians of Britain: a MigraBbmmunity in Transition’\Working
Pape Universityof Durham,Centefor Middle Easten andislamicStudiesDurham, 1997, p. 3.
81 Karmi, pp. 25-26.
82 Nagel and Staeheli, ‘British Arab PerspectivasMiuslims in Britain ed. by Hopkins and Gale, pp.
95-112 (p. 100).
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politicized nature of debates about Islam and ¢ften negative meanings about
Islam that circulate in public discourse’ in BritaiArab activists in Britain ‘eschew a
political identity as British Muslim, and insteatbmpote an identity as British
Arab’.® In other words, Arab activists in Britain insikgt their identities ‘not be
submerged by an Asian-dominated British Muslim tdgmn the public sphere’ and
seek a ‘representation based on specific Arab ilgearid Arab political interests,
rather than religion®* Arab activists, Nagel and Staeheli argue, ‘semgsives as
different from “British Muslims” in terms of thepolitical agendas and objectives
and in terms of their cultural practices and religi attitudes® Nagel and Staeheli

maintain:

Our respondents, then, draw distinctions betweei Adsian and,
perhaps, British Islam. These distinctions are aqzamied, as well,
by statements of ecumenicalism, which many of otarviewees see
integral to Arabness. Study participants, in otlerds, tend to view
Arabness as a multi-faith identity that requirésraed-down and
more flexible conception of Islam than that asseciavith either
Asian or British Muslim$?®
Through the Salma-Parvin relationshify Name is Salmaeems to engage
with current debates on citizenship, minorities emdticulturalism in Britain. That
the Salma-Parvin alliance is not predicated onmaroanal ‘British Muslim’ identity
shows that the novel, while upholding Islam aggaificant cultural identity marker
and a powerful transnational movement, is intetestg@resenting a coalition based

on locally-experienced socio-economic and politisalies that result in

marginalizing certain groups. Simultaneously, tbeet is actively engaged in

8 Nagel and Staeheli, p. 101.
8 Nagel and Staeheli, p. 107.
% Nagel and Staeheli, p. 106.
% Nagel and Staeheli, p. 106.
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exploring the particularities of Arab communiti@sBritain through representing

some aspects of Arab experiences in public lifBritain.

In this context, findings of a survey by the Atliarfforum on Arab British
contradict a ‘largely anecdotal’ assumption thar¢his low level of participation of
the Arab British community in UK politic¥. At the same time, the survey confirms
that the strong identification with the Arab comntyrco-exists’ with successful
integration into the wider British societ§Arabs in Britain have been actively
seeking to explain their cultures to the Brit{&fdn 20 May 2009, then British
Foreign Minister, David Miliband, attended the labrof the British Arab
Association (BAA), a community-based organisatidrick aims to encourage and
empower Arabs to participate in British politicaicecivil life.°° An ambitious
project was launched in July 2006 with the pubilarabf Local Arabig a free
weekly newspaper aimed at the Arab community indoon According to the
opening editorial in the first issue dated 7 JARO6, the weekly aims at encouraging
Arabs to adopt an Arab British identity, fostermgense of belonging to Britain,
becoming a source of reference and informatiorofoer ethnicities in Britain, and

challenging narrow racist visiofs.

87 Atlantic Forum, p. 21.

8 Atlantic Forum, p. 16.

8 |n a letter submitted to the Commission for RaEiguality in December 2002, chairman of The
National Association of the British Arabs (NABAXrhail Jalili, spells out some of the concerns of
the Arab community in Britain especially, the lawkpublic and official recognition of anti-Arab
racism. One manifestation of this racism is margation which is in turn manifested in the
government’s lack of consultation with the ArabtBh community when circumstances would
naturally suggest it. See: Ismail Jalili, ‘Conceafigshe Arab Community in the UK: A Letter
Submitted to the Commission for Racial Equality’
<http://www.naba.org.uk/content/theassociation/reggooncerns_of_the arabs.btfaccessed 2
November 2009].

% <http://www.british-arabs.org.uk/about.htnfaccessed 6 May 2010].

° Local Arabia, ‘Why Local Arabia’, 7 July 2008mvw.localarabia.com [accessed 20 July 2009],
para. 5 of 7. However, this ambitious project se@anfzave come to a halt since the end of January
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My Name is Salmactively engages with the above debate on Arab
participation in public life through the variousceninters that Salma experiences
with the Algerian owner of the kebab van whosedéems mediated by immigration
laws and a sense of persecution. Living in Brifainan Algerian immigrant is risky.
They risk being exposed and caught by the immigmadiuthorities. This might
explain why an Algerian waiter pretends to be Freaied it also explains why Arabs
keep themselves to themselves. The risky conditdthging in Britain look to be

the only topic that a father and a son chat abortihd their work:

‘| said Yasin has no papers and no brains,’ theratdan said.

‘He is a “ten-pee” then,’ the young man said.

‘Yes, you slot the ten-pee coin in a public pharadl, immigration,

finish him off,” the older man said (p. 188).
The Arab experience in Britain is clearly framedhaysh immigration laws and the
daily life of an Arab in Britain, just like that @& refugee, immigrant and asylum
seeker, is at the mercy of immigration authoritigseir daily lives seem to ebb and
flow with international and domestic political cluges. At times of world political

crises, refugees, immigrants and asylum seekethaiscapegoats that governments

sacrifice under the name of fighting terrorism aigbrder.

In face of and in spite of the restrictions impobgdauthorities and law
enforcement entities, the novel seems to suggassdtially, politically and
culturally-marginalized groups can/should reachegtimg point and make
themselves more visible and influential. In thiss® the novel reiterates Lavie and

Swedenburg’s call on minorities to create soligarit

2007. | tried to contact the newspaper (by phortetgne-mails) several times to no avail. In faog t
website is no longer accessible.
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One minority can form alliances with another, baseaxperiences
its heterogeneous membership partially shares, ieatl or her
fragmented identity, without trying to force alaffments to cohere
into a seamless narrative before approaching anotmerity >
While the novel emphasizes, like other novels bgbABritish women writers,
the importance of a trans-cultural dialogue andgsfethnic identification, it also
focuses on the experiences of the disenfranchimadginalized and undocumented
Arab migrant® The novel depicts the heterogeneity of the Arabrainity in

Britain. | would like to suggest that for our sgfexcontext, it is useful to bear in

mind El-Solh’s comments when she argues that:

Thus, at times a pan-Arab identity may functiomaentre of gravity
overriding national, sectarian and class affiliatioAt other times,
specific issues may be the focal point around which
individuals/groups may rally, in turn creating clages or
encouraging commonalities which may vary over tithe.

Faqir's novel shows that displacement and margiaibn are markers of
victimization and can, under the right circumstanadestigate a creative reaction by
the concernedMy Name is Salmgoes beyond the ethnic borderland to include other
modes of disenfranchisement like social class alt) Age. The tendency of Arab
British women writers to open up these themes arld boalitions is a central
aspect that distinguishes their fiction from thiatheir Arab American peers. In the

case oMy Name is Salmadhis openness is not limited to a certain etlyiar faith,

but is eclectic. It is here that | wish to turn&mb American novelist Diana Abu-

%2 | avie and Swedenburg, p. 10.

% Although | focused in this section on the relasibip between Salma and Parvin, the novel
highlights the relationship between Salma and Gwefact, Gwen is portrayed as a marginalized
person who gave everything to her children, butrghing. Gwen’s Welsh accent is often ridiculed
by Liz, the descendant of a British imperialist fyfmGwen continuously supports Salma. The novel
depicts how this relationship is beneficial forbbaharacters.

% El-Solh, p. 249.
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Jaber'sArabian Jazzo show how Arab immigration and settlement exg®es in

the US have influenced the thematic representabbAsab literary productions.

1.2 ‘White but not Quite’: Diana Abu-Jaber’s Arabian Jazz

In this section, | argue that Diana Abu-Jabérabian Jazzeflects, unlike Arab
British literature, a tendency by Arab American elists to foreground the
experiences of Arab characters as members of andfinie Arab American
community. Arab American novelists tend to hightighveral aspects of Arab
American daily experiences, especially anti-Aradigian and bigotry. | will show that
the ambiguous position occupied by Arabs in thaietand racial discourses in the
US has shaped the literature produced by Arab Araenriters. Arab American
literature, | argue, is ambivalent to locating éxperiences of members of the Arab
American community in a (non-white) ethnic contdxten after the events of 9/11,
Arab American characters have remained indeciddegiaaligning themselves with
people of color in the US. This phenomenon is @rgltontrast with the literature
produced by Arab British women writers, which frasiinception, seems alert to
highlighting the importance of a trans-culturalldgue and cross-ethnic alliance as |
shall show in Chapter Two when examining the wark&hdaf Soueif and Leila

Aboulela.

Arabian Jazzs Abu-Jaber’s debut novel. She has written tweohovels:
Cresceni2003) and mystery nové€lrigin (2007). Her memoifThe Language of
Baklavg was published in 2003 rabian Jazis a foundational text in Arab
American literature. Upon its publication in 1983 novel generated a great
controversy among members of the Arab American comity. Arabian Jazzells
the story of the Ramouds, an Arab American fanniyng in upstate New York.
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Matussem, a migrant to the US from Jordan, maitrisd American Nora and had
two girls: Jemorah and Melvina. Nora subsequend#y during a visit to Jordan and
Matussem lives with his two daughters, now 29 add@spectively. Fatima,
Matussem'’s sister, immigrates with her husbanthédiS to keep an eye on her
brother. Matussem and his daughters live in amhite impoverished neighborhood.
In the morning, Matussem works as a maintenancersupndent at the city’s
hospital. At night, he plays drums in the jazz bhadas founded. Influenced by his
cousin, Uncle Fouad, Matussem decides to visitalgrhis first since the death of his
wife there some twenty years ago. At first, Matasskecides to remain indefinitely

in Jordan, but he then changes his mind and retartie US.

In his introduction to an interview with Diana Aldaber, Robin E. Field
argues that like many other ‘pioneering ethnichaus in the US, Abu-Jaber has
been ‘alternately lambasted and lauded for her w8k the same interview Abu-
Jaber tells Field that she thinks that ‘becauseethas so little written about the
Arab American experience whémabian Jazzame out, it really got looked at under
a microscope® Steven Salaita highlights the importancé\adbian Jazzas one of
the early novels to depict the incongruities of A\remerican communities. Salaita

argues:

It [ArabianJazz was, one might say, a landmark work in the Arab
American tradition, not unlike Momaday#ouse Made of Dawim
that of [the] Native American. [. Arabian Jazgexplore[s] the
‘othering’ of Arabs in American society, assimitatipatterns,
stereotypical attitudes by both White and Arab abtars, gender

% Robin F. Field, ‘A Prophet in Her Own Town: An énview with Diana Abu-JaberVIELUS 31
(2006), 207-25 (p. 208).
% Field, p. 210.
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relationships, and the complexities of ethnic digation (often a
layered process among Arab Americalis).

With these views in mind, | believe that unravejlihe history of Arab
immigration and settlement in the US is crucialitmlerstandind\rabian Jazzin
particular, | argue that the novel is shaped bypitleearious position Arabs occupy in
the discourses on multiculturalism and ethnicityhia US. Unlike Arab British
women’s literature, Arab American women’s writirsgambivalent towards
delineating an Arab identity in an entirely non-tehcontext. In other words,
although Arab American writers attempt to foregrdlinks between Arab American
characters and non-white characters in their wdhese attempts are not always
successful, conveying an ambivalence and indetecyitoward non-whiteness. In
fact, Arab American literature is mainly populatedArab characters who seem to
perceive themselves as members of a larger whiterilsan community. This
ambivalence can be best explained, | argue, wiharrialized historical context of

immigration and settlement in the US.

Alixa Naff points out that early Arab immigrantsttee US were Christians
from Mount Lebanon, then under the Ottoman occopand part of Greater
Syria® The early immigrants worked in pack-peddling besesiney found in it a
quick way of gaining money and returning to theantelands to purchase more land,
marry and open up new businesses. In the US, peds#étled around a supplier,

usually from their village in Lebandfi.Naff notes that peddling played a major role

97 Steven Salaita, ‘Sand Niggers, Small Shops, aradld®am: Cultural Negotiation in the Fiction of
Joseph Geha and Diana Abu-Jab€riticism, 43 (2001), 423-44 (pp. 423-24).
% Alixa Naff, ‘The Early Arab Immigrant Experiencéh The Development of Arab-American
Identity, ed. by Ernest McCarus (Ann Arbor: University ofdkligan Press, 1994), pp. 23-35 (p. 29).
See also: Michael W. Suleiman, ‘Introduction: Thea Immigrant Experience’, iArabs in America:
Building a New Futureed. by Michael W. Suleiman (Philadelphia: Tenlgk, 1999), pp. 1-21.
% Naff describes New York City as ‘the Syrian mothetony and the cultural and economic center’
(p- 32).
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in the assimilation of these early groups of imrardgs because it forced them to
learn English and to see the country and experigaeeay of life first hand.
Peddling networks provided opportunities for thowdsaof newcomers, but more

significantly, Naff argues, it spared the early ilgrants from ‘a ghetto mentality®

By 1910 peddling declined as an immigrant occupatibWorkers started to
join factories and mills and many joined the asdgriie but opened their own
businesses operated by their wives and chilffefihey were attracted by industry’s
payment of five dollars for an eight-hour day, whigas initiated during WWI by
Ford Motors Compan}’® As a consequence, a large number of Arabs settlad
the Ford factory in Dearborn. By World War I, offitstatistics show that there were
around 100,000 Arabic-speaking immigratffsArab immigrants established their
own (Eastern) churches, an Arabic language-preskyaluntary associations that
reflected traditional identity markers and perpetdahe traditional community
fragmentatiort®® According to Naff, the most influential factorsshaping their
identities were familial and religious affiliatioasd these prevailed in the Arabic-
language press and in the formation of clubs aciktes®® Michael W. Suleiman
argues that from 1870 to World War I, Arab immigsathought of themselves ‘as in,
but not part of, U.S.” society and body politfé Their internal politics, Suleiman

maintains, ‘reflected and emulated’ the politicgladir homelands, acting as subjects

190 Naff, p. 29.

101 Naff, p. 30.

192 For a detailed description of how early Amabmenimmigrants contributed and in some cases
wholly shouldered family responsibilities, see BweShakir,Bint Arab: Arab and Arab American
Women in the United Stat@&/estport, CT: Praeger Publishers, 1997).

103 Naff, p. 31.

194 Naff, p. 24.

195 Naff, p. 31. See also: Michael W. Suleiman, ‘Araimericans and the Political Process’;Tine
Development of Arab-American Identigd. by McCarus, pp. 37-60.

196 Naff, p. 25.

7 syleiman, ‘Arab-Americans and the Political Prates. 38.
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of the Ottoman Empire since they felt that theyeniaerthe US on a temporary basis.
It was not until the French forces occupied Syaiad(Lebanon) that homeland

politics started to play a role in the formationAgfib social clubs in the U%?

Arabian Jazzeflects in a humorous way on the divisions amarap
Americans. For instance, upon the arrival of amlighop from Jordan, members of
the Arab American community in upstate New Yorlothira welcome party where ‘a
large group of them [. . .] perform tribal dances.], brandishing long sword&®
Fatima expresses her embarrassment: ““A countrypbumh These one’s throwback
to camels and tents, my God. What will the Amersctmnk now?” (p. 60). Shortly,
a fight breaks out and ‘the men [. . .] swiftly fianalized, Saudis with Saudis,
Lebanese with Lebanese, and so on’ (p. 67). Imaohous way, the novel draws the
attention to the sectarian, regional, political aationalist cleavages that divide
Arab American communities and are reminiscent diygemigration waves.
Fatima’s words reflect an anxiety about assimitatm American ways and
suppressing traditional cultural heritage. Thisiatyx | argue, has been influential in

shaping Arab American settlement experience.

While the Arabic-language press reflected the fraiggation of Arab
communities, it ‘significantly’ contributed to thAemericanization process through
explaining the US social, economic and politickd lthough in fairly simple and
idealized terms’ to members of Arab communiti€dNorld War | affected Arabs in

America in a significant way** Arab community leaders urged young men in the US

198 Naff, p. 32.

19 Diana Abu-Jaberrabian JazdNew York & London: Norton & Company, 1993), p..68urther
references to this book are given after quotatinribe text.

10 Naff, p. 33

1 syleiman, p. 38.
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to join the American armed forces ‘to help theiwrmuntry and to liberate their old
homeland™'? Community leaders encouraged Arabs in the USug fmerican
Liberty bonds to help with war effort’> Moreover, travel to and from the Middle
East became more difficult and dangerous as thermagter passages were the sites
of naval battles. Greater Syria was divided intar foountries after the Sykes-Picot
Agreement of 1916 and in 1917, British Foreign 8&awy, Arthur James Balfour,

made his famous declaration in favor of a JewisttiGmal home’ in Palestine.

Shortly afterwards, Congress passed a series toicte® immigration laws
culminating in the Johnson-Reed Act in 1924 whiestnicted Syrian immigration
under the quota system to 100 people annd&llgarly Arab immigrants were cut
off from their homelands, a fact that acceleratesiAmericanization proce$¥ As
Naff and others argue, if it were not for the aattiof new waves of Arab immigrants
after the liberalization of the US immigration laasd the 1967 war defeat, the
descendants of the first generation Arabs ‘miglerassimilated themselves out of

existence®

The defeat resulted in the awakening of the theédegation of early Arab
immigrants who adopted an Arab identity instead &yrian one. As a consequence,
both the new arrivals and the third generation heégavork for their ethnic
communities and the political and social causdbs@f people in the Arab countries.

Members of the second Arab immigrant wave werexure of educated Muslim

112 gyleiman, ‘Introduction’, p. 5.

113 gyleiman, p. 5. See Halliday’s ‘Millet of Manchesstfor details on the role the Manchester Syrian
Association (MSA) played in mobilizing Syrian comnities in America to actively participate in the
campaigns against the Ottomans.

114 Naff, p. 26. Until then, the term Arab Americarshaot existed as | will explain. ‘Syrian’ refers to
Arabs from the Levant.

15 Naff, p. 31.

16 Naff, p. 35.

84



and Christian Arabs and were highly skilled. Thispaarried with them the sense
of a pan-Arab national identity foregrounding poht and cultural commonalities
among Arabs. Many of them were Palestinian refugeesntellectuals seeking the
freedom of expression denied at home. Some of flezhthe totalitarian regimes in
their countries. A considerable number of them frezlLebanese civil war and the
Israeli invasion of south Lebanon. Some of themewWsm Irag. This means that
Arab immigrants in the post World War Il era werermsocially, economically and
religiously heterogeneous. Significantly,Anabian JazaMiatussem and Fatima are
the children of a mixed Muslim-Christian Palestinfamily that flees to Jordan as a
result of the Israeli atrocities against PalestisidMatussem and Fatima immigrate
then to the US in the 1960s after the liberalizabd US immigration and
naturalization laws. Fatima’s eagerness to joimassociation that attempts to
reproduce Arab culture in the US, reflects a teosgermong Arab immigrants post-
WW?2 to frame their ethnic identity within politicdiscourses of anti-Arab racism

and xenophobia.

In fact, due to the unprecedented flow of Arabth®US in the 1960s, new
arrivals and descendents of early Arab immigrastaldished a number of
associations that articulate the causes and canoérrabs. The Association of the
Arab-American University Graduates (AAUG), the Matil Association of Arab-
Americans (NAAA) and the American-Arab Anti-Discrimation Committee (ADC)
are among the most prominent establishments. Saireargues that the Arab
American community today is a composite of recenvals and the third or fourth
generation members of the early immigrants. Thiffiergnces stem primarily from

the fact that ‘the older or earlier community hagt well-integrated in U.S.
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society’ '’ Suleiman argues that for the politically activerntiers of this segment
the emphasis is not on their ethnicity ‘but on tienericanism’, unlike the recent
arrivals who feel themselves to be an ethnic comtysabjected to ‘negative and
hostile’ propaganda and stereotypiiyThrough highlighting the different
immigration and settlement experiences of membikettseoRamoud familyArabian
Jazzreflects the heterogeneity of the Arab Americaanitty and the ways in which
different members of the community perceive thaentities. While the 20-year old
Melvina considers herself American, her aunt, Fatimsists that she is an Arab who
‘live[s] among Americans, [. . . and] want[s] todgeherself, her family, and a few

friends apart from the rest’ (p. 360).

Religion is one area that differentiates Arab Ar&ni communities as
Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad argues. Haddad states thatthp 1950s, about 90
percent of the Arab immigrants to the US were Gians while the others were
Sunni, Shia, and Druze Muslims. However, by thedigief the century the
constituency of the group began to change and eaiynsome 90 percent of the
Arab immigrants to the US were MusliriS Kristine J. Ajrouch, and Amaney Jamal
point out that since immigrants to the US with ati links in Arabic-speaking
countries are quite diverse with regard to immigsdatus, national origin and
religious affiliation, their attitudes to a whitaaial identity differ, indicating
divergent assimilation patterns in the Arab Amaticammunity*?° Ajrouch and

Jamal’s argument invites us to consider the sigaifce of the historical process by

17 syleiman, p. 60.

118 gyleiman, p. 60.

119 yvonne Yazbeck Haddad, ‘Maintaining the Faithtf Fathers: Dilemmas of Religious Identity in
the Christian and Muslim Arab American Communitjés’Developmented. by McCarus, pp. 61-84
(p. 63).

120K J. Ajrouch and Amaney Jamal, ‘Assimilating to\éite Identity: the Case of Arab Americans’,
International Migration Review41 (2007), 860-79 (p. 876).
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which Arabs in America became classified by thedd8ernment as

Caucasian/White after a series of legal challefmyése early twentieth centufy*

As Nadine Naber explains, the ambiguous positicedb&roccupy in
discourses of race and ethnicity in the US is alpcbof factors both external and
internal to Arab American communitiés. On the one hand, government officials
who have classified Arabs and their descendantzrdicg to multiple and
conflicting categories have, in part, structureel sbcial and historical invisibility of
Arab Americans. On the other hand, the fact thaib&rin the US are heterogeneous
and ‘identify according to multiple, conflictingdals shape the internal difficulties
associated with classifying this populatidff In fact, the historical, social and legal
circumstances that surrounded Arabs’ acquisitioanobfficial white status have also
influenced Arab American literature and its engagenwith whiteness. Arab
American literature, it is possible to argue, hasrbshaped by the ambiguous

position Arabs occupy in the ethnic and racial disses in the US.

121|1n 1914, George Dow, a Syrian immigrant livingSouth Carolina, was denied American
citizenship on the basis that he did not meet &éle@at requirement of the US law, which limited
naturalization to ‘aliens being free white persofgie shocked Syrian community managed to resolve
the problem by demonstrating that they were Aratastherefore members of the Caucasian race.
Dow was finally granted citizenship. The judge duthat Syrians ‘were to be classed as white
persons’, and were eligible for naturalization.hdltigh this was not the first case to ignite a
community response, Syrian immigrants mobilizeduatbit to a degree that was unprecedented.
However, the community would endure a series oftorases challenging their racial status between
1909 and 1915 and again during the 1940s. Thevewaént of Syrian community leaders in George
Dow’s case, which helped settle the question ofa®ywhiteness from a legal standpoint, was part of
an effort that began earlier under less litigiousumstances. The sense of Christian entitlement to
share in whiteness was markedly evident in the Dase (Gualtieri, p. 42). For more details on this
case and similar cases, see: Sarah Gualtieri, egp“White”: Race, Religion and the Foundations
of Syrian/Lebanese Ethnicity in the United Statdslurnal of American Ethnic Historg0 (2001),
29-58. See also: Randa A. Kayydlhe Arab American@Nestport, CT, & London: Greenwood Press,
2006), especially pp. 45-54.

122| cite in the conclusion one historical incidemat highlights the ambiguity of the position Arabs
occupy in US racial and ethnic discourses.

123 Nadine Naber, ‘Ambiguous Insiders: an Investigaiid Arab American Invisibility’ Ethnic and
Racial Studies23 (2000), 37-61, p. 38. | discuss Naber's egsayore detail towards the end of this
chapter.
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In her study of Arab American literature, EvelynaRin claims that Arab
American literature ‘got off to a precocious stdxtit then lay ‘dormant’ for nearly
half a century?* Examining the works of early Arab immigrants li®ébran Khalil
Gibran, Abraham Rihbany and Ameen Rihani, Shalas sestrategy of self-
conscious portrayal characterized by the ‘desirgetoe as mediator[s]’ between
Arabs and American€> As Shakir puts it, although these writers coulthide their
foreignness, they made it ‘respectable’ throughipgion the guise of prophet,
preacher, or man of lettel® The second generation of Arab American writeke i
Vance Bourjaily, William Peter Blatty and EugenaiPidassar, produced very little
literature. Shakir commends Bourjaily because hetevagainst the grain of
stereotype’ but his perspective remained ‘resofutabsculine?” She says that
Blatty’s sense of humor is ‘a good marketing tobli it is a betrayal because he has
not engaged with more serious issues, like antbAaaism'*® Though she admires
Nassar’s three dimensional characters, Shakir artina¢ Nasser has avoided ‘the

hostility of bigotry’ and other issues that arisenfi cultural encountef®

On the other hand, Shakir commends works publigihéte 1980s by Arab
American writers as testifying to ‘a sea changehia way Arab Americans began to
perceive their identities and see themsel#&Shakir attributes the change of
interests to the arrival of a new wave of immigsainom the Arab world who

‘rekindle[d] a sense of ethnicity in the establdglt®mmunity and promoted a sense

124 Evelyn Shakir, ‘Coming of Age: Arab American Liguare’, Ethnic Forum 13 (1993), 63-80 (p.
63).

125 Shakir, pp. 65-66.

126 Shakir, p. 67.

127 gShakir, p. 69.

128 Shakir, P. 69.

129 Shakir, p. 70.

130 Shakir, p. 70.
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of kinship with the Arab world in generdf’ In addition to the concerns that
permeate the works of ethnic literatures such &g gegret and walking the line
between two cultures, literature produced by Arabeficans, Shakir maintains, is
considerably defined by the Arab-Israeli confliztdugh its representation of the

predicament of the Palestinians since the creatidhe state of Israel in 194&

Similarly, Lisa Suhair Majaj commends Arab Americarters such as Diana
Abu-Jaber, EImaz Abinader, and Joseph Geha (whakiStalls the third wave of
Arab American writers) because their employmennefmory is not monolithic but
‘facilitate[s] assimilation, ground[s] feminist tique, and make[s] possible
transformative relations to ethnicit}?> In other words, Majaj praises these writers
for their ability to turn to memory to negotiatéhaterogeneous’ ethnic identity that
is ‘engaged across cultural bordef¥'In this context, Majaj believes that Arab
American identity is best understood as a pan etideintity predicated, on the one
hand, on common interests such as anti-Arab digtaition, stereotypes of Arabs in
popular culture and the events in the Middle Eastthaeir repercussions in the US,
and, on the other hand, a common identity basezhofrab cultural heritage
relevant to contemporary Arab Americdi3Elsewhere, Majaj calls on Arab
American writers to reflect their ethnic identitiestheir works and construct an
Arab American ethnic identity in conjunction witther groups because the

precarious position Arabs occupy in US discoursesoe and ethnicity ‘means that

131 Shakir, p. 70.

132 Shakir, p. 72.

133 | isa Suhair Majaj, ‘Arab American Literature afmtPolitics of Memory’, irMemory and
Cultural Politics ed. by Amritjit Singh, Joseph T. Skerrettjr, drobert E. Hogan (Boston:
Northeastern UP, 1996), pp. 266-90 (p. 266)

134 Majaj, p. 267.

135 Majaj, p. 267.
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Arab Americans may be unable to elicit responsdblaw concerns without

affiliating with other minority group®

Therese Saliba agrees with Majaj’'s argument anertssthat classifying
Arabs as Caucasian/White covers over discriminadony/racist practices that define
Arabs as ‘Other’ and serve to disempower theméir iholitical struggles>” Saliba
argues that the push for including Arab Americaithiw ethnic politics, ethnic
studies, and feminist scholarship is ‘a criticahstgy for resisting invisibility**
Literary and cultural productions by Arab Americame sites for
manifesting/contesting an Arab American identity aelineating its features. As my
reading ofArabian Jazshows, the divergent perspectives on the ambigposision
Arabs occupy in the racial and ethnic discoursakeénJS permeates Arab American
literature in various ways. While Jemorah idensiféss a black person in her
confrontation with white American Portia, as | exipllater, she refuses to marry half
Native American Ricky Ellis. Jemorah’s ambivalegactions to non-whiteness

shows, | argue, that for an Arab American, defirgtignic identity is mediated by the

anomalous position Arabs occupy in American racadégorizations.

This position is reflected in the daily experienoésembers of the
community who engage with whiteness in heterogesi@@ys. In a series of articles
on Arab American activists, Lynn A. Staeheli anddliae R. Nagel highlight the
strategies of sameness and difference employeddly American activists. For

example, Staeheli and Nagel argue that the muttntalature of home upheld by

130 | isa Suhair Majaj, ‘Arab-American Ethnicity: Lodan, Coalitions, and Cultural Negotiations’, in
Arabs in Americaed. by Suleiman, pp. 320-36 (pp. 325-26).

137 Therese Saliba, ‘Resisting Invisibility: Arab Arieamns in Academia and Activism’, itrabs in
America ed. by Suleiman, pp. 304-19 (p. 309).

138 saliba, p. 316.
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many Arab American activists seems to have ‘endaiespondents’ sense of
Americanness and their involvement in US politic§'ln ‘Citizenship, Identity and
Transnational Migration: Arab Immigrants to the teéwli States’, Nagel and Staeheli
argue that their study of some aspects of the Arabrican communities shows that
concerns with both homeland and national integnagi@ closely connected and
‘may simultaneously inform immigrants’ politicaltagsm’.**° In this context, the
authors distinguish between formal citizenship amldistantive citizenship wherein
the former refers to one’s legal status, whereadatter represents ‘one’s ability to
realise the rights and privileges of societal mersiip’*** Nagel and Staeheli argue
that their study of 52 Arab American websites réveabelief by Arab Americans
that by transforming the way that mainstream Angetienks about Arab causes and
the Arab world, ‘Arab immigrants will gain acceptanand full social and political

membership in American societ§??

Nagel and Staeheli’'s argument draws our attentidhe fact that Arab
American communities have been subjected to altstgry of stereotyping and
distortion. Arab American writers have respondeddrious ways to issues of anti-
Arab racism and stereotyping. As | show in Chapteee, Diana Abu-Jaber and
Laila Halaby’'s works attempt to subvert some ofgtexeotypes commonly
associated with Arabs in US popular culture. Thioagstrategy of intertextuality,
Abu-Jaber'sCrescentchallenges stereotypes about Arabs in canonixed sand

Hollywood productions. Similarly, HalabyWest of the Jordachallenges these

139 ynn A. Staeheli and Caroline R. Nagel, ‘Topogtiagtof Home and Citizenship: Arab-American
Activists in the United StatesEnvironment and Planning,88 (2006), 1599-614 (p. 1612).

140 caroline R. Nagel and Lynn A. Staeheli, ‘Citizeipshdentity and Transnational Migration: Arab
Immigrants to the United StateSpace and Polity8 (2004), 3-23 (p. 5).

1“1 Nagel and Staeheli, p. 5.

192 Nagel and Staeheli, p. 16.
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stereotypes through a strategy of storytelling thaeals how the intersectionality of
race, ethnicity, gender, age and social classtaftbe lives of Arab and Arab

American women in a way that reflects the diversitthese women.

The ambiguous position that Arabs occupy in USiethnd racial discourses
influences the way Arabs in America define theantities and divides members of
the community on their relationship with whitenass have explained above. Arab
American literary and cultural productions becontesswhere the definition of an
Arab American identity is contested. A closer l@ikhese productions will enhance
our understanding of the dynamics that influencémai American identity
especially in its engagement with (non)whitenedthdigh some critics have argued
that Arab American women writers ‘are consciouslyiding bridges to other
communities of colour** | argue that a closer look at Abu-Jabétabian Jazz
may show that we need to further investigate ttaitement and look at how
(un/consciously) Arab American writings may underenthis statement. The
precariousness of an Arab American identity perssette novel and creates
ambivalence toward attempts by Arab American charado align themselves with
non-white characters. In other words, the ambigoitthe position Arabs occupy in
ethnic and racial discourses in the US is refleatetie ambiguity oArabian Jazs

position toward the people of color it portrays.

The novel has been lauded by most critics forttenapt to define an Arab
American identity within US discourses on ethni@tyd multicultural policies.

Specifically, critics have hailed the novel foratisempt to create an alliance between

143 Andrea Shalal-Esa, ‘Arab-American Writers Identifith Communities of Color'Al Jadid
Magazine 9 (2003) Http://www.aljadid.com/features/0942shalalesa.htfakccessed 22 April 2009],
para. 1 of 17.
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Arab Americans and other marginalized groups inUiBe particularly African
Americans. In a well-constructed and supporteduistic reading ofArabian Jazz
Mazen Naous argues that improvisation is ‘an esdaftaracteristic’ of jazz music
that ‘manifests itself linguistically’ in the nov&l* Matussem, Jemorah and
Melvina’'s straddling of two cultures, and two laages causes a need to improvise
and intertwine their individual and collective idities as Arab Americans> The
linguistic blue notes idrabian JazzNaous argues, at once draw attention to the
precarious conditions of Arab immigrants in the &gl improvise on the dominant
white culture’s and minority cultures’ varying réaas to Arab presence at the site
of struggle and negotiation. In this sense, likesital improvisation, Naous insists,
the linguistic blue note iArabian JazZoperates at once inside and outside western
culture’ **® Naous concludes that through mugicabian Jazzcreates social bonds

that cross racial lineg*’

Naous’ opinion is shared by a host of other critit®, to borrow Salaita’s
words, agree thatrabian JazZcontextualize[s] the Arab within a broader ruboic
minority discourse**® | want to argue thairabian Jazs however a slippery and
ambivalent text. It is true that the novel hightigthe ambiguous position that Arabs
occupy in the US racial and ethnic discoursesthminovel does not succeed, |
contend, in foregrounding a convincing alliancehwather (non-white) ethnic groups.

| argue that the racial and ethnic ambiguity itpedfivents the novel, and the novelist,

144 Mazen Naous Arabian Jazand the Need for Improvising Arab Identity in H8’, MELUS 34
(2009), 61-80 (p. 61).

15 Naous, p. 61.

198 Naous, p. 61.

14" Naous, p. 76.

18 Steven Salaita, p. 436. See also: Salwa Essayatif CArab American Literature: Gendered
Memory in Abinader and Abu-JabeNELUS 28 (2003), 207-29; Ibis Gomez-Vega, ‘The Memory
of Loss in Diana Abu-Jaber&rabian Jazz South Atlantic Review2 (2007), 17-37, and Michelle
Hartman, “This Sweet / Sweet Music”: Jazz, Sam kK&p@nd Reading Arab American Literary
Identities’, MELUS 31 (2006), 145-65.
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from laying out a clear cross-ethnic agenda thaates Arabs in a non-white
position. This ambivalence lies at the heart ofAhgb American women novels and
has, to some extent, curtailed the emergence leiaaly pronounced non-white Arab

American literature.

Even post-9/11 Arab American literature has renther@bivalent to
adopting a non-white ethnic identity as my readhglalaby’sOnce in a Promised
Landshows. Unlike Arab British women’s literature, whiis marked from its
inception by an otherness and consequently hagrfmuaded a need for a trans-
cultural dialogue and cross-ethnic coalition, Afaherican literature has remained
ambivalent to this issue and has focused insteatisoussing the dynamics of Arab
American communities whose members, | argue, ddéutigtperceive themselves as
non-white.Arabian Jazzonstructs the Ramouds as racialized otherdelngis to
convey this theme by depicting how Matussem and&igyhters are perceived as
non-white by white characters. However, certaindents in the novel indicate that

the Ramouds do not necessarily perceive themsat/asn-whites.

To begin with, several incidents in the novel hight the ambiguity of the
position Arabs occupy in the US racial and ethmscaourses. Speaking to Jemorah,
Nassir Ramoud, a Cambridge-trained anthropologigilains how the conflation of
an Arab identity with a Muslim identity contributesthis invisibility. Nassir

highlights his family’s racialized history of imnrafion to the US:

‘But most of the people who come to America, thenigrants, they
think that this is just another place like hom#hiag they will be able
to hold and understand. [. . .] our familym&jnoon you know? Crazy,
nuts. Half Muslim, half Christian, they switch baafkd forth when

the mood possesses them. Or they come to thisrgoamd pretend to
be Presbyterians. Do you understand any of this339, italics in
original).
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Although humorous in tone, the quotation drawsaitgntion to the role that religion
has historically played in constructing the anoraalposition Arabs occupy in
debates on multiculturalism and ethnicity in the. li&ssir’'s question at the end of
the quotation is of paramount importance. As tteead George Dow and those of
other Arab immigrants in the early twentieth ceptsinow, religion played a decisive
role in granting/declining citizenship to Arabs.eTRamouds’ experience becomes a
metaphor for the ethnic/racial ambiguity of the B@osition in the US. While some
other characters see the Ramouds as non-whiteRatineuds themselves do not

seem to identify themselves as non-whites.

The neighborhood in which the Ramouds live is ehtiwhite (p. 90). It is
possible to argue that Abu-Jaber places the Ramawaw/hite neighborhood to
foreground their strangeness and to highlight Ardib racism. While this argument
is valid, | believe that placing the Ramouds infatesneighborhood may indicate
that the Ramouds perceive themselves as whitehemzk, they find their
settlement in this neighborhood convenient. In,fie Ramouds feel comfortable in
this neighborhood. They have plenty of friends drey easily socialize with their
neighbors. The honorary white status Arabs havéniigve influenced the novelist

in this choice, making it natural to place the Radwin a white neighborhood.

Unlike the lively and socially dynamic Ramouds, tive Native American
characters who live in this white neighborhoodslent characters and incapable of

communicating with otherd?® Unfortunately Arabian Jazza novel purported to

149 gpecifically, Ricky Ellis’ Native American mothand grandmother are sketched out as cartoons.
Ricky’'s grandmother is denied the agency of spep&imd communicating with others and is
introduced to us as a part of the house’s furnifpr72). She is even reduced to an animal. She
seems to gnaw bones that she keeps under her gpla273). Her daughter is even rendered as a wild
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foreground Arab links with people of color, does seem capable of positively
portraying these two charactér8 The two characters disappear to give space to
more charismatic white characters, like Matussdmisd mates. Matussem’s band is
exclusively white. If this is read as Matussemteaipt to break his isolation and
dismantle his strangeness by forging connectiotis @ther people, then the links he
manages to establish are with a groupvbite men. This actually undermines
Salaita’s argument that ‘Matussem’s music transserational boundaries [. . .]

through allow([ing] ethnic particularity to reachyload its own boundaried®!

Moreover, although the novel constantly attempisnphasize that
Matussem is a ‘darky foreigner’ (p. 89), Matussemmpares himself to Italian actor
Rodolph Valentino (p. 45). Furthermore, upon hisimefrom Jordan, Matussem is
surrounded by his daughters and all-white band snddatussem says: “You girls
and this guys my family” (p. 35072 In fact, Matussem and his daughters perceive
themselves as whites. Although reviewers seemreeafat Jemorah definitely
perceives herself as a black person, citing hefrgotation with Portia as an
example, | think that a closer look at the JemdPaltia encounter revealgabian

Jazzs inherent contradictions to issues of race ahdietty.

Portia, Jemorah’s boss at the hospital, tells Jaimthat her problems stems

from having an Arab father. Portia declares heselh “‘grade-A all American™

animal on the run ‘off the Onondagan reservatioN@drow’ (p. 273). She is a careless person who is
‘capable of sitting and playing endless games bfasie in the kitchen’ (p. 274). Just like her ret,

she is denied the agency of speaking. Ricky remesrthat she had never talked mudp. 274,
emphasis added). The reader is not given any charidentify with her nor her mother. Both Mary

Lu and her mother are demonized.

1%01n Arabian Jazzother people of color, especially African Amerisaare pushed to the margins.
African Americans appear as cleaners in the hdsgith as owners of the bakery.

%1 salaita, p. 440.

12 Matussem does not even feel that he has linksritad: “I can't stay away; | am going crazy
there™ (p. 350).
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while she describes Jemorah as “the one with probl” (p. 293). Arabs, Portia
insists, “aren’t any better than Negroes™ (p. 29%his confrontation has been
viewed as a climactic moment that exposes anti-Aaalsm and links Arab
Americans to other ethnic groups. In this way,dbefrontation contextualizes Arab
experiences in the US within a broader historyagfsm and xenophobia that Arabs
share with people of color. Pauline Kaldas, fotanse, argues that Portia’s enclosed
office represents ‘the rigid stereotypes that framaeunderstanding of American
society’ and Jemorah'’s (lack of) place if*t Salaita describes the confrontation as a
metaphor of ‘a white mold that reflects the tramhfal American metanarrative of
forced assimilation*>*

| argue, however, that this encounter reflectsatbiguous position Arabs
occupy in the ethnic and racial discourses in tBe Moreover, the episode and the
consequent incidents reflect the ambivalent pasitat the novel itself takes on this
issue. It is possible to argue that by likening ldaem to a negro, the novel seems to
equate Arab Americans to African Americans, streaging the possibility of
creating an ethnic identification and alliance loase a common history of racism.
However, unlike, African Americans, Arabs can gtaiss as whites. Portia advises
Jemorah to make her name Italian or Greek (p. BAgmphasizing the possibility
of passing as a white person through adoptingadiaftor a Greek name, the novel
seems to connect the racialized history of Arab ignation and settlement in the US
to that of immigrants from southern Europe. In otherds, instead of highlighting
the relationship between Arab Americans and Afridamericans as victims of

political, social and cultural marginalization imetUS, this incident invites the reader

133 pauline Kaldas, ‘Beyond Stereotypes: Represem@tibilemmas imArabian Jazz MELUS 31
(2006), 167-85, p. 178.
% salaita, p. 437.
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to think that Arabs, like other southern Europeamigrants, can be assimilated in
the US mainstream.
Jemorah’s response to Portia needs to be careixélynined because, |
believe, it is ambivalent and contradictory:
‘My father’s mothemwasblack.” The statement came from the back of
Jem'’s throat, so sudden she hadn’t known she wiag ¢ say it, the
words like iron. Jem leaned back on her elbowsifacthem against
her shaking. ‘Yeah, a former slave. She marriechiester who had
twenty-six other wives. They were black, brown, gatlow, and
some didn’t eveimaveskin’ (p. 295, italics in original).
Michelle Hartman argues that ‘Jemorah’s sassy resgas meant to ‘state an
identity in relation to that of her boss who defiieerself aggressively as whité®.
In this context, Hartman asserts that Jemorah fydcidims a black identity*®
However, | think Jemorah does not mean to ideti#gself as a black person. The
quotation itself makes clear that Jemorah’s wordesewso sudden she hadn’t known
she was going to say it’ (p. 295). She does nansamvinced of what she is saying.
In this way, Jemorah’s response is self-defeatawpbse it is predicated on
stereotypical notions of polygamy and slavery #ratcommonly associated with
Arabs in US popular culture. At best, Jemorah’stiea can be seen as an angry
response with no political implications.
Her identification as a black person is, in faetjtous and transient. Driving
home after this confrontation, Jemorah rememberg Ratima’s words: “This [the

US] is not our place, not our people™ (p. 298)tifFa’s stipulation begs the question,
‘Where is our place? Where are our people?’ Fantatthe Greek bakery,

Thanatoulos Bakery, is strongly associated withHmene country of Jordan. It is

%5 Hartman, p. 155.
% Hartman, p. 155.
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even more comfortable than home itself becausengsihe bakery does not involve

re-living the painful memories of her childhood:
Everyone spoke Greek and customers got what thayeddy
pointing. Fatima was comfortable there; they liaed communicated
in the same way her family in Jordan had, jostlohgjiberately
following each other around. They screamed at ettoér in a torrent
of words that was their regular tone of voice.].the place allowed
her to visithomewithout feeling the pain that it had held for Iljer
365, emphasis added).

Seen from this context, Jemorah’s decision to doast the Greek bakery
after her confrontation with Portia symbolicallypresents her visit to what her aunt
considers home (p. 298). In this sense, the nau&d that in response to the anti-
Arab racism Jemorah encounters in her confrontatitim Portia, Jemorah resorts to
a southern European cultural heritage for comfarather words, just as Portia
defines herself as white, so does Jemorah whoeateharself as white through
linking her identity to a southern European cultineritage. The link is further
boosted by highlighting a Christian cultural heggaThe sign on the closed doors of
the bakery which reads ‘LeVar’s First Communion’ 208) and the frequent
references to Jemorah as Lazarus of Bethany (p).r8itflorce Jemorah’s
entitlement of belonging to a white community thgbiher affiliation with
Christianity, just as earlier Arab immigrants andters gained acceptability to
mainstream America through presenting themselv&haistians=>’ Seen from this

perspective, Jemorah’s identification with blacksyegaporates and is replaced by a

strong identification with a southern European @hdistian cultural heritage.

57 Surprised that her father has climbed the rodheir house to chant a Muslim prayer call, Melvina,
the most American of the family, shouts at herdatt'But you're not even Muslim! Your family is
Syrian Orthodox,” Melvie shouted. “The whole neightood can see you up there chanting prayers™
(p. 355). Melvina is emphasizing that the RamoudsGhristians because Christianity is her key to
whiteness. In this sense, Melvina’s fear that thigimbors will see her father identifying himselfaas
Muslim through chanting a Muslim prayer call is fear of being identified as non-Christian, and
hence non-white. Melvina’s fears of being excluftedn a larger white community is predicated on a
dominant discourse in the US that Nadine Nabersetein her article ‘Ambiguous Insiders’ as “the
racialization of religion™ (p. 52).
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Similarly, Fatima, seen by most critics as the @nesr of the Arab heritage in
the novel'®®is attached to a southern European and Christigtage. Although for
the past year, the bakery has been run by an Afdeaerican family, Fatima keeps
referring to it by its original Greek namEhanatoulos Bakeryl'he bakery is the
place where Fatima articulates her thoughts abewidentity and her relationship to
other ethnic groups. Fatima wonders if the bakay ltecome a more dangerous
place ‘with ablackfamily in charge’ (p. 366, emphasis added). A fews down,
Fatima nostalgically remembers the ‘shred&uodéek Albanian or Lithuanian
drinking songs as she drove past’ the bakery (p, 86phasis added). Fatima seems
to be strongly attached to a southern Europeanralilheritage. The novel constantly
invites us to locate Arabs’ experiences in the biglation to a southern and eastern
European immigration and settlement experienc#isaJS rather than to Asian or
African American ones.

In fact, Fatima has remained suspicious of an Aiamly who has owned
the bakery for eight months:

‘These not American way,’ she told Zaeed after pasing some of
their butter cookies. ‘Too much smiles and knowkmgylish. | feel
they stabbing me with needle-eyes in the back.' Stued up
throwing the cookies out after crumbling each ansdarch of drugs
or razors (p. 366).

Kaldas, however, argues that Fatima’s critiquenefAsian Indian family ‘redefines

American culture as one that requires the infusiomon-Western culture in order to

1% salwa Essayah Cherif argues that Fatima ‘seeffisdaelief in being attached to her roots and in
trying to preserve traditional Arab values’ (p. 21Rimilarly, Nayef Ali Al-Joulan argues that ‘Fata
holds strongly to traditional Arab views’ (p. 64@n the other hand, Kaldas argues that ‘Fatima is
perhaps the character who understand [sic] mostthe multicultural nature of the United States,
with its possibilities and limitations’ (p. 182 tifferent ways, Cherif, Al-Joulan and Kaldas tavi
us to consider Fatima’s identity as a site of dafimArabness in a multicultural America. See: Nayef
Ali Al-Joulan, ‘Diana Abu-Jaber'&irabian JazzAn Orphic Vision of Hybrid Cultural Identity’,
Neophilologus94 (2010), 637-52.

100



survive'® As a person obsessed with her cultural identityother critics have
argued, | believe this quotation reveals Fatim#tsnapt to dissociate herself from a
non-white ethnic identity and stitch herself tooathern European identity
represented by the Greek bakery. Fatima’s conckgdatian of Arabness and
otherness stems from the ambiguity that Arabs ocaup)S discourses on ethnicity
and multiculturalism. This is reflected in Fatimaisgagement with other social

issues and her membership in cultural institutions.

For instance, Fatima aspires to join the Ladiesitfioal Committee. The
head of the committee, Mrs. D. Hind Abdulaboudjries her committee as
‘preservers of Arabic culture and party throwensmigrant sponsors, and children-

police’ (p. 52). The Pontificals define themselass*“[a] Welcome Caravan™ and
“Stars of Bethlehem™ (p. 52). The name of the caitee and its epithets explicitly
draw on Christian traditions, implying that as Agathey are part of a larger white
Christian community. In this sense, the commiteel(to some extent the text itself)
seems to reflect a tendency by early Arab Amera#hors to stress the aspects of
their culture that are acceptable to Americanstardbwnplay those aspects of their
culture deemed alien to Americans. As Majaj pomis early Arab immigrant

authors have ‘stressed their Christian identity]aheir geographical origin in the

“Holy Land™ to gain admission and appeal to theitelChristian Americd®

In fact, a careful look at the goals and aims efebmmittee reveals its

exclusionary nature:

%9 Kaldas, p. 183.

180 jsa Suhair Majaj, ‘Arab Americans and the Meassing Race’, ifPostcolonial Theory and the
United Statesed. by Amritjit Singh and Peter Schmidt (JackddR: of Mississippi, 2000), pp. 320-37
(p- 328). See also: Geoffrey P. Nashe Arab Writer in English: Arab Themes in a Mettian
Language 1908-1958 (Brighton and Portland, Oregon: Sugsmdemic Press, 1998).

101



After all Mrs. D. Hind Abdulaboud pointed out, thexere

ambassadors to the United States of America, vathgmal

connections to theithuanianLeague, th&€atholic Youth

Organization, th&reekMothers, the Malaysian Socials, the B’nai

B’rith, and most important of all: the DaughtersAsherican

revolution (52, emphasis added).
Apart from mentioning only one non-white ethnic gpqthe Malaysian Socials), the
list does not include any African American orgatima The groups that the Ladies’
Pontifical Committee identifies with are predomitigriwvhite Judeo-Christian groups.
It is surprising that a novel that highlights aniéén American cultural artefact in its
title, fails to include the name of a single AfmcAmerican cultural institution in its
body.

Fatima’s eagerness to join the (ideologically wAuiteented) Ladies’

Pontifical Committee is replicated by her desiren@axry off her niece, Jemorah, to a
middle class (read: white) Arab man. In fact, theogn whom Fatima brings to
Jemorah, Salaam Alaikum, a Muslim Arab universityfgssor, tells Jemorah that he

loves *““Emerson, Thoreau, Gibran, Dickinson [andhithhan™ (p. 63). Apparently,
Salaam Alaikum places Gibran among white poetsdds not mention a single
African American bard. By declaring his love of $kewhite poets, including Gibran,
Salaam Alaikum presents his credentials as a \pleiteon who certainly wins
Fatima’s approval. This tendency to locate Araba wihite context informs the
novel’s depiction of Arab immigration to the US.tAdugh the novel rightly
attributes the immigration of some Palestinianth®oUS to the creation of the state
of Israel and the fear of some Palestinians theyt tould be annihilatetf* the entry

to the US for Palestinians, according to the nasegms to have been smooth and

seamless. Fatima and her husband, we are merd]yglanned to emigrate’ to the

181 For instance, in 1948, Israeli militiamen massdar®re than 250 Palestinians in Deir Yasin, near
Jerusalem. This massacre led to the immigratidhadéstinians to neighbouring countries. See: Mark
A. TesslerA History of the Israeli-Palestinian ConfliBloomington, IN: Indiana UP, 1994).
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US (p. 120). The use of the phrase ‘planned to Etegglosses over the
complications involved in immigrating to the US.d3@se of the novel’s persistent
location of the experiences of Arabs within a seuthEuropean framework, the
novel is unable to capture the hardship and hunohahat the Palestinians had
undergone to enter the US.

Ernest McCarus’ bookl he Development of Arab-American Identity
illustrates how even in academic circles Arab imatign to the US is perceived as
part of a wave of immigration from southern Européhe US at the beginning of
the twentieth century. The book is one of the fats¢mpts to delineate various
aspects of the experiences of Arab Americans, dwetuearly experiences of
immigration and settlement in the early twentiethtary to the US. The first article
in the collection is on the experiences of immigsdnom eastern and southern
Europe to the US. Eva Veronica Huseby-Darvas arthasalthough there were
tremendous variations among the new immigrantsthase who immigrated to the
US in the late nineteenth century between 1880vdadd War I, immigration
officials ‘recklessly [. . .] lumped’ them togeth®f Just as the experiences of early
Arab immigrants to the US are framed within an e@asand southern European
context in McCarus’ bookArabian Jazzontinually locates Arab identity within a
non-black ethnic identity. In fact, it is only tovds the end of the novel that an anti-
Arab racism is distinguished from racism directedther groups, including southern

Europeans.

Towards the end of the novel, the Ramouds go aoraco the Onondagan

Park. At the park, two young men with ponytails &edrds stop to eat with the

182 Eva Veronica Huseby-Darvas, “Coming to AmericBilemmas of Ethnic Groups since 1880s’,
in The Development of Arab-American Identég. by McCarus, pp. 9-21 (p. 11).
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Ramouds upon Matussem'’s invitation. Before theydethe two young men ask the
Ramouds: *“So whaare you all anyway? I-talians? Wetbacks?” (p. 36alids in
original). When Matussem reveals his ethnic idgnttie two men seem disgusted,
“Arabs, Jesus fucking Christ. And we ate theird8qp. 361). While the incident
shows the porosity of racial identities and thaal#s are usually conflated with
Italians and Mexicans because of their physicalfea and skin color, it also
indicates that when visible, Arabs are not welcamghe white circle. The novel
engages here with two dominant positions held gbAactivists, academics and

researchers on the sources of anti-Arab racisingriuiS.

On the one hand, Helen Hatab Samhan argues thiarabt prejudice has its
roots in politics rather than the traditional meswof racial hierarch{f* Samhan
argues that this ‘political racism’ results frone tArab-Israeli conflict and is
encouraged by pro-Israeli organizations and indiaid with the political motive of
‘monopolizing’ the discussion of the Middle Eastlwe US, particularly ‘in the
realm of public information and public polic}?? On the other hand, Nabeel
Abraham argues that anti-Arab racism is not emntipelitical in its orientation. One
source, Abraham argues, is the ideologically magidaiolence which includes
‘[a]nti-Arab attacks instigated, sponsored, andaaiged’ by the Jewish Defense
League (JDL) and other Jewish extremist grdipsinother source, Abraham
maintains, is anti-Arab xenophobia which is a ‘lbcaspired hostility and

violence’ that accompanies the ethnic visibilityArhbs, Muslims, and people of

183 Helen Hatab Samhan, ‘Politics and Exclusion: ThabAmerican Experiencelournal of
Palestine Studied 6 (1987), 10-28 (p. 11).

184 Samhan, pp. 11-12.

185 Nabeel Abraham, ‘Anti-Arab Racism and Violencetie United States’, iithe Development of
Arab-American Identityed. by McCarus, pp. 155-214 (p. 180).
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Middle Eastern desceft® The third type of racism, according to Abraham, is
‘spawned by political ignorance, false patriotismg hyper ethnocentrism [. . . and]

tends to be spontaneous, reactive and epistdic’.

Whatever the reasons for anti-Arab racism, the hesems to highlight the
Ramouds’ experience as metonymic of Arab experientiee US. Jemorah’s
decision to pursue her higher education becomeseamaltic of this experience too.
Driving home after the incident, we are told themarah ‘had recognized, as the
hiker turned to face her, the mystery of this hatenething she could crack only by
going into it: back to school’ (p. 362). In facerdorah’s decision to go back to
school precludes her marriage to half Native AnariRicky Ellis. Although Salaita
argues that the Jemorah-Ricky love relation repitssan ‘inter-ethnic
communalism™®® the novel does not fully accommodate this relafiim as Jemorah
does not accept Ricky’s proposal for marriage aefeps to pursue her education.

The collapse of this promising cross-ethnic tieespnts the novel’s failure to

properly foster a cross-ethnic link

The Ramouds’ experience is an example of the amhbgspace that Arabs
occupy in the ethnic and racial discourses in tBetat renders them invisible. |
would like to now turn to Nadine Naber’'s seminadags ‘Ambiguous Insiders: an
Investigation of Arab American Invisibility’ to dwaon some ideas for my

concluding remarks. Naber argues that a numbeamidoxes shape and causes the

186 Abraham, p. 188.

167 Abraham, p. 193.

188 Salaita, p. 436.

1891n fact, as Ricky Ellis proposes to Jemorah, heoisrayed as a person who lacks confidence and
self-respect. He is depicted as self-contemptumeslulous, unreliable and childish in a way that
gives Jemorah’s decision to decline his marriagg@@sal credence:

‘Okay. | know I'm a risky person. [. . .] | don'tow. Maybe we could get married. | wouldn't say
that I'd exactly been planning for it. Hell,ritightbe fun, marriage. We could get a big cake’ (p.,371
italics in original).
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invisibility of Arabs in the US. First, the diverggab American community is
lumped together as generically Arab-Middle Eastduslim. When the US is
involved in a military action against any Arab ctynanyone who may be
identified as an Arab, Muslim, or Middle Easterhieing in the US may be targeted
as a terrorist-enemy because anti-Arab imaging vesall traces of diversity in the
Arab American community. Second, Naber argues, Amlericans are racially
white, but not quite. According to the US Censusedu, Arab Americans are
defined as Caucasian/White. However, in many seoatexts they are perceived

and defined as non-whites.

Third, Islam, Naber maintains, is used as a mearecalizing Arab
Americans. As Muslims are being portrayed as testgyrit is primarily ‘the distorted
use of Islam, rather than phenotype’, that markabArin the US as non-white
others'® A fourth paradox that enhances the invisibilitythoé Arabs in the US is the
intersection of religion and race. For Arab immigsa the organization of difference
according to religious categories has conflictethwhe US social structure that
organizes difference according to race/ethnitityn short, the racializing system in
the US, reinforced by the US media, has racial&eabs in the US ‘according to a
unique and contradictory process, resulting inrthwiiite but not quite racial/ethnic
status'*’? Moreover, the Arab American community’s internisimilar and
constantly shifting fabric contributes to the coexlies of classifying this

community*’®

170 Naber, p. 53. Naber refers to this process asrébialization of religion™ (p. 52).
" Naber, p. 54.
172 Naber, p. 56.
73 Naber, p. 56.

106



In addition to Naber’s argument | would like to gegt that these paradoxes
have also contributed to shaping Arab Americamditee by restraining Arab
American novelists from adopting a clear stanceatol the relationship between
Arabs and (non-white) ethnic groups. Abu-Jaber\gehovhile commended by many
critics as attempting to seek an alliance with p#tknic groups in the US,
particularly African Americans, remains framed byiadecisive attitude towards
(non-white) ethnic groups in the US. In this comte¥hat Abu-Jaber says in an
interview with Robin Field is quite revealing. Aldaber states that after the
publication ofArabian Jazzmany people wrote to her ‘who were from different
cultural backgrounds and said, “I'm not Arab, lltalian, but | have a grandmother
just like this’ or, “I've got aLithuanianAunt Fatima™>"* Just as some of the Arab
American characters iirabian Jazzperceive themselves as whites by unwittingly
dissociating themselves from blackness, Abu-Jaber feems to be celebrating the
success of her novel by showing how other Europbawus identified with Arab
characters. If, as other critics have argwadpian Jazzonnects Arab Americans to

African Americans, then the link, | think, is atdbéenuous.

Michelle Hartman argues that the ways in which mtgagroups in the US
‘identify and affiliate with or dissociate and diste themselves from African
Americans is centrally important to staking theéaims to a position in US
society’!® Arab Americans ‘are no exception’, Hartman maimaf® In this context,
Hartman argues, black music offers ‘a powerful pasitive symbolic site’ for Arab
Americans to invoke links with African Americans ih ‘underlfie] a shared

understanding through culture rather than estahlisa bond between the two

" Field, p. 210-11, emphasis added.
5 Hartman, p. 147.
7 Hartman, p. 147.
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groups which is only based on shared oppressidiReading jazz as a symbol of
and a metonym for African America, Hartman arginreg Arabian Jazzstates that

Arab Americans ‘identify with African Americans’®

Andrew Shryock downplays this identification beaaiiss ‘[r]estricted
largely to media of popular music, film, and otk&pressive arts-and kept away
from areas of marriage choice, residence, civio@atson, or church/mosque
membership:’® Even after 9/11, Shryock maintains, links betwaesb American

cultural productions and African American cultunaritage are skin-deep:

[lldentifications with ‘blackness’ among Arab Ameains resemble
those prevalent in the larger society: namelyadgl consumption of
black entertainment culture, especially its traasgive and
oppositional forms, and (2) selective imitatiorttedé models for
minority politics black Americans have created oWer last
century*®°
Nagel and Staeheli’s tellingly titled article onalr American activists “We’re Just
Like the Irish”: Narratives of Assimilation, Beloimg and Citizenship amongst
Arab-American Activists’ shows the extent to whitlany Arab Americans perceive
themselves as whites and frame their immigratiahsattlement experiences within
a European ethnic and racial context. Comparingniedves to Irish immigrants to
the US, Arab activists emphasize that, like oth@nigrants who were initially
viewed as incapable of assuming the rights, respiitiss, and values of American

citizenship, Arab Americans would be seen as ‘bgilogpy as American, and as full

members of the polity’ and that it is only ‘a matbé time, educating the public, and

Y7 Hartman, p. 148.
18 Hartman, p. 156.
179 Andrew Shryock, ‘The Moral Analogies of Race: Aratmerican Identity, Color Politics, and the
Limits of Racialized Citizenship’, iRace and Arab Americansd. by Jamal and Naber, pp. 81-113
(p. 101).
%0 Shryock, p. 101.
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hard work’!®! In short, some Arab Americans do not seem to perdeemselves in
the same political or cultural position as Asiabbinese, Africans or Latin
Americans.

While Arabian Jazis not strictly appropriating an African Americaaltural
artefact to promote itself, | argue that it doessurceed in establishing a solid
relationship between Arab Americans and African Anans, or indeed any other
minority group. Instead, just like the precarioasifion Arabs occupy in the ethnic
and racial discourses in the US, the charactefsahian Jazseem to be ambivalent
about constructing their identities as non-whitdgeir conceptualization of their
identities problematizes their position and evelhjlaurtails them from entirely
identifying themselves as non-whites. Although Maem is infatuated by jazz, he
lives in a white neighborhood and his band matestiwhite. In the same way, in
spite of the fact that the local bakery has beenemlffor some years by an African
American family, Fatima insists on referring t@a# the Greek bakery. Similarly,
even though Jemorah tells Portia that her fathmaother is black, Jemorah turns
down a marriage proposal from half Native Ameri€aoky Ellis.

In a word, the Arab American characters that theehdepicts remain
hesitant about entirely adopting a black identifydleveloping connections with a
minority culture replete with its history of margiization. This indeterminacy lies at
the heart of Arab American literature. Unlike Afabtish authors whose writings
show more ambitious and nuanced attempts to igentth people of color, Arab
American writings are permeated by the ambiguoasep\rabs occupy within the

US racial hierarchies. As my reading of Fadia Fadity Name is Salmhas shown,

181 Caroline C. Nagel and Lynn. A. Staeheli, “We'tesj Like the Irish”: Narratives of Assimilation,
Belonging and Citizenship amongst Arab-AmericaniVists’, Citizenship Studie® (2005), 485-98
(p. 486).
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for Arab British to identify with people of colos not an option. Rather, it is a
survival strategy. The Salma-Parvin relationshigegithe former the air she needs to
breathe, the bread to eat and the water to drin&.Salma-Parvin relationship
echoes a theme prevalent in the works of Arab®rivomen writers of breaking
through racial and color boundaries. | turn nowhi®works of Ahdaf Soueif and
Leila Aboulela to explore what | see as a tenddmcrab British women writers to
positively represent trans-cultural and cross-etltliances and coalitions. The
attempts of asylum seeker Salma to identify withdisplaced and the marginalized
parallel and, in different ways, echo Soueif anadilbla’s protagonists’ endeavors

to identify with people of color and engage in astouctive trans-cultural dialogue.
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Chapter Two
Arab British Women Writers and Transnational Feminisms: Fruitful Dialogues?

2.0 Introduction

As seen in the previous chapter, the works of Batish women novelists exhibit a
tendency toward instigating dialogue with other onity and ethnic groups. Unlike
Arab American literature, which tends to explouiss and problems associated
with the Arab American community such as stereatg@nd anti-Arab racism,
literature written by Arab British women writersshanainly focussed on exploring
the relationship between Arab and non-Arab charactée two different
experiences of immigration and settlement of Aratbrshe two sides of the Atlantic
have differently influenced and shaped the litaafuroduced by the two sets of
authors. This chapter focuses on the works of twabAritish women writers:
Ahdaf Soueif and Leila Aboulela. Through analyz8wgueif'sThe Map of Lovand
Aboulela’sMinaret, | will focus on the way the two writers foregraltrans-cultural
dialogues and cross-ethnic identifications. Inrthevels, the two novelists present
themes of love, marriage, travel, exile, and imign and highlight the fertility of
cross-cultural encounters. In the works of the twiters, the ethnic borderland is

presented as a site of female solidarity and empuoesst.

Soueif’s two novels$n the Eye of the SuandThe Map of Lovevere
published in 1992 and 1999, respectively. Her talections of short storie&isha
andSandpipemwere published in 1982 and 1996. Aboulela hasigld three
novels and one collection of short stories. Theet@arelhe Translato(1999),
Minaret (2005) and_yrics Alley (2010). The short story collection@loured Lights
(2001). In this chapter, | will examine one noveldach writerThe Map of Love

andMinaret The plots, themes, characters and settings divbheovels invite us to
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question and scrutinize the viability of feminissiatransnational movement.
Through the cross-cultural encounters that themifiand structurally permeate the
two works, Soueif and Aboulela participate in catrdiscussions on feminism as an
international movement that simultaneously chakksngender inequality and
addresses socio-economic and political differelresng women. Moreover, the
two novels valorizelirect experiencand cross-cultural dialogues as strategies that
aid in the removal of obstacles and hurdles thatrabt the progress of transnational

feminist movements.

My readings ofThe Map of LovandMinaret come within the larger picture
of delineating thematic differences between Araiti€r and Arab American women
writers as a result of different localized expecesin the hostland. In this context, |
suggest that Arab women authors who live (in garBritain and use English as a
vehicle of expression have shown a tendency im flotion to go beyond the ethnic
borders and barriers in order to facilitate a dja®with other groups. This tendency,
while it varies in detail from one woman authomatmther depending on her social,
political and ideological stance, can be founchieworks of most Arab British
women writers. This is in contrast, | believe, teadency in the works of Arab
American women writers to employ different literatyategies to subvert
stereotypes commonly associated with Arabs in tBeabdd to look closely at Arab

communities from within.

Thematically, Soueif and Aboulela focus on the sigance of trans-cultural
dialogues and cross-ethnic alliances. As charaetesunter one another, they
explore their different experiences but also reftectheir commonalities. Through
travel, immigration and exile, women from differenttural backgrounds and social
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classes interact, exchange ideas and contextubhémedifferences. Structurally, the
novels move between two historically and geograghyidiverse settings but
continually emphasize that the politics of locatiaeds to be adequately addressed
for any feminist movement to be successfBbth novels highlight the importance of
the existence of a certain basis for coalition altidnce. While Soueif§he Map of
Loveforegrounds travel and hybridity as a potentiai®&or a cross-cultural
dialogue, Aboulela presents religion as a commamagnator that bypasses ethnic
differences and facilitates solidarity and camariadén both cases, there is an
emphasis on the fertility of the trans-cultural @mater as a site for constructing
bridges of talks and widening the horizons of catreamong women. Seen from
this perspective, Soueif and Aboulela’s works aahghavigate differences with a

view to build commonalities.

As two Arab British women writers, Soueif and Abelal themselves first
generation Arab immigrants to Britain, engage wstues of living in diaspora in a
productive way. Unlike Arab American women noveligtho tend to concentrate on
the incongruities and paradoxes of Arab Americanmanities, Soueif and
Aboulela’s central themes revolve around issudsaofs-cultural dialogue and cross-
ethnic identifications. The Arab women characteey/tpresent are keen on linking
their experiences to those of women from othemucaltbackgrounds. In this sense,
Soueif and Aboulela reflect on their own experienckbeing Arabs in Britain in
order to explore the possibility of creating a coomground for partnership among

women from different cultures. The hyphenated idiestof both authors as Arab

! Aboulela’sLyrics Alley might be an exception. It is set in pre-independe®edan and is

thematically different from Aboulela’s previous twovels in the sense that there is no one major
character in the novel. Instead, we have four roharacters whose experiences are not portrayed in a
cross-cultural encounter, but are based on thg gaédrsections of class, gender, religion, natiibya

and politics in pre-independence Sudan.
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British are of great importance in creating a sfacéhe two cultures to interact.
Given the historical, political, cultural, militagnd economic exchanges between the
two cultures through trade, cultural borrowing, @edgraphical proximity,
colonialism and modernity, feminism and Islam beeantricately-linked sites for
exploring commonalities rather than valorizing eiffnce in the works of the two
Arab British authors. The plots, themes, settings structures of the works of the

two writers reflect this continuing process of audtl exchanges.

In an interview with Claire Chambers, Aboulela atssthat for her ‘instead
of having Islam as part of the culture, [she isjsmously presenting it as a faithin
this sense, Soueif's engagement with Islam is idiffefrom Aboulela’s though it is
important to note that they are both interestegogromoting their Arab-Islamic
cultures and exploring the commonalities with ottidtures. However, in this
chapter, | will also need to look at the ways inekhconnectivity and dialogue is
achieved through different means by both writdrgstrevealing a tendency by Arab
British women writers to open dialogues of talkshamon-Arab communities in
Britain. While 1 am not trying to collapse the @ifences between the two writers, |
would like to point out that the two authors follolatively different approaches
towards achieving similar goals; namely to hightitite importance of trans-cultural

and cross-ethnic dialogues in establishing coaltiand alliances.

In fact, Geoffrey Nash emphasizes the differenetaden Soueif and
Aboulela. He argues that while ‘Soueif's writingnmains inimical to dialogue with
contemporary Islamist thinking [. . .], Aboulelda&xt[s] refute deconstructionist

dogmas of absence, and draws Western emptinesa ioted Islamic-African

2 Claire Chambers, ‘Interview with Leila Aboulel&€ontemporary Women’s Writing3 (2009), 86-
102 (p. 94).
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core’2 In this contexThe Map of LovandMinaret represent, to use Leila Ahmed’s
words ‘the two divergent strains of feminism’ iretArab world: namely secular
feminism and Islamic feministhAhmed argues that one branch has been the
dominant voice of feminism in Egypt and in the Mel&ast for most of the

twentieth century, and the second has remainedtemnative, marginal voice until
the last decades of the centdkhmed explains that secular feminism in the Middle
East has been generally affiliated with the west@rg, secularizing tendencies of
society and predominantly the tendencies of theeypgpper-middle, and middle-
middle classes. Islamic feminism, on the other h&iad articulated its agenda within
native, vernacular, Islamic discourse - typicatiyterms of a general social, cultural,

and religious renovatioh.

Nevertheless, the thematic overlaps between thatiwmwors eclipse their
differences. As Arab British novelists, the twoters draw on their Arab-Islamic
heritage and their experiences in Britain to fooegd trans-cultural dialogues and
cross-ethnic alliances. Both writers valorize difet forms of feminist activism as
fields for alliance building. | argue that secui@minism and Islamic feminism in the
Middle East have influenced each other as manyrekers point out. Margot
Badran, for instance, asserts that secular femiaistgnislamic feminism are ‘porous
and indeed from the start Muslims’ secular femirissmcluded an Islamic reformist
strand and Islamic feminism/s are also situatetiérreal world”’ Elsewhere,

Badran insists that secular feminism and Islamigifiésm in the Middle East ‘flo[w]

% Geoffrey Nash, ‘Re-siting Religion and Creatingrfieised Space in the Fiction of Ahdaf Soueif and
Leila Aboulela’,Wasafiri 35 (2002), 28-31 (pp.30-1).
* Leila Ahmed Women and Gender in Islam: Historical Roots of adietm DebatgNew Haven &
London: Yale UP, 1992), p. 174.
®> Ahmed, p. 174.
® Ahmed, pp.174-75.
" Azza Basarudin, ‘Re-defining Feminism/s, Re-imaggrFaith? Margot Badran on Islamic
Feminism’,Al-Raida 109-110 (2005), 57-65 (pp. 61-62).
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in and out of each othet'In short, Badran contends that ‘secular feminisrslamic

and Islamic feminism is secular’.

Similarly, Lila Abu-Lughod argues that in our dission of feminism in the
Arab World we should transcend the West-East binaposition ‘that posits a
rigidly distinct West and East and assumes theecdythamics that correspond to
this division’!® Abu-Lughod proposes studying the relationship ketthe
colonizing or dominant Europe and the colonizedspiring Middle East as a site of
hybridization and transformation that is ‘so crlittagender and the politics of
feminism’ in the Middle East: For Abu-Lughod, the feminist movements in the
Middle East ‘are rooted in sets of [European] id&aat are part of a modernity
which is both related to Europe and developed itiquaar ways in the regioff. All
these forms of feminism in the Middle East, Abu-had argues, are products of
complex histories and the projects of modernity tieve been central to the region
and their stories should be told ‘in all their miesss and contradiction§’.Seen
from this perspective, the thematic commonalitiesMeen the works of Soueif and
Aboulela are more than the differences. In otherdsiothe Islamic feminism of

Aboulela is permeated by secular feminism in thg that the secular feminism of

8 Margot Badran, ‘Between Secular and Islamic Fesnirts: Reflections on the Middle East and
Beyond’,Journal of Middle East Women'’s Studi@g2005), 6-28 (p. 12).

° Badran, p. 12. Badran likens the interconnectesinésecular feminism and Islamic feminism to the
description of Islam ‘adin wa dunyato translate the phrase, [Islam] joins “religieomd the world™

(p. 12).

% Lila Abu-Lughod, ‘Introduction: Feminist Longingsd Postcolonial Conditions’, Remaking
Women: Feminism and Modernity in the Middle East by Lila Abu-Lughod (Princeton, New Jersey:
Princeton UP, 1998), pp. 3-31 (p. 21).

* Abu-Lughod, p. 21.

12 Abu-Lughod, p. 22.

13 Abu-Lughod, p. 25.
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Nawal al-Sa’dawi, Fadia Faqir and Ahdaf Soueihituenced by Islamic

feminism*

As two transnational movements that bypass ethmdaacial differences,
Islam and feminism, | argue, are two major subjédts need to be explored in the
works of Soueif and Aboulela. In fact, in the wodéghe two authors Islam and
feminism are intricately linked. Since the two nlists write in English, we might
rightly conclude that the audience being addressad international one. Taking
into consideration the plots of the two novels whiatricately involve Arab and
non-Arab women and portray the experiences of tiveseen in the socio-historical
contexts in which they live, the two novels entéoia dialogue with the precepts of
feminism. In other words, through the portrayatidferent women and their
differing experiences, the two novels explore @eets of feminism, its variants and
its relationship to Islam, modernity, globalizati@olonialism and imperialism. In
the two works, the authors foreground differencesacial classes, history, cultural
backgrounds, religion and political ideology in waiat invite us to question the
limits of (Western) feminism and examine how Aratymen writers approach it.
Through depicting the experiences of Arab and nacabAvomen and exploring the
fertility of trans-cultural and cross-ethnic encters, Soueif and Aboulela reflect a
tendency in Arab British women literature to foregnd coalitions and alliances that

bypass national, racial and ethnic boundaries.

4 Another example of the fluidity of the Islamic/séar feminist movement in the Arab world can be
found in Amin Malak’s approach to Soueif's workshis bookMuslim Narratives and the Discourse
of English In explaining the criteria for his text selectidvialak argues that one of the criteria is that
the authors he selected ‘have been influenceddtgmi] to such a degree that it has represented a
significant inspirational source for them’ (p. RB)alak’s eighth chapter of the book (pp. 127-150)
analyzes Soueif's works. See: Amin Maldkyslim Narratives and the Discourse of Engl{giibany,
NY: State University of New York Press, 2005).
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2.1 Transnational Feminisms Demystified: Power Retaons, Representation,
and Understanding

Before providing an overview of some of the readistussions on transnational
feminist movements, | would like first to explaiova | am using this term. The
feminist movements | seek to foreground are noy @ully aware of the imbalance

of power relations between ‘First World’ and ‘ThWdorld’ countries, but they are
also alert to the fact that other factors, suckasal class, religion and education,
embody challenges that need to be addressed frdotivism plans to succeed and
for mobilizations of international issues to gatheymentum. For feminist
movements to be effective, powerful and attractweeldwide, feminists should, as
Grewal and Kaplan clearly point out, ‘continuallyestion the narratives in which
they are embedded, including but not limiting [tiseMwes] to the master narratives
of mainstream feminism[sf> The scholarship of feminist movements take onboard
Robert Stam’s argument about scholarship in theioaltural academy, whereby
scholarship is ‘not to completely embrace the offespective, but at least to
recognize it, acknowledge it, take it into accose® oneself through it, and even be
transformed by it° In other words, maintaining dialogue with differeonceptual
and ideological movements is the cornerstone fognassive liberal movements,

including feminism(s).

However, constant engagement with other movemsriee of the main

challenges that transnational feminist movementg @maounter in various forms

'3 Inderpal Grewal and Caren Kaplan, ‘Introductiorasnational Feminist Practices and Questions
of Postmodernity’, irBcattered Hegemonies: Postmodernity and Transratiéeminist Practicesed.
by Inderpal Grewal and Caren Kaplan (Minneapolisivdrsity of Minnesota Press, 1997), pp. 1-33
(p. 18).

'® Robert Stam, ‘Multiculturalism and the Neoconséimes’, in Dangerous Liaisons: Gender, Nation,
and Postcolonial Perspectivesd. by Anne McClintock, Aamir Mufti and Ella SrethMinneapolis:
University of Minneapolis Press, 1997), pp. 188-203201).
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and at different levels. The argument that Chail@dtpade Mohanty made in her
classic essay ‘Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scélufaand Colonial Discourse’
highlighted the need to be sensitive to the phemaindivisions between ‘First
World’ and ‘Third World’ women. Originally writtem 1984 but subsequently
reproduced in different publications, Mohanty a@sug/estern feminists of
assuming ‘a homogeneous notion of the oppressiaroofen as a group’ which
results in creating ‘the image of an “average Thifdrld Woman™ who ‘leads an
essentially truncated life based on her femininedge (read: sexually constrained)
and her being “Third World” (read: ignorant, pooneducated, tradition-bound,

domestic, family-oriented, victimized, etc)'.

This image, Mohanty adds, is constructed ‘in cattta the (implicit) self-
representation of Western women as educated, asrmidfiin other words, Western
feminists use ‘Third World’ women as their foil,qolucing as a result a new layer of
colonization, and consequently, ‘rob[bing] thenttwdir historical and political
agency’*® Mohanty asserts that applying the notion of womgmomogeneous
category to women in the ‘“Third World’ ‘colonizesdaappropriates the pluralities of
the simultaneous location of different groups ofwem in social class and ethnic

frameworks™?® Thus, Mohanty calls for ‘careful, historically sjic generalizations

responsive to complex realities’,

To sum up, Mohanty believes that ‘a transnationéicapitalist feminist

critique, one that draws on historical materialena centralizes racialized gender’

" Chandra Talpade Mohantiyeminism Without Borders: Decolonizing Theory, Riciog Solidarity
(Durham & London: Duke UP, 2003), p. 22.

8 Mohanty, p. 22.

19 Mohanty, p. 39.

20 Mohanty, p. 39.

I Mohanty, p. 39.
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can be useful for analyzing how capitalism and@sous relations of rule
differently affect the lives of women in the woffdlt is worth quoting her at length
here because of her influence on other advocateartgnational feminisms and
because it is her theoretical framework that in@much of my analysis of the two

novels under examination:

Activists and scholars must also identify and régiom forms of
collective resistance that women, especially, eirttifferent
communities enact in their everyday lives. It isitlparticular
exploitation at this time, their potential episterprivilege, as well as
their particular forms of solidarity that can be thasis for
reimagining a liberatory politics for the startthfs century*

Mohanty focuses here on local forms of resistahaedan be the basis for global
feminist movements. As | will argue, the works @u8if and Aboulela show,
through their plots, structures and characterimatiow transnational movements
need to be attentive to the interconnectednessoidils economic, political and
historical issues that contribute to the oppressifomomen in various parts of the
world at various levels. This approach helps festébetter understand the local

forms of resistance against multifaceted and int@nected forms of oppression.

In this sense, an understanding of the socio-ecanquulitical and historical
situation in which Aboulela’s protagonist NajwaNtinarethas chosen to be a
devout Muslim in diaspora dismantles, to use Magjlasvords, ‘the assumption that
Islam is a blanket under which people from Islaouttures are huddled together
regardless of their regional, ethnic, culturalssland gender differenceéé’ln other

words, Najwa'’s religiosity itMinaret could be seen as a form of resistance to global

22 Mohanty, p. 231.

% Mohanty, p. 236.

4 Haideh Moghissi, ‘Women, War and Fundamentalisth&éMiddle East'Social Science Research
Council<http://essays.ssrc.org/septll/essays/moghissi oyt htn [accessed 10 July 2010], para.
5 of 11.
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economic and political forces that uproot her frioen home country and render her a
helpless refugee in London. In this context, Ist#fers Najwa a shelter to re-
compose herself and connect with other women whe lger the help and affection

she desperately craves.

Deepika Bahri shares Mohanty’s concern about tieisiof women under
the current wave of capitalism and globalizatioahB argues that ‘[u]nder the
contemporary circumstances of globalization andathest complete sway of
capitalism world-wide, the condition of women hasdme a more urgent issue than
ever 2> While she concedes that the world has become mteonnected
economically and politically in a wave that sevgmisenfranchizes ‘Third World’
women, Bahri urges us to reflect on the issuegfesentation, colonial relations
and gender inequalities as sites of manifesting Rbucauldian nexus between
knowledge and power’ since ‘those with the powerefaresent and describe others
clearly control how these others will be se&Rahri's comments remind us of
Spivak’s provocative question ‘Can the subaltema&@’ in her eponymous essay
and how the representation of ‘Third World’ womemde highly problematic as |

have explained in my discussion of FagiMg Name is Salma

The Map of Loveeems to engage with the question of representatio
cautiously. The novel gives space for the lesslpged women to speak. Through
their interaction with Amal, the upper-middle clggstagonist who has just returned
to Egypt after an estrangement and separation freminglish husband, women of

lower classes voice their opinions on several ddmaad international issues. As

% Deepika Babhri, ‘Feminism in/and Postcolonialism’The Cambridge Companion to Postcolonial
Literary Studiesed. by Neil Lazarus (Cambridge: Cambridge UP 4200p. 199-220 (p. 201).
% Bahri, pp. 203-5.
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Amin Malak explains, Amal’s friendships with thegsants in her ancestral village,
Tawasi, and Tahiyya, the doorman’s wife in herdiag in Cairo ‘redres|s] the
balance in the novel by allowing space and forunfifures outside the privileged
political and cultural elite’” Similarly, Isabel, an American journalist and Afsal
future sister-in-law, befriends Um Aya, the wifetbé museum’s doorman. Um Aya
gives Isabel a wise piece of advice on her relatgnwith the man she loves to
which Isabel carefully listens. In this respecg ttovel not only breaks through class
barriers, it also creates an atmosphere where-ctdggal boundaries are negotiated
among women of different classes. Malak rightlyusagythat ‘there is a conscious
design operating here to give voice to ordinary, yeuitively astute, people and to
let them air their concerns directly, effectivedyd, at times, humorousI$f.In
representing women of different backgrountise Map of Lovéighlights the

problematics of handling difference.

In what may seem an engagement with Mohanty’sfeafieminists to
recognize difference and to properly investigateltital conditions that converge in
oppressing women, len Ang argues that ‘[t]lakindetlénce seriously necessitates the

adoption of a politics gbartiality rather than a politics of inclusion’ by constracfi

2 Amin Malak, ‘Arab-Muslim Feminism and the NarratigéHybridity: The Fiction of Ahdaf Soueif’,
Alif, 20 (2000), 140-183 (p. 156).

%8 Malak, p. 146. It is important to remember hereahmmireh and Lisa Suhair Majaj’s warning on
how works by ‘Third World’ women are received iretiest. Amireh and Majaj postulate that
contexts not only significantly influence how sgdcivorks are read, but they also have an effect on
and even determine ‘which texts are translatedketad, reviewed, and taught, and which issues are
prioritized’ (p. 3). Amireh and Majaj maintain thiétte history of the reception of “Third World”
women'’s texts in the West reflects in miniature ligory of the relations between “First” and “Tdhir
World” women’ (p. 6). It is with this warning in md that we need to ground our analysis of liteeatur
produced by ‘Third World’ women and published ie West. See: Amal Amireh and Lisa Suhair
Majaj, ‘Introduction’, inGoing Global: The Transnational Reception of Thivdrld Women Writers
ed. by Amal Amireh and Lisa Suhair Majaj (New Y&W ondon: Garland Publishing Inc., 2000), pp.
1-26.
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the ‘limits’ of feminism’s own field of political interventiaff Ang argues that a
politics of partiality ‘accepts the principle tHaminism can never ever be an
encompassing political home for all women’ becdt@emany groups of “other”
women other interests, other identifications amettmes more important and
politically pressing than [. . .] those relatedheir being women® Though
seemingly Ang’s argument can be seen as contragitidMohanty’s perspectives, |
think it is better to look at it as cautionary ansftructive. In this sense, Ang’s
argument on the limits of feminism as a politicalvement encourages feminists to

be more adaptive, flexible and wary of reachingadiiock.

Ang’s caveat is similar to Caren Kaplan’s engagdmeétin Adrienne Rich’s
concept of the politics of location in the sensat thoth critics, i.e. Ang and Kaplan,
caution against an uncritical appropriation of idgocal and political forms of
expression. Kaplan argues that questions of lacatie more useful when they are
‘used to deconstruct any dominant hierarchy or fregec use of the term gendét'.
On the other hand, a politics of location is nafuswhen it is construed to be the
reflection of authentic, primordial identities theak to be re-established and
reaffirmed. Discourses of location, Kaplan warres) be used ‘to naturalize
boundaries and margins under the guise of celelratiostalgia, or inappropriate

assumptions of samene&$in short, a politics of location, Kaplan asseitsalso

% len Ang, ‘I'm a Feminist but . . . “Other” Womema Postnational Feminism’, ifeminist
Postcolonial Theory: A Readezd. by Reina Lewis and Sara Mills (Edinburgh:ribdirgh UP, 2003),
pp.190-206 (p. 204, italics in original).

% Ang, p. 204.

%1 Caren Kaplan, ‘The Politics of Location as Trani&mal Feminist Practice’, iScattered
Hegemoniesed. by Grewal and Kaplan, pp. 137-51 (p. 139).

%2 Kaplan, p. 139.
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problematic when it is deployed as an agent of @mpation, constructing similarity

through equalizations when material histories iatidnequities®>

Ang and Kaplan’s warnings encourage us to be sus@of utilizing
analytical tools to flatten differences. Analytitabls and concepts, like the politics
of location, are useful when we employ them ‘totde#ize unexamined or
stereotypical images that are vestiges of colahglourse and other manifestations
of modernity’s structural inequalitie¥’ Approached with suspicion and continually
guestioned, these tools can help us recognize arklam the complex relationships
among women in different parts of the world. Irsteénse, we need to thoroughly
contextualize the experiences of different womehhe Map of LovandMinaret to
avoid hasty judgements on their actions. In thisegAmal’s choice to live in her
native village of Tawasi and Najwa’s decision tcawthe hijab can be seen as
efficient strategic options based on their localie&periences. In this context, the
historical and socio-economic contexts of theirezignces offer clues to
understanding their decisions. In this sense, adetstanding of the historical
context under which Amal and Najwa take their deais represents a useful

employment of the politics of location.

Inderpal Grewal and Caren Kaplan state that inisarative to address the
historical context in which women live as well &g international economic
hegemonies that influence their lives. They mamthat transnational feminist
practices require a kind ofomparativework rather than theelativistic linking of

“differences” undertaken by proponents of “globahinism™ who construct ‘a

¥ Kaplan, p. 139.
% Kaplan, p. 139.
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theory of hegemonic oppression under a unifiedgmateof gender® Through these
comparative practices, the tiniest details comesusdrutiny and they may become a
basis for a socio-political-situated feminist mowem Scattered Hegemoniesa

call for feminists to utilize a postmodern discauby offering critiques of economic
and cultural conditions that govern the lives oflions of women worldwide.

Grewal and Kaplan state:

Without an analysis of transnational scattered imegees that reveal
themselves in gender relations, feminist movemeiltsemain
isolated and prone to reproducing the universaligiestures of
dominant Western culturés.

Grewal and Kaplan’s argument is quite useful fadenstanding the
transnational feminist agendas that | believe Ureldre two novels under study in
this chapter. In Soueif$he Map of Lovethe willingness of Anna, the upper class
English woman, to listen to other voices in ordeunderstand the different context
under which Egyptian women live enables her to eachwith these women and
capture the underlying similarities and differenttest link her experience as an
upper class English woman to the experiences oEfgptian peers. Similarly, in
Aboulela’sMinaret a western feminist might not appreciate at firaja’s
seemingly backward position of wishing to be andiet Muslim housewife, but an
investigation of Najwa’'s experience as a womarxiteenight help contextualize the
specificity of Najwa’s needs and goals. Bettet,stilvestern feminist will accept the
existence and viability of an Islamic feminist mowent that can be understood, in
the words of Azza Basarudin, ‘as one strategy faslvih women to struggle for

women’s rights from within an Islamic paradigm tiatompatible with indigenous

% Inderpal Grewal and Caren Kaplan, ‘Introductiorafsnational Feminist Practices and Questions
of Postmodernity’, irBcattered Hegemoniesd. by Grewal and Kaplan, pp. 1-33 (pp. 17-18).
% Grewal and Kaplan, p. 17.
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socio-cultural and religious locatior¥’. In this sense, a comprehensive
understanding of the needs of women and the lochbéobal impediments that
prevent them from realizing their goals and thdlectively contribute to shaping
women’s experiences in different parts of the wagldn essential requirement for

building globally influential feminist movements.

2.2 First-hand Experience, Understanding and Transational Feminisms in
Ahdaf Soueif'sThe Map of Love

The Map of Loveells the story of Lady Anna Winterbourne, an Estglwidow
whose husband dies of depression after particigatithe English military
campaign on Sudan in 1899. Prompted by her fathéaw’s anti-colonial
sentiments, she sets sail to Egypt in an attemphde@rstand the nature of a country,
and more significantly of a nation, that has atedseveral invaders throughout
history. It is not an accident then that she fal®ve and marries one of the
Egyptian upper-class nationalists. Though her ragerputs her in an unenviable
position with regard to other English people, stenages, with the help of her
husband'’s sister, Layla al-Baroudi, to set up digieht network with other Egyptian
women. Anna bears witness to a society in the goésocial, economic and
political upheaval of which she keeps an accumtend. Upon the assassination of

her husband (and upon his wish), she returns téaBdgvith her daughter.

One hundred years later, her great granddaugktdyel, prompted this time
by her love for Omar al-Ghamrawi flies to EgypthwAnna’s trunk and forges a
strong relationship with his sister Amal despite #pparent age difference. If Anna’s
sojourn in Egypt exposes the follies of Britisharukation, Isabel’'s experience in

Egypt reveals the cruelty of American imperialismthe twentieth century and its

3" Basarudin, p. 65.
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concomitant hypocrisy. Through Isabel’s interactrath Egyptian women of
different classes, she becomes more and more afvtlre heterogeneity of the
Egyptian society and recognizes the various problgrat affect Egyptian women

differently based on their social class, educatieligion and location.

The two interlocking stories of Anna and Isabelmoeall about a victim-
predator conflict - they also foreground the pasisjtof a cross-cultural dialogue
through feminist movements or even movements tieabased on mutual
understanding and self-criticism. As the works afhdnty, Ang and Grewal and
Kaplan show, beside gender inequality, socio-ecaa@amd political differences
need to be adequately addressed for a better uadéensy of the conditions that
influence women'’s lives in different corners of thierld. At the same time, the story
is seen from the point of view of the highly edechtipper-middle class Amal.
Although, the novel privileges Amal in this sen8eal’s decision to settle in her
home village of Tawasi and work closely with othi#lagers for a better future
invites us to think of the possibilities embeddea itransnational feminist movement
that is grounded in local politics. In other wordsew that Amal lives with the
villagers, she has the obligation and the oppatyuni demystify, through her global

connections, the real needs of her own people.

Soueif'sTheMap of Lovehas received some attention since its publication
1999. Researchers, however, have not adequatelgssdd in depth the
transnational feminist project informing Soueif’'®rk. Most reviewers and critics
have focussed on the cross-cultural encountethleatovel portrays and what it
entails of linguistic and cultural hybridity. Farstance, Joseph Massad states that
‘Soueif’'s writing investigates the possibilities@afltural dialogue as well as the
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politics of desire, both within and outside thialdgue’® He goes on to say that

‘[clentral to her investigations is the encounteEast and West, of Arabic and
English, and of men and women in an intercultucaitext’*° Similarly, Catherine
Wynne readg he Map of Lovas a novel that attempts to explore the limitghef
common ground, the Mezzaterra, through ‘focus[img]Ja] hybrid family’*® Wynne
argues that while the novel unveils ‘the heteroggraad complexity of intercultural
engagement, [. . . it] reveals the common grounpkatsal, fleeting and ultimately as
illusory.”* On the other hand, the employment of languageémbvel has received
much interest by researchers. For instance, Mohah#tieakry and Patsy Hunter
Hancock examine ‘code switching as a literary dehiic the novel? The authors
note that Soueif's employment of a ‘foreignizingasegy’ inThe Map of Lovecould

potentially function as a discourse of resistanitin/to the dominant Anglo-

American language and cultuf€’.

Other critics have highlighted the feminist stattta the ending of the novel
represents. For instance, Amin Malak approvindigugh succinctly, describes
Amal’s return to her village as Soueif’'s attempbtalge ‘the dislocations between a
hybridized, privileged intellectual like Amal arldet reality of her peoplé* For
Malak, it is through the inclusion of peripheraic&s in the novel, represented by
the women peasants in Amal’s home village of Tawthsit Soueif is trying to

correct an anomalous Arab women’s movement thr@ugalitics of inclusion.

% Joseph Massad, ‘The Politics of Desire in the Mgibf Ahdaf Soueif’ Journal of Palestine
Studies 28 (1999), 74-90 (p. 74).

% Massad, p. 75.

0 Catherine Wynne, ‘Navigating the Mezzaterra: Hokt@rem and the Hybrid Family in Ahdaf
Soueif'sThe Map of Love Critical Survey 18 (2006), 56-66 ( p. 59).

“L\Wynne, p. 65.

2 Mohammed Albakry and Patsy Hunter Hancock, ‘Codéching in Ahdaf Soueif'sSThe Map of
Love, Language and Literaturel7 (2008), 221-34 (p. 222).

“3 Albakry and Hancock, p. 231.

4 Amin Malak, ‘Arab-Muslim Feminism and the Narragiof Hybridity’, p. 158.
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Emily S. Davis, on the other hand, examines tratemal links that permeate the
novel by showing how Soueif employs the genre ofance for exploring themes
that are not normally associated with the genreifaaintains thatThe Map of
Love’s yoking of romance to politics allows for an exjplon of transnational
political coalitions for which neither masculinisationalist rhetoric nor colonialist

fantasy has provided the spat®’.

Davis’ reading implicitly reduces transnationakiénto a device employed by
the author to transform the genre: ‘This imagineapessive transnational
community, while set up by conventions of romareeckly disrupts both the
obsessive heterosexuality and the nationatissociated with the geriré This is
reinforced by Davis’ drawing on a testimony by Séherself whereby Soueif
explains that writingrhe Map of Lovevas motivated by her desire to transform two
modes of representations that have been apprapbgteolonialism, namely the
romance and travel writing. Davis argues that itnportant for us to understand the
relationship between Amal and Anna to understamel tfook’s reconfiguration of
the romance*’ Davis’ focus on the relationship between the tivaracters seems
restricting here because Anna’s activism and temyits to clarify through her
letters and journal entries the hypocritical natmd the brutal face of British
colonialism to English readers seem to be readenstolod and absorbed by Amal

only.

4> Emily S. Davis, ‘Romance as Political AestheticAindaf Soueif'sThe Map of Love Genders
Online Journa) 45 (2007) fttp://www.genders.org/g45/g45_davis.htnfiaccessed 20 November
2007], para. 4 of 32.

“8 Davis, para. 11 of 32, emphasis added.

" Davis, para. 22 of 32.
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Davis’ reading encourages us to thaXclusivelyof this relationship, namely
of Anna influencing Amal to take action: ‘[Amal’sjanslation of Anna’s past into
her present [. . .] provide[s] her with a way batto [politics]’.*® Davis insists that
‘Amal’s identification withAnnaproves central tAmal’s political rebirth.*® This
reading, | argue, neglects how Anna influences (amafluenced by) Layla and
Sharif's mother, Zeinab Hanim, a theme that refl¢lse novel's interest in exploring
the limitations/horizons of transnational femimsbvements. It also diminishes
Isabel’s role because it only focuses on howhtisorical narrative influences Amal
only. Davis’ reading is ultimately concerned widn‘atypical transnational family’
rather than the activism of English, Egyptian andefican women whose
motivations and actions should be viewed as pdermfnist movements

worldwide>°

Anna’s story is not only a tale of an English widaivo travels to Egypt in
the late nineteenth century and falls in love ardries a member of the Egyptian
landed gentry. It is also the story of her friendshkith Layla, Anna’s sister-in-law,
which unveils various fallacies about the life abBA women in that time: it is a story
concerned with correcting several misconceptioas dhientalists and orientalism
have endeavored to construct about Arab womeres liks Lindsey Moore puts it,
The Map of Lov&deploys elements of the romance genre as amtioerévisionist
historiography* In this sense, Soueif's book reminds us of Sarés\Mirgument

that the writings of female travellers do not #atly into an orientalist framework

“8 Davis, para. 22 of 32.

“9 Davis, para. 22 of 32, emphasis added.
* Davis, para. 21 of 32.

*1 Moore, p. 146.
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and often ‘constitute an undermining voice’ withire colonial discours¥.Mills
highlights the uneasy and somewhat contradictosytipo Western female travellers

have occupied in relation to colonial discourse:

[D]Jominant discourse is problematic because ofaisflict with the
discourses of ‘femininity’, which were operating them in equal,
and sometimes stronger, measure. Because of tisesesive
pressures, their work exhibits contradictory eleta@vhich may act
as a critique of some of the components of othkmial writings>*

Anna’s honest description and interaction with Avadimen reveal that the
harem is not a place of licentiousness and serdalgences, but a secluded space
where socially and politically active women discpsditical and cultural matters in a
safe and quiet environment. Soueif uses Anna’sréxpee as an exemplar for a new
generation of Western women at the end of the te@ntentury, represented by
Isabel, to show that a trans-cultural encountertzaa fertile ground for solidarity if
approached with no preconceived assumptions anmubsitfons. In both stories,
emphasis is on personal experience, interactiordadgue. As Moore puts it, for
Anna and Isabel ‘the romantic appeal of Egypt, dredspecific attractions of two
Egyptian men, [. . .] become a point of entry teeahanced understanding of and

commitmento that country®?

The Map of Lovéself is the result of a combined effort by Anfegbel,
Layla and Amal, four women of four different gertevas and cultural backgrounds.
As Moore argues, the novel ‘foregrounds positiidiations between Egyptians,
British and American women intra- and inter-gerierslly’.>® It also shows how

important it is for women to tell their stories aiodpass on their experiences to

®2 sara Mills,Discourses of Difference: An Analysis of Women&/&rWriting and Colonialism
(London & New York: Routledge, 1991), p. 91.

>3 Mills, p. 91.

** Moore, p. 147, emphasis added.

%5 Moore, p. 151.
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future generations. As Mariaddd®ccardi rightly argues, ‘it is in the gynealogical
succession that knowledge becomes possible inaipikee discontinuity between the
past and the preserif It is throughstorytellingthat women come to know each
other better. Amal, who has just left her Englisistband and was about to bury
herself alive, works hard to re-construct the sttrg omniscient narrator tells us
that ‘[a]cross a hundred years the woman’s [Annaisge speaks to her — so clearly
that she cannot believe it is not possible to pigker pen and answef’By using
journals and letters, ‘Soueif creates private daatsiwhich impel the provision of
contextual information®® In fact, Amal plays an important role in providing

contextual information. She becomes more and nmeegsted and involved:

| am obsessed with Anna Winterbourne’s brown jour@hae has
become as real to me as Dorothea Brooke. | nefitlitothe gaps to
know who the people are of who she speaks, paitieitbackdrop
against which is living her life here on the pagdront of me (p. 26,
emphasis added).

| argue that the novel develops and nourishes ssearoltural as well as a
transnational identification. The novel seems t@kasize that gaps across time and
space can be bridged and overcome if there islaMé novel shows that difference,
as Moore reminds us, ‘can be infinitesimally realoatil it turns out to be not so
very different at all®® This is what Amber E. Kinser calls for in her gs8dulti-
voiced Feminism is Messy and Vibrant'. Kinser aigtleat feminists need to fin[d]

ways to hear multiple, divergent and even discadrgtaites with clarity and

*% Mariadele Boccardi, ‘History as Gynealogy: A.S.aBy Tracy Chevalier and Ahdaf Soueif’,
Women: A Cultural Revigwt5 (2004), 192-203 (p. 193).

" Ahdaf SoueifThe Map of LovéLondon: Bloomsbury, 1999), p. 4. Further refeesto this book
are given after quotations in the text.

*8 Moore, p. 148.

*¥Moore, p. 157.
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resonance®® Kinser suggests that feminists ‘retrain [themss]e hear the
cacophony imew wayssometimes to allow for a little discord, othendis to focus
on underlying rhythms®> The Map of Loveeems to celebrate this ‘cacophony’ by
creating lengthy cross-cultural, cross-class andszcultural/class dialogues. This
vision is an explicit call for exchanging ideas @ahdughts, understanding each
other’s interests and concerns, and resisting suaitical, ideological and cultural

impediments that slow down progressive moves.

Widowed Anna, allured by Fredrick Lewis’ orienpalintings, gets interested
in exploring the East. Though her interest is gomehin orientalist discoursshe
doesquestion the existence of the world Lewis depi#dnd | wondered, as | had
wondered before, is that a world which truly eX@s{®. 46). This sense of scepticism
sets Anna apart from other orientalists and shaws dpen-minded she is. As
Valassopoulos argues, ‘Anna’s reasons for trawgglinEgypt [are] both political and
aesthetic’ as she resolves to understand the redésoher husband’s death and to
visit the romantic images of the east as depicieBrbdrick Lewis>? In other words,
Anna’s desire to visit Egypt ‘has its roots in amaige of orientalist arf
Valassopoulos rightly argues that although it esittea of the harem as depicted by
Lewis’ painting that motivates Anna to go on harrjeey to Egypt, ‘it may be
possible to escape the imperialist ideology thatighay not be possible to ever

negate the intermediary stage of being an oriesttéfiValassopoulos’ analysis

0 Amber E. Kinser, ‘Multi-voiced Feminism is MessydaVibrant’, Women and Languag26 (2003),
110-15 (p. 110).

¢l Kinser, p. 110, emphasis added.

62 Anastasia Valassopoulos, ‘Fictionalising Post-n@bTheory: the Creative Native Informant?’,
Critical Survey 16 (2004), 28-44 ( p. 34).

%3 Valassopoulos, p. 35.

% valassopoulos, p. 35.
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valorizes both Soueif's aesthetic representatiahAama’s open-mindedness, two

issues that | think intertwine to highlight the etg feminist thematic manifestation.

Ironically, Anna’s first encounter with Arab womenEgypt strongly
resembles an orientalist scene. After being kidedfdyy two Egyptian nationalists

who mistake her for a youthful Englishman, Annategiin her journal:

| woke up from what must have been a deep and hpdatember and
my first thought on waking was that | had slippetbione of those
paintings the contemplation of which had given mehsrare
moments of serenity during the illness of my dedwé&rd (p. 134).

The comforting effect these paintings have had onaduring the illness of her late
husband paves the way for a constructive transi@lltialogue Anna is about to
enter with Layla. The first words Anna exchangethwayla are significantly in
French which is presented ‘as a third languagedhatt-circuits the political power
imbalance between English and Egyptian characteBy.doing so, Soueif makes
Anna gain the respect and sympathy of both Layththa reader. On the one hand,
she is speaking a neutral language, not that afidih@nant culture; on the other
hand, she is making every effort to communicaté witvoman from a different

culture, and in this case, a woman from the domeihatlture.

By neutralizing language, Soueif makes the cro$ish@l dialogue non-
hegemonic, a feminist technique to open corridbidiaogues in the current
situation of unequal power relations. Soueif pldcady Anna in the Mezzaterra, a
meeting point for diverse cultures and traditidmat toffers ‘at once a distillation, an
enrichment of each thing, each idé&This encounter is fruitful for both Anna and

Layla. Layla, the novel seems to suggest, is Anmegator to Arab culture. Layla, to

% Moore, p. 151.
% Soueif,Mezzaterrap. 8.
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use Shao-Pin Luo’s words ‘guides’ Anna ‘towards passion and understanding of
Egyptian life, Egyptian women and Egyptian cultd¥elayla becomes a central
figure in the historical narrative the way her gtdaughter, Amal, stars as the
protagonist of the contemporary tale: both of thewe steadfast roots in Arabic
language and Islamic traditions on the one handl tlaey enjoy, on the other hand, a

Western education that helps them bridge the gepveden the different cultures.

Anna’s readiness to understand and respect thieydarity of Arab culture is
echoed a hundred years later by Isabel’'s donniitglde clothes when she
accompanies Amal to the more conservative villdgeawvasi. Amal admires
Isabel’s accommodating move: ‘She worked it outhferself. She had seen the
groups of tourists in the old city, in the Bazdhegir naked flesh lobsterlike in the
heat, the locals either staring or averting thg@seas they passed by’ (p. 165).
Moreover, when Amal and Isabel meet the women inaka Amal introduces Isabel
as her brother’s fiancée although the two are ffmti@ly engaged (p. 174). Isabel
endorses Amal’s words because any other non-meagitionship would be
considered as unacceptable and could offend treapeaomen’s feelings and
contradict their Arab-Islamic cultural upbringirtdere again, Isabel shows her
flexibility to change and to adapt to the new dituashe finds herself in because she
has a readiness and open-mindedness that makeeheultural differences and
accommodate them within her experience. This imtideay indicate that the more a
feminist movement is sensitive to cultural nuarexed the more attentive it is to the
economic and the socio-political issues that infeesthe lives of the people it tries

to represent and interact with, the more succesistimovement is.

¢ Shao-Pin Luo, ‘Rewriting Travel: Ahdaf Soueifffie Map of Lovand Bharati MukherjeeShe
Holder of the World’ The Journal of Commonwealth Literatu8 (2003), 77-104 (p. 92).
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As Cheryl Johnson-Odim reminds us, difference iglasive and relative
concept. Johnson-Odim argues that in addition tmlgeand class relations which
are the main sources of oppression of impoverigimedmarginalized Euro-
American women, race relations and often impenakse ‘added dimensions [that]
produce a different context in which Third Worldmen’s struggles must be
understood® Feminism, Johnson-Odim argues, must be a compsafeeand
inclusive ideology and movement that incorporatetstranscends gender-specificity.
Johnson-Odim warns that if feminist movements doadadress themselves to issues
of race, class, and imperialism, ‘[they] cannot&levant to alleviating the

oppression of most of the women of the woffty’.

However, this does not entail that a ‘First Wosdbman should ignore her
own needs or sacrifice her own demands. Kinsesstgethat openness to
multiplicity of voices does not mean that, in théerest of listening to others, one
silences their own or allow others to silence tH8instead, feminists, Kinser argues,
should fully attend to these ‘dialectical tensiobstause they will produce ‘a
complex but vibrant body of ideas that [each festirgan [. . .] inform and critique
and emulate’ In The Map of Lovethe relationship between Anna and Layla at the
beginning of the twentieth century as well as #latronship between Isabel and
Amal at the end of the century are sites wheredsfices are explored,

contextualized and utilized to create similaritidana and Isabel continually reflect

% Cheryl Johnson-Odim, ‘Common Themes, Different @ats: Third World Women and Feminism’,
in Third World Women and the Politics of Feminjigd. by Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Ann Russo
and Lourdes Torres (Bloomington, IN: Indiana UP919 pp. 314-27 (p. 314).

% Johnson-Odim, pp. 321-22.

OKinser, p. 112.

" Kinser, p. 115.
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on these differences and use them as a meansntifydeg with Layla and Amal

respectively.

Indeed, difference is a thorny issue that needetaddressed adequately for
feminist movements to be appealing to women ired#ffit parts of the world. At the
heart of difference lies the question of race asldrc Ann Russo urges white
feminists to analyze their relationship to racénetity, class, and sexuality since this
is a prerequisite to developing a feminist theorgt arganizing around specific
issues. For white women to be involved in a movamdrich speaks from and to the
commonality as well as diversity among women, Ruggaes, it is necessary for
them to acknowledge their privilege, understand Hwsvconditions of their lives are
connected to and made possible by the conditionsher women'’s lives, and
ultimately ‘use what they have gained from thavitgge in the service of social
change”? Russo believes that only when white feminists egasnake non-white
women ‘fundamentally different and opposed, theiitewvomen can work more
effectivelywith women, nofor women of colour”> The connection with non-white
women, Russo adds, should be ‘one of mutual dasileneed, not pity or
arrogance”* One way of achieving this goal, Russo argues indke
contextualized links between the experiences ofewibmen and non-white women

whereby the similarities and differences among womeke white feminists more

able to connect with women of color and make theet less different®

2 Ann Russo, “We Cannot Live Without Our Lives”: M Women, Antiracism, and Feminism’, in
Third World Womened. by Mohanty, Russo and Torres, pp. 297-3129p).

3 Russo, p. 303, italics in original.

" Russo, p. 307.

> Russo, p. 308.
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The novel seems to engage with this argument aitd & it through the
actions and statements of the characters. Fomicstas Isabel accompanies Amal to
her home village of Tawasi, she constantly questtwer relationship with Amal, a
guestioning that sometimes amounts to mistrustt &uhe city had retreated further
and further behind them, Isabel had felt herselfxgr not uneasy, but somewhat less
assured’ (p. 166As if remembering Russo’s stipulation of notitegtgo of her own
needs, Isabel feels that ‘she [has] delivered Herger into the hands of Amal al-

Ghamrawi and it [is] like being a child again’ (70).

These two incidents may be read in conjunction wWithopening pages of the
novel where it is Amal who is suspicious aboutdbals of Isabel’s journey to Egypt:
‘Amal could not pretend she was not wary. Wary aedry in advance: an
American woman - a journalist’ (p. 6). Amal is ‘pdisposed to doubt Isabel's
objectives in coming to Egypf and expects Isabel to question her about concepts
that are commonly misrepresented in the West abi@li women. The novel seems
to portray these moments of suspicion and mistmdioth sides as positive signs for
building a lasting and unwavering solidarity betwdiee two women, not a hasty and
shaky relation based on unrealistic and romantimons of sisterhood. In this sense,
the novel rightly argues that a coalition basedipguestioned assumptions of
sisterhood ends up being built on ‘an intrinsideténce’ between ‘First’ and ‘Third

World’ women, to use Amireh and Majaj's phrdSe.

During Isabel’s visit to Tawasi and through henwersations with peasant
women which are made possible due to the presdnotegoreter/translator Amal,

difference seems to transform itself into a groforcexploring commonalities. The

® Moore, p. 147.
" Amireh and Majaj, p. 8.
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encounter becomes a fruitful and mutually bendfitiaeting. As the women begin
to explain to Isabel that the US is involved inghg their lives through the direct
and indirect demands it makes of the Egyptian govent, Isabel understands that
as a US woman journalist, she can help other wamdére ‘Third World’ by

campaigning to avert her country’s policies thagatevely influence them:

‘And since Sett Eesa [Isabel] is here with us Htet, ya Sett Amal,
tell her to tell her government to lighten its hamdus a little.’
‘Everything that happens they say Amreeka wants they cancel
the present cooperatives, Amreeka wants this 276).

Indeed, Isabel experienciist-handsome of her country’s oppressive
practices and its hypocritical calls for implemegtWestern democracy in the
‘“Third World'. Ironically, while the US governmeptoclaims itself as international
guardian of the developing world, it simultaneoustyps repressive governments

and anti-democratic regimes in the Middle East. Aimzanslates to Isabel the

witchcraft-like-hunt in Tawasi following the teriiet attacks on Luxor tourist sites:

‘[T]hey say if the police go looking for someonedahey don't find
him, theytake his womerhis wife his sister his mothey whatever.
And they hold them till he gives himself up.’
Isabel has nothing to say. Arrest warrants. Youehtae right to
remain silent — nothing of what she knows hold&Hpr 186,
emphasis added).
The two different realities that present themseteesabel reveal the oppressive and
democratic approaches employed by Egyptian anddy8rgments respectively but
they do not create in Isabel a sense of intringferénce from Egyptian women nor
do they thwart her from understanding the diffeeygeriences of these women. On
the contrary, the novel encourages the reader k& m@nnections across space and

time.
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The novel makes clear the connections between p8rialism at the end of
the twentieth century and British colonialism onmtired years ago. A century ago,
Anna has witnessed the hypocritical and false atlegs of the British Empire’s
civilizing mission and the white man’s duty to reedhe less-developed nations.
When Anna tries to inform Lord Cromer about her j@@n friends’ desire to
educate women, Lord Cromer, claiming to know Edgiter, dismisses as nonsense
this idea (p. 248)° Lord Cromer’s claims of knowing Egypt more thae fgyptians
themselves is predicated on a British colonialistaurse promoted by British
colonialist officials that ‘justifies the necessftyr British occupation of Egypt [. . .]
and make[s] such questions as [Egyptian] infegaitd [British] superiority seem

petty ones”’

Anna’s experience undercuts Lord Cromer’s claint exposes his
hypocrisy, narcissism and ignorance. In her joyrsia documents the atrocity
committed against the peasants of the villaggenshwai by Lord Cromer. She
identifies with women of the village of Denshwai.(429). As an Egyptian
nationalist leader who seeks to expose the oppeeasid hypocritical nature of
British colonialism, Sharif Basha’s suggestion tan& shows to what extent Anna,
the Englishwoman, can help alleviate the woundseofEgyptian peers: “The only
way we can bear this is to make it work for us..J.Your friends in Londowill help
us™ (p. 434, emphasis added). Sharif Basha’s esiplan making this incident

known to people in Britain through Anna’s connecigpeaks volumes of the

"8 Leila Ahmed argues that the activities of Lord @&y exemplify how, when it came to the cultures
of other men, white supremacist views, androceatnit paternalistic convictions, and feminism came
together in harmonious and actually entirely lobaaord in the service of the imperial idea (p2)15
Lord Cromer who presented himself as this champfahe unveiling of Egyptian women was, in
England, founding member and sometime presidetiteoMen’s League for Opposing Women'’s
Suffrage.

" Edward W. SaidQrientalism(London: Penguin Books, 2003), p. 32.
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importance of transnational networks in unveilingdlized forms of resistance. In
this sense, Isabel’'s and Anna’s experiences in Egygp'grounded [in] particularized
analysis linked with larger, even global, econoand political frameworks’, to use

Mohanty’s word$?

The novel highlights these links through the attengd Anna and Isabel to
understangfrom their positions as outsidetBe experiences of Egyptian women. In
this way, the novel engages with the problematiaduiressing differences among
women from different cultural backgrounds. Thiswgaultural identification is
emphasized by contrasting an Egyptian woman'’siogldd politics with her English
counterpart. Anna compares and contrasts her devbdifore her trip to Egypt to
that of her mother-in-law Zeinab Hanim and reflemshe fact that the latter’s life

was determined by her husband and son’s involvemeptlitics:

How | wish it were possible to say ‘Enough of post, truly and
forever. | find myself thinking sometimes of life London, occupied
with nothing more than choosing the day’s menraling to the
children and doing old things about the house. &&shwalking in the
Park (p. 434).
By juxtaposing two different experiences, the ndwéhgs into dialogue two
different perspectives. Difference becomes a siteihderstanding the needs of each
other and finding a way for cementing coalitiordh@ng Mohanty’s postulation that
in knowing differences ‘we can better see the cotioes and commonalities
because no border or boundary is ever completgidiyr determining’®* In this

sense, when experienced first-hand, questionedexerdined carefully, differences

can be utilized as points of identification.

8 Mohanty, p. 223.
8. Mohanty, p. 226.
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Anna’s ability to see how the political activism2&éinab Hanim’s husband
and son against colonialism has influenced heiififiécates that Anna is properly
contextualizing the experiences of other womenidethe mantra of gender
oppression. By highlighting how nationalist andippcdl concerns invade the private
life of Zeinab Hanim, Anna is foregrounding difface as a site of examination and
investigation. Indeed, the novel seems to preseng’ sojourn in Egypt as a site of
examining and investigating markers of differermgh as the veil and the harem.
Wearing the veil during the trip to Sinai gives Ananew perspective and a new
world view. This helps her understand why some Avamen may wear the veil
since it gives them more freedom to move withincep&he no longer looks at the
veil only as a sign of an oppressive Muslim pathat practice as many orientalists

have promoted:

[A] most librating thing, this veil. While | was aeng it, | could look
wherever | wanted and nobody could look back atMudody could
find out who | was. | was one of many black-cladenmain the station
and on the train and could have traded placesseweral of them and
no one been the wiser (p. 195).

In the novel, Anna wears the veil as a disguisd,rar outlook remains that
of an upper class English woman. However, hertghidi understand the
empowering dimension of her experience of wealtmegvieil makes her identify with
other Arab women. She celebrates her invisibilggduse the veil gives her the
chance to see and not be seen, to observe hovs pésgecially the English, look
while she is completely hidden. Moore argues tlyawbaring the veil, Anna
‘complicate[s] associations between visibility,iwis, and authority® Similarly,

Wail S. Hassan describes this incident as the ‘peeted reversal of the gaze’ and

argues that although ‘seen as a sign of Muslim wosneavisibility and

8 Moore, p. 149.
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voicelessness, [the veil] becomes an authorizieggnce for Anna and a condition
of her seeing and speakirfy’If Anna’s first-hand experiencef donning the veil
helps her view it as an invigorating rather tharoppressive token that allows
Muslim women to move freely outdoors, then fiest-hand experiencef residing in
and visiting the harem is no less beneficial sihnaa learns, and explains to her
English friends, how the harem is a relaxed indiparce that allows women to

socialize and run their businesses from a quiettguin the house.

Anna starts visiting high-class Egyptian women fnds out the harem is a
cultural forum and a space where women freely dist¢heir future and their
positions in the nationalist movement. In a letteher father-in-law, Sir Charles,
Anna reveals to him that a different and congefeiainist movement is maturing in
Egypt. Anna explains that Egyptian women ‘upholel ihea that a woman’s first
duty is to her family, merely arguing that she panform this duty better if she is
better educated’ (p. 237). Significantly, this iesiny takes the form of a letter
where Anna shows her admiration for this movemieotigh its interests are
different from the contemporaneous Western femmistement. Anna shows her
understanding of the socio-historical conditiondemwhich these Arab women live,
and consequently, she appreciates the differgettaay this feminist movement is

taking®*

8 Wail S. Hassan, ‘Agency and Translational LiteratuAhdaf Soueif'sThe Map of Love PMLA,

121 (2006), 753-68 (p. 762). For a discussion a¥ kiwe veil came to be associated with a relentless
Arab patriarchy under the British colonial ruleEdypt, consult Ahmed’$Vomen and Gender in
Islam.Ahmed argues it was in the colonial context thatlthks between the issue of women and the
issues of nationalism and culture were permandatfyed. It was at this point that the veil emergsd
a potent signifier whereby the issue of women fusih issues of class, culture, and politics (p9)12
8 For a full discussion of the feminist movement&gypt at the beginning of the twentieth century,
see Leila Ahmed'®Women and Gender in Islamspecially chapters 8 and 9. These two chapters
explore various aspects of the different feministyements in Egypt at that time. Women's literary,
intellectual, and social life began a period of mmous vitality, during which varieties of feminist
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Soueif creates a situation where Anna listens foettind thenashrabiyy&
to a discussion by some of the most eminent ndtsireand religious leaders about
the status of women. Layla points to Qassim Amm&w book Al-Mar’ah al-
Jadidah(The New Women) while she and Anna listen, undsetine speakers, to a
serious debate over the liberation of women in Egipna realizes that the
nationalist and religious leaders agree on imp@women’s position, but each
leader has a different way. In the meeting, emineligious leader, Muhammad
‘Abdu, expresses progressive Islamic views that umige Lord Cromer’s claims
that religious leaders will never agree to therien of Egyptian womeriAbdu
advocates a gradual process of liberation thatisstath giving girls the right to go to

schools (p. 3815°

Reading the above scene, one might get the imprefisat Egyptian women
in the historical narrative are powerless, beinky ansubject of discussion by
nationalist and religious leaders. In other wotlls,novel might be accused of
disempowering Egyptian women since their futurefisat the hands of religious
and nationalist male leaders. However, the novdetouts this assumption in several

places. Zeinab Hanim expresses her own sympaitbriésiha when Sharif Basha

activism emergeddhmed alsadelineates the differences between the two majoirfist movements

at the time. The first movement was headed by Hiltaawi, while the other one was headed by
Malak Hifni Nassef.

8 Mashrabiyya ‘The ornate wooden screen that protects the pyiwd the balconies in traditional
houses’ (p. 524). Soueif provides a glossary ofesémrabic words she uses in the novel.

% As a fictional piece of workThe Map of Loveloes not explain all the divergent opinions on the
subject of the liberation of women in the early mveth century because the subject got entangled
with other issues such as nationalist discoursdgesisting British colonialism. The novel might be
accused of valorizing one perspective while dimnotigers. However, | think the novelist tries to
include as many voices as she can within the linfithe plotline. Indeed, Leila Ahmed argues that
Qassim Amin’s demand of the abolition of the veitiahe fundamental changes in culture and society
he proposes are the two major points that madbduk controversial (p. 145). Amin’s book, Ahmed
argues, rearticulates - in a native voice - thewal thesis of the inferiority of the native andisim
cultures and the superiority of the European petspes (p. 162). Ahmed agrees with the opinion that
Amin’s book was the fruit of discussions on thejsabby several individuals, whose ideas Amin then
threw together (p. 159). One chapter, Ahmed acqgageds distinctly different in both tone and
content and could have been written‘B$du since it valorizes Islamic perspectives (fER-61).
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asks for his mother’s opinion on his plan to manna. Zeinab Hanim explains to

him at length Anna’s hard position if she accejspinoposal:

‘For her [Anna], her whole life will change. Herqgde will be angry
with her. And the British will shun her. And evdrthey soften, it will
be difficult for her, as your wife, to visit them receive visits from
them. She will be torn off from her own people. EVer language
she will not be able to use —' (p. 281).

The care and love that Zeinab Hanim feels towardaAs further boosted after
Anna’s marriage to Sharif Basha. Anna writes injbarnal of her relationship with
Zeinab Hanim: ‘A most gentle friendship is growiogtween us, based [. . .] on
shared tasks and these mornings spent togetheeaghdday | am sensible of the
happiness our arrangement has brought her’ (p. 35@)two do not share a

language to speak in, but they share understanidivg and caré’

Listening, speaking and storytelling are importangetting up a feminist
solidarity that is based on understanding. It cadge the cultural and temporal gaps.
This is reinforced by Amal’s thinking about whoelsas read Anna’s journal, which
she conceptualizes as a means for communicatiogsatme: ‘For the sense of
Anna speaking to me — writing it down for me —aspowerful that | find myself
speaking to her in my head. At night, in my dreahss, with her and we speak as
friends and sisterdp. 306, emphasis added). Through these dialatpatsre
scattered all over the text, Soueif creates mamatsons where what we can call
transnational feminist solidarity is of paramounpbortance. Parallel to this, a local

feminist activism is of no less importance. Amabg¢e in reconstructing the story of

87 To some extent, this feminist solidarity is refetin the contemporary narrative in a conversation
between Isabel and Um Aya in an incident that exastly in the former’s mind. Nevertheless, if
anything, it confirms how women across differentigmies can still identify with each other and seek
each other’s help in spite of the fact that theyndbshare a common language. In fact, Isabel finds

the missing part of the hybrid tapestry that helagigrandmother wove a hundred years ago in her bag
after her encounter with Um Aya. This can be seetha fruit of a cross-cultural dialogue.
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Anna at the beginning of the twentieth centuryii®fal. At the same time, her
commitment to help other Egyptian women is alsaieduShe soon realizes that the
local and the global are interconnected. She fihdsit is her duty to move to her
home village of Tawasi to be with her own peoplefijhere is so much she can do,

so much she cagive, so much she cdearn’ (p. 279, emphasis added).

Amal, the Western-educated intellectual, is selexéve and shows a great
deal of flexibility: her willingness to do, to giveo take and to learn is pivotal in the
context of a feminist movement that is adaptive dyrbmic. For example,
following the Luxor bombings, the police arrestuanber of men from Tawasi. Amal
does her best to secure the release of the mesityy ier connections with Tareq
‘Atiyya, a multi-millionaire with excellent ties fweople in authority. As the subject
of a potential marriage between Tafégiyya and Amal is raised in front of the
women, the novel gives the subaltern a positiomfwehich to speak. For example,
the women, old and young, literate and illiteratd anarried and single, voice their
opinions about polygamy and the impression theaehds is that some of these

women find polygamy plausible within certain coinatis:

‘So | steal a man from his hareem? | destroy tie?l[Amal asks].

‘And why should her life be destroyed? She’s inlm@use and you in

yours. And if she doesn't like it she can say s sime has her

children and her apartment and her alimony’ (p.)446

By giving voice to the marginalized to express tloginions on one of the

issues that is commonly taken to represent a repeeMuslim patriarchy, i.e.
polygamy, the novel is offering the reader a chanogew this issue from a
different perspective. In this sense, the novetednally translates one marker of

difference over which feminists disagree. As HassguiesThe Map of Lovés a

translational text which ‘operat[es] on severaklevof mediation and contestation
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[and] alternat[es] between autoethnography andeWweiting of metropolitan
narratives from the perspective of imperializedisiies’ ®® The novel, to quote
another critic, ‘[does] not only challeng[e] the@sure of women from the historical

and artistic record but [it] also presents an al&ve ethics for approaching

narratives about other¥.

In this senseThe Map of Loveonstructively contributes to current debates
on feminist coalition building and demystifying $#Third World power imbalance
among other issues. Through demystifying Islammalsyls such as the veil and the
harem and presenting them as empowering rathemhyamessive tools, the novel
seems to adopt what Miriam Cooke calls Islamic fesm, ‘a contingent,
contextually determined strategic self-positionitigat seeks to ‘bridge religious and
gender issues in order to create conditions in vjustice and freedom may
prevail’*® One way to look at Islamic feminism, Cooke argig$p consider what it
means to have a double commitment: on the one bardfaith position, and on the
other hand, to women'’s rights both inside the hame outside. This linking of
apparently mutually exclusive identities can bec@madical act of subversidhlt
is here that | turn to Leila Aboulela whose engagetvith feminism is clearly
informed by Islam. Like Soueif's novel, Aboulel&4naret foregrounds cross-

ethnic and trans-cultural alliances. As Arab Bhitirovelists, Aboulela and Soueif

uphold boundary-crossing and seek common groundsafiasnational dialogues.

8 Hassan, p.755.

8 Davis, para. 29 of 32.

% Miriam Cooke Women Claim Islam: Creating Islamic Feminism thriougterature(London &
New York: Routledge, 2001), p. 59.

%1 Cooke, pp. 59-60.
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2.3 An Oxymoron Demystified: Islamic TransnationalFeminism in Aboulela’s
Minaret

Aboulela’sMinaret carefully plots the two parallel narratives of gpar class
Sudanese girl who experiences the trauma of exillea bloom of her youth. The
first is the story of Najwa, the spoilt and ignaréiviesternized university girl whose
luxurious life relies on her father’s controverpalitical career; the other, is that of
a deserted and exiled Najwa who seeks to coperyndiicult circumstances in
London. The story moves between 1984 and 2004 larwhicles Najwa'’s pre- and
post-exile attitudes towards the people aroundlhe8udan, Najwa cherishes
Westernized high-life parties and enjoys comparignwith equal peers. She has

vague and unclear thoughts about women beyondob&l gircle.

Though she momentarily reflects on a photo of kl|mwomen in chadors,
she and her friend Randa find more substance isigag. In 1984, Najwa’s private
life is shattered by a coup d’état in Sudan. Ldter,father is found guilty and
executed. In London, Najwa faces a radically défgmreality. Her brother, Omar, is
jailed for stabbing an undercover policeman. Hethaos health rapidly deteriorates
and she dies. Najwa finds herself cut off from ¢@usins who are no longer
interested in her and she tries to fill the voidkegping in touch with other fellow
Sudanese exiles. Najwa reconnects with Anwar,dfast colleague at the
University of Khartoum. Believing that Anwar willanry her, Najwa spends her

money on his postgraduate studies.

Gradually, Najwa discovers that Anwar is not ingéed in marrying her. She
also discovers the futility of her attempts to oastruct the past. Encouraged by the
warm feelings of a number of Muslim women from Regent’'s Park Mosque who

volunteer to wash and coffin her mother upon hatlieNajwa begins to listen to a
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distant voice that she identifies with her homerntoy Sudan. She begins to visit the
mosque and befriends new Muslim women of differettonalities and ethnic
backgrounds. In a word, Islam ends Najwa’s ordéakmg isolated through
providing her with a new network of friends whosenaraderie is based on faith.
Aboulela here explores the possibility of an Islasisterhood against the allegiances
based on nationality and social class. BecomingteebMuslim is the common
interest that ties Najwa to other Muslim womenhat Regent’s Park Mosque. It is
significant that Najwa’'personal and first-hand experienoéslipping down the

social ladder plays a fundamental role in her ustdeding and appreciation of the

appealing power of Islam in an age of advancedalgm.

Towards the end of the novel, Najwa tells her fli&hahinaz, a South Asian
British woman with three children, that she wantbé a concubine of the family of
her lover, Tamer, ‘like something out Bfie Arabian Nightswith life-long security
and a sense of belonginy'Just as a reader could be astounded by Egyptian
women’s apparent support for polygamy at the enthef Map of Lovethe reader of
Minaret might be surprized by Najwa’s statement. If wendbsituate the arguments
of the peasant women and that of Najwa within ti@cspolitical conditions under
which these women live, we risk missing the pditt tthe two texts are trying to

make. For Najwa, who has suffered from instabdityl alienation, becoming a

%2 _eila AboulelaMinaret (London: Bloomsbury, 2005), p. 215. Further refiees to this book are
given after quotations in the text. | think it mportant to point out here that the cover of the
paperback edition dflinaret, published by Bloomsbury in 2006, portrays a womaaringnigab
(which covers the entire face expect for the eigg)siThe novel does not make any mention of Najwa
wearingniqab. Interestingly, the hardcover edition of the noyelblished by Bloomsbury in 2005,
features the portrait of a woman who is wealtiijgb (the headscarf) arjdbab (ankle-length, long-
sleeved, loose-fitted dress). For more details aislivh women'’s dress code, see: Fadwa El Guindi
‘Veiling Resistance’, ifrFeminist Postcolonial Theorgd. by Lewis and Mills, pp. 586-609. See also:
Leila Ahmed’sWomen and IslanProbably, the cover of the novel reminds us ofildimand Majaj's
argument on how marketing strategies influencedleption of ‘Third World’ women in the ‘First
World’ in Going Global
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concubine is a solution that gives her security gapitalist country that has little to
offer an uneducated foreign housemaid. Seen frasmptrspective, we, at the same
time, heed Kaplan’s call to consider the politi€$ogation as ‘[a] sit[e] of

historicized struggles®

In addition to understanding these conditions,aperly contextualized
reading of Najwa'’s decision invites us to look attain principles within Islam as
strategies of resistance that Muslim women emplbg novel presents Islam as the
basis for a feminist movement which enables Napeovdight off the anonymity of
being a migrant in Britair’s Margot Badran urges us to consider the socio-histo
conditions that contributed to the rise of Islaf@minism. Women, both secularists
and religiously oriented, grew increasingly coneeriby the imposition and spread
of a conservative reading of Islam by Islamist nmoeats (which emerged in the
early 1970s) and found it urgent to respond tofthnisy of Islamism ‘in a progressive
Islamic voice’®® This is linked to the disappointment with secutgimes in the

Middle East that failed to deliver democracy topeople.

Moreover, by the latter decades of the twentietitug, education had
reached more women than ever before extendingsclasses and well into rural
areas. In some parts of the Middle East, women @asegaining access to
education at the highest levels in the religiousrsmes. The emergence of Islamic
feminism coincided with the spread of electronzhi®logy that circulated

information and ideas freely and rapidly througbengpacé® By the start of the

9 Caren KaplanQuestions of Travel: Postmodern Discourses of Bispinen{Durham & London:
Duke UP, 1996), p. 149.

% Nash,The Anglo-Arab Encountgp. 150.

% Badran, p. 9.

% Badran, p. 9.
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1990s, Badran maintains, it was becoming increfsmgparent that women were
‘re/visioning a new feminism through their freslad@ngs of the Qurar’’ In the
novel, Najwa expresses her disappointment wittptiical instability in her

country: ‘Coup after coup - one set of people atwvther - like musical chairs’ (p.
139). Through portraying the cycles of violence tinar the political life in Sudan
and their ramifications on the lives of womafinaret presents Islamic sisterhood as
a house of social stability and emotional nurflir@isplaced from her homeland,

Najwa finds social and psychological security ia Regent’s Park Mosque.

Elsewhere, Badran argues that Islamic feminismahasulated a strong
position on gender equality, enunciating the fglliality of women and men in
public and private realntS.Emphasizing the interconnectedness of secular and
Islamic feminisms in the Middle East, Badran argtisiamic feminism is
radicalizing secular feminism, [. . .] pushing éyond its previous limits and
limitations’ *°° Similarly, Majid Anouar argues that ‘the feminjsbject is

challenged with the monumental task of contesting][simultaneously and

" Badran, p. 9.

% Minaret highlights the role played by politics in the werlf ‘Third World’ writers. The daughter
of a high-ranking Sudanese official, Najwa growswith secularist and nationalist discourses.
Rejecting these discourses at a later stage itifb@epresents the failure of these discourses to
compete with an Islamic discourse in diaspora llypisses ethnic and racial differences. In a way,
the novel seems to engage with Fredric Jamesaaii® ¢hat ‘[a]ll third-world texts are necessarily
[. . .]national allegories]. . .] particularly when their forms develop aftpredominantly Western
machineries of representation, such as the nopeBg). See: Fredric Jameson, ‘Third-World
Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalisn$pcial Text15 (1986), 65-88. See also: Aijaz
Ahmad, ‘Jameson’s Rhetoric of Otherness and thditiNal Allegory”, Social Text17 (1987), 3-25.
% Basarudin, p. 61.

1% Basarudin, pp. 61-62. For a discussion of thelapdsetween secular feminism and Islamic
feminism in the Middle East, see: Lila Abu-Lughdthe Marriage of Feminism and Islamism in
Egypt: Selective Repudiation as a Dynamic of Pdstdal Cultural Politics’, inRemaking Womered.
by Abu-Lughod, pp. 243-69. Abu-Lughod contends #itttough liberal secularists and Islamists in
Egypt conceive themselves as oppositional voicesamen rights and questions, ‘[the] two sets of
politically motivated culture producers can be thiotuof as in dialogue with each other’ (p. 248).
Abu-Lughod maintains a comparison between theijpaiubn women suggests that there are
‘surprising areas of overlap’ despite the fact thattwo groups define their projects and agendas
quite differently vis-a-vis modernity and the W§st 248).
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dialectically [. . .] global capitalism [and] a reatlominated and historically

entrenched version of Islart*

In this context, Majid argues that in order foreaiinist movement to provide
‘a new revolutionary paradigm’, it should artic@aan Islamically progressive
agenda - democratic, antipatriarchal, and anti-imafist’.'°? For Majid, a
progressive Islam, empowered by the equal statdislamamic contributions of
women and extending full rights to minority groufsa ‘way to break away from
Eurocentric structures and redynamize progressweWestern traditions in a
genuinely multicultural world*%® In what seems to be a response to Mohanty’s calll
of finding ways to subvert global capitalism’s ughces on women, Majid insists
that an Islamic feminist movement ‘may well be ofi¢he best platforms from
which to resist the effects of global capitalisnd @ontribute to a rich, egalitarian

polycentric world’*%*

Majid’s argument of envisioning in Islam a powerétnce to resist
capitalism and globalization forces is quite us@fudraming our reading of
Aboulela’sMinaretsince the novel highlights the dilemma of an upeddvluslim
woman who has slipped down the social ladder iapatalist society. If Suad Joseph
criticizes Majid’s argument as leaving ‘unsketch#@ structure of the house of
Islam he calls fof® Aboulela’s novel presents a practical example lodtan

Islamic feminist movement is capable of offerirgatiherents to subvert capitalist

191 Majid Anouar, ‘The Politics of Feminism in Islan8jgns 23 (1998), 321-61 (p. 324).
192 Majid, p. 324.
193 Majid, p. 325.
194 Majid, p. 355. Majid’s essay has generated a nurabeesponses. In one response, Ann Elizabeth
Mayer accuses Maijid of ‘offering a pseudofeminisnieminism reconstituted by foes of women’s
rights’ (p. 370). Mayer’s response is publishedhia same issue &igns pp. 369-77.
195 Syad Joseph, ‘Comment on Majid’s “The Politicsefminism in Islam”: Critique of Politics and
the Politics of Critique’Signs 23 (1998), 363-69 (p. 369).
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forces of hegemony. IKlinaret, Islam criss-crosses social class and ethnic
boundaries and creates an environment that enslbjes to survive through a

network of sisterhood support.

The wayMinaret portrays how Islam provides a ground for a feninis
solidarity and support network, reminds us of Co®leegument that Islamic
feminism is not oxymoronic. In particular, Cooket#ticism of intellectuals like
Haideh Moghissi who are sceptical of the intellattand political viability of

Islamic feminism is relevant het& Cooke argues:

[These intellectuals] have juxtaposed two mutueXglusive rigid
ideologies, the one secular and the other fundaathsinand

misogynist, and they have correctly concluded émaidentity based

on bringing these two incompatibles together isdegible’®’

For Cooke, however, Islamic feminism ‘does not descidentity, but rather an
attitude and intention to seek justice and citibgméor Muslim women™ Islamic
feminists, Cooke insists, link their religious, pickl, and gender identities to ‘claim
simultaneous and sometimes contradictory allegsincgheir endeavors to resist
globalization, local nationalisms, Islamizationdahe practical system that pervades
them all'® In this senseylinaret can be seen as performing an Islamic feminist

standpoint.

The novel carefully contextualizes Najwa’s embrattslam. Her experience
in diaspora and the chaos she has undergone neohigato seek an alliance to
survive in a highly competitive and capitalist sigi Between the Najwa of 1984

and Najwa of 2004, lies an abyss of exile, the tiatron of menial work and the

1% Cooke, p. 59.
97 Cooke, p. 59.
198 Cooke, p. 61.
199 Cooke, p. 60.
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loss of close relatives and friends. During thisa#at, Claire Chambers argues, ‘an
unfurling religious understanding sustains Najwd eonsoles her for her lossé¥’.
The novel portrays Islam as a common interestdhatfunction as a basis of
coalition among women of different origins and sksin the age of globalization
and capitalist expansion. As Geoffrey Nash noteghkoulela’s fiction ‘emergent
Islam [. . .] is itself a riposte to westernisiriglwalisation’*** In The Translatoand
Minaret, Nash maintains, hybridity and acculturation &ernain features of the

Islam that both protagonists addt.

In spite of Nash’s words of praise, Aboulela’s Neugave also received less
positive criticism. Wail S. Hassan argues that Abla’s The TranslatorColoured
Lights‘and to a lesser degree her latest ndwiglaret (2005) explicitly evoke
[Sudanese novelist Tayeb] Salih’s fiction, modentiselves after it, and yet depart
from it in significant ways*'® Hassan claims that Aboulela rejects Salih’s
‘progressivestance on gender and political agency’ and he$ikeer ideological
stances to those of Islamic extremisfsHassan’s reading of Aboulela’s fiction
forecloses and ignores the healthy dialogue thatstplace among the characters on
Islam and current issues like feminism, genderdiadpora. In this respect, Hassan
disapprovingly states that ‘[the] spiritual growWth .] is the only guarantee of a
happy ending of Aboulela’s Muslim fictiod> Hassan makes this statement with

reference to the Najwa-Tamer’s romance. Hassastgntiat in Aboulela’s fiction

110 Claire Chambers, ‘Recent Literary RepresentatadrBritish Muslims’, inMediating

Faiths: Religion and Cultural Change in the Twefitgt Century ed. by Michael Bailey and Guy
Redden (Farnham: Ashgate, 2011), pp. 175-88 (p. 182

111 Nash,The Anglo-Arab Encountgp. 150.

112 Nash, p. 150.

13Wail S. Hassan, ‘Leila Aboulela and the Ideologuslim Immigrant Fiction’ Novel: A Forum
on Fiction 41 (2008), 298-319 (p. 298).

14 Hassan, p. 299, emphasis added.

5 Hassan, p. 309.
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‘love as a private sentiment is not a paramounievaut one that is subordinated to

religious principles®

Hassan seems to ignore the fact that Najwa’s comenit to Islamic
principles has rescued her from a state of lossutiir her solidarity with other
Muslim women. Hassan’s outlook towards the roléstzm in the novel appears to
be one-dimensional. His failure to bring into pMgjwa’s powerful Islam-based
relationship with other Muslim women only servestmvey the wrong perspective
that Islam is an obstacle that stops Najwa fromratting with non-Muslims.
Nowhere is Hassan’s narrow interpretation of Abla’efiction more apparent than

in the following quotation:

The version of Islam propagated in Aboulela’s 6at{and this is
where she differs radically from Salih) involvesamplete disavowal
of personal liberty as incompatible with Islam fefinism as a
secular and godless ideology, of individual agendgavour of an all-
encompassing notion of predetermination and palisagency as
well 1

Hassan’s insistence on the incompatibility of Islana feminism forecloses the
possibility of appreciating the Islam-based camanadhat bypasses social class and
ethnic differences and rescues Najwa from loss Hamsan, Islam and feminism are

mutually exclusive.

Hassan’s one-dimensional look at Aboulela’s fictigmores Cooke’s
argument that ‘Islamic feminism is not an idenbtyt ratheone of many possible
speaking positiorighat enables Islamic feminists to emerge intaespntation from

the marging® It is not surprising that Hassan assuredly coregdutiat ‘Aboulela’s

16 Hassan, p. 309.
" Hassan, p. 313.
18 Cooke, p. xxvii, emphasis added.
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Islamism and the fiction that embodies it ultimgtedmain reactive and in some
ways regressive™? Hassan'’s insistence on turning Aboulela’s protésgerinto
villains springs from his refusal to fully conteatize the Muslim female experience
in diaspora. Hassan declines to acknowledge thatd\ia at the receiving end of
Islamophobia. On the contrary, he accuses heringla isolationist who refuses to

integrate into the larger society.

Ironically, Hassan regards Najwa’s ex-boyfriendwan, ‘as the only
character who comes close to expressing femingsts/(notwithstanding his
treatment of Najwa)*?° While acknowledging Anwar’s maltreatment and ahofse
Najwa, Hassan seems to consider Anwar as a charop{gecular) feminism.
Hassan blames Najwa for the fallout of their relaship and he forgets that Najwa
has found the stability and security she needsarcompany of the caring Muslim
women of the mosque who, unlike Anwar and otheraBade fellows in Britain,
have not let Najwa down. Islam has provided Najwealiasis that she needs and the
common ground for her relationship with other Mesivomen. Hassan’s words and
apparent prejudice against Najwa’s position intéx stem primarily from his
refusal to acknowledge that Islam can provide @ldéeground for a feminist agenda

that bypasses national and linguistic barrtéts.

19 Hassan, p. 316.

120 Hassan, p. 315. It seems that Hassan wants tafjastification for Anwar’s maltreatment of
Najwa. This reflects Hassan'’s Islamophobic andigatnal perspectives.

121 5ome critics seem to support Hassan’s readingbofukela’s fictions. See: Nadia Buitt,
‘Negotiating Untranslatability and Islam in Leileb&ulela’sThe Translator in Transcultural
Modernities: Narrating Africa in Europeed. by Elizabeth Beckers, Sissy Helf and Darlidésiolla
(Amsterdam & New York, NY: Rodopi, 2009), pp. 169-Butt insists that in Aboulela’s fiction
‘sites of multiple cultural encounters are redut®the singular space of an Islam that celebrates
singleness’ (p. 170).
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In fact, Islam provides ‘a terms of reference ansation’ for Aboulela’s
characters in diaspof&’ It also supplies individual Muslims with a poirftanntact
with the outer world. By foregrounding Najwa’s atyilto identify with other Muslim
women with whom she does not share a common laeglagaret highlights the
fact that Islam can act as a bridge that breaksutir isolation and loneliness in
diaspora. In this case, Islam not only shapes raerging awareness of
difference’!*® as Nash argues, but it also offers a basis of ammality. In other
words, the novel is more concerned with explorimgjinterstices of the experience
of a contemporary Muslim woman in the West. Nagjuas that ‘Aboulela does not
structure her women’s experience into explicit farhieminist resistance such as
might be found in al-Sa’dawi or Faqi? Nash maintains that ‘Aboulela’s discourse
is never stridently feminist nor does it set outdmdemn male Muslim practice per
se’?*What Nash is trying to draw our attention to, liéee, is that Aboulela’s
fiction endows women with the power to resist aiath$form certain lived
experiences through their Islamic faith. In oth@res, Aboulela’s fiction can be

read as a site where Islamic feminism as outlinethe works of Cooke, Badran,

Anouar and Ahmed plays a central part.

In fact, Nash’s description of Aboulela’s wrigim echoes the arguments of

Cooke, Badran and Abu-Lughod in many ways:

In her encoding of ‘Islamic’ messages within hetifin Aboulela is
no less beholden to Western discourse than Sdteiffiction
represents not so much a species of Islamic ‘wyibiack’ to Western
society, as an exercise in acculturation to glebdilbn conducted

122 Nash, p. 136.
123 Nash, p. 136.
124 Nash, p. 141.
125 Nash, p. 141.
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from within the territory of the dominant discoufsesince the
language of encoding is English®

Nash’s argument that Aboulela’s writing embodigs@cess of hybridization and
cultural exchanges resembles Cooke, Badran andLAbbed’s stipulations that
emphasize the entanglement of Islamic feminismsaedlar feminism in the Middle

East.

In an interview, Aboulela asserts that she interidetaret to be ‘a kind of
Muslim feminist novel, and girly or womanly as weft’ ‘The female protagonist’,
Aboulela maintains, ‘is disappointed in the meihén life [. . . and] relies on God
and on hefaith’.*?® In fact, faith comes to Najwa through the othersiita women
she meets at the mosque. In this sense, the masgaeonly a place to practice
faith, but it is also a place to make social cotinas that bypass social class
divisions, language barriers and ethnic borderghiBisense, the novel is drawing
our attention to the importance of a very Islamtitution from which women have
been excluded and to which Islamic feminists acegasingly gaining access as

Leila Ahmed explains:

Now that women in unprecedented and ever-growimghass are
coming to form part of the intellectual communityMuslim
countries — they are already reclaiming the right,enjoyed for
centuries, to attend mosque — perhaps those eargtes around the
meaning of Islam will be explored in new ways anel process of the
creation of Islamic law and the core discourse ghodully into
question->°

Just as Soueif'The Map of Loveubverts some misconceptions about two symbols
of Arab Muslim culture that have been associatetiénWest with a repressive

patriarchal authority, namely, the veil and theshamMinaret explores the crucial

126 Nash, p. 143.

127 Chambers, ‘An Interview with Leila Aboulela’, p99
128 Chambers, p. 99, emphasis added.

129 Ahmed, p. 101.
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role a mosque can play for Muslim women regardéégbeir social class, ethnicities,

education and age.

Wearing the hijab at the mosque unifies women anesghem a sense of
belonging. Without the hijab, ethnic differencesmseto alienate Najwa from the
Muslim women she knows. To celebrate Eid, womeroputew clothes and take off
their hijabs in the women’s section of the mosduegwa reflects: ‘This one looks
Indian, as if the hijab had made me forget shem@disin and now she is reminding
me — in the sari with her flowing hair and jewelfeip. 186). Further on, Najwa
notes: ‘But it is as if the hijab is a uniform, tbicial, outdoor version of us.
Without it, our nature is exposed’ (p. 186). Thglhierases social class and ethnic
differences. In this sense, the mosque is presastéioe epicentre of dslamic
transnational feminist movementth the hijab as a symbol of unit§” The mosque
is Najwa’s point of reference for regulating hée land providing her a space for
socializing. The mosque, as Claire Chambers poumts'provides a sense of security,

well-being and locatedness™

Through her contact with the Regent’s Park Mosgaset ‘multi-ethnic
Muslim community’, Najwa finds ‘individual role meds and exemplard®? For
Nash this ‘is indicative of a modern globalised iemvment’!** What needs to be
emphazised here, | believe, is that the ‘modelsexatnplars’ Najwa admires are
women rather than men. Nash does not emphasiz®timection between Islam and

an Islamic feminist agenda that the novel seenasitocate. In other words, the

1301t is interesting that in the interview with Chaenmb (cited previously), Aboulela explains that she
refers to the hijab as a ‘uniform’ because it ‘gliff distance between you and other people’ (p. 93)
My reading of the hijab in this context is exadthe opposite, i.e. the hijab creates a sense of
belonging, familiarity and commonality.

131 Chambers, ‘Recent Literary Representations ofdbrivluslims’, p. 184.

132 Nash, p. 144.

133 Nash, p. 145.
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‘modern globalised environment’ Nash refers to se@rbe rendered to the less
informed reader in a masculine sense, while thee ‘tnodern globalised
environment’ that attracts Najwa to Islam is repreésed by the vibrant and
supportive Muslim women Najwa meets at the Regdtdiik Mosque. These women
attract Najwa because they have offered their aefppoint when the people Najwa

has known for a long time seem to have abandoned he

Najwa’s downfall into the world of menial work irobhdon forces her to seek
coalition with others: her attempts to reconnec¢hvigllow Sudanese exiles such as
Randa and Aunt Eva break down and is graduallyaoeul by a more stable, self-
fulfilling Islamic feminist coalition*** Aboulela underscores that gender can never be
the only basis for feminist solidarity unless otkecio-economic determinants, such
as social class, race, education and religionak@ntonboard. In this sense, the
novel reiterates Marnia Lazreg’s criticism of Westieminists who have promoted
universal conceptions of individual and institusohange ‘modelled after their
own societies®*® Specifically, Western feminists fail to apprecittat their own
cultures and societies form the implicit contextébanges they hold up for Other

women to emulate. Lazreg stipulates that ‘whatrifsenphant feminist discourse

134 The peculiar position of Sudan as an Arab couintfrica is relevant to the discussion here.
While the Sudanese are darker in skin than Araloirth African countries, for instance, they are
lighter in color than Africans in other African autries. To fully appreciate the novel's agenda of
transcending social class differences and ethmginss; | would like to refer to an interview madg b
sociologist Caroline Nagel with a middle class S woman refugee in London. Like Najwa, this
refugee was from a prosperous background in Sudanrefugee tells the interviewer that she rejects
colour-based identities despite feeling that sheissidered ‘black’ in British society. Raised in a
middle-class household with the belief that shegragérab, was superior to the ‘Africans’ of souther
Sudan, she is disturbed by the thought that shevisblack. Nagel argues that rather than searching
for commonality with other black groups, the infewee has chosen instead to avoid association with
them. This interview shows how, from a middle cl@sslanese Arab perspective, blackness is
constructed as a stigmatized category. Isldlinaret seems to argue, erases these differences and
hence can be a basis for a transnational femirosement. See: Caroline Nagel, ‘Constructing
Difference and Sameness: the Politics of Assinaitatn London’s Arab CommunitiesEthnic and
Racial Studies25 (2002), 258-87.
%5 Marnia Lazreg, ‘The Triumphant Discourse of GloBaminism: Should Other Women Be
Known?’, inGoing Globa) ed. by Amireh and Majaj, pp. 29-38 (p. 30).
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addresses is not diversity as such, in-itself difference from-itself; it seeks to
obliterate that which is different from itself dghis act were a necessary condition
3

of its own reproduction**® What Lazreg criticizes, then, is a discourse émploys

difference as a means of exclusion.

Similarly, Haideh Moghissi criticizes the ideologiky driven or uninformed
arguments by some left-oriented and feminist iatellals in the West, who, in the
name of multiculturalism and respect for differerfeadorse indigenous solutions
for indigenous problems®’ Moghissi argues that this ‘indigenized version of
“Feminism™ excludes core ideas of feminism, sustsalf-autonomy, gender
egalitarianism, justice and sexual democratloghissi criticizes this tendency
which, she notes, is increasingly observable imecac and non-academic writings
because it helps reactionary religious regimekénMiddle East and the Muslim
World ‘to wall themselves off against internal amdernal challenges and impose
their views and their own outdated moral standardsthers in the name of

Islam’ 13°

Aboulela’s novel engages with these questions teriofy a nuanced
representation of Najwa’s life pre- and post-eXikeMinaret, Islam is reconciled
with feminism within a diasporic space. The Najwd 884 was very happy with her
social position, being a member of the upper-ofdigs in Sudan: ‘Was | not an
emancipated young woman driving her own car toensity? [. . .] that should make

me feel good about myself’ (p. 10). Her social stasnsciousness makes it difficult

136 azreg, p. 30.

137 Anastasia Valassopoulos, ‘Dialogue Section: Aramhist Research and Activism: Bridging the
Gap between the Theoretical and the PractiEaiminist Theoryl1 (2010), 117-20 (p. 126).

138 valassopoulos, p. 126.

139 valassopoulos, p. 126.
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for her to set up serious relationships with otfids at the university outside her
upper-class circle. Referring to two girls who stad the same department, Najwa’s
outlook is crucially informed by her social clasatgs as a member of Khartoum’s
upper class: ‘They were provincial girls and | vaagirl from the capital and that was
the reason we were not friends’ (p. 14). The ntreeé is foregrounding the idea that
being a woman does not and cannot be the sole cargroand for identification,
alliance and a lasting relationship. Within the sazountry, other issues like social
class, region and religion influence friendshipd aacial contacts. That Najwa is
unable to identify with the way these girls aresdetl speaks volumes about the
power of social class and ideological affiliatiofrsthis sense, the novel contributes
to the ongoing discourses on the relevance of fismito women of different

cultural backgrounds.

Years later, Najwa ponders how she used to takexparience as the norm
for measuring the achievements of other girls atuthiversity. In other words,
Najwa’s ignorance of the socio-economic backgrooinother Sudanese girls has
made her make generalizations about them andrtbets. Here, | turn once more to

Johnson-Odim’s argument:

[W]omen can embrace the concept of gender idertitymust reject
an ideology based solely on gender. Feminism, thieremust be a
comprehensive and inclusive ideology and moventeatt t
incorporates yet transcends gender-specifiéfty.

Through depicting Najwa’s tendency to dissociatesé¢ié from the provincial girls at
the universityMinaret shows that gender cannot be the only basis fatioga

progressive social movement. Najwa is unable togeize the needs of other

140 3ohnson-Odim, pp. 321-22.
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Sudanese women because her class affiliation sagesder gender membership.

However, her painful experience of exile makesrbeonsider her outlook.

Najwa used to think that higher education meansé#nee thing for all
Sudanese girls: ‘I was in university to Kill timatu | got married and had children. |
thought that was why all the girls were there Ibglytsurprised me by caring about
their education, forging ahead with their jobs aaceers’ (p. 102). Najwa and these
girls belong to the same generation, but they arkedly different in their socio-
economic conditions. Through Najwa’s re-assessimieinér past opinions and
thoughts about other women now that she herselbbasme an ‘other’ in exile, the
novel shows how significant it is to take onbodrédifferentexperiences of women
within thesamenation. That Najwa is Sudanese does not mearménatspirations
and concerns represent those of all Sudaneseoginksr generation. Social
differences, especially social class, cruciallpmi each character’s stances and

beliefs.

This idea is further developed by introducing Lamgd.ondon-based rich
PhD Arab student, and her mother, Doctora Zeindthhofigh Najwa shares with
them the same language, i.e. Arabic, their relahgnis that of employer and
employee. When Najwa gets a job as their maid abgdtter, she expresses her
hope to become close to Lamya, but she acknowletigesamya ‘will always see
my hijab, my dependence on the salary she givesrmekin colour, which is a
shade darker than hers’ (p. 116). Najwa realizaslifrriers of social class,
ideological beliefs, nationality, ethnicity, racedalevel of education cannot be easily
erased. For Lamya, the hijab stands as a markefewfority and a working class
status. This association is reinforced towardsetiet of the novel when one of
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Lamya’s friends, dressed in hijab, arrives at thgypand starts stripping to the
standing ovation of other friends. Najwa discoubet this girl is wearing the hijab
as a fancy dress: ‘Her smile and her gestureshasdrical; everyone is looking at

her (p. 222).

The Islamic dress is an object of ridicule and tdeg The association of a
religious marker with a low social position seemsanction the laughter among the
upper class Arab Muslimé! Najwa herself has discussed the Islamic dress ey
with her same upper-class childhood friend, Raddst asThe Map of Lovénvites
the reader to look with fresh eyes at two symbolarab Islamic culture that have
been misrepresented in the Waédinaret here offers the reader an opportunity to
look at the hijab from a different perspectivethis sense, the novel urges the reader
to considerthe socio-historical and political implicationstag hijab, and
consequently, it participates in ongoing debatesranieminists on the need to
ground analysis in a carefully constructed contieat encompasses socio-historical,

political, religious and economic elements in addito gender issues.

Prior to 1985 in Sudan, Najwa and Randa have coninterests like music,
dancing and swimming and they move within the saawgal circle. However, when

they look at Iranian girls marching in black chajdRanda describes them as

141 One needs to bear in mind the argument that l&dilaed has made in her bowkomen and
Gender in Islanabout the socio-historical context in which thiansic dress evolved and gained
meanings. Ahmed links the evolution of the Islanfiess for both men and women (al-ziyy al-islami)
with the growth of Islamist groups in Egypt in th®70s (p. 217). Ahmed argues that al-ziyy al-islami
does not resemble traditional dress, even thowglitional dress fulfils the requirements of Islamic
modesty because in modern times traditional drasschme to be confined to the lower classes and
the peasantry; traditional dress therefore idergtithe wearer as from these classes, whereasyal-ziy
al-islami, which might be seen as a democraticgjreimses class origin (p. 221). In this sense, the
Islamic dress can be seen as the uniform, notaaftian, but of transition (p. 225). The novel here
seems to foreground the ambivalence toward thenlsldress from the perspective of upper class
people since the Islamic dress seems to flatteialstlass differences. In this sense, by wearirg th
hijab as a fancy dress, Lamya’s friend is tryingttouse a Freudian term, sublimate her fearseof th
Islamic dress by turning it into a joke and an eb ridicule.
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“[t]otally retarded,” while Najwa seems confusedd ambivalent (p. 29). Najwa

and Randa’s reactions to the photo are differepzdming on this superficially
steady, but deep-down unquestioned and untestadoreship, the novel opens the
way for examining the ties among same-class wohémese relations are based on

a common ground, to what extent can they resistpasted and unforeseen changes?
Randa asserts that the women in chadors are “traagt asks “[hJow can a

woman work dressed like that? How can she worklabar play tennis or
anything?”’(p. 29). On the other hand, Najwa asks]hat do we know [about

Islam]? We don’t even pray™ (p. 29). This beconaeecurring question in the novel.

In exile, Najwa’s relationship with Randa disintaigs gradually as Randa
climbs up the social ladder with her Western-bassgcation. In spite of her
education, Randa still adheres to the stereotyipegtaMuslim women in Western

universities, “[t]he sight of them wearing hijalm gampus irritates [her]™ (p.
134)1? Najwa goes back in time and remembers when shesaslent: ‘|
remembered the girls in Khartoum University weatijgb and those who covered
their hair with whitetobes They never irritated me’ (p. 134). Najwa ultimgte
realizes that Randa and she ‘only had the pasirmmon’ (p. 236). Similarly,
Najwa'’s relationship with Syrian Orthodox compatant Eva is based on a
common past. After the death of her mother andntipgisonment of her brother,
Najwa finds solace in keeping company with her &yChristian compatriot, Aunt
Eva because she feels so nostalgic for Khartounresadi[s] to sit within range of

her nostalgia’ (p. 143). Eventually homesick Najyggomes Aunt Eva’s de facto

servant. The novel portrays Najwa'’s relation withnAEva as based on, to borrow

%2 However, in a later communication with Najwa fr@&uinburgh before their relationship entirely
breaks down, Randa tells Najwa that ‘[s]he had dwerebest to fast in spite of having to sit for her
finals’ (p. 235). She even celebrates the Eid wither Sudanese students in Edinburgh’ (p. 235).
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Aboulela’s words in an interview with Anita Sethi,pointless’ sense of

homesickness and nostaldfa.

At this stage, Najwa seems to rotate in an ohait includes Muslim,
Christian, Marxist and capitalist Sudanese expasidNajwa renews her relationship
with Anwar, a leftist Sudanese activist with natibst views. While he is
contemptuous of the black chadors the Iranian dols, he hypocritically tells
Najwa that ““Arab society is hypocritical [. . .]ith double standards for men and

women” (p. 175). He is unable to understand thatdress code is a sign of Iranian
women’s alignment to the Islamic revolution agaWatstern intervention. It
represents, to borrow Fadwa El Guindi's words anghenomenal spread of Islamic
dress among Egyptian women in the mid seventie®ffimtion of an Islamic

identity and morality and a rejection of Westerrtenialism, consumerism,

commercialism and value¥*

Anwar is unable to see or comprehend Najwa’s metphusis. He only sees

Najwa as an ahistorical figure who is incapablelange and lives outside time:

His first impression of me was the one that haclesdl The
university girl with the tight, short skirt who dp® private-school
English, who flirted and laughed, was daring angeaturous.
‘I've changed, Anwar.’

‘No, you haven't. You're just imagining.’ (p. 224).

Anwar does not understand that Islam means a lajwa now. He does not see
that through her relations with other Muslim wonatthe mosque, Najwa has

escaped social isolation. Being a member of a ghaggpout an end to Najwa’s

143 Anita Sethi, ‘Keep the FaithQbserver5 June 2005, p. 3.

144 E| Guindi, p. 591. Some lower middle class womeo the Islamic dress because it helps them
save money, others wear it to avoid harassmentbhigspaces and public transport. See: A. L.
Macleod,Accommodating Protest: Working Women, the Newn¢giind Change in Cair(New

York: Columbia UP, 1991).
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chaotic life. Donning an Islamic dress has brouggyiva a sense of relief and self-
confidence: ‘Around me was a new gentleness. Thlddrs who had leered down at
me from scaffoldings couldn’t see me any more. $ waisible and they were quiet’
(p. 247)*° By wearing the hijab, Najwa, to borrow Claire Ctimars’ words,

‘recognizes the subtle allure of concealméfft’.

Just as Soueif’'s Anna tells her English readexsutin her letters and
journals that the veil is liberating and hence befpremove it from its consistent
association with Muslim patriarchal oppression,ibgel here demystifies the hijab
and renders it a source of comfort. Through hidtiiigy this aspect of the hijab, the
novel is writing back to some unexamined assumptinrsome feminist circles
about the nature of the hijab. In this sense, theehis entering into a dialogue with
other feminist movements. Aboulela seems to suggasthere is no point in trying
to ignore and transcend differences among womeiliffefent cultural backgrounds
because they do exist. Instead, feminist moveme#d to engage in conversations
and listen to different voices. The novel seemsrge feminists to find ways of
hearing ‘multiple, divergent and even discordarites with clarity and
resonance**’ According to Kinser this can be achieved if fersisiretrain
themselves ‘to hear the cacophony in new ways, soras to allow for a little
discord, other times to focus on underlying rhythifi$Kinser explains that these

‘concordant’ or ‘discordant’ voices are ‘interdegent [...] and heuristic’ and hence

feminists should not think of differences as sonmgfteither fixed or blended

%51n the interview with Chambers, Aboulela mentitinat she meant to use the word ‘invisible’ in a
completely positive sense Minaret, specifically to mean that Najwa ‘was no longevihg to put up
with the way men were looking at her, and all thoit this word ‘seems to have been misinterpreted’
(pp- 91-92).

146 Chambers, ‘Recent Literary Representations ofdbrivluslims’, p. 187.

4" Kinser, p. 110.

18 Kinser, p. 110.
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together nor as something that can always be teadgsd, but as something that

needs to be engaged with seriously and profoutidly.

Aboulela presents Najwa’s experience to her readersin particular, to
western feminists as an example of what Islam cmédn to Muslim women. The
novel makes clear that Najwa’s religiosity, likatlof the young Egyptian women El
Guindi refers to, is not imposed on her by anygrelis authority or any oppressive
masculine regime; on the contrary, it is a perschaice based on experience and
self-fulfilment. By foregrounding the context in igh Najwa adopts Islamic dress
code, the novel invites the reader to view Najvesas a way to subvert a hostile
diasporic experience. Like Soueif, Aboulela is teygreat emphasis on the
importance of understanding how women'’s localizgokeeiences trigger variant

forms of resistance.

Najwa’s respect for the Muslim women of the Regefark Mosque stems
from the support and help they offer her followthg demise of her mother. For
instance, Wafaa, one of the four women from thequesvho washed and shrouded
Najwa’s mother, frequently phones Najwa and enfoidajwa’s sense of belonging
to a community of Muslim women of different ethiaied cultural backgrounds.
Shirley Hughes points out that Wafaa stirs Najwidésmant religious yearnings®
However, to attribute Najwa’s religiosity to a yeeng from the past is to miss the
point about the socio-historical context in whichjMa embraces Islam, namely, the

intersectionality of social class, gender and diaspAt first, Najwa sees Wafaa (and

1“9 Kinser, p. 111.

10 Shirley Hughes,Minaret, Wasafiri 47 (2006), 85-7 (p. 85). Hughes refers to Najveaisy of her
female colleagues at the University of Khartoum rveplslamic dress because they have something
that Najwa lacks: ‘I envied them something | didméve but | didn’t know what it was’ (p. 134).
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other religious women) ‘through Anwar’s eyes; akveard fundamentalist, someone

to look down on’ (p. 179). Later on, Wafaa becormNegva’s teacher and guide.

Najwa’s point of view needs to be heard, examinatidiscussed at length
before it is judged. The novel seems to suggestlieshijab, controversial as it is,
needs to be seen from multiple perspectives. 3usteahijab needs to be examined
carefully, we should also evaluate the significaocthe other major Islamic symbol
in the novel, the mosque. By narrating some ofttenes at the mosque, the reader
senses how happy Najwa is and how self-fulfilled faels. Describing her
participation in a Tajweed cla$¥,she states that the ‘concentration on technique
soothes [her]; it make [her] forget everything ardyher] (p. 74). At the mosque,
Najwa celebrates the Eid with her fellow Muslim wem She has a sense of
belonging, a sense of being part of a group: ‘lr@ppy that | belong here, that | am
no longer outside, no longer defiant’ (p. 184). &heglad to forget her past and to

become a member of a new group that cherishesdezraotionally supports her:

What they could see of me was not impressive: roly ¢d religious
upbringing, no degree, no husband, no money. Maaryned to me
because of that, they would talk about themselundsraclude me as
someone who lives on benefit or came from a disatdgged home (p.
239).

Still, Najwa is aware of the differences among Nrasivomen: everyone has her
own experiences and perspectives on life. For elgmmen she compares herself
to her Quran teacher, Um Waleed, Najwa emphasimds|t]heir natures are not
harmonious; [they] orbit different paths’ (p. 18Blevertheless, it is their interest in

religion that brings them all together.

31 Tajweed (in Arabic) means (Qur'anic) recitation.
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It is in the mosque that the social hierarchies@ass differences appear
insignificant. Najwa speaks warmly about the wiféhe Senegalese Ambassador
whose driver used to drop off Najwa at home dutirgmonth of Ramadan. This
woman knows nothing about Najwa other than her n&he does not know her past
nor her family’s history because this is unimpottarthis context of camaraderie.
Najwa finds ‘no need'’ to tell her because they ‘lbathe together to worship and it
[is] enough’ (p. 188). Just us the friendship betwénna and Zeinab Hanim The
Map of Loveranscends language barriers, the friendship letWajwa and the
wife of the Senegalese Ambassador bypasses lanpaagers: ‘We hardly talked
and she instructed her chauffeur to drop her f{{st188). Compared to other
identity markers, Islam surpasses differences agsdanguage, ethnicity, race,

nationality and social class and provides a basisdlidarity and sisterhood.

Shirin Edwin compares Aboulela’s fiction to thatather Muslim African
writers like Senegalese writer Cheikh Hamidou Kaned Nigerian Zaynab Alkali.
Edwin shows thatAfrican writers have successfully articulated the complature
of Islam inAfrican women'’s lives to caution against hastily judgimgl @ismissing it
as an unimportant factof®> Edwin’s insistence on reading Aboulel®naretas a
book written by a Muslim African writer eclipsesdwlements that are at the heart
of the novel, namely, Najwa’s nationality as anerpglass Sudanese woman whose
mother tongue is Arabic and Najwa'’s experiencexdéeFailing to locate these two
issues in the novel, | argue, contributes to aigdarhderstanding of the appealing
power of Islam to Muslims in diaspora. For instgribat Najwa’s best friend at the

end of the novel is a South Asian British Muslimman who does not speak Arabic

152 Shirin Edwin, ‘Veiling the Obvious: African Fémist Theory and the Hijab in the African Novel’,
Third World Quarterly 29 (2008), 199-214 (p. 203, emphasis added).
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illustrates the transnational nature of Islam thaiasses ethnic and racial barriers, a
point that Edwin does not sufficiently engage witttimately, Edwin’s reading of

the novel concentrates mainly on internal reaslashave prompted Najwa to put
on the hijab ‘as the culmination of her newfountrsgty and modesty’ and as
‘internaliz[ing] [. . .] its deeper religious siditiance’*>® With its emphasis on
Najwa’'s Africanness, Edwin’s reading runs the ws$kising the politics of location
for ‘the reflection of authentic, primordial idetmis that are to be re-established and

reaffirmed’ as Kaplan rightly warns 0%

Indeed, Najwa’s multi-layered identity is highlighitin several places in the
narrative. Her identity is formed and re-formecbtigh the intersectionality of
gender, social class, religion, nationality, diaspadeological affiliations and
politics. Arabic language, as a main componentafvd’s identity, becomes a site
of contestation. In this context, Najwa does noklat Arabic-speaking Um Waleed
as a friend, but only as a teacher: ‘Strange thaisnot my friend, | can’t confide in
her and when we are alone the conversation hdmst (p. 185). Language is
relegated and faith is upheld. Marta Cariello iesitis to view ‘[r]eligion as the place
for identity formation™*° Religion, Cariello maintains, is both ‘dispersed,
transnational, interconnected, and global, anadgestitutes a local, always rooted
and specifically — if not individually — construdtand experienced placg® For
Najwa, Islam is ‘a central marker of identity iretiragmentary world of migration,

asylum and family disintegratiof®’

133 Edwin, pp. 212-13.

134 Kaplan,Questionsp. 187.

135 Marta Cariello, ‘Searching for Room to Move: Proig and Negotiating Space, in Leila
Aboulela’sMinaret, in Arab Voices in Diasporaed. by Al Maleh, pp. 339-50, p. 340.

136 Cariello, p. 342.

157 Chambers, p. 183.

171



Najwa’s best friend in the mosque is Shahinaz, slai\British housewife
with three children. They communicate in Englisiajwa is very happy to maintain

this relationship with her:

Why Shahinaz chose me as a friend, and how Sopaybaed her
choice, is one of these strokes of good fortunal@nit question\We
have little in commanif | tell her that, | think she will say, very
matter-of-fact, ‘But we both wartd become better Muslim@p.
104-5, emphasis added).

The little in common they have is enough for settip a friendship that is based on
mutual interest; in this case it is religion. Imsteense, the novel draws the reader’s
attention to the fact that religion overcomes laggpibarriers and paves the way for
solidarity, friendship and coalition among womege® from this perspective, Islam
forms the basis of a support network that bypastesc, language and social class
barriers. However, the novel is keen to show th#tiwthis movement differences

abound.

The views of Najwa and Shahinaz are not identioadll issues. For instance,
Najwa’s point of view on marriage is different frahmat of Shahinaz. Najwa
confides in Shahinaz that she loves Tamer, wheasly a decade her junior and

talks about her wish to be his family’s slave. Shah reacts differently to this issue:

She says, ‘When | think of a man | admire, he wddde to know
more than me, be older than me. Otherwise, | woulinable to look
up to him. And you can’t marry a man you don’t lagkto.
Otherwise, how can you listen to him and let hindgwyou?’ (p.
215)1°8

138 find it important here to say a few words on hibw family is conceived and rendered in
contemporary Muslim societies because while Naj@enss to subscribe to archaic and even
fantastical notions of family order and structuhe novel seems to invite us to question the aityhor
of this orderthrough Shahinaz’s response to Najwa. For an aegtion the position of family in
modern Islamic thought, see: Hibba Abugideiri, ‘Gander and the Family’, ilslamic Thought in
the Twentieth Centured. by Suha Taji-Farouki and Basheer M. Nafi (.@m & New York: I.B.
Tauris, 2004), pp. 223-59. Abugideiri argues thatarnity, post-coloniality, globalization and
Western cultural hegemony have all served as piefexthe reinscribing of traditional notions of
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Nevertheless, this difference in perspective da¢suin nor even shake the
foundations on which their relationship is baséds & healthy discussion that boosts
their connections and cements their alliance. 8hahinaz who remains Najwa’s
friend and confidante till the end of the novel.thAe novel ends, the two women are
praying together at Najwa’'s home and there is athat Najwa may join Shahinaz

in going back to school (p. 275).

As Claire Chambers puts itVlinaret opens as a typical novel of migration,
but ends leading into another journey, one thabisd up with notions of belonging
and coherencé®® It is interesting to compare this scene, whicimigicantly closes
the novel, to the scene where Amal al-Ghamrawidstavith the women of her
village towards the end dihe Map of LoveBoth Najwa and Amal, who were quite
hesitant and unsure of what to do, now know wheit thext step will be and they
both confidently move on. Najwa has faith in Island finds a great relief in being
one of the Muslim women at the mosque; Amal, siryijalecides to settle in her

native village of Tawasi and to help her peoplenash as she can.

In two different ways, then, the two novels highlighe significance of trans-
cultural and cross-ethnic/class dialogues and tioadi. They both uphold

transnational feminist agendas that prioritizeahak, understanding and engaging

family, and thus women'’s roles, within Islamic tiybt (pp. 246-47). Abugideiri maintains that the
notion of marital complementarity, as conceptualibg twentieth-century Muslim thinkers, has,
ironically, reified the notion of hierarchal gena#fference, and thus gender inequality.
Complementarity, as interpreted by this discoupseyides the Islamic pretext to duly restrict feeal
legal rights within the family and expects the wif@ther to sacrifice those rights in the name of
family cohesion (p. 242). See also: Ellen McLarsegfitique of Hiba Ra’uf'$Voman and Political
Workin ‘The Private is Political: Women and Familylirtellectual Islam’ Feminist Theoryl1
(2010), 129-48. McLarney argues that Ra’'uf makesfaimily the sphere of Islamic politics, and
hence her argument ‘re-enacts secularism’s divisf@pheres, sacralizing the affective bonds of
intimate relations and making the family the domafimeligion’ (p. 130). McLarney maintains that by
emphasizing the family as the domain of women’stigal work, Ra’uf reinscribes the family as a
feminine sphere (p. 130).

1%9Chambers, ‘Recent Literary Representations of Srilluslims’, p. 184.

(p. 182).

173



discussion. The two Arab British women writers findransnational feminisms a
strategy to express their thoughts about the iattieality of gender, social class,
religion, politics, identity and diaspora. It isopably in the context of their
hyphenated identity as Arab British that we wouddthunderstand the social and
political significance of their projects. Althoughinaretis set partly in London, it is
not mainly interested in critiquing an Arab (Sudsglecommunity in diaspora (the
way Monica Ali'sBrick Lanedoes to the Bengali community in London, for

instance).

Ahdaf Soueif and Leila Aboulela are both first getien Arab settlers in
Britain. Their novels seem to reflect a tendencypagsome other Arab British
writers to open corridors of dialogue with othemrounities in Britain. This
tendency, which, | argue, is a partial by-produdheir racialized immigration and
settlement experiences, can be sharply contrastecawendency of Arab American
peers to depict, examine and critique some aspéthe social life of Arab
American communities, which in turn have differantigration and settlement
experiences that intersect with issues of gendeg, religion, politics and class. It is

to Arab American literature that | turn in the nekipter.
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Chapter Three
Arab American Women Writers: Community, Daily Practices and Resistance

3.0 Introduction

In Chapter Two | pinpointed the transnational festiagenda that underlies Ahdaf
Soueif'sThe Map of Lovand Leila Aboulela’Minaret My reading of the above
two novels is partly informed by my approach to tilve novelists as Arab British
women writers. My argument is based on the ideathi@aworks of the two authors,
and indeed other Arab British writers, are influeti®y racialized immigration
practices and settlement experiences in Britainl. &gue in Chapter One, the two
different immigration and settlement experiencefi@ibs on both sides of the

Atlantic have influenced the literary and cultupabductions by Arab writers.

This chapter will concentrate on the works of Afaherican women writers
to show that, unlike Arab British women writers arAmerican women writers tend
to employ literary strategies to subvert stereay@ammonly associated with Arabs
in the US. They also tend to look closely at thalAcommunity from within in order
to explore some of the problems that Arab Americamunter. The image of Arab
communities is central to the works produced bybAkanerican authors. This is in
contrast to the literary productions of Arab Bhtisriters who tend to focus in their
works on engaging with mainstream and/or otherietand minority groups. While
the works of Soueif, Aboulela and Faqir are pomddiy non-Arab (white and non-
white) characters who play major roles in the plotgracters in Arab American
literature are mostly Arabs who seem to befriendl @ befriended by white
American characters. In other words, while non-e/ksharacters are centralized in
the works of Arab British women writers, they ararginalized in the works of Arab

American women writers.
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In the first section, | argue that Diana Abu-Jab@rescen{2003) enters into
a dialogue with Scott Fitzgeraldihe Great Gatsby1925), ShakespeareBthello
(1603), Tayeb Salih’'Season of Migration to the Nor{fh969), George Melford’s
silent movieThe Sheik1921) and Edith Hull's novel of the same titl®19) in
order to subvert misconceptions about Arabs in Acaerliterature and popular
culture through a strategy of intertextuality. Blinlg on structuralist, post-
structuralist, feminist and post-colonialist scleof thinking, | will illustrate how, as
an Arab American writer, Diana Abu-Jaber uses fat¢uality as a creative strategy
of resistance. In other wordSrescentngages with both Western and Arabic
canonical texts and attempts to question someeathiames, issues, images,
misconceptions and stereotypes imbedded in th&te te this sense, Abu-Jaber
explores a serious issue that members of the Amabrisan community encounter

and partly causes their marginalization in the 08a, political and cultural arenas.

Similarly, Laila Halaby’swWest of the Jorda(2003) explores the
contradictions and incongruities of Arab Americamenunities to challenge
stereotypes about Arab women whose figure in USilaopepresentations ‘harkens
to the exoticism of distant cultures and placessughests an irrationality that can
be contrasted with the supposed order and ratigraflWestern liberal societied’.
Halaby adopts a literary resistance strategy o¥/&ting that enables Arab female
teenagers to relay certain episodes from theislimeorder to present their daily
experiences and thus reveal how their culturaltiies are shaped and re-shaped
within Arab and Arab American cultural contexts.eTitovel, | suggest, presents

multiple narratives that highlight the multiplicibf the experiences of teenage

! Ghazi-Walid Falah, ‘The Visual Representation afim/Arab Women in Daily Newspapers in the
United States’, irGeographies of Muslim Women: Gender, Religion grat8 ed. by Ghazi-Walid
Falah and Caroline Nagel (New York: Guilford Prex305), pp. 300-18 (p. 318).
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narrators. These narratives are then interwovem thé narratives of other Arab
women of different backgrounds in order to illugtreow intersections of race, class,

age, ethnicity and religion crucially inform theds of Arab women.

Through their depictions of the experiences of Adaterican characters,
their emphasis on the hyphenated identities ofetlcbaracters as Arabs and
Americans and their engagement with the problerasdharacters of Arab descent
encounter, the two novels are thematically diffefesm the works of Arab British
women writers. This difference, | argue, is theutesf two different Arab
immigration and settlement patterns on both sidéseoAtlantic that manifest
themselves in the ambiguous position Arabs occaoytlge ethnic and racial
discourses in both countries. To this end, | finof igreat importance to explain the

cultural, social and political context in which #seetwo authors are writing.

In the following few pages, | will explore sometbe concerns shared alike
by Arab American writers and critics. The ambiguhgt Arabs occupy in the ethnic
map in the US - as | explain in Chapter One - m#&ab American communities
invisible. According to the US official records, akrs are considered white. However,
this does not mean that they are part of mainst@atare. The socio-economic,
political, religious and ideological dynamics ofafr American communities need to
be adequately addressed and contextualized wheusdiag a literary work
produced by an Arab American writer. Gender is h@oissue that needs careful
examination and cautious theorization since inis of the main battlegrounds on

which the East-West cultural encounter is beingedda

In ‘Reel Bad Arabs: How Hollywood Vilifies a Peopléor example, Jack

Shaheen argues that for more than a century HobgMras used repetition as a
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teaching tool, tutoring movie audiences by repgativer and over ‘insidious
images’ of Arabs, eventually affecting honest disse and US public policyBased
on a study of more than 900 movies, Shaheen atgaeflmmakers have
collectively indicted all Arabs as brutal, hearflegncivilized religious fanatics and
money-mad cultural ‘other§’Shaheen argues that viewers, laughing at bumbling
reel Arabs, leave movie theatres with a senselmfesdy, united by their shared
distance from these peoples of ridictilfthese movies, Shaheen warns, ‘effectively
show all Arabs, Muslims, and Arab-Americans as peihwar with the United
States® Shaheen warns that there is a dangerous and diwvewéfect when these

repulsive screen images remain unchallerfged.

While Shaheen focuses on how negative media regegsmns of Arabs
reflect on their lived experiences, other critiesv® emphasized the complexity of the
context in which Arab American writers produce theorks. Judith Gabriel argues
that Arab American literary productions have tootege the ‘complex interlacing of
the forces of identity and the forces of drGabriel postulates that ‘it is difficult for
Arab American writers to engage in serious selii@sim on such issues as gender

inequities, racism, homophobia, classism’ becangedss these lines is to risk

2 Jack Shaheen, ‘Reel Bad Arabs: How Hollywood \éfa People’Annals of the American
Academy558 (2003), 171-93 (p. 172). Shaheen has alsbispeld a book and a documentary of the
same title.

% Shaheen, p. 172.

* Shaheen, p. 177.

® Jack Shaheen, ‘Hollywood’s Muslim Arab3he Muslim World90 (2000), 22—42 (p. 31).

® Shaheen argues that the negative images are soesqtierceived as real portrayals of Muslim
culture, which comes back to afflict Americans ot heritage as well as non-Arab Muslims in their
dealings with law enforcement or judicial officiaFor example, in January 1997, a judge in Dearborn
was asked to rule whether an attorney could sHotwWithout My Daughteia film portraying an
Iranian man as a child abuser and child-kidnapoes, jury deciding on a child custody case between
an Arab American father and a European AmericarherofThe judge allowed this film to be
introduced in court (p. 36).

" Judith Gabriel, ‘Emergence of a Genre: ReviewimgbAAmerican Writers’Al

Jadid Magazine7 (2001) sttp://www.aljadid.com/features/0734gabriel.hltnfibiccessed 22 April
2009], para. 16 of 50.
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alienation from communit§ Gabriel argues that the fear of disclosure ‘igminost
paralyzing when it involves women'’s issues, paléidy those that involve inter-
generational conflicts’ and identity-related delkdt&abriel maintains ‘that the Arab
woman isa construct of outsidergnd [Arab American writers] are attempting to
reclaim[. . .] amulti-faced imageof the Arab womart® Without a carefully
contextualized explanation and critique of Arab Alcen literature, however, the
attempts of Arab American writers to reclaim therces and draw a realistic picture
of their communities seem ineffectual. In other dgrthe works of Arab American

writers need to be complemented with a literargiaisim that explicates these works.

In this context, Steven Salaita calls on criticd aoholars to develop a
‘critical matrix’ that is articulated from withirhe Arab American community and
employs Arab artistic traditions as well as Amenicmes:* Salaita argues that
artistic growth ‘can play a crucial role in the extal interpretation, acceptance, and
humanization’ of Arab Americans and the Arab pe@se wholé? For Salaita,
Arab American literature and community are intercected: ‘By exploring the
community, Arab-American critics will find the rel@nce of the text, and the
community will in turn sustain the criticism®.In other words, Salaita is urging
critics to make clear the connections between Auaierican literary productions
and the context in which these works are produlcetthis context, literary
representations become one way of engaging witistiues that encounter Arab

American communities.

8 Gabriel, para. 27 of 50.

° Gabriel, para. 29 of 50.

1 Gabriel, para. 37 of 50, emphasis added
" salaita, ‘Vision’, para. 1 of 22.

12 Salaita, para. 2 of 22.

13 Salaita, para. 9 of 22.
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Salaita’s emphasis on community is of paramountiggnce for
understanding the literary productions of Diana Alaber'sCrescentand Halaby’s
West of the Jordarkor instance, in Halaby’s novel, Arab Americamcounities are
portrayed as heterogeneous and are divided by-seaoimomic differences such as
gender, age and social classes. Understanding difesxences helps the reader
understand the way characters interact with thegiad environment. Through
highlighting these differences, the novel foregmaithe cleavages in Arab American
communities, engages with some of the issues tiagiesthe experiences of Arab
American characters and contributes to the cudehate on the identity of Arab
Americans. Similarly, while narrating a love stoBrescenemploys a strategy of
intertextuality to subvert stereotypes about Araibd Arab Americans. We should
remind ourselves, however, that the two works ‘cditre reduced to a sociological
function, nor should [their] wider implication benited’, to borrow David Williams

words on reading Arab American literatdfe.

The two novels raise questions on the role of Avaimen writers in diaspora.
As Taynyss Ludescher argues, when Arab Americanemoattempt to criticize
patriarchy, they are often accused of ‘abandortieg bwn culture and adopting
Western modes of thougHhf Ludescher maintains that as any criticism of Arab
patriarchy is viewed as a ‘reinforcement of negatnti-Arab stereotypes’, Arab
American women writers ‘run the risk of panderinghe commercial interests’ of

the Western marketplac®With these issues in mind, | will discuss how tve

% David Williams, ‘This Hyphen Called My Spinal Corérab-American Literature at the Beginning
of the 2£' Century’,World Literature Today(2007), 55-63 (p. 62).

'3 Taynyss Ludescher, ‘From Nostalgia to Critique: @verview of Arab American Literature’,
MELUS 31 (2006), 93-114, p. 106.

18| udescher, p. 107.
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authors represent the experiences of Arab Amegbaracters and engage their

readers ‘in activist and communal valu¥s’.
3.1 Hybridity, Resistance and Intertextuality in Diana Abu-Jaber’s Crescent

“Wait.” She [Sirine] constructs a chair and a tatg of stacks oHan'’s
books Before sitting, her uncle looks at them and sédyst's see, The lliad
andThe Collected Works of Shakespeditat will do nicely.*®

Here, Sirine, a half-Iragi and half-American cheéaviddle Eastern café in
California, is talking to her uncle, an Iraqi exjete and a professor of Middle
Eastern studies in an unnamed Californian uniwgrag he visits his niece at her
boyfriend’s unfurnished apartment. Sirine’s boyfide Hanif, commonly known as
Hanis an Iraqi exile and a distinguished scholahatMiddle Eastern department
at the same university. The conversation takesplamediately after Han’s sudden
return to Irag. Sirine’s uncle sits down comforiabhly when Sirine makes him a
makeshift chair out of a stack of books, among tiamer and Shakespeare. It is
clear that Abu-Jaber’s text is deeply interesteidsnes of intertextuality. Here, | will
look closely at instances of intertextuality@nescenin order to show the
importance of intertextuality as a strategy to srbstereotypes about Arabs in
American literature and popular culture. In thistext, | argue thaCrescent
engages with a problem that faces Arab Americannconities, namely,
stereotyping. In this senggrescentesponds to calls by critics to seriously engage

with the issues/problems facing Arab American comities.

" Salaita, para. 10 of 22.

'8 Diana Abu-JabeCrescent{Basingstoke and Oxford: Picador, 2003), p. 25%leasis added.
Further references to this book are given aftetafians in the text.

91n the novel Hanif is called Han. It is only iraty that he is referred to as Hanif. SimilarlyTine
Great GatshyJames Gatz changes his name to Jay GatsbyrityisGatsby’s father, Henry Gatz,
who refers to him as Jimmy. Apparently, the twotagonists, Han and Gatsby, straddle two worlds:
Han'’s life is divided between his previous lifeliaq and his current life in the West. Gatsby’stpas
life, which is only remembered by his father, simda sharp contrast to his current life where
everyone calls him Gatsby.
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Crescenexplores the life of the intellectual in diaspotanong other themes,
it attempts to give an insight into the quotidiasues that an exile encounters.
Edward Said asserts that ‘[e]xile is strangely celiipg to think about but terrible to
experience®™ Exiled poets and writers, Said affirms, ‘lend digro a condition
legislated to deny dignity - to deny an identitypeople’?* Through Han'’s
experience as an exile, Abu-Jaber throws lightheptroblems of displacement,
exile and diaspora in the present global scendn‘itstmodern warfare, imperialism,
and the quasi-theological ambitions of totalitaniaters’?* The above episode points
to the significance of intertextuality, hybridityanslation, cross-cultural encounters
and adaptation in the life and works of diaspocademics and creative writers. Not
only does this incident suggest that there is abnmprocess of borrowing, influence
and interaction between different cultures, baisb highlights the role that the in-

between intellectual plays in translating theséuras and drawing on them

simultaneously, or as Sirine’s uncle puts it in dfs®ve quotation , ‘nicely’.

Crescents of epic stature in size, events, characterslaees which
include political, social, literary, cultural, histcal and religious matters. As an Arab
American textCrescententers into dialogue with both Western and Arabic
canonical texts and attempts to question someedthiimes, issues, images,
misconceptions and stereotypes imbedded in these te this way, the novel, to
borrow Taynyss Ludescher’s words on Arab Ameridggmdture produced in the

1990s, puts a ‘human face’ on Arab American commesf | suggest that Abu-

2 Edward W. SaidReflections on Exile and Other Literary and CuliutssaygLondon: Granta
Books, 2000), p. 171. See also: Edward W. SRéfpresentations of the Intellectual: The 1993 Reith
Lectures(London: Vintage, 1994).

I Said, p. 175.

22 3aid, p. 174.

3 Ludescher, p. 106.
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Jaber draws on Fitzgerald’s depiction of Gatsbg emmantic and an idealist lover in
order to construct a parallel contemporary Aratratter?* Both characters are
caught between a past that haunts them and a pthaethey try hard to live with.
Han'’s continuous nostalgia towards Iraq, his awassrof the opportunities his
experience in the West have opened for him, antblaesfor Sirine, look similar to
Gatsby’s unwavering belief in his dream to marrysdpand recreate the past. The
hardships that both Han and Gatsby undergo creaéiaity between the two of
them in a way that links Han’s past to Gatsby’'saling on this canonical text to
create a parallel between a charismatic Americanacier and an Arab one, the
novel draws a realistic picture of members of thieabAAmerican community in a

way that makes them acceptable members of therlargerican community.

Once this affinity is established and reinforceuAlaber, | propose, draws
on another important Western text - not to creataralogy this time - but to
guestion some stereotypes that have become graddidiated with Arabs.
Crescenengages with Shakespear&thello. The contradictions that characterize
Othello and make the play one of the most acaddiynimdiqued plays in literary
history, alert us to some of the traits associatid Arabs/Moors such as jealousy,

belief in superstitions and irrationality. | argilmat Crescentattempts to subvert

24 Although in this section | concentrate on the rotiand idealist sides of both Han and Gatsby
because | believe this forms a crucial componertinf-Jaber’s intertextual strategy to present a
lovable Han who is worthy of the (American) readesympathy and identification, other similarities
betweerCrescentandThe Great Gatsbgxist. For example, towards the endSoéscent

Abdelrahman Salahadin tells Dino (a Rudolph Valemike Hollywood star) of his intent to return
home once he sees the crescent moon. Abdelrahnf@ma8a says: “You know, sometimes a fella’s
got to know when to go home™ (p. 329). Similarfgllowing Gatsby’s death, Nick decides to return
home: “So when the blue smoke of brittle leaves iwake air and the wind blew the wet laundry stiff
on the line | decided to come back home” (p. 14@)both cases, (cultural) signs play a cruciat ial
determining the time of returning home. Anothemndigat | find important in both novels is the
swimming pool. InCrescentHan and Sirine’s first lengthy meeting takes placound Lon Hayden’s
swimming pool during a Hollywood star-studded pahtyThe Great Gatshynot only are the parties
held around the swimming pool, but also it is wh@éedsby is shot dead. In both cases, the pool gains
significance because some of the major eventsgkae around it.
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these misconstructions - mainly through presertiag as an admirable lover and
academic. Han is a contemporary educated Arab nhasevove for Sirine is not
marred by jealousy, superstition or irrationalifjirough interpolatin@thelloand
representing Han as a charismatic charaGescentalerts the reader to the fact that
Arabs and Americans of Arab descent have beenryntimonized and stereotyped.
In this way, the novel seeks to reinstate Arab Acagr communities within the

larger US community. At the same time, the novédeninto dialogue with an Arab
novel that attempted to interpolate Shakespe&#tiglloin the sixties: Tayeb

Salih’'sSeason of Migration to the Nor{fh969).

In Crescentthe presence of a dynamic, articulate and a guitted mother,
Aunt Camille, seems to be in sharp contrast witllasent and superstitious mother
that Shakespeare merely alludes to and a helpheksil@nt mother that Salih briefly
sketches. Unlike the unnamed mothers of Shakespdaiteello and Salih’'s Mustafa
Sdeed, Aunt Camille refuses to be silenced and rdamearth in search of her
missing son. Through Aunt Camill€rescenshatters the image of the helpless and
victimized Arab woman propagated by US literary aogular culturé® Through
her mythical adventures, she emerges as a fulacterthat challenges the
marginalization that both Shakespeare and Saldgad¢ her to. Through presenting
Han and Aunt Camille as venerable and articulatbAtharacter$rescenengages,
though briefly, with an early twentieth century H@lood production that has relied

for its success on propagating stereotypes abalishnamelyThe Sheik

%5 My analysis of Halaby'$Vest of the Jordawill focus on subverting stereotypes about Aralinga
through portraying the heterogeneity of their eigrares.
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Abu-Jaber’s allusion to George Melford'sie Sheik1921)towards the end
of the novel is both sagacious and well-contexzealf® The film, based on Edith
Hull's novel of the same title published in 19189pne of the most popular films of
the period. It has captured the attention and dneiration of millions of viewers by
its depiction of the oriental desert and the pgelaf an exotic landscape that feeds
on the desires and fantasies of the audiéhewever, the film is predicated on an
orientalist discourse that demonizes Arabs, présgthem as treacherous, savage,
superstitious, jealous, and promiscuous. As this fias played a great role in
perpetuating a number of misconceptions about Aatlascritical stage in American
history, Abu-Jaber leaves her engagement withtit tihe end of the novel. Part of
the novel’'s mythical plot portrays the adventurethe blue Bedu who can be seen
as the Bedouin tribe dthe SheikHowever, it is not until page 289 that we are
directly told that Abdelrahman Salahadin, the protagorfigh@ mythical plot in the
novel, goes to the auditions Bf Shaykha film to be produced by Hollywood. It is
at this moment, | propose, that the reader look& basome of the incidents, re-

evaluates them, and contrasts the portrayal of ArmBrescenandThe Sheik

Through its attempt to subvert stereotypes aboab&and Americans of
Arab descentCrescenengages with one of the serious issues that Arabrisan
communities encounter. Abu-Jaber employs her eeatriting skills in the service

of her community. In writing about Arab Americamemunities from within,

% Crescentraws the reader’s attention to the role that yablod productions play in influencing
public opinion through the novel’s repeated refeemto the images screened on the TV setin
Nadia’s Café. Abu-Jaber also refers to Peter O'&@ awldLawrence of Arabial will concentrate only
on The Sheilbecause, lik€rescentOthelloandSeasonit deals with the theme of a mixed
marriage/relation and it echoes some of the evar@sescentike kidnapping, slavery and
superstitions.

%" For more details on how the desert romance ha®gla crucial role in fostering a Western
discourse on the Orient, see: Ella Shohat and R&iam,Unthinking Eurocentrism:
Multiculturalism and the MediédLondon & New York: Routledge, 1994).
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Crescentto use Ludescher’s words, represents ‘a new sbpdiied form of literary
analysis [. . .] to engage in communal self-crtiol.?® In this sense, Abu-Jaber
responds to a call on Arab American writers by Grgg@rfalea to combine inner
and outer torment, to examine the everyday expeggeand to chronicle the
guotidian practices of Arab Americans. Orfalea sr§eab American writers and
critics to explore the multiplicity of the Arab Amean experience through
discussing issues of class and gender among aibiad sariables in their
communities’’ Thematically, through representing the daily eigrares of members
of the Arab American community and presenting tlesnordinary American citizens,
Crescensubverts stereotypes about Arabs and Arab Amesipespagated by US
literary and popular productions. Structurally, tteevel employs a strategy of

intertextuality to achieve this goal.

Graham Allen’dntertextualityoffers an in depth historical introduction and
an informative analysis of the development of theaept of intertextuality in
structuralist, post-structuralist, feminist and teoslonialist schools of thinking.
Building on this, I will illustrate how post-colaaliwriters, in this case Arab women
writers, use intertextuality as a strategy of tasise. In particular, I highlight Abu-
Jaber’'s employment of intertextuality (and hypettiekty) as a device to challenge

misrepresentations of Arabs in American newspagafshows and films.

The practice and theorization of intertextualitpssociated primarily with

post-structuralist thinkers. Julia Kristeva argthedt a text is ‘a mosaic of quotations;

%8 Ludescher, p. 108.
29 Gregory Orfalea, ‘The Arab American NoveVlELUS 31 (2006), 115-133 (p. 127).
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any text is the absorption and transformation aftaer’ *° In his seminal essay
‘Death of the Author’, Ronald Barthes affirms tlitdrary texts are no longer the
product of an author’s original thoughts. Barthegias that the writer’s ‘only power
IS to mix writings, to counter the ones with othenssuch a way as never to rest on

any one of them®:
Graham Allen defines intertextuality:

An utterance, such as a scholarly work, may preassgif as an
independent entity, as monologic (possessing sangnéaning and
logic), yet it emerges from a complex history oéyaous works and
addresses itself to, seeks for active response, fiaromplex
institutional and social conteXt.

That utterances are dialogic is very empoweringnfeopost-colonialist point of view.
It reiterates Homi Bhabha'’s postulation that cadduiscourse is marked by fractures
and slippages whereby the subject in the dominai#dre ‘can destroy narcissistic

authority through the repetitious slippage of difece and desiré®

Crescenemploys intertextuality as a strategy of litereggistanceCrescent
skilfully blends a realist plot set in the 1990¢hna mythical one. The two plots run
parallel and at several points echo each otherr@#lest plot takes place in Los
Angeles and Iraq and focuses on the love storydmtvHan and Sirine. As Han and
Sirine fall in love, other issues arise, includiign’s sudden return to Iraq. After a
couple of years, Han phones Sirine, possibly frameAica. Other characters get

involved in this love story too. Nathan Green, acemtric American photographer,

% Julia Kristeva, ‘Word, Dialogue and Novel’, The Kristeva Readeed. by Toril Moi (Oxford:
Basil Blackwell, 1986), pp. 75-99 (p. 34).

%1 Roland Barthedmage, Music, Textrans. by Stephen Heath (New York:

Hill and Wang, 1977), pp. 146-47.

%2 Allen Graham|ntertextuality(London & New York: Routledge, 2000), p. 19.

% Bhabhal.ocation p. 129.
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falls in love with Han's sister Leila during a \i$o Iraq, without Han’s knowledge.
Their love story ends in tragedy and Nathan livesegret for the rest of his life and
blames himself for Leila’s death. Another importaharacter is Aziz, a famous
Syrian poet who is secretly in love with Sirine.iArries to dissuade her from her
attachment to Han. Other characters include Um-&Ndde charismatic, industrious
and successful woman who efficiently runs the café, her younger daughter,

Mireille.

Sirine’s uncle, who remains unnamed, is anothengmy character who
provides the link between the novel’s realist arydhical worlds. He relates the
story of his cousin Abdelrahman Salahadin anddgstdary mother, Aunt Camille.
Abdelrahman Salahadin makes a living by sellingdalinto slave traders and then
feigns drowning to escape. When he is abducteddaynaid Queen Alieph, Aunt
Camille searches for him. She discovers that hethss become an actor in
Hollywood. Abdelrahman Salahadin vainly seeks arkdy in a movie calleél
Shaykh As the role is given to an Italian actor, Abdblrean Salahadin decides to
return to his home where he plays Othello in Cdiltimately, he is re-united with
his mother who feels proud of him as ‘[s]he realibe’d spent his whole life acting:

first as a drowned Arab, second as a drowned M@o335).

The novel’s reference to cultural productions fikes and plays draws our
attention to the cultural dialogue thi@tescentforegrounds. Bill Ashcroft highlights
the importance of interpolating the dominant cudtsiideology through the
acquisition of what French sociologist Pierre Baewdcalls cultural capital. Ashcroft

argues that cultural capital ‘provides comprehemnsivenues to self-empowerment’
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in the engagement with the dominant culttfrMoreover, Ashcroft pinpoints the
significance of ‘the changes made to the systenchwvpiovides the capitaf®

Ashcroft underscores the role played by the intélial in the dominated culture in
acquiring, transforming and ultimately challengthg dominant culture in a way

that ‘may lead to changes in the dominant culttseifi.3® Interpolation, Ashcroft
maintains, is a strategy that does not ‘asseujt}ibed anti-imperial intention, or a
separate oppositional purity?.On the contrary, it embraces the idea of multiplic
and plurality. InCrescentinterpolation is achieved through the employnadnt
intertextuality. Through drawing on Western andl#cacanonical texts and
Hollywood productionsCrescenican be seen as ‘a space in which a potentially vas

number of relations coalesc¥.

According to Kristeva and Barthes, intertextualigs nothing to do with
influence, sources, ‘or even the stabilised moaebtired in historical work of “text”
and “context” 3 Similarly, Jonathan Cullar asserts that intertaltyis not a
‘source-hunting’ concept or strate§fyCullar explains that the study of
intertextuality ‘casts its net wider to include #a@onymous discursive practices,
codes whose origins are lost, which are the camttof possibility of later texts”
Directly related to this discussion is the conad@daptation. Why does an author

draw on a particular source or a precursor textatigaptures an author’s attention

3 Ashcroft, p 45.

% Ashcroft, p. 45.

% Ashcroft, p. 45.

37 Ashcroft, p. 47.

B Allen, p. 12.

% Allen, p. 69.

“0 Jonathan Cullar, ‘Presupposition and IntertextyalComparative Literature91 (1976), 1380-96
(p. 1383).

“Lcullar, p. 1383.
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in the original work or mosaic of works? What dre tmplications and ramifications

of adaptation from a post-colonialist perspective?

Linda Hutcheon finds a sort of pleasure which ‘ceraimply from repetition
with variation, from the comfort of ritual combinedth piquancy of surprise® In
other words, people will be interested in watchiegding/listening to a work with
which they are familiar and will be anxious to cargy contrast and spot the
differences. This is true when the medium is chenge. when a novel is filmed or
turned into an opera. The way the plot is changesktve the new medium captures
the recipient’s attention and generates a curiousivalence towards the work. As
Hutcheon reminds us ‘[a]n adaptation’s double reatges not mean, however, that
proximity or fidelity to the adapted text shouldtbe criterion of judgment or the
focus of analysis*? Crescentfor instance, engages wiBthello primarily through
the re-writing of the handkerchief/scarf scene r&yvriting this sceneCrescent
revises the Western canon and challenges stereojqueit Arabs as jealous,

superstitious and irrational.

Hutcheon’s hypothesis is congruent with post-cabperspectives because
the hierarchal division insinuated by fidelity isibg destabilized and disrupted,
giving the post-colonial writers a free hand imneulding the raw material to serve
their new purposes. As Susan Bassnett and Harigadiiargue, ‘[i]t is significant
that the invention of the idea of the original aoages with the period of early

colonial expansion, when Europe began to reachdmuiis own boundaries for

“2 Linda HutcheonA Theory of AdaptatiofLondon & New York: Routledge, 2006), p. 4.
“3 Hutcheon, p. 6.
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territory to appropriate’? Thus, as part of the post-colonial revisionarygoam, the
concept of the original is being questioned andlehged because it is in some ways
an imperialist invention. Bassnett and Trivedi urgeearchers to ‘cal[l] into question
the politics of canonization and mov[e] resolutalyay from ideas of universal
literary greatness® Just like translations, adaptations are of pararnimoportance

in post-colonial discourse not only because they\ailful reinterpretations for a
different context’ and can lead to ‘hybrid workisyt also because they ‘disrupt
elements like priority and authority’ and ‘dest&®l both formal and cultural identity
and thereby shift power relatior$’ Abu-Jaber'<Crescenis an adaptation with

subversive potential.

In fact, Crescents set in the 1990s after the First Arab Gulf Wiaien
stereotypes about Arabs in America stridently neqsd. Nadine Naber argues that
‘[tlhe premiers of anti-Arab TV shows and films smatically coincide with
specific US government intervention in the MiddksEregion®’ Naber contends
that the 1990s ‘brought movies that perpetuatedfaab images [. . .] includinglot
Without my Daughtef1991),Aladdin (1992),True Lies(1994) ands.l.Jane
(1998)' *® These films played a crucial role in demonizing aonflating Arabs (and
Muslims) and preparing public opinion for a potahfAmerican intervention in the
Middle East. These films, | argue, have a negatiftaence on Arabs living in the

United States. As Jack Shaheen puts it, ‘[r]epetitiand negative images of the reel

4 Susan Bassnett and Harish Trivedi, ‘IntroductisinColonies, Cannibals and Vernaculars’Piost-
colonial Translation ed. by Susan Bassnett and Harish Trivedi (Lor&d&few York: Routledge,
1999), pp 1-18 (p. 2).

> Bassnett and Trivedi, p. 2.

8 Hutcheon, pp. 151-74.

4" Naber, ‘Ambiguous Insiders’, p. 45. See also: $kah ‘Reel Bad Arabs'.

“8 Naber, p. 45.
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Arab literally sustain adverse portraits acrossegaiions*® and ‘encourage
divisiveness accentuating [. . .] differences atekpense of those human qualities’

that tie people togethet®.

In their readings o€rescentcritics have sought to unveil how the novel
attempts to make connections between Arab Ameriaadshe larger American
community through deploying common cultural traah and practices. Lorraine
Mercer and Linda Strom, for instance, argue thadffunctions as a complex
language for communicating love, memory and exile€Crescent® They argue that
Crescentillustrates Appiah’s notion of cosmopolitanisnspecially during the
conversation at the hybrid Thanksgiving dinneredbSimilarly, Carol Fadda-
Conrey argues that i@rescentAbu-Jaber attempts to include the ‘works by and
about Arab Americans in the ethnic studies categarggesting ways to bridge the
barriers separating Arab Americans from other ethminorities’>® Like Mercer and
Strom, Fadda-Conrey illustrates the importanceotifas a metaphor for ‘the
interconnections within the ethnic borderland bemvdifferent ethnic character¥'.
The essay concludes that the novel ‘encouragearahstor commonality that is anti-

essentialist’ through ‘an informed understandinghefinherent differences within

and between ethnic communitiég’.

9 Shaheen, ‘Reel Bad Arabs’, p. 176.

*0 Shaheen, ‘Hollywood’s Muslim Arabs’, p. 23.

*! Lorraine Mercer and Linda Strom, ‘Counter NarrasivCooking Up Stories of Love and Loss in
Naomi Shihab Nye’s Poetry and Diana Abu-Jab€rascerit MELUS 32 (2007), 33-46 (p. 33).

2 Mercer and Strom, p. 44.

%3 Carol Fadda-Conrey, ‘Arab American Literaturelie Ethnic Borderland: Cultural Intersections in
Diana Abu-Jaber'€rescent MELUS 31 (2006), 187-205 (p. 187).

>4 Fadda-Conrey, p. 201.

% Fadda-Conrey, p. 203. Other critics have focuseitlentity. For instance, Jopi Nyman argues that
‘the novel's seemingly American story of the makofgethnic identity is positioned in a global
framework of migration and diaspora’ (p. 182). Sispi NymanHome, Identity, and Mobility in
Contemporary Diasporic FictiofAmsterdam & New York: Rodopi, 2009), especiallyapter 10,
‘Writing Diasporic Identity in Diana Abu-JaberGrescerit pp. 181-98. See also: Brinda J. Mehta,
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The two essays offer very discerning readings efnibvel. However, by
concentrating on food as a potential bridge fotuwal dialogue, Mercer and Strom
offer a celebratory and gratifying interpretatidrttte concept of cosmopolitanism
that fails to address some of the major tensiorise@movel. For example, that Han
feels displaced in America although he lives with tvoman he loves may point to a
breakdown in the discourse of cosmopolitanism riegids appropriate explanation
and contextualization. It is true that the prepamaaind consumption of food
provides an opportunity for people to talk abowtiticultures in an attempt to
understand each other’s difference, but it is pesteastep too far to agree with
Mercer and Strom'’s claim that the Thanksgiving feaslinner party at Sirine’s
uncle’s house to which people from different cudturackgrounds are invited, is
emblematic of the theme of the novel. This statengropose, underestimates the
novel's attempt to engage with other issues sut¢hemisrepresentation of Arabs in
literary and popular productions in the US, hybdentities and the complexities of
exile. Some episodes in the plot that | shall retorlater point to misunderstandings

and misapprehension between characters from differdtural background¥.

On the other hand, Fadda-Conrey focuses on thistrpldt to support her
argument that the novel portrays the ethnic boatherlas ‘a constructive space in

which interethnic ties between and within differentnmunities of color could be

‘The Semiosis of Food in Diana Abu-Jabefrescent in Arab Voices in Diasporaed. by Al Maleh,
pp. 203-35. See also: Nouri Gana, ‘In Search ofalmsla: Reconfiguring Arabness in Diana Abu-
Jaber'sCrescent Comparative Literature Studied45 (2008), 228-46.

* The disagreement between Han and Nathan oveattiee’s approach to photography is a case in
point. Although Nathan’s gallery is supposed tchtight the misery of Iragi people under the US
sanctions, Han thinks that Nathan is an opportunist uses these photos for career progress. At the
same time, the American woman who disdains Hastiouting at Nathan does not realize that these
photos stir Han's feelings of nostalgia for his fgmand his country. These moments of tension and
rupture suggest the difficulty of embracing cosniganism in celebratory tone. Let us not forgetttha
during the Thanksgiving party Sirine loses the Stwt Han gives to her as a present, an episate th
creates a rift between the two.
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established and maintainetd’Not only does her reading render the mythical plot
redundant, but it also flattens Han who, as arl@dteial in exile, deserves more
attention. Understanding Han’s perspective is quigortant to understanding what
it means to be displaced, dislocated and othersdad argues, an exile has ‘a
double perspective that never sees things in isalat’ Not only is Han an exile, he
is an intellectual in exile. His restlessness spe@iumes of the unattractive and
unspoken realities of diaspora. Intellectuals, $a&htain, ‘tend to see things not
simply as they are, but as they have come to lenég.>® With his visions and
opinions, the presence of an intellectual exile lHan inCrescentinvites the reader,
and indeed the critic, to question rather thankreke an overly positive idea of

cosmopolitanism and inter-ethnic dialogue.

From the start, Abu-Jaber tries to build an aucaiad Han, aligning him not

only with Gatsby but also with Ulysses. Six pagée the novel, Sirine’s uncle

states that Han is “[l]ike Ulysses™ (p. 19). Laten, Um-Nadia tells the policemen

who frequent her café that “[i]f this was the timgeSalah al-Din [,] Han would be a

famous general” (p. 70 An important scene takes place in Beverly Hillseve
the head of the Middle Eastern Studies Departni@mi,Hayden, throws his annual
party on the first Friday in September. The settthg lavishness of the party and the

fact that Lon Hayden'’s ‘wife is a casting director big action movies’ (p. 30)

remind the reader of the parties thrown by theggonist ofThe Great Gatsbgnd

°" Fadda-Conrey, p. 187.

*8 Said,Representations of the Intellectupl 44.

% Said, p. 45.

% Salah al-Din is a Muslim leader from the nortHrafy who liberated Jerusalem from the Crusaders
in the twelfth century.
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frequently attended by a number of Hollywood sfais. spite of the presence of all
these stars, Han remains a central figure in thiy.pde is a charismatic person who

seems to attract people’s attention:

The party has gotten crowded and there’s a pregsagle all around
him — she [Sirine] thinks there is something abdoot that makes
people want to stand close. He smiles as peopl®agip and inclines
slightly toward everyone who talks to him, as ifiaere intrigued, a
little bit in love with each of them (p. 32).

Crescentreates an atmosphere reminiscentitg Great Gatsbin order to
juxtapose the love story between Gatsby and Daidlyat of Han and Sirine, thus
drawing the attention to the romantic side of Hdick Caraway uses subtle
language to describe his initial impression of Ggtsdistant silhouette the first time

he sees him:

[F]ifty feet away a figure had emerged from theddha of my
neighbor’s mansion and was standing with his hamtiss pockets
regarding the silver pepper of the stars. Sometimirgs leisurely
movements and the secure position of his feet dp@mawn
suggested that it was Mr Gatsby him$2lf.

Similarly, in CrescentHan ‘[is] standing on the far end of one of thelgagoons lit
by rose-colored spotlights in a way that seemddeditely American: loose tan

shorts, sandals, a fluid yellow shirt’ (p. 32).

While Crescentimay not be directly referring fthe Great Gatshyt none the
less invokes some episodes from Fitzgerald’'s bookisthence ‘inevitably involved

in the performance of textual echo and allusfThat Han is dressed in a

%L In one of Gatsby’s parties, ‘Tom and Daisy staxeith that peculiarly unreal feeling that
accompanies the recognition of a hitherto ghostlglurity of the movies’ (Fitzgerald, p. 84). In
CrescentSirine ‘sits on the edge of a cluster or moviegde slouched in lawn chairs’ (p. 30).
Moreover, the narrator tells us that ‘[tlhe hourd ds grounds are so vast, partygoers seem tcaappe
out of nowhere, strolling around bends in the lagpp. 30-31).

62 Scott F. FitzgeraldThe Great Gatshyintrod. by Ruth Prigozy (Oxford & New York: OxfiUP,
2008), p. 20.

%3 Julie SandersAdaptation and AppropriatiofLondon & New York: Routledge, 2006), p. 4.
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deliberately American way and is portrayed as aishmatic character who is
modelled after Gatsby invites the reader to refbecthe life of a member of the
Arab American community with empathy away from plapuepresentations of
Arabs and Americans of Arab descent as the enevhide US nation ‘who are bent
on terrorizing civilized Westerners, especially iStians and Jew$* Han, to borrow
Abu-Jaber’s words in an interview with Robin E.|Bi&s meant to be representative
of a specific kind of very literate, sophisticat®hb man [. . . not] represented in

[...] media’®

Gatsby has gained a universality made possiblélma and adaptations.
Ruth Prigozy argues that ‘to call someone “Gatstpyesis immediately to define an
individual in terms of his capacity for hope, hismantic idealization of
experience® Prigozy maintains that media representations halged the
dissemination of this romantic figure that comesejaresent the American nation.
Prigozy asserts that Gatsby’s dream ‘is the drealBveryman [. . .] It is also the
dream of those young people caught between twads/$fl Crescentdraws on the
universality of Gatsby’s dream, his romanticism #mel sense of fragmentation he
lives with. The reader feels the state of displaam@nand homelessness that Han
experiences, “For a moment-for a moment, | forgbere | was. | forgot that this

was America. | was on the banks of the Tigris™ 1j37).

Han'’s childhood in poverty seems to parallel Gatslyfan’s family ‘didn’t

have enough money for his textbooks (p. 205). Syl Gatsby’s father, Henry

® Shaheen, ‘Reel Bad Arabs’, p. 172.
% Field, p. 219.

Prigozy, p. xxxiv.
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Gatz, reveals to Nick that Gatsby’s family “waoke up™ ®® Both Han and Gatsby
are disciplined and self-made characters: the éibletHenry Gatz shows Nick
reveals that Gatsby is an organized and a dedigatesthn the way that Han'’s
insistence on studying under street lamps showsebave and diligenc€rescent
here invites the American reader to identify witartas a self-built Arab man who
has grown up in penury and desolation. In othemd&oGatsby’s romanticism is also
echoed in Han'’s delicate and sensitive characteuam a way that challenges
stereotypes about Arab men. Just as Gatsby, tBriggezy’s words, ‘[has] literally
patched himself together out of popular ideas auk$ about self-improvemertt,
Han has made himself and built his career withohie hands. Like Gatsby, Han is

delicate, idealistic and romantit.

In the character of Han, exile and displacementwwiik romantic love and

idealism. Han lives like a nomad. He has not furadshis flat because buying

furniture represents ““a commitment [. . .] to aqg@™, a notion that he has never

entertained (p. 60). Han feels at a loss in thewltere he lives. He finds it difficult

to locate Sirine’s home although she lives closeisdlat. Apologetically, Han tells

Sirine that he does not “get the geography of thwen [. . .] things keep swimming

around [him]” (p. 65). Han is a tormented figuFear him, “[t]he fact of exile is

bigger than everything else in [his] life™ (p. JbNevertheless , Han's sense of

%8 Fitzgerald, p. 137.

% Prigozy, p. xxvii.

0 Mystery surrounds Gatsby till his death the waat tystery surrounds Han throughout the novel.
For instance, the relationship between Han and\hisrican benefactor, Janet, is presented in a way
that parallels Gatsby’s ties with Dan Cody and Méjelfshiem. Janet funds Han's study at a private
school in Cairo (p. 218). Ever since, Han has tfad into something different than [he] was born to
be™ (pp. 220-21). Similarly, imhe Great Gatshywolfshiem claims that he made Gatsby “out of
nothing™ (p. 136). While some believe that Gatsby'a German spy™, others think that he served in
the American army during the World War | (pp. 36-3imilarly, some people think that Han is a
spy for “The C.I.A., the Iraqgis, whoever™”, whilethers believe that he is ““one of Saddam Hussein’s
secret sons™ (p. 290).

Y
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displacement does not reflect adversely on his fov&irine. In spite of his anguish

and pain, he is a romantic lover.

Han'’s ability to immerse himself and his belovediromantic world is an
image that the novel adroitly highlights. Han iegitSirine to dinner in the first of a
series of dates. When she knocks on the door, Ifigls as if he can’t quite believe
she’s standing there’ (p. 57)As he prepares the meal, the legendary Lebaneae di
Fairuz sings and the narrator tells us that ‘Hark$oexcited - his skin slightly damp
and pink from the kitchen heat’ (p. 58). We follawth admiration Han’s treatment
of Sirine as his queen, placing the food with card love in her mouth (p. 61). As
they sit on the balcony ‘[tihe moon comes out amdg red’ (p. 62). In this romantic
atmosphere, Sirine starts to ask Han questionst &limpast: ‘She stays too late,
drunk on Han’s storiégp. 64, emphasis added). It is here, | argud, @mascent
starts to engage with a foundational Western tetthas perpetuated, whether
consciously or unconsciously, anti-Arab images #otights’? Specifically,

Crescenenters into dialogue with Shakespeaf@thello.”

In fact, Desdemona falls in love with Othello thghuistening to his

adventures that he narrates to her father:

Othello: [. . .] This to hear
Would Desdemona seriously incline,
But still the house affairs would draw herrtbe,
Which ever as she could with hasted dispatch
She’d come again, and with a greedy ear

" A reminder of the Gatsby-Daisy reunion in Nicksuse where Gatsby “act[s] like a little boy”
because he cannot believe that he is re-united athy.

2 As Sirine enters Han's flat, ‘the wokfrica comes to her head’ (p. 57). | discuss the intéugx
significance of this quotation in more detail later

73 Critics extensively have written on the attemptadapOthello. SeePost-colonial Shakespeares
ed. by Ania Loomba and Martin Orkin (London & Newrk: Routledge: 1998). It is not my intention
here to engage with these critics. | will concetetian the wayCrescentngages witiOthello
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Devour up my discourgé.
Desdemona’s interest in listening to Othello’s ie®is, according to Patricia Parker,
‘a characteristic of early modern preoccupatiorhwtiite ocular, an appetite which, as
with appeal of prodigy and “monster” literatureyatved the hunger to “know” as a

desire to “see™”

Drawing on some motifs that are centraCithello, Crescentsstarts to
challenge some orientalist stereotypes that tido#éta jealousy, superstition and
irrationality. As a play that has been repeatediypded and re-interprete@thello
has created and reinforced misrepresentationsaiisioors. As Emily C. Bartels
argues, at the same time that Shakespeare wasgatmis plays, ‘English discourse
was [. . .] already filled with stereotypes of Afins as embodiments of evil,
blackened by sin, driven by lust, and hungry forden and revengée® | suggest that
these stereotypes have gained more currency amdirsgain contemporary life and
we still encounter them in popular culture and nmassdlia. In fact, in an interview
with Robin E. Field, Abu-Jaber states that shatisrested in scrutinizing stereotypes
about Arabs and Americans of Arab descent. Abu+Jadserts that she ‘deliberately

press[es] on these long-held clichés as a waymepeely testing thend”

In this sense, Abu-Jaber’'s method of dealing wigheotype is similar to
Bhabha'’s approach of understanding it as a sigendfivalence. Bhabha argues that

‘the stereotype is a complex, ambivalent, conttadycnode of representation, as

" William Shakespear@thello, ed. by E. A. J. Honigmann (London: Arden Shakaspe2006),
1.3.146-51.

S patricia Parker, ‘Fantasies of “Race” and “GendAftica, Othelloand Bringing to Light’, in
Women, ‘Race’, Writing in the Early Modern Perjadl. by Margo Hendricks and Patricia Parker
(London & New York: Routledge, 1998), pp. 84-100 &)

S Emily C. Bartels, Othelloand Africa: Postcolonialism Reconsiderethe William

and Mary Quarterly 39 ser., 54 (1997), 45-64 (p. 53).

" Field, p. 211.
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anxious as it is assertivé® Both Abu-Jaber and Bhabha call for the testing,
challenging and questioning of stereotypes thraerghring the discourse that has
created them. Abu-Jaber is interested in expldtieghidden side of the stereotype,

while Bhabha wishes to investigate the anxiety améivalence behind its creation.

In this context, the adaptation of the handkerckieine irOthello, which has
been associated with belief in magic and supesgtitbecomes one @frescens
attempts to examine stereotypes. Indeed, the harfukéhas become a synecdoche
for the play. In the novel, the handkerchief imiosed into a scarf with red berries.
Five pages are dedicated to describe how Han hiaader to Sirine with both of
them testifying to its beauty and excellence. Thel scene is enveloped in a
romantic atmosphere. The handkerchief's ‘matesiaia soft between [Sirine’s]
fingers it feels like dipping her hand into watgr: 131). Han explains to Sirine how
his family sent it to him as a reminder of his coynvhen he fled Irag in 1980. The

scarf gains supplementary magnitude as Han teiiseShat “[his] mother was
wearing this [the scarf] when [his] father felllove with her” (p. 133). Han tells
Sirine that the embroidery along the borders ofstef is the traditional pattern of

his mother’s village and “[i]f yowstudythem, you can figure out where a certain

embroidery stitch has come from™ (p. 133, emphasided).

Han’s emphasis on studying the scarf (i.e. sulijgatito scientific
examination and observation) is different from weey Shakespeare describes
Othello’s handkerchief. Shakespeare’s handkerdtzisf“magic in the web of it""?
whereas Abu-Jaber’s scarf is merely *“a beautiinhg™ (p. 133). The

handkerchief/scarf is further centralized. Follogvthe Thanksgiving dinner, where

8 Bhabha, p. 100.
" Shakespeare, p. 111.4.81.
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people from different cultural backgrounds congteg@d Sirine’s uncle’s house,
Sirine loses the scarf. Unable to find it, Sirineakes everyone swear they won't
breathe a word of this to Han’ (p. 197)Through highlighting the psychological
pain that Sirine undergoes following the loss af$earf, the novel draws the
reader’s attention to the significance of the sitadif. In this sense, the relationship
betweerCresceniandOthellg to borrow Julie Sanders’ words on the relatiopshi
between intertexts and the referential processerals beyond fragmentary allusion
to a more sustained reworking and revisidrih other words, by rewriting the
handkerchief scen€rescentwrite[s] back to an informing original from a neay

revised political and cultural positiof?.

Just as the loss of the handkerchieDihello contributes to the tragic end of
the play, tensions between Sirine and Han escdistdo the loss of the scarf and
come to a climax during a photography exhibitiotdh®y Natharf> When Han sees
his cousin’s photo in the gallery, he angrily a@suBlathan of violating his family’s
privacy for career progress (p. 244). Abu-Jabenshcharacters both playing out

and giving in to stereotypes. Han outrageouslynssoout of the galler$/* Sirine

8t is interesting that it is during the Thanksgiyipartly that Sirine loses her scarf because the
complications that result point to the slippagéhi@ cosmopolitanism that Mercer and Strom claim the
novel embodies.

8 sanders, p. 97.

8 sanders, p. 98.

8 Nathan'’s insistence on taking photos stealthilipfsoto an anxiety that Bhabha highlights in his
analysis of the stereotype. Bhabha argues thate[§trategy of the stereotype, as a form of
(mis)recognition, depends on staging an encounitér‘atherness” in an airless space of fixed
coordinates’ (p. 110). However, Han's shouts ot@sband rejection disrupt this process. Han'’s
shouts, to borrow Benita Parry’s words, seem tdténain alternative text — with whose constructions
Bhabha declines to engage’ (p. 26). For a critiairBhabha’s theory of disrupting the dominant
discourse by adapting it, see: Benita PaPgstcolonial Studies: A Materialist Critiquéondon &

New York: Routledge, 2005).

8 That Um-Nadia describes Han’s attitude as a tygicab behavior (p. 245) indicates that some
members of the Arab American community believehigse stereotypes. As Jack Shaheen argues in
‘Hollywood’s Muslim Arabs’, stereotypes are selfrpetuating and can ‘lower self-esteem’ (p. 23).
Elsewhere, Um-Nadia warns Sirine not to discloseaa the fact that she had sex with Aziz because,
Um-Nadia maintains, being an Arab, Han may killAzfHabeebti, you would not believe in ten
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dashes out to find him, only to be confronted veithenraged Han: ‘He continues to
stare at her, not speaking, [. . .] His skin flasl@metallic glint in his eyes. “Where
Is it?” he says’ (p. 245). The description of Hab&havior is in synch with the
stereotypical notion that Arabs are hot-temperetligational, reminiscent of post-
colonial critiques of the consequencedihello. This view is further enforced when
Han seeks the scarf: “I trusted you with that ¢meg. Just that one small thing,
Sirine.” [. . .] “How could | have been such a @9]. . .] “How could | have trusted

something so precious with someone kke?™ (pp. 245-46, italics in original).

When Desdemona tells Othello that she does not tevieandkerchief with

her, Othello bursts out in anger:

Othello: That is a fault: That handkerchief
Did an Egyptian to my mother give,
She was a charmer, and could almost read
The thoughts of people. She told her, while s it
"Twould make her amiable and subdue my father
Entirely to her love; but if she lost it
Or made a gift of it, my father’s eye
Should hold her loathed and his spirits shouwiadth
After new fancie§®

In the two works, anger and rage control the Arai@iMman. However, i€rescent
the Han-Sirine’s conversation downplays the supiengs element that Shakespeare

makes so central to his drafifa.

million years what people are still like” (p. 262)he novel is highlighting the fact that stere@yp

are self-perpetuating.

% Shakespeare, 111.4.57-65.

8 One can even find more parallels between the plotise two works. Aziz, the Syrian poet, frames
the Han-Sirine love affair in a superstitious canhtén an lago-like move, Aziz tells Sirine, shesha
“simply fallen under [Han’s] spell” (p. 249). M&over, Aziz uses some of the animal imagery that
Roderigo and lago use when they describe Othelttz Kkens Han to a sad zebra that allures virgins
(p. 249). In fact, Aziz is repeating lago’s destidp of Othello an “old black ram,” (1.1.87) aral
“Barbary horse™ (1.1.110). Actually, Aziz reinfaes the stereotypical image of Arab men as jealous
as he warns Sirine not to tell Han about the nigtiz and Sirine spent together: “You know these
Arab guys. They get jealous and murder people thighr bare hands™ (p. 250). Murdering with bare
hand can be a reminder of the final scen®thiello, whereby Othello strangles Desdemona. Just as
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Crescents interested in investigating some of the steqeed that have been
commonly associated with Arabs via popular cultarthe US. As Nabeel Abraham
argues, like other types of racism, anti-Arab sign@ing ‘permeates’ mainstream
cultural and political institutions and organizaiso but unlike other forms of
misrepresentation, anti-Arab stereotyping is ‘tated by mainstream socief{/ By
engaging with a foundational text lik&thello Crescenthallenges some of these
images and exposes their falsity. Irrationality &etlef in superstitions - two major
images on which the representation of Othello éslmated - are challenged in
Crescentln this senseCresceninterpolatethellothrough a process of adaptation
and appropriation. As Jonathan Cullar notes, iex¢uality ‘is not without direct
practical consequences’ as ‘[i]t leads one to tluh& text as in dialogue with other

texts, an act of absorption, parody, and critici&n’

The novel, however, challenges these stereotypas, With whom the reader
must have identified as a romantic protagonists&@ikine and apologizes to her. He
is ashamed of his behavior at the gallery. He ajgpsansitive, romantic and noble.
For Han, the scarf does not have the same mageahimg that Othello attaches to

the handkerchief. Han assures Sirine that *“[a}fssaa scarf [. . .] You, on the other

hand, are the whole world” (p. 252). The noveltpays Han as a realistic person

who understands what might have happened.

While the realist plot interpolaté&3thellothrough portraying Han as a

charismatic character whose love for Sirine ismatred by belief in magic and

Um-Nadia is complicit in reinforcing stereotypesoabArabs as | explained previously, so are other
Arabs like Aziz. The novel here explores the selfgetuating nature of the stereotype and reveals
how members of the Arab community subscribe togludishés.

87 Abraham, p. 159.

8 Cullar, p. 1383.
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superstitions, the mythical plot interpola@thellothrough the character of Aunt
Camille who stands for Othello’s absent mother. Ewev, in order to interpolate
Shakespeare’s (lack of) representation of Othetiwdsher,Crescenengages with
Tayeb Salih’sSeason of Migration to the Norfhian adaptation dbthellothat,
unfortunately, leaves Othello’s mother marginalized silent. In this sense,
Crescenfpursues a double-fold mission: subverting steggegyabout Arab men in
the Western literary canon, represente®itiyello (and its adaptations) and
challenging stereotypes about Arab women in thé Aitarary canon, represented by
Seasonln this sense, Abu-Jaber performs her ‘sociahdgd. . . of] trying to
counteract the media portrayals - the terroristfierArab man and the oppressed,
hidden, exotic Arab woman’ through portraying Arabn and women ‘in terms of

diversity and humanity®

As an Arab American writer, Abu-Jaber is drawingbath the Western and
Arabic canon. Some of the motifs that she employsrescenseem familiar for
readers of Sali’Seasori* The novel tells the story of a brilliant Sudangsath

who moves to Britain in the 1920s. The two womethwihom he has sexual

8 Further references to this book will be abbredaeSeason

% Field, p. 219. In fact, novel shows its interesthallenging the misrepresentation of Arabs as
terrorists in the opening pages of the novel. Tdiecp turn at Nadia's Café, then called Falafeldad,
and ask the Egyptian cook ‘if he knew of any tdatoschemes’ (p. 8). On the next page, the
omniscient narrator also tells us that when Silirds at the faces of Arab immigrants and studants
the café, she only sees vulnerable people: ‘Sonestshe used to scan the room and imagine the word
terrorist. But her gaze ran over the faces and all that dzewk to her were words likenely, and

yound (p. 9, italics in original).

°LIn Crescentas Sirine visits Han’s house for the first tirttee omniscient narrator describes in some
detail Han’s flat, which significantly lacks furnite: ‘For some reason the woldrica comes into
[Sirine’s] head’ (p. 57, italics in original). Thecene may remind the reader of Mustafe8d's
description of his all-African house in London “dee den of lethal lies that [he] had deliberately
built up, lie upon lie™” (p. 146). This scene, ae, establishesdirect link betweerSeasorand
CrescentOther motifs include drowning and slavery:&al is believed to have drowned during one
of the Nile’s floodings. IrCrescent Abdelrahman Salahadin fakes drowning as a joleegs mother,
we are told, is a slave and so is Abdelrahman &dials mother. HoweveECrescentdoes not

attempt to re-writé&Seasonbut it, | argue, engages with Salih’s portraylabe’ eed’s mother who
stands, in turn, for Othello’s mother.

204



relationships commit suicide, while he kills hiseviAfter serving seven years in jail,
Mustafa S&ed returns to Sudan, marries and leads a queanld small village at

the bend of the Nile. However, as the unnamed taarraturns home after finishing
his studies in Britain, he meets Mustafaegal. Séeed reveals part of his past to the
narrator and gives him the key to his room of dsci@hortly after, Saed is

reported to havdrownedhimself in the Nile, an episode tHatescente-enacts
through Abdelrahman Salahadin’s repeated fake drayviThe narrator makes it his

responsibility to unveil Saed’s enigma and tell it to us.

Salih’s novel attempts to re-wri@thello. During his trial for murdering his
wife, Mustafa Szeed says, “l am no Othello. Othello is a li€*Salih sees it as his
duty to historicize the cultural background fromigfhOthello/S&eed hails. Jyotsna
Singh argues that Mustafa‘8ad ‘mimics’ Othello ‘by self-consciously enactittge
sentimentalized stereotypes of OrientaliSiBarbara Harlow considers the novel as
a sort of muaradah, an Arabic term used to describe ‘a formula whgrene person
will write a poem, and another will retaliate byitivrg along the same lines but
reversing the meaning* Most critics who have approached Salih’s novelehav
focussed on the Seed/Othello relation influenced presumably by #e that Salih,
in his retaliation, concentrates on the image dfeo himself?® In other words,

because the Seed-Othello doubling-up lies at the hearSafasonmost critics have

2 Tayeb SalihSeason of Migration to the Norttrans. by Denys Johnson-

Davies (London, Penguin Books, 2003), p. 95.

% Joytsna Singh, ‘Othello’s Identity, Postcolonidiebry, and Contemporary African Rewritings of
Othelld, in Women, ‘Race’ed. by Hendricks and Parker, p. 295.

% Barbara Harlow, ‘Othello’s Season of MigratioRdebiyat (1979), 157-75 (p. 162).

% One can argue that Mustafa‘&ed remains enigmatic the way Gatsby, Han and [0thes. The
unnamed narrator @easorasserts that Seed’s identity is inscrutable. One person sayshbatas
an agent for the British during their occupatiorSoidan and that he was employed “on dubious
missions to the Middle East™ (pp. 55-56).
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focussed on exploring this relationship within dodonial/postcolonial context and

neglected to study other marginal characters liteellb/Sdaeed’s mother(s).

Seasordoes not attempt to rescue Othello’s mother whbiak8speare
banishes and cruelly associates with magic andrstjgen. Séeed’s mother is
mentioned three times in the novel. Describingréiationship with his mother to his
confidant, Saeed states that “circumstances had chanced tg’btieem together?
The second time Seed’s mother is mentioned is when he tells her gbisuyplans to

go to school, to which she remains numb and dunmitfed’’ The third time, it is

"®8 The way in which the

reported that Saed’s “mother was alavefrom the south
mother figure is presented @thello, SeasorandCrescenencourages us to compare
and contrast their raison d’étre. Othello’s motisesbsent, Saed’s is present/absent,
and Abdelrahman Salahadin’s is fully present amghifscantly, humanized by being

given a name.

If Shakespeare associates Othello’s mother withiereatd superstitior?
Salih describes Seed’s mother as “a slave™ and renders her sitemit helples$®®
Crescenthowever, transforms this slave into articulatd eesourceful Aunt Camille,
“the freed Nubian slave™ (p. 24). She roams tlagtle and breaks all the borders in
search for her son, Abdelrahman Salahadin, whareold, has *“an incurable
addiction to selling himself and faking ldsowning’, a reminder of Szeed’s fake
identity and his much-speculated death by drowmrtge Nile (p. 5, emphasis

added)Crescentonstructs the character of Aunt Camille out afjfnents gathered

% salih, p. 19.
" salih, p. 21.
% 3alih, p. 54, emphasis added.
% Othello tells Desdemona that his mother’s handkiefchas ‘magic in the web of it’ (111.4.71) that
was given to her by an ‘Egyptian [. . .] charméi.4.58-9).
190 5alih, p. 54.
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from Shakespeare and Salih. Through Aunt Camitl@gels,Crescensignificantly
transforms the Western epistemological knowledgaméd and place. As we join her
in her journeys to Syria, Egypt and deep into Afriascillate with her between the
13" 19" and 28 centuries and meet people like Sir Richard Bunat,only do we
share with her stories from the Arab and Islamituce, but we also hear alternative
and untold narratives about modern Arab natiorte@gfall under the spell of

colonization, Orientalism and degradation.

The stories we hear disrupt colonial historicatdigses. For instance, the
narrator explains in a mirthful tone that the nasheake Tanganyika can change
into Lake Victoria ‘depending on which directionwe coming from anavhose
villages you're pillaging(p. 127, emphasis added). In this sei@®scentighlights
the fact that colonialism has manipulated histbrptigh a process of re-naming.
According to Ashcroft:

To be incorporated into the Western history isgbfinition, to be
located at its edges, to be the site of unintergsévents,’ of a

marginal reality which has little to contributegeneral understanding
of the world*%*

Through the vibrant, eloquent and ingenious Aunnf(lla, not only isCrescent
interpolating history as a modern Western epistdngit is also re-inscribing a

feminist point of view of history that is often regted.

Crescents interpolating the historic discourse by enteiiédisrupt[ing] its
discursive features and reveal[ing] the limitatiofishe discourse itselt®? For
instance, the novel shows the unspoken fact that &amille inspired Sir Richard

Burton to translatdhe Thousand and One Nights her slow and very nice and

101 Ashcroft, p. 92.
102 Ashcroft, p. 103.

207



deliberate way, Aunt Camille began to take up spad&urton’s imagination’ (p. 99).
The novel highlights the untold and unacknowledgee that Arab women have
played in a process of cultural exchange. In tarse, the novel, to borrow Sanders’
words on employing intertextuality as a strategyransformation, ‘highlight[s]

troubling gaps, absences, and silences withir] fanonical texts'®

More significantly, Aunt Camille is portrayed innay that challenges
Western presumptions of Arab women as oppressésldip and patriarch}?* In an
interview with Andrea Shalal-Esa, Abu-Jaber affirtimat: ‘| feel like if there’s a
choice [. . .] between speaking and suppressingsgtitthat inevitably you have to
speak’:® Abu-Jaber creates a fluent Aunt Camille, who unlixhello/S&ed’s
mothers, refuses to be silenced. Aunt Camillessueceful enough to enchant Sir
Richard Burton and forces him to show her the wathé source of the Nile (where
she has been told that she can find out her somésembouts)®?® Faced with the
eloquence and intelligence of Aunt Camille, theajigritish traveller is helpless,
powerless and frail. His wife negotiates on hisadbetie terms and conditions of his
release since Burton ‘was not too sure he wantée t@leased’ (p. 112). In this
senserescentreverses popular representations of Arab woméneitS as

‘covered in black from head to toe, [. . .] unededaunattractive, and enslaved

193 sanders, p. 98.

194 Crescenpresents other powerful Arab women in the novied Rana and Um-Nadia, whose
actions and thoughts subvert misconceptions aboalh And Muslim women. Um-Nadia for instance
owns a café and when CIA agents show up at herfolidéving the Second Arab Gulf War between
1991-92, she ‘chase[s] them off the premises flagpier kitchen towel at them’ (p. 9). My analysis
of Halaby’sWest of the Jordaaxamines how the novel subverts misrepresentatibAsab women
through a strategy of storytelling that foregrouddsersity and undermines the monolithic image of
Arab women as helpless.

105 Andrea Shalal-Esa, ‘Diana Abu-Jaber: The Only Rasp to Silencing . . . is to

Keep Speaking’A | Jadid Magazing8 (2002), 1-5 (p. 4).

1% This is also a reminder of the place wher&e8d has purportedly downed himself.
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beings'!%’ In fact, the Arab women th&resceniportrays are lively and vigorous.
On the one hand, they seek to challenge stereotjpmg their Arab American
communities. On the other hand, they are politycalid socially active members of

the larger US communit{f®

In the same interview, Abu-Jaber expresses heretnacegarding the
portrayal of Arabs on TV and in newspapers in ti& Bhe tells Shalal-Esa that
‘Arab-Americans have been so maltreated by the apéldeir image has been so
dark’ 1% In alluding to George Melford'She Sheika 1921 Hollywood production
based on Edith Hull’'s 1919 romance of the same, @itescenengages with the
power of the media to construct strong and longrigstereotypes. IGrescent
Abdelrahman Salahadin walks on the stage (at Hreafthis acting career) to
audition forThe Sheiland all the Italian actors fall silent. Everyonmeivs that he
should be the star of the film except Abdelrahmalal®adin himself (p. 289). After
all, the narrator muses, ‘someone with actual g¢&nk might run amok, do
something unpredictable’ (p. 288 Crescent'ssngagement witfthe Sheik
highlights the role this film has played in perging stereotypes about Arabs. As
one of the earliest Hollywood productio$ie Sheilhas indeed been ‘influential in
affecting cultural norms and discussion outsidecihema’** As Shaheen puts it,
‘[e]ver since the camera began to crank, the unkényslim Arab has appeared as

an uncivilized character, [. . .] starkly contragtin behavior and appearance with

97 Shaheen, ‘Hollywood’s Muslim Arabs’, p. 26.

19 For instance, in a meeting of Arab women atterte8irine, the women discuss ‘whether they'll
participate in a campus sit-in to protest the oetigm of the West Bank, whether they’'ll donate lithke
goods to the Lutheran fund-raiser, and whether'liregypear on a local TV news show to discuss the
negative portrayal of Arabs in Hollywood films’ (p59).

19 Shalal-Esa, p. 4.

110 5ee Shaheen’s ‘Hollywood’s Muslim Arabs’ for aaission on how Arab American actors like
Nicholas Kadi ‘are obliged to play terrorists anddemean their heritage’ (p. 32).

1 John C. Eisele, ‘The Wild East: Deconstructinglthaguage of Genre in the Hollywood Eastern’,
Cinema Journgl4l (2002), pp. 68-94 (p. 77).
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the white Western protagonist? In presenting members of the Arab American
community as vulnerable American citize@sescenfputs ‘a humane face’ on Arab
Americans and counteracts negative representatioisllywood films!** As
Steven Salaita reminds us, stereotypical imagésaifs have made their
‘acceptance in circles beyond their own [. . .pdaus concern** In this sense,
Crescentranslates Salaita’s call on Arab American writerhumanize the Arab

peoples and make their stories accessible to ottemunities™*

The Sheils plot is quite simple: an independent and emaateiph English
woman, Lady Diana, decides to go to the Arab degginst her brother’s wishes.
She is kidnapped by Sheik Ahmed who (in the norages her several times. During
her stay (as a hostage), she starts to fall in\atle her Western-educated captor.
However, she is kidnapped again by a villainougf;ti8heik Omeir, who attempts
vainly to rape her. Finally, Sheik Ahmed rescuesdmal slays her abductor. She
discovers to her great relief that Sheik Ahmedasan Arab after all: he is in fact

half-British and half-Spanish.

Both the novel and the film, while painting an ireagf the Orient that
appeals to the recipient’s fantasy and exotic imagpn, attaches several stereotypes
to Arabs such as jealousy, promiscuity and theebilisuperstitions'® Billie
Melman affirms that the novelist’s attention to they details in portraying an exotic
landscape like the desert is a prerequisite taticeess of the novel since this

assures the reader of the writer's knowledge ofthgect matter. Melman contends

112 ghaheen, p. 25.

113 Shaheen, p. 26.

14 salaita, ‘Vision', para. 6 of 22.

115 salaita, para. 16 of 22.

116 The same stereotypes ti@thello perpetuates.
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that ‘the wilder and the more fatuous the fantésg,greater the pain that is taken to
authenticate it''’ These scenes establish the writer as ‘the ommptesaveller-
narrator’ and consequently, transmute the sterestgpe perpetuates to credible
facts!'® The novel abounds with images that portray Arabsigerstitious. The
French traveller Raoul de Saint Hubert, for inseanells Lady Diana that the advent

of Sheik Ahmed’s mother “had taken hold of theperstitiousArabs™.**°

In his adaptation of the novel, Melford adds twerses and intensifies the
plot by ending the film, to Lady Diana’s and thelemce’s great relief, on the
discovery that Sheik Ahmed, played by Italian a&adolph Valentino, is not an
Arab. Unlike the novel, the film opens with SheikAed and his tribesmen going to
an Arab-exclusive party at a casino where they gabelly dancers and gamble
on/for women. The second addition is the marriagesicene where Arab men
choose from the abundant voluptuous Arab womenfien. €ombined with the rape
threats (in the film) that Lady Diana has to contenth, the two scenes portray Arab
men and women as promiscuous, sexual maniacs asthotly hot. This is part of a
larger pattern that Ella Shohat and Robert Stank imatr in Unthinking
Eurocentricism Black/Arab women are depicted as hot while Whitenen are
frigid:

The hot/frigid dichotomy implies three interdependaxioms within
the sexual politics of colonialist discourse: fittsie sexual interaction

of Black/Arab men and White women canly involve rape (since
White women cannot possibly desire Black or Aram)nsecond, the

117 Melman, Billie, Women and the Popular Imagination in the Twentiéappers and Nymphs
(London: Macmillan, 1988), p. 96. The novEhe Sheikis full of passages that describe the desert in
a way that addresses the reader’s fantasy andmaiamis. For instance, Lady Diana ‘loved the
endless, undulating expanse stretching out befer¢. h.] and then the desert grew level again and
quite suddenly she could see for miles’ (p. 70).

18 Melman, p. 96.

19E M. Hull, The SheikMarston Gate: Amazon.co.uk, 2006), p. 138, emighadded.
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sexual interaction of White men and Black or Araimvencannot
involve rape (since Black or Arab women are in p&upl heat and
desire the White master); and third, the interactibBlack or Arab
men and Black/Arab womealso cannot involve rape, since both are
in perpetual hedf®

In the film, Sheik Ahmed does not rape Lady Diangib the novel he does
several times. However, neither in the novel nahanfilm does Sheik Omeir
manage to rape Lady Diana in spite of his incesati@mpts. It is not coincidental
that by the time Lady Diana agrees to marry Ahntedigiows that he is half-British
and half-Spanish. | argue that the fear of miscatien pushes Hull to fabricate this
(unconvincing) ending. At the beginning of the tivetlh century, neither the film
viewers nor the readers could accept a scene whérelWlemonized native
(represented by Sheik Omeir) rapes the English wdnegause this topples

established racial hierarchi&s.

Unlike the half-Spanish half-British Sheik Ahmeke thative Arab, Sheik
Omeir, is demonized throughout the entire novel/fiHe is the epitome of an Arab
male whose ‘physical uncleanness’ is associateud ‘aat inner depravity and
lasciviousness’, whereby ‘[t]he former is takeraasoutward sign of the lattel*?

For Lady Diana, Sheik Omeir is ‘indeed, the Aralnmé&her imaginings, this gross,

unwieldy figure [. . .] his swollen, ferocious faseamed and lined with every mark

120 shohat and Stam, p. 157, italics in original.

1211n Othellg, lago and Roderigo make viable capitalizationsniscegenation to prevent the Othello-
Desdemona marriage: Othello does not consummatednisage to Desdemona. In Chaucéite
Canterbury TalesThe Man of Law tells the story of, Constance,dhaghter of the Roman Emperor.
She is sent as a bride to the Sultan of Syria. Hewgust like the Othello-Desdemona marriage
which remains unconsummated, Constance remaingjia ¥or the villainous mother of the Sultan
murders her son and banishes Constance. Hull islynilowing the path set by Shakespeare and
Chaucer in disallowing a mixed-race relation dyd trgue, an (un)conscious fear of miscegenation.
122 \Melman, p. 99.
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of vice’.*** He is exactly the opposite of Sheik Ahmed ‘of whbsbits she had been

forced into such an intimate knowleddé®.

Steven C. Caton, describ€Be Sheilas ‘one of the hottest best-sellers of all
time on both sides of the Atlantit®® Melman contends that ‘[t]he first filmed
version ofThe Sheikvas seen by 125 million viewer€® She maintains that the
novel's success was ‘phenomenal’ and it promptedevs and publishers to emulate
E. M. Hull's pioneering formula of rape-cum-redeioptin the Sahara?’ Jessica
Taylor asserts that the film and the novel haverdmuted to creating the sheikh
romance genre and more importantly ‘the sheikh hasocontinued on as a staple of
the romantic fiction industry’, with ‘Harlequin (f@xample) publish[ing] at least one
sheikh romance every few monti& The Sheiks a romance about a mixed
marriage/relationship and inter-racial relationiisTreflects the central theme in the
other two works thaCresceninterpolates, namelypthelloandSeasonThe film
dramatizes the exotic adventures that appeal tdédesna and the English women

Sdeed seduces.

Crescenteengages with this novel/film in different ways.elimythical plot in
Cresceniattempts to challenge stereotypes about Arabsiimarous way. The blue
Bedu that Aunt Camille meets in her travels impkestyg speak Italian and Arabic

just like Sheik Ahmed’s tribesmen who speak Fresmuth Arabic. They have

123 Hull, p. 123.

124 Hull, p. 125.

125 Steven C. CatonThe Sheikinstabilities of Race and Gender in TransatlaRtpular Culture of
the Early 1920s’, ilNoble Dreams, Wicked Pleasures: Orientalism in Acaerl870-1930ed. by
Holly Edwards (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2000), 117 (p. 99).

126 Melman, p. 90.

127 Melman, p. 91.

128 Jessica Taylor, ‘And You Can Be My Sheikh: Gen&Race, and Orientalism in Contemporary
Romance NovelsThe Journal of Popular CulturetO (2007), 1032-1051 (p. 1037). In fathe
Great Gatsbytself makes a reference to ““‘the Sheik of Arabiyi"presenting the Gatsby-Daisy past
love affair (p. 62).
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accumulated enough Western cultural capital toidently talk about Hollywood
and Richard Burton. They trade in ‘frankincense aotlin goats or camels or the
usual smelly beasts of the Bedu [. . .] and theglghof their incense’ (p. 194). The
beautiful odor of the blue Bedu contrasts withgtiek of Sheik Omeir who ‘reek[s]

of sweat and grease and ill-kept horses, the pursgench of the native?®

Cresceninvites the reader to re-assess the delusoryrpethatlhe Sheik
as a novel and a film, promulgates and circulaiest Camille spends quite a long
time with the blue Bedu, but she is neither rapadsexually-harassed. On the
contrary, the whole tribe escort her to her hometoWwAgaba before they continue
their travel. In fact, by foregrounding the acti@ml codes of honor that govern the
blue Bedu’s behaviors, the novel is centralizing tibes people who are merely part
of the novel/film’s setting/decor. In a referenoeHollywood’s films of the desert,
the omniscient narrator i@rescentells us ‘[n]o one particularly care[s] about the
Arabian-of-Arabia, they car[e] about the Irishmahnoaxcame dressed in Arab’s
clothing and the English director’s idea of deseusic’ (p. 306)-*° As Abu-Jaber re-
writes some of the scenesTdie Sheikshe makes ‘a joint political and literary
investment in giving voice to those characters who] have been oppressed or
repressed in the original®* In this senseCrescentoices the concerns of members
of the Arab American community who have been hisstlly pushed to the margins

of the nation by being rendered as demonized athers

129 Hull, p. 125.

130 As John C. Eisele rightly points out, ‘[the cutiimpact ofThe Sheilhas been the subject of
many analyses concentrating on the figure of Rudaléntino as an icon of (a somewhat “feminized”
masculinity’ (p. 78). In fact, discussing a filmattportrays Arabs, Caton focusestha actorrather

than on what is being acted. What interests Catavhiether Valentino, altalian actor, fits/does not

fit in the US racial discourses of the time (p. LHbr Caton the misrepresentation of Arab characte
is not as important as Valentino’s position in th® ethnic and racial discourses.

131 sanders, p. 98.
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That Abu-Jaber keeps her engagement with the fiitih tine very end of the
novel is strategically/logistically helpful. Howavder success in exposing the
perpetuating stereotypes this film has createdmbipbeavily on her strategic
employment of intertextuality throughout her wa8kine’s uncle tells her in the last
few pages that stories *“‘can point you in the riginection but they can’t take you all
the way there™ (p. 330). In this seng&rescent’ssuccess in subverting these
stereotypes relies on how successful and convinsmgJaber is in delineating
Han'’s character in a Gatsby-like fashion. ThrouglatmgCrescentto a whole
series of other works’, to borrow Jonathan Cullartgds, Abu-Jaber’s intertextual

strategy helps subvert stereotypes about Arabg\areticans of Arab origin.

Because, as Gregory Orfalea argues, ‘humannedsekasso lacking in
American novels that treat Arabs in English [.thg Arab American novelist has
indeed a mission beyond the normal one of makingimgoart’**? An Arab
American novelist’s aim, Orfalea maintains, is¢geal ‘what the stereotyper wants
to blur'.**®* By challenging these stereotyp&sescentto paraphrase Orfalea’s words,
‘is giving birth to images of humanness’ about Afshericans:>* Crescenpresents
a realistic image of Arab American characters way that makes Arab Americans
acceptable members of the larger US populatiorsbifJaber shows that US
popular representations render members of Arab Earecommunities in
stereotypical images, Laila Halaby examines frohivisome of the incongruities
and contradictions of these communities througichriique of storytelling that
highlights the intersectionality of gender, religi@ge, social class, nationality,

identity and diaspora.

%2 Orfalea, p. 117.
133 Orfalea, p. 117.
134 Orfalea, p. 117.
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3.2 Laila Halaby’s West of the Jordan: Structure, Youth Identity, Diaspora and
‘the Arab Woman’

If Diana Abu-Jaber'€rescenis concerned - as the previous section of thiptema
has demonstrated - with subverting misconceptitiosi@Arabs in American
literature and popular culture through a stratefgptertextuality, Arab American
novelist Laila Halaby'8Vest of the Jordahighlights the heterogeneity of the
experiences of Arab women through an interconnestdalof young Arab women’s
narratives. In particular, | argue that throughgtelling the four narrators in the
novel relay certain episodes from their lives tegent their daily experiences and to
show how the intersections of gender, race, cibsgjcity and religion crucially
inform the lives of Arab (young) women, whetheiPalestine or in America. As
Steven Salaita points out, although the four girl@/est of the Jordashare ‘an
identical cultural origin and belong to the samteaged family, each is vastly
different than the other three in disposition ardspnal circumstancé® The
structure of the novel, | suggest, is based ongotésy a number of episodes that
crucially inform the identities of the four teenagg@rators within an Arab and Arab
American cultural context. As Gilroy reminds usyestigating cultural identity
provides a way of comprehending the interplay betweur subjective experiences
of the world and the cultural and historical segtinn which that fragile subjectivity’
takes shap&® Identity, Gilroy maintains, isalways particular as much about

difference as about shared belongifg'.

13 Steven Salaitadrab American Literary Fiction, Cultures, and Pai (New York & Basingstoke:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), p. 132.

138 paul Gilroy, ‘Diaspora and the Detours of Idenfity Identity and Differenceed. by Kathryn
Woodward (London, Thousand Oaks, CA, & New DellAGE Publications Ltd, 1997), pp. 229-343
(p. 301).

137 Gilroy, p. 301, emphasis added.
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Hala, Mawal, Soraya and Khadija are maternal teecagsins of Palestinian
origin. **® Through their maternal links, the four narratdrev8 how women
genealogically preserve the connections betwedtesed relatives and maintain a
diasporic grid of ties. As James Clifford putsdigsporic experiences are ‘always
gendered™* Clifford argues that women in diaspora ‘connedt disconnect, forget
and remember, in complex strategic ways. [Cainmunitycan be a site both of

support and oppressiot®

That the novel is narrated by teenage girls indgat preoccupation with
youth and indirectly, future diasporic generatiansgl their politics. In addition,
women of different ages and backgrounds alsotell bwn tales through the stories
narrated by the four maternal cousiviest of the Jordaleaves no character
dehistoricized: there is always a story to be #oid a narrative to be related. By
showing the heterogeneity of the experiences a&fethrls, the novel contributes to
deconstructing the image of a helpless and victohi&rab woman prevalent in US
popular representations. In this way, the novedk§g to challenge simplistic
readings of Arab women'’s lives that would privileggnder above all other
categories of analysi$*! As Majaj, Sunderman and Saliba argue, by situdtieg
practices of Arab women within the complexitiesraddernity, globalization,
diaspora and post-colonial experiences, textsewritty Arab women ‘*have helped to

dispel the persistent orientalist fascination wAtiab women that reduces their lives

138 Check the family tree diagram on the website ci@m Press which can be accessed on
<http://www.beaconpress.org/client/readguide/8359ng>.

139 James Clifford, ‘DiasporasGultural Anthropology9 (1994), 302-38 (p. 313).

140 Clifford, p. 314, emphasis added.

%1 Majaj, Lisa Suhair, Paula W. Sunderman, and TieeSagiba, ‘Introduction’, in

Intersections: Gender, Nation, and Community inbAvdomen’s Novel®d. by Lisa Suhair Majaj,
Paula W. Sunderman, and Therese Saliba (Syracise&SWacuse UP, 2002), pp. xvii-xxx (p. Xix).
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to gender and sexual oppression under the purppaedhanging, backward

traditions of Arab-Islamic society*?

Sudesh Mishra hails works of diaspora critics basetperform[ing] an
archaeology on specific diaspord$ Mishra valorizes the works of some
sociologists that ‘[move] away from inter-diaspaddntra-diasporic analysis where
the stress falls on the specific archivieat attest to historical and other differences
within particular diasporas™* Mishra praises ‘attempt[s] to think through the
internal contradictions within diasporas in histatieconomic terms that keep in
view the political aspects of their multiple engagts in the various contexts and
territories’*° For Mishra, ‘emphasis dndividual life historiesvhere different
practices and identities are dialogically co-préseames ‘an alternative historical

narrative to the one based on grand evéfits'.

In West of the Jordathe stories the cousins narrate are seeminglyatace
However, a closer look at the structure of the b@sleals that these stories are
linked in a peculiar way. Hala’s narrative is by flae most coherent and sequential,
while the stories of Khadija, Soraya and Mawal ldraje linearity through
highlighting certain key episodes in their livewever, put together, the stories
reveal each character’s connection to/understarafipgrticular episodes/concepts
in her life, and consequently, give an insight inéw identity. Each chapter narrated
by one of the girls is given a concept-based tAlewe read the story, we perceive

how each of these girls understands this concegbonds to it and how it plays a

142 Majaj, Sunderman and Saliba, p. xix.

143 Sudesh MishraDiaspora Criticism(Edinburgh: Edinburgh UP, 2006), p. 18.
14 Mishra, p. 117, emphasis added.

195 Mishra, p. 121.

146 Mishra, pp. 124-27, emphasis added.
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role in shaping her character at this critical etagher life. The novel is trying to
explore the pressures that second-generation yfaths- young people whose
parents are defined as foreign, immigrants and opwecs. Through showing how
the lives of these girls have been differently glthghe novel, structurally,
emphasizes the heterogeneity of Arab women expmageAs Parama Sarkar puts it,
West of the Jordaitreates fissures in the stereotypical homogeniepdesentation

of Orientalist/Arab women as submissive and ovestiyualized beings*’

3.3 The Story of Hala

As the novel opens, we see Hala sitting uncomfbyrtabher no-frills seat onboard

an Amman-bound Royal Jordanian flight from the BdiStates where she has been
living with her maternal uncle, Hamdi, and his Aman wife, Fay. Hala’s father,
Abu-Jalal, collects her from the airport and drilxes home. For a couple of weeks,
Hala lives as a stranger in her home, trying tachetashes with her older sister,
Latifa. Hala’s only solace during her stay is themory of her late mother. A
fortnight after her arrival, she meets Sharif, &teomaternal cousin, who has just
returned to Jordan after spending some years w@rkiiEurope. Sharif re-kindles
Hala’s recollections of her early days in Jordaniding her on tours to different

sites in the country.

Eventually, Sharif declines to marry Hala, citihgir differing life
experience as an obstacle to any future happiAé®s.profoundly considering
Sharif’s point of view, Hala realizes that her stayhe US has changed her. She
looks at her multiple experiences in the US andloirdan through a positivist attitude

and is reconciled with her past. Returning to ti& Hala sits comfortably in her

147 parama SarkarWest of the JordanMELUS 31 (2006), 263-65 (p. 264).
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airplane seat and wearsazawith the map of Palestine hanging around her A&tk.
In the US, she decorates her room with photos oldii Eastern cities. Hala realizes
that she is a hybrid, a person whose identity iaraalgamation of cultural
exchanges. Through focussing on Hala’'s charactezldement, the novel invites us
to view the concept of identity as, to quote Gilrtlge compound result of many
accretions. Its protean constitution does not deféine scripts of ethnic, national,

“racial” or cultural absolutism**°

3.4 The Stories of Soraya, Mawal and Khadija

Hala’s story is regularly interrupted by the seeghyrfragmented stories of her
maternal cousins: Soraya, Khadija and Mawal. Sonayeates eight stories that
reveal aspects of her inner life, her dreams andesaof her frustration. In ‘Fire’, for
instance, she relates her disappointment at tht imsr Puerto Rican friend receives
from Soraya’s uncle at an Arab wedding. By hightiigt this incident, the novel
engages with the practices of grown up memberseoAtab American community
and examines their influences on Arab American lypuSoraya realizes that her
uncle’s behavior is based on his sense of supriasia man. As a young woman,
Soraya feels marginalized and suppressed. Thig sefigrther explored in ‘Visas’,
which tells the story of a Palestinian man who ceteethe US on a student’s visa
but never leaves the US. He consistently avoid®¥ Acanmunities. However, one
day he is beaten by a group of drunken white Anaerimen because they think he is
Mexican. In this way, the story reinforces Soraya&ings of marginalization as an

Arab who does not belong to the US nation. Althosgparated by other stories of

148 Roza A traditional Palestinian women’s dress.
19 Gilroy, p. 323.
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Hala, Mawal and Khadija, read together, ‘Fire’ &igas’ illustrate the way Soraya

perceives her identity as a racialized other: aabAkmerican woman.

A few of the stories are set in Palestine andellstories of Mawal and
other Palestinian women. In ‘Nawara’, for exampliawal introduces her
Palestinian village and its people through telling reader some information about
where her village is located and what it is famfausin ‘Crossing’, she tells us the
story of a Palestinian woman who returns from Jomaféer marrying off her
daughter to a Jordanian man. This woman bears sgtteehow the Israel
occupation humiliates Palestinians on a daily bdsisough its portrayal of the lives
of three generations of Palestinian women represgdny Mawal, her mother and her
grandmother, the novel ‘creates a different kindafial history that reflects the
diversity of Palestinian women®® Mawal’s stories highlight the socio-political
issues that influence Palestinian women'’s lives‘aapture personal moments that

constitute the basic outline of [. . . their] agong history’***

Similarly, Khadija reveals crucial episodes in likerthrough her stories. |
will discuss Khadija’s stories in more detail todsthe end of this chapter, where |
show how the structure of the novel is based oniarepisodes that inform the
narrators’ lives. The episodic structure of theelmays something about the girls’
experiences. By putting the stories of each nartatgether, the reader explores
various aspects of the girls’ lives and sees handtily experiences of these girls
shape their identities as female members of tleenmounity. In exploring the socio-

economic and geopolitical dynamics of Arab Americammunities and its

10 sarkar, p. 265.
131 Amal Talaat AbdelrazelGontemporary Arab American Women Writers:
Hyphenated Identities and Border Crossifysungstown, NY: Cambria Press, 2007), p. 128.
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transnational links, Khadija’s stories, and inddszinovel ‘challenge and re-write

traditional boundaries of gender, nation, and comitgu'*?
3.5 Reviews ofVest of the Jordan

Sneja Gunew invites us to carefully examine how womriters in diaspora ‘assert,
negotiate, and contest multiple political ideafi@mne across time, history and
geography®>® West of the Jordaprofoundly engages with the dynamics of Arab
American communities. The novel highlights the impaoce of women through
showing the significance of matrilineal links innzeecting Arab families. In this
sense, the novel engages with discussions ondhessif women in Arab
communities (in diaspora). The story titled ‘Motsienarrated by Khadija, focuses
on women who maintain ties between the variousliemiThe novel here offers up
a matrilineal approach to understanding the dynami¢he Arab family that seems
to challenge the patrilineal pattern that ordinactharacterizes the structure of the

Arab family, according to sociologist Kristine Ajroh**

West of the Jordars discussed in Amal Talaat Abdelrazek’s recemikbo
Contemporary Arab American Women Writers: Hypheshédentities and Border
Crossingan which she highlights how being in-between adtuinfluences the

works of Leila Ahmed, Mohja Kahf, Diana Abu-Jabadd.aila Halaby->®

132 Majaj, Sunderman and Saliba, p. xviii.

133 Sneja Gunew, ‘Resident Aliens: Diasporic Women'stig’, Contemporary Women'’s Writing,
(2009), 28-46, p. 29.

1% Kristine Arjouch, ‘Family and Ethnic Identity imaArab-American Community’, idrabs in
America ed. by Suleiman, pp. 129-39 (p. 130). | will diss this point in more detail later.

1% See also: Marta Bosch, ‘The Representation ofdfatod by the Arab Diaspora in the United
States,Lectorg 14 (2008), 101-12. As the title suggests, Boscluses only on fathers in three
novels: Alicia Erian’sTowelheadLaila Halaby’'sWest of the Jordgrand Diana Abu-JaberArabian
Jazz Bosch argues that the Arab and Arab Americarefatthat these novels portray are placed
between traditional and more liberal models of ralisity. This results, Bosch concludes, ‘in
different performances of their role as fathers’ipl). See also, Steven Salaita’s brief discussion
the novel in his recent bodkrab American Literary Fiction, Cultures, and Palg.
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Abdelrazek notes thaVest of the Jordaaffectively points out the complexities of
the identities of Arab women ‘physically and psyaily displaced in America and
in Palestine’ who ‘go through different experienoéslisplacement, experiencing
forms of rootlessness$®® She explains that whether in Palestine or in Acaeffor all
women in the novel, ‘no place is completely itsaitl no place is completely

other' ™’ According to Abdelrazek, ‘the fragmented narrativef the four characters
‘reflect the fragmented history and fluctuating rement’ of Arab women in ‘a split’

world.°8

Abdelrazek argues that Mawal feels homeless anttessoand ‘has no
choice’ but to accept her position as a displaceabAvoman in a location that
‘imposes’ gender and political ‘imprisonment’ orr A& Similarly, she describes
Soraya as a ‘fragmented’ character who does noageto fit into the in-between
space as a hyphenated Arab American wotfid8oraya, according to Abdelrazek,
is ‘fully aware of her situation as in-between hglhwho does not completely belong
in either culture®® Khadija, Abdelrazek argues, is ‘a displaced hypiedi person
who belongs to neither the Arab culture nor the Acas culture:® Her story,
Abdelrazek maintains, ‘is a story of loss: losadfomeland, of dignity, of self-
confidence, and of dreant$® In contrast, Abdelrazek argues, Hala is ‘[tjhe mos
developed character’ in the nové&t.She maintains that Hala’s sojourn in Jordan and

then her return to America is an enabling journegause she can now ‘experience

16 Abdelrazek, p. 123.
157 Abdelrazek, p. 124.
138 Abdelrazek, p. 124.
139 Abdelrazek, p. 139.
180 Abdelrazek, p. 140.
181 Abdelrazek, p. 147.
162 Abdelrazek, p. 151.
163 Abdelrazek, p. 152.
164 Abdelrazek, p. 153.
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her duality not as an alienation and rupture buwraempowering hybridity, seeing

the connection and the continuities between thepmtes of her identity'®®

Abdelrazek does not take into account the facttti@tmain characters are
teenagers and not grown women who have yet to exymer more of life and of their
particular conditions. | argue that the differexperiences these girls undergo and
the way they engage with these experiences cokdrtbunforming their vey
different identities. Thus, a spectrum of diasppassibilities opens up before us,
revealing that even within a tightly knit communihere is space for individualism
and distinctness. Abdelrazek’s approach runs gkeafi what Majaj describes as
‘minimizing [the] complexity’ of Arab American ideities'°® The intersectionality
of gender, ethnicity and social class needs tadeg@ately addressed in the
discussion of the hyphenated identities of Arab Acams, especially since they
occupy ‘a contested and unclear space’ within Acaeriracial and cultural

discourses as | have shown in Chapter 8he.

A closer reading of the novel reveals that all¢dharacters undergo
significant changes and their identities are malleand shifting rather than static
and anchored. As Sneja Gunew argues, culturalitgemd cross-cultural
experiences need ‘to be anchored in temporal aatibppecificities*® Women
writers in diaspora, Gunew maintains, contest mldtpolitical ideas of home across
time, history and geograph§’ As Majaj, Sunderman and Saliba note, Arab women

literary productions ‘underscore [. . .] the conxties of the postcolonial

185 Abdelrazek, p. 170.

16 Majaj, ‘Arab Americans and the Meanings of Rape’332.
17 Majaj, p. 320.

188 Gunew, p. 29.

189 Gunew, p. 29.
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contradictions experienced and voiced by Arab wometers’'”® These
experiences, | believe, lie at the heart of Halalmgvel. | propose that by fully
concentrating on the daily experiences of eacheadeht narrator, including the
stories they listen to and pass on, the novel deimates the complexity of the
identities of Arab and Arab American young womenth/ifs emphasis on young
adults, the novel, | argue, acts as a fictionaledlude to understanding the

dynamics of the lives of Arab women in diaspora.Mishra reminds us:

[Dliaspora criticism is at its strongest when takstock of the
varieties of historical continuity and rupture tleaist (1) within and
across the different diasporas, (2) within and setbeir cultural and
aesthetic practices, and (3) between a single diasgmnd its cultural
aesthetic creatiors?

While the novel is trying to challenge the stergatsl homogenized
representations of Arab women, it shows, as St&ataita puts it, ‘nothing, human
or geographical, ever descends into a tidy stepeaty” The novel delves into the
particularities of each character in order to esplbeir gendered specificities within
a larger context of identity, such as Arab America®alestinian. In an interview

with Steven Salaita, Halaby asserts:

| find it endlessly interesting to explore peoplpaadoxes and try to
understand their motivations, to look not justret tharacter of this
moment in this scenbut how the character got there, what

influenced the characteand what choices the character made prior to
the reader meeting up with her/hi.

Halaby's philosophy of representation seems togianend the context that

has influenced a character’s identity and inforrtredr behaviors. Halaby’s

170 Majaj, Sunderman and Saliba, p. xix.

" Mishra, p. 175.

172 3alaita, ‘Interview with Laila Halaby’, para. 2 8f
13 Salaita, para. 2 of 8, emphasis added.
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characterization strategy echoes Bhabha’s critickthe notion of fixity and
determinism which he articulates in conjunctionhahits explanation of the concepts
of hybridity and ‘Third Space’:
The concept of a people is not ‘given’, as an dsseclassed-
determined, unitary, homogeneous part of soqeity to a politics

‘the people’ are there as a process of politicat@ation and political
negotiation across a whole range of contradictoryes class-"

In West of the Jordarwhile Hala, Mawal, Khadija and Soraya negotiatsrtspaces
in diaspora, their identities are shaped and reethan a daily basis. As Salaita puts
it, the novel is ‘a multivocal work’ about a scaée family’’> As young and old
members of this family tell their stories, theiffdient perspectives and opinions

reflect their differing experiences and their npliicultural identities.

3.6 Arab Youths, Identity, Diaspora and Everyday Pactices

The novel appropriately focuses on a group of guti® are exploring the world for
the first time. Sociologists Sharon Mclrvin Abu-lzaband Baha Abu-Laban argue
that ‘to be a member of the youth generation][is. often associated with personal
concerns about acceptance and sense of place bth@noiicle of the family.’®
Coupled with a diasporic experience, adolescencerbes an even more
complicated phase in life. Abu-Laban and Abu-Labambrds need to be read in
tandem with Avtar Brah’s discussion of the cona#diaspora space as a site where
‘multiple subject positions are juxtaposed, cordsproclaimed or disavowet!"’

Brah asserts that diaspora space is a site ofiiafexperientiality, the myriad

174 Jonathan Rutherford, ‘Third Space: Interview witbmi Bhabha’, indentity: Community, Culture,
Difference ed. by Jonathan Rutherford (London: Lawrence\&ighart Limited, 1990), pp. 207-21 (p.
220, italics in original).

17 salaita,Arab American Literary Fictionp. 131.

176 Sharon Mclrvin Abu-Laban and Baha Abu-Laban, ‘Te&tween: The Public and Private
Spheres of Arab-Canadian Adolescents/Arabs in Americaed. by Suleiman, pp. 113-28 (p. 113).
17" Brah, p. 208.
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processes of cultural fissure and fusion that umder contemporary forms of

transcultural identitiest’®

The novel is interested in exploring the complicas of being an in-between
young woman where in-between points to both agd@ration. When Hala
discovers towards the end of the novel that Skaliinot marry her, she seeks a
confrontation with him. Sharif convincingly tellsat: *“You are seeing [the world]
for the first tim&. "° Hala is indeed seeing the world for the first tirBae is
exploring her surroundings, social concepts, henaldy, and life at large for the
first time. Like her three cousins Khadija, Soraya Mawal, Hala is experiencing a
world that she knows very little about. What istake here is Hala’s initiation into
adulthood as well as entirely new surroundingannnterview, Halaby says that by
the end of the novel each character learns sontettgw that will prepare her for

adulthood:

Each one has had to deal with a blow to her segchilidinket, which
has in turn launched her into adulthood or at ledstaccepting
responsibility, or ownership, for where she isife.[Each one has
learned about herself and her history and hasdeadrhe to terms
with it a bit more'®

As Abu-Laban and Abu-Laban remind us, ‘being “difiet” is not often
perceived as a badge of honor by the yodffgrhe novel explores aspects of Arab
youth culture in ‘Visa’ where Soraya and Walid gd tor a drink in a bar in
California. In the bar a few drunken white men st them for Mexicans. Then,

they beat Walid. Later, Walid and Soraya speakégpblicewoman:

178 Brah, p. 208.

179 aila HalabyWest of the Jorda(Boston: Beacon Press, 2003), pp. 199, emphasedaddirther
references to this book are given after quotatinribe text.

180 Anonymous, ‘An Interview with Laila Halaby’
<http://www.beacon.org/client/readguide/8359rg.effaccessed 14 August 2009], p. 4.

181 Abu-Laban, and Abu-Laban, p. 113.
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‘You got beaten up for being Mexican and you're Matxican? What

are you?’

‘Palestinians.’

‘Well you got off pretty lucky then.” The policewan [said] (p. 59-

60).
This incident, tragic as it is, prompts Sorayahiok about her identity and the
invisibility of Arabs on the US ethnic map. The ijgelvoman thinks that it is lucky
for Walid and Soraya not to be recognized as Ralast because the white men,
receiving information about Arabs and Palestinii@os) TV and newspapers which
often render Arabs as threatening, would have amted more violently towards
them. As Salaita puts it, Walid and Soraya ‘experéea vitriolic example of anti-

Arab racism that highlights its [. . .] propengitytotalize minorities as a

homogenous threat to majoritarian suprematy’.

Moreover, the novel invites the reader to thinkwlibe damaging influences
of misrepresentation in the portrayal of Arabs iedtérn popular culturé® Soraya
wishes that Walid had beaten their assaulterssteitells herself ‘that’s not what the
American movievould show, would it?’ (p. 60). Soraya wishes slas a ‘superhero
like in those cartoons’ to rescue Walid, but thiee semembers thathere aren’t any
Arab ones’(p. 60, emphasis added). This incident shapesy&sralentity as a
youngArab woman. This episode, | argue, is one of a sefievents that shape
Arab women identities within a larger context ofigaunal identity. The structure of
the novel, | believe, helps highlight how each deeit leaves an imprint on Soraya’s
identity. What does being an American mean to Sofhgfore and after) this
incident? What does the concept of the Americarhgro mean to this teenager?

How does popular culture influence Soraya’s idgraitd indoctrinate her? By

182 salaita, p. 135.
183 This incident conceptually linké&/est of the Jordato Crescens concerns about
misrepresentations of Arabs in US popular culture.
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presenting thisrchival history ‘the novel seeks to interrogate and critique
ahistorical and overdetermined assumptions abaaib AMromen, gender oppression

and [foregrounds] the possibilities of resistariéé’.

The above experience, which Salaita describeshaslichetypal, though
often unspoken, initiation into the process of Airemization’ 2> sheds light on
elements that shape Soraya’s identity as an Arabrisan teenager. Another factor
that informs Soraya’s life is the generational et separates her from her mother.
For instance, Soraya’s first story, titled ‘Firesheds some light on the generational
differences among Arab women in diaspora. Watchimgedding video from
Nawara, Soraya’s cousin Jaffer and his fiancéeesgptheir admiration of the girl
dancing on the screen. Soraya’s mother feels urambahie because the girl the
couple are talking about is her very daughter, y@or&oraya tells us that her mother

is ‘mixed between angry and furious [. . . becaslss] always wants to do what's

just right and appropriate and doesn’'t want anytalieng bad about her’ (p. 27).

Teenager Soraya is aware of the social and cultweslsures on her mother.
She understands how her mother’s sense of belongithg Arab community
informs her behavior and almost forces her to medéiiscrepant worlds*®® Soraya
recognizes how Arab American communities appropmamen ‘as [a] signifier of
traditionalism [and a] reservoir of communal idéyitito use Mona Fayed’s words
on how Arab women are expected to fit into natimtalarratives®’ In contrast,

Soraya is aware of her own position as ‘a new Briged6). Soraya expresses her

184 Majaj, Sunderman and Saliba, pp. XXix-xxx.

18 3alaita, p. 135.

18 Clifford, p. 314.

87 Mona Fayed, ‘Reinscribing Identity: Nation and Gomity in Arab Women’s Writing'College
Literature, 22 (1995), 147-60 (p. 147).
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refusal of the strict right/wrong dichotomy: ‘I'no sick of everything beingaram
or halal, but nothing in between. | am in between’ (p. 1¥7)The juxtaposition of
this generational gap and its consequential effdubsvs the novel’s deep interest in

exploring what Brah calls ‘diaspora spat®.

Brah asserts that diaspora space is the site afntmanence of the concepts

of diaspora, border and socio-economic and politssaes:

[D]iaspora space as a conceptual category is ‘iddinot only by
those who are constructed and represented as mudigeln other
words, the concept afiaspora spac€as opposed to that of diaspora)
includes the entanglement of genealogies with tlebssaying

put1.190

The generational gap between Soraya and her mideifests itself clearly in their
different reactions to the same situation. As Bightly points out, identity is
constituted within every day experiences; in thiéyddories ‘we tell ourselves
individually and collectively®* Brah urges us to study diaspora as a concept ‘in
which different historical and contemporary elensesnte understood, not in tandem,
but in their dia-synchronic relationalit}®? Issues of gender, race, age, and
nationality converge to form identity. The incidentthe bar teaches Soraya that as
an Arab American, she is a racialized invisibldn&at. Soraya’s comments on her
mother’s behavior shows that she understands #iatjla woman in an Arab

American community means to be less privilegedtarabide by the rules laid out

8%alal: compliant with Islamic law/sharia. Harantli® opposite. In practice, the concepthafal
andharamare more socially and culturally, rather thangielusly, sanctioned

89 Brah, p. 181.

10 Brah, p. 181, emphasis in original.

11 Brah, p. 183.

192 Brah, p. 190.
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by community. Reading these incidents in tandeneils$oraya’s character ‘in its

historical specificity’*®

3.7 Khadija: Space, Daily Experiences and ldentity

Not only does the novel tell the stories of fouugg Arab cousins, it also tells the
tales of other women of multifarious backgroundthimi the narrators’ stories.
Superficially, the novel looks segmented and fragiee because the narrators
Mawal, Khadija, Soraya and, to a lesser extentaldalate seemingly unconnected
and unrelated stories. A closer look at the stmectid the narratives reveals an
underlying theme whereby women’s genealogical lamtsas the connecting points
between the stories and the characters. Thesesgitow how the behaviors, and
indeed the identities of these characters, arenmdd by the politics of location and
everyday practices. In other words, the novel cictes the minute events that
gradually constitute the quotidian experiencesasheof the four girls, including the
stories they hear, see and re-tell. The novel’'sgegent with the experiences of
adolescents is a strategic step towards drawingetiaer’s attention to the fact that

girls have a record of their own unique experiertbasare historically informed.

Khadija’s first story ‘Sand and Fire’ introducesrs® of the issues that inform
Khadija's behavior and stream her perception oftbdd.*** Khadija thinks her

name is causing her trouble in the US:

193 Brah, p. 182.

19 The title refers to the frustration and disappwient Khadija's father has experienced in the US.
She tells us that he has ‘many dreams that have filkeel with sand’ (p. 37). Khadija is aware ofrhe
father’s self-made exile trap:

‘My ache comes from losing my home,” my fatherdelk a lot. Part of me understands that, because |
see him unhappy and feeling different than everyase here, but part of me doesn’t understand. |
see my uncles and cousins and neighbors, and ¢esy ® be doing just fine (p. 39).

Underlying Khadija’'s argument is her understandifthe multiplicity of experiences of Arabs in
America. She questions her father's statement antbares him to her uncles. For Khadija, her
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I’'m sure the original Khadija was very nice andtthavhy Prophet
Muhammad married her and why my father gave maaere, but
I’'m sure that if the original Khadija went szhoolin America that
she would hate her name just as much as | do (ptaB6s mine).

Khadija is highlighting her daily experience ofldsation and displacement through
her American peers’ inability to pronounce her naroeectly: ‘In America my

name sounds like someone throwing up or fallingadficycle’ (p. 36). Her name
becomes a site of conflict. Khadija is aware ofltkauty of her name and its
historical significance in the Islamic traditiony Bresuming that had the original
Khadija lived in the US, she would have changednaene, Khadija is highlighting
the politics of location. Khadija is presented ayaamic character. She links her

reality to Arab Islamic history and heritage.

Khadija's attempts to change her name to DianagXample, prove futile as
her classmate, Roberta, informs her that she doigtonk like a Diana’ (p. 37).
Interestingly, Khadija introduces the reader to ohthe most important sites where
her identity is being shaped, school. As Abu-Labad Abu-Laban note in their
study on the behavior of Arab American youths ibluand private spheres, school
absorbs ‘a massive’ amount of time and energy@fthung and strongly influences
their behavior$® School for Khadija is a vital place for questiagiexploring and
coming to terms with her identity. It is not suganig, then, that Khadija's next story

is about her experiences at schB6l.

father’s story is an individual story that displaysly one side of the Arab American identity. Stma
Bosch, ‘The Representation of Fatherhood'.

195 Abu-Laban and Abu-Laban, p. 117.

19 Khadija’sfirst story comes at the end of Part One and is sepiirate her second story ‘School’
by four stories: one story by Hala, tiamg stories by Mawal and one story by Soraya. Thitepat
shapes the structure of the novel. Still, | ardwa the link between Khadija's first story ‘Santta
Fire’ and her second story ‘School’ is quite clear.
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In ‘School’ Khadija tells us that her teacher, Mapolitano, expects her to
know more than other students because her panentoaAmerican. Teachers,
Abu-Laban and Abu-Laban maintain, can act as §ilfer ethnicity since they are the
primary adult contact outside the home and arectsamed’ by the larger community
to instruct youtH?” Abu-Laban and Abu-Laban explain that the senshef
‘ethnocultural identity’ of Arab youths in North Agrica is shaped through the
teachers’ handling of the local playout of globphaavals->® For Khadija, school is
a window to the outer world. Mr. Napolitano’s irteisce, though benevolent, on
labelling Khadija as non-American, renders her eacalized other and, as Salaita
puts it, ‘causes her to remain guarded againsetheric origin’2®®

In fact, in her arguments with her teacher as aMvith her mother, Khadija
insists that she is American. School becomes aworitapt outlet for Khadija. As
Abu-Laban and Abu-Laban argue, within the schotilrgg females are ‘less prone’
than their male peers to be tied to friends whoohtbe same ethnic or religious
background® Outside school, this pattern disappears. Althaugkt males and
females assert that they feel more comfortable Wb peers, more females report
that they feel comfortable with non-Arab peers lseahey feel ‘a sense of personal
freedom and individuality?** School is a place where Khadija's identity is sthp
and re-shaped. By focussing on certain episodEsadlija’s life, the structure of the
novel seems to trace the influences that informifeeas an Arab American female

teenager. As Paul Gilroy reminds us, identityaisvays particular as much about

197 Abu-Laban and Abu-Laban, pp. 118-19.
198 Abu-Laban and Abu-Laban, p. 119.

199 salaita, p. 135.

290 Abu-Laban and Abu-Laban, p. 120.

201 Abu-Laban and Abu-Laban, p. 121.
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difference as about shared belongiff§’Khadija’s experiences at school greatly

influence her identity as a racialized young Araimvan.

At school, Khadija tells us, she meets a Jewish Wb tries to bring up
similarities between Muslims and Jews. Michaekt&lhadija that Jews face
Jerusalem when they pray. When Khadija tells hiat ¢hhe does not know this,
Michael explains that he did not know this unts grandmother passed away: ‘It's
funny, because if you were in Jerusalem, a MustichaJew would face different
directions, but by the time they come to Amerita,all just east’ (p. 76). Through
her contact with Michael, Khadija gets to know witaheans to live in diaspora.
Michael’'s remark is not just a funny statemenis thow a teenager looks, with a
critical eye, at some of the constructs erectedduyjts. That Arabs and Jews face
east when they pray points to the fact that in Acaefi.e. diaspora) they may find

common grounds for camaraderie and solidarity atstd conflict.

Khadija’'s next story shows how her gender as at Amaerican girl is a site
of conflicting discourses of nationalism, traditabism and Americanization. In
‘Birthday’, Khadija receives a diary as a gift frdrar uncle’s American wife, Fay.

Khadija translates Fay’s letter to her mother:

In the card she sent with the diary, Auntie Fayter6l'he book is so
you can write your secrets and no one will havientow them.’

Ma, who doesn’t read English, asked me what it.dagtead of
saying ‘secrets,’ | said ‘stories and things,’ bdon't think she
believed me (p. 104).

Khadija’s mother’s insistence on monitoring Khawijbehavior alerts us to the
pressures on Arab women in diaspora as preserfetarac traditions. This theme is

further highlighted when Khadija eavesdrops onrmaveosation between her aunt

22 Gilroy, p. 301, emphasis added.
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Maysoun and her sister-in-law whereby Maysounaizéis Khadija’'s mother for
letting her children speak English at home andriaiting them like American
children (p. 105). As a woman, Maysoun expectssigter to be a preserver of Arab
culture, highlighting how ‘the unholy forces of imatalistbio-politics intersect on
the bodies of women [. . . for] the reproductiorabolute difference and the
continuance of the blood [iné** The story ends on Khadija’s remark that ‘it's bett
to be a boy [. . .] because then you don’t hawvepend all your time noticing what
everyone does wrong’ (p. 105). The story highligkiiadija’s experience as a
female Arab American teenager who is expected @oychmmunity) to abide by
traditional gender roles. As sociologist Kristingddich puts it, Arab American girls
seem to feel pressure from their families to ‘amtdrably’ since they ‘bear almost
the entire weight of maintaining’ an Arab identity their families and

community?®*

In this context, sociologist Nadine Naber coinstiren ‘Arab cultural re-
authenticity’ to delineate a strategy employed taye Arab families to
‘simultaneously’ preserve an Arab cultural identtyd to assimilate to American

norms of “whiteness™?*®> Naber explains:

Arab cultural re-authenticity [. . .] is [the] Idczed, spoken, and
unspoken figure of an imagined ‘true’ Arab culttinat emerges as a
reaction or an alternative to the universalizingencies of
hegemonic U.S. nationalism, the pressures of alsgion, and the
gendered racialization of Arab women and rfi&n.

23 Gilroy, p. 333, italics in original.

294 Arjouch, pp. 132-38.

295 Nadine Naber, ‘Arab American Femininities: Beyokmab Virgin/American(ized) Whore”,
Feminist Studies32 (2006), 87-111 (p. 88).

2% Naber, p. 88.
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Naber’s study highlights the process by which disses of Arab cultural re-
authenticity and American hegemonic nationalismigad Arab American
femininities ‘circumstantially’, depending on thges of behaviors to be controlled
within a particular locatioA?’ Naber's essay attempts to disrupt the monolithit a

homogenous image of Arab and Arab American women:

[Fleminist theory and practice vis-a-vis Arab Antan communities
should take the specific ways that coordinatesoérclass, gender,
sexuality, religion, and nation intersect in diffiat contexts
seriously?®®

Similarly, albeit fictionally,West of the Jordadraws the reader’s attention to the

intersectionality of race, social class, gendee, agd identity in diaspora.

When in ‘Social Studies’, Khadija’'s mother asks Hijto invite her friend

Patsy to dinner, Khadija responds ambivalentlyaorhother’s request:

‘You shamed?’ she [Khadija’s mother] asked me iglEh, which
made me feel pretty bad because it's sort of {tigenot that I'm
ashamed, but there are things that an Americandmtulnderstand,
like my mother’s language or my father’s yelling {i4).

Khadija’'s mother’s anxieties spring mainly from Hier)ability to monitor her
daughter’s friendships at school. Put differenitligadija’s mother is glad that her
daughter is making friendships with a white girl@sg as this relationship is
endorsed by her (Khadija’'s mother). | here tursdoiologist Jen’nan Ghazal Read’s
study on gender roles in Christian and Muslim Afaberican families to explain

Khadija’'s mother’s behavior within a specific seceiconomic context.

Read notes that there is ‘considerable intra-gduersity’ among Christian

and Muslim Arab Americans in their social classkagiounds and subjective

27 Naber, p. 91.
298 Naber, p. 91.
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feelings of religiosity and ethnicify? Read argues that Muslim respondents are
‘more gender traditional’ than non-Muslim Arab-Antan women, but rather than
reflecting the impact of religious affiliation pse, the research finds that ‘differences
in ethnicity and religiosity are more significaft’. Once these differences are
considered, Read concludes, the influence of ‘Muslffiliation on gender
traditionalism’ fades awa$* Read’s argument seems to echo Brah'’s stipulation o
diaspora space ‘where the permitted and the prelilperpetually interrogate; and
where the accepted and the transgressive impebobeptingle even while these
syncretic forms may be disclaimed in the name oityand tradition**? Brah

argues that ‘tradition is itself continually invedteven as it may be hailed as

originating from the mists of timé*?

The novel is interested in exploring the shiftiregure of the concept of
tradition. In this context, Khadija’s stories ‘Tiidns’ and ‘Sleeping Over’ give us
more clues about the circumstances that inform Kdvadnother’s ‘traditional’
gender role attitudes . | here argue that the ilogsnstructure of the novel - based as
it is on concepts and episodes - enables the sbvelreveal how certain concepts
inform her characters’ identities in order to strése heterogeneity of Arab women’s
experiences. The novel is interested in showinig@ihces in order to draw a more
realistic picture of Arab and Arab American womAs.Orfalea argues, the closer an

Arab American novelist ‘gets to what is real, thaser he [/she] gets to justice and

29 Jen’nan Ghazal Read, ‘The Sources of Gender Ruieides among Christian and Muslim Arab-
American Women’Sociology of Religion64 (2003), 207-22 (p. 210).

“0Read, p. 218.

21 Read, p. 218.

“12Brah, p. 208.

13 Brah, p. 208.
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redemption?** In this senseWest of the Jordais a creative piece of writing that
tries to explain specific experiences of Arab Aroani characters to the larger

American community.

‘Traditions’ is a continuation of ‘Social Studie®atsy comes to dinner and
Khadija is relieved to know that Patsy likes Arabd. Patsy then invites Khadija to
dinner, but Khadija’'s mother insists on invitingt&es family first. She then allows
Khadija to visit Patsy. Khadija’'s mother questitves daughter on the details of the
visit upon her return. Khadija explains that heitineo feels uncomfortable when she
visits or is visited by her school mates since laeogirl had previously showed
Khadija some pornographic pictures. During thait viéhadija’s mother kicked out
the offending girl and slapped Khadija on the fadee episode reflects, to borrow
Naber’s words, ‘the tense and often conflictuabtoan of Arab American
femininities at the intersections of two contradigtdiscourses: Arab cultural re-
authenticity and hegemonic US nationali€i'While Khadija’s mother wants her
daughter to interact with her larger community, shwary of the outcome of this
encounter, and hence, she continues to monitaddweghter. The novel here
highlights some of the incongruities of Arab Amanccommunities in order to show

how daily experiences shape the identities of Avalmen/qirls.

Khadija's next story ‘Sleeping Over’ is conceptyalonnected to
‘Traditions’. Patsy invites Khadija over for a slber party. However, Khadija’'s

parents staunchly refuse. When she tells PatsyRhisy laughs:

‘How are you ever going to have sex with a boyafiyalways have to
sleep at home?’

2 Orfalea, p. 117.
215 Naber, p. 89.
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| felt funny, like she was laughing at me. | haderethought about

sex with a boy before | got married. | know that éman girls do

that, and probably even my cousin Soraya, butglditferent (p. 173).
Soraya is another Arab American girl. Indeed, #dhaya and Khadija are Arab

American girls, but they are not identical. The exg@nces of each are shaped by

dissimilar circumstances, conditions and determman

As sociologists Abu-Laban and Abu-Laban illustrgiender determines the
reaction of parental expectatioft§ Comparing responses of male and female
adolescents to certain school and social relatedtees, Abu-Laban and Abu-Laban

maintain the girls’ enthnocultural difference maglbss amenable to concealment:

Compared with sons, daughters report less happmésschool, less
involvement with parents, less television viewingre household
work, more travelling, and more attendance of gufinctions with
parents (or being accompanied by parefifs).

Abu-Laban and Abu-Laban highlight how some soatsivdaies seem to be deemed
appropriate by Arab American parents accordindnéir tchildren’s gender. This
distribution of roles invites us to consider Brab&l to analyze the relationality of
the fields of social relations, subjectivity anemdity alongside the concept of
diaspore*® Through perceiving diaspora as ‘embedded withittiraxial
understanding of power’, gender inequalities emasya fertile site for exploring the

incongruities and contradictions of a diasporic oumity’.?*°

In this context, Halaby seems interested in exptphiow traditions influence
the identities of members of the Arab American camity. For instance, Khadija

tells us that her father once punished her aftalsa tip by her brother. Nevertheless,

218 Apu-Laban and Abu-Laban, p. 127.
217 Abu-Laban and Abu-Laban, p. 127.
218 Brah, p. 180.
“19Brah, p. 187.
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Khadija thinks that her father’s prejudice agaimst does not spring from his hatred
of her gender but ‘because the sand sends hineitisad small bottle of liquor he
keeps locked in his toolbox and turns his insiaés fire’ (p. 174). In other words,
Khadija is aware of her father is disgruntled beseammigrating to the US has not
put an end to his sense of perperual displacerttestdissatisfaction propels his
prejudice against his children, including Khadifhadija knows that her father is ‘in
an ambivalent position, where he can be both gaddad’??° Khadija goes beyond
the superficial ‘male-chauvinism’ rationalizatid®he thinks of her situation within
the intersections of race, gender, social clags daspora. Just as Khadija’'s
experiences within school influence her identitygde her experiences as a girl

within an Arab American family.

Sociologist Kristine Ajrouch argues that the famigaches’ ethnic identity,
and through that ‘instilled’ identity, the olderrggations try to control the actions of
their offspring®** Ajrouch points out that the structure of the Afatily reflects its
ethnic quality through two prominent featuressipatrilineal and extendée?

Ajrouch argues that in a patrilineal type of fam#yl persons know which group
they belong to because it is assigned by birth. Btehwomen have definitive rights
and duties and the actions of individuals in thraifa come to represent the whole

family.

As this patrilineal structure delineates that mersloé a family bear
responsibilities for one another, Ajrouch pointattfamilies tend to take on an

extended form, which in turn creates ‘a communailligyl within the extended

220 Bosch, p. 106.
21 Arjouch, p. 130.
22 Arjouch, p. 130.
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family.?** Males, for example, are usually responsible fapsuting the family
economically, while ‘females are in charge of airtlially embody family honor®*
This responsibility, Ajrouch argues, makes the fienmfundamental and valued

element’ to the creation and maintenance of an Athbic identity?*

Khadija’s story ‘Mothers’ engages with Ajrouch’sgtolation on the
patrilineal organization of the Arab family by piding an alternative approach to
understanding its dynamics. The story highlighesdantral role a mother plays in
the life of an Arab and Arab American family. THerges of two mothers are
juxtaposed in ‘Mothers’: Patsy’s absent mother Khedija’s present mother. In
‘Mothers’, Khadija relates to us that her mothesptically warns her not to have sex
outside of wedlock?® In a later scene, Khadija walks in on her frieRds$sy and
Michael making love. Appalled, Khadija goes homé&éo mother who gives her the
emotional support she craves. Two days later, Haaelils us that her mother has

travelled to Palestine to see her dying mother (f§as grandmother).

Khadija begs her mother to let her accompany heh&umother reminds
Khadija of her responsibilities toward her youngesthers. Khadija tells us that
without her mother their house is empty (p. 180 presence of Khadija’s mother
vis-a-vis the absence of Patsy’s mother is an gettable experience that greatly
influences Khadija’s identity. Khadija shows araatiment to her mother. Khadija
understands the reasons behind her mother’s ‘iwadit behavior. In this way, the

novel shows that adhering to traditions in not gisva form of giving up on new

223 Arjouch, p. 131.

224 Arjouch, p. 131.

225 Arjouch, p. 131.

%% |n ‘The Beautiful Gift’, Mawal tells the story dfer friend Hanan. In this story, little Hanan rides
Mawal’s bicycles, falls down and bleeds from betw&er legs. Hanan’s mother saves her bloody
underpants and wraps them in a newspaper fromap@fithe accident “‘so when she gets married,
she’ll have proof that she’s a girl” (p. 148).
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experiences and freedoms. The absence of her nmatilers ‘Khadija understan[d]

and empathiz[e] with her mother’s angst of transig life’ 2>’

The matrilineal family pattern that the novel exp®becomes clearer in
‘Long Distance’. The story consists of only founsghparagraphs. The long distance
that the title of this story alludes to is the Igrtgysical and cultural distance between
Khadija and her grandmother who lives in the Palist village of Nawara. The
title of the story also refers to the discrepaneyneen male and female perspectives.
Khadija’s father’s assumption that Khadija will rixg able to communicate with her
grandmother because the two speak two differeguiages represents narrow-
minded male perspectives. Khadija’s father doegseulize that love, compassion
and sympathy are all languages that bridge thébgapeen Khadija and her

grandmother.

While the novel attempts to represent genealogiesithat connect women
over long distances, it also shows how these atearp thwarted. While Khadija’s
mother flies to Palestine and crosses long distatabe with her dying mother,
Khadija’'s father’s disrespect for his father funas in the opposite direction. They
are physically close, but emotionally apart. loaiding for a variety of young voices
to emerge, Halaby foregrounds some of these prabfaced by the new generation
of migrant families. These young women ‘strugglelédine themselves, asserting
that their individual identities are inconceivablgside their location and its

gendered, cultural, historical, racial, nationad @olitical context??®

227 sarkar, p. 264.
228 Abdelrazek, p. 125.

242



Khadija’s last story ‘Fire’ sees Khadija take resgibility against her father’s
abusive behavior: ‘I do what | have never donenlto the phone and dial 911 like
they say to do in school’ (p. 207). Through stagdip to her father and reassuring
her little brothein English | argue, Khadija is reconciled with her in-betwee
identity. Although Abdelrazek insists that Khadgantinues to exist unhomed, in-
between cultures, secretly suffering from a serfi$ess and displacemerft; |
argue that, just like Hala, Khadija’'s character ti@geloped over the course of the

narrative, and therefore, it is simplistic to déseher as ‘unhomed’.

The novel seems to point out that Khadija’s trarmmeftion from a seemingly
passive girl to an active and dynamic figure ressisttim her accepting her identity as
the site of intersections of gender, social clage, and diaspora. True to her words to
her mother, ‘I can be American and still be younglater’ (p. 74), Khadija shows a
commitment to her family and her growing senseetff £hadija’s everyday
experiences have shaped her character and helpadaiher actions towards
becoming an active member of her family. She iglandpo is starting to explore life
and to accumulate knowledge about her life. Liiimgn Arab American community,
Khadija creates her own space based on her dglgrexces. The everyday events
that she encounters and recounts to us distingn@sfrom other Arab American

girls, like her cousin Soraya.

It is true that Khadija and Soraya share the comaouttural space of an Arab
American identity, but their economic, social angbtidian experiences are entirely
different. The novel attempts to spell out thestednces by telling stories based on

the daily events in the lives of these girls. Ttracture of the novel, divided as it is

229 Abdelrazek, p. 159.
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into multiple short stories recounted from differgerspectives, highlights the often
disjointed and variable experiences of Arab womies/grhe novel undermines one
dimensional images of Arab women living in diaspitm@ugh depicting the

heterogeneity of their experiences.

It is my contention that readinyestern of the Jordainom this perspective
helps us conceptualize the heterogeneity of thergxpces of Arab women. A
similar approach to the stories narrated by Halaw&l and Soraya will yield, |
believe, a sort of an archival documentation ofdagy experiences of each teenage
cousin. Within a communal cultural identity, theder can look at the specificity of
the life of each narrator in a way that refleces tieterogeneity of the experiences of
Arab women. An approach based on investigatinguanatrstanding the spatial and
temporal circumstances under which these chardotersan help contextualize
their experiences in such a way that reflects thersity of Arab women and
subverts the stereotypical representations of Aramen in US popular culture

which, to borrow Jack Shaheen’s words, ‘narrowJ vision and blur reality®*°

The two novels discussed in this chapter show agorgation by Arab
American women writers to challenge stereotypesibAcabs and Americans of
Arab descent in popular representations in thel8ifferent ways, Abu-Jaber and
Halaby’s books attempt to employ literary product@s resistance stratagems to
portray Arabs and Arab Americans as ‘humans’. Unidkorks by Arab British
women writers which thematically focus on buildiogdges between Arab and non-
Arab characters, novels by Arab American womenasgitend to focus on finding

ways to improve the image of Arab American commasitThis difference, | argue,

230 shaheen, ‘Hollywood’s Muslim Arabs’, p. 26.
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results from a historical process in which issuesce, ethnicity, immigration and

cultural exchanges have intersected differentlydth countries.

To conclude, | would like to pose the question @ivithe everyday
experiences, and hence, the identities of Arab Agaes, have been influenced by
9/11 and the subsequent war on terror and how thgseriences have been
translated into fiction. 9/11 was an event thaalbyaccounts impacted on a wide
cross section of Americans; from those directlgetééd to those Arab Americans
who found themselves affiliated to terroridfgest of the Jordascrutinizes the
dynamics of Arab American communities. It focusediwe internal and external
forces that converge in the formation of an Arabekican identity. However, post-
9/11 anti-Arab racism and violence demands us-tmnsider how racial and ethnic
affiliations are articulated in literary and culiiproductions of Arab American
authors. In my conclusion and through a readingaltby’'sOnce in a Promised
Land, | will consider the consequences of this eventhenidentities of Arabs in

diaspora.
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Conclusion
4.0 9/11 in Arab British and Arab American literary productions
Since this study is interested in exploring howgbeio-political contexts influence
Arab literary productions on both sides of the Atie, | would like to now
investigate how Arab British and Arab American wonmevelists have represented
the experiences of Arab characters in Britain dedUS after 9/11. This examination,
| argue, further highlights differences betweentthe sets of writers as a result of
their different immigration and settlement expeciesin the two countries. | argue
that the way characters are influenced by the svetibwing 9/11 is linked to the
precarious position that Arabs occupy in the raaral ethnic discourses in Britain

and the US.

Arabs in Britain are culturally, politically and dally marginalized, a fact
that is reflected in lumping them under ‘the Otkgher’ category in the 1991
Census in Britain, the first in British historyiteclude questions about ethnicity and
race. In the US, Arabs are given an honorary wdategory, being classified as
Caucasian/White, a classification that, accordingame Arab academics and
activists, is meant to disempower Arabs and retitan invisible. As a consequence,
Arab literary productions on both sides of the Atia are sites where discourses on
the precarious position Arabs occupy in ethnic @uial hierarchies intersect with
aesthetic representations. In this sense, a discugkthe ways in which the post-
9/11 responses/events are represented reflecesndrachces our understanding of the

position Arabs occupy in discourses on race andi@ti in Britain and the US.

| propose that since Arab British communities aveas politically, socially
and culturally visible as other Muslim communitieSBritain, novels written by
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Arab British women novelists after 9/11 have noedily examined how the events
on and after 9/11, as well as the war on terrorghmpacted the Arab characters that
they represent. In other words, the post-9/11 ipalitsocial and cultural
repercussions are not fully investigated in mostbABritish women novels written
and published in the post 9/11 era. This tendemay sharp contrast with novels
written by writers from other Muslim communitiesBmitain. For instance, Monica
Ali’'s Brick Lane published in 2003, explicitly represents the g4t anti-Islam

fervor that adversely affects the Bengali commuiritizondon?

It is interesting to note that novels written by $im women in Britain have
either intentionally or unintentionally avoidddect discussions of 9/11. Here, |
investigate why, on the other hand, Arab Americavetists seem more engaged
with this theme — all the while acknowledging tttare is no authorial obligation to
deal with these themes as though they were theamdy of interest to Arab and
Muslim authors. Novels written by Arab British womeovelists after 9/11
including Leila Aboulela’sVlinaret (2005), Fadia Fagirsly Name is Salmé&007)
and Sabiha Al Khemir§heBlue Manuscrip{2008) have showed scant interest in
post-9/11 repercussions. Inde&tl; Name is SalmandTheBlue Manuscriptre set

in the 1990s.

! In addition toBrick Lane lan McEwan’'sSaturday(2005) and Patricia Dunckerdiss Webster and
Chérif (2006) take place against the backdrop of 9/11thedvar on terror. Duncker’s novel is more
relevant here because it explores the concepteatity in the post-9/11 context and points to the
incongruous position Arabs occupy in ethnic andalatiscourses in Britain. The novel, for instance,
depicts the post-9/11 backlash on Arab studenBsitain. While on a shopping and entertainment
visit to London, Miss Webster and Cherif, a Moratcadergraduate student, get robbed. The
policemen, however, seems to turn the tables omifGira starts interrogating Miss Webster on
Cherif's behavior and religious affiliations. Theligeman tells Miss Webster that “[s]ince 9/11 and
the terrorist attacks against our embassies waaestigating all foreign students who originatenfr
volatile states. Mr. Al Faraj has been involvedinery odd incident” (p. 200). The odd incident
Cherif (Mr. Al Faraj) is involved in is being robtbeAs an Arab Cherif has become immediately a
suspect. Although he is a victim of robbery, thégeman treats Cherif as a terrorist-suspect.
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Whereas in Ali'SBrick LaneNazneerwatchedive reports of the 9/11 attacks
on the TV ,Minaretfocuses on the psychological and spiritual tramségion the
protagonist undergoes due to living in exile anddneing a devout Muslim. Racists
physically assault Aboulela’s protagonist, Najwecduse she is wearing hijab, i.e.
being a Muslint. While on the bus, a drunken man spits at Najwasays “You

Muslim scum” 3

This pattern is repeated in Robin Yassin-Kass@h&s Road from
Damascug2008) wherein the protagonist, Sami, a seconérgdion Arab British,
becomes a suspect only when he adopts Islamic nsaake behaviors such as
growing a beard and going to mosdua.both novels, Najwa and Sami become the
targets of racist attacks because they are Mushther than Arabs. As Sara Upstone
puts it, British anti-terrorism discourses haveniifeed the “next terrorist” [. . . as]

an “imagined body” and an “imagined culture” [} not just through where he/she is
located but through his/heppearance and way of lifé In this sense, Najwa and

Sami’s decisions to adopt Islam as their way ef ldnder them suspects and targets

of hate crimes.

2 Surely the war on terror is the unspoken backgidorthis novel; without it, much of what occurs
would have no meaning. What is interesting is thatnovel does not explicitly mention the events of
9/11 or the war on terror. In her interview with@dbela, Claire Chambers states that ‘Aboulela
portrays overt Islamophobia in post-9/11 London’g®). It is quite interesting that the novel ifsel
does not explicitly refer to 9/11 as an event. Chars’ comment is part of a tendency in academia to
read literary and cultural productions by Arab &maslim writers in post-9/11 as being somehow
influenced by the deadly events and hence theyctl#p repercussions on Arab and Muslim
characters. Chambers asks Aboulela why 9/11 isrmaeationed, Aboulela replies that she ‘want[s]
to write about the average, devout Muslim and fleminas and challenges he or she faces’ (p. 100).
| think the fact that Najwa is a first generatiorald immigrant to Britain who is portrayed as not
belonging to an Arab community is importantBrick Lane racists attack a visible Muslim
community, i.e. the Bengali community. Minaret, racists attack Najwa because she wears hijab, i.e
because she is Muslim.

3 Aboulela, p. 81.

“In addition to taking Arab British novelists arouselven years to write a fictionalized account ef th
post-9/11 backlash, the author of this novel isademThis renders the novel beyond the scope of my
study.

® Sara Upstone, ‘9/11, British Muslims, and Populigrary Fiction’, inReframing

9/11: Film, Popular Culture and the ‘War on Terrpgd. by Jeff Birkenstein, Anna Froula, and Karen
Randell (New York & London: Continuum, 2010), p-84 (p. 35, emphasis added).
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The responses of Arab British novelists to the &/and consequences of
post-9/11, | have noticed and will here argue,naaekedly different from those of
their Arab American counterparts. In this concluasibwill focus on Laila Halaby’'s
Once in a Promised Lan@007) because it is the first attempt by an Akaterican
novelistto represent the repercussions of 9/11 on Arabrfsaues. Aboulela’s Najwa
and Yassin-Kassab’s Sami are harassed becauseirofifible religious affiliations.
Unlike, Najwa in Aboulela’sMinaretand Sami inrhe Road from Damascusthnic
origin is highlighted in Halaby’s portrayal of tpest-9/11 experiences of Jassim and
Salwa, a middle class Jordanian-Palestinian cdiyphg in the US. As Georgiana
Banita puts it, ‘[i]t is mainly as a result cdcial profiling and sheer coincidence that

Jassim and Salwa lose control of their lives’.

The events of 9/11 are incorporated into the fabfidalaby’s novel. The
consequences of 9/11 such as the apparent antirAcem, the thorough FBI
investigation of Halaby’s protagonist Jassim’s &fed the threat to deport him as a
consequence of this investigation, permeate thiegpid to some extent determine the
future of Jassim and Salwa. In this respect, thePethemes are not far from those
of Don Dellilo’s Falling Man (2007) which opens with a scene from the 9/11ck#ta
on the Twin Towers and explores in depth the psipgiical consequences of these

attacks on Keith Neudecker and other characters.

Before discussin@nce in a Promised Landlwould like to briefly reflect on
Yassin-Kassab’$he Road from Damascushich is the only novel by an Arab

British writer that directly represents the repasians of post-9/11 on Arabs in

® Georgiana Banita, ‘Race, Risk, and Fiction in\ttier on Terror: Laila Halaby,
Gayle Brandeis, and Michael Cunninghakhiterature Interpretation Theoryl2 (2010), 242-68 (p.
251).
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Britain. The novel, | argue, reflects the precasiposition Arabs occupy in ethnic
and racial discourses in Britain since Sami, aiseégeeneration Arab British,
becomes a terror suspect when he adopts a visibédil identity. In other words,
had Sami not grown a beard, he would have remagttedcally invisible and would
not have been arrested and interrogated by thegodh this sense, the novel draws
the reader’s attention to the fact that Arab comitreshare not as visible as other
Muslim communities in Britain, Arabs are perceiasda security threat once they
adopt visible Islamic identity markers. By reflegion how Muslim characters have
been influenced differently by the post-9/11 basklan Britain, the novel, by
portraying the diversity of Muslim communities, pgldestabilis[e] mainstream
conceptions of Islam’, as Nagel and Staeheli angtleeir study on Arab British

perspectives on religion, politics and the public.

The Road from Damascpsrtrays the experiences of a number of Arab
immigrants and their children who live in Britaifhhe novel concentrates on Sami,
the son of a Syrian secular intellectual, borniitah and studying for a PhD on
Arabic poetry. He is married to Muntaha, the daagbf an Iraqi refugee. The novel
is set in the few months leading up to 9/11. Ihlights a tendency to religiosity
among most of the characters. Each, however, dédfeegent reason for turning to
religion. Disappointed with his inability to writecohesive and a convincing thesis,
Sami gradually discovers the void inside him, riasglfrom his father’s anti-Islam
tutoring. Although Sami sometimes puts on a Palestkeffiyehand participates in
anti-Israeli demonstrations, he remains politicallyisible. Post-9/11, he becomes

politicized when he grows a beard and goes to thsgome.

" Nagel and Staeheli, ‘British Arab PerspectivesRetigion, Politics and “the Public™, p. 100.
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The police arrest him on the suspicion that hdaarming a terrorist act.
When Sami tells the investigators, upon their retjubat his parents are Syrians,
they instantly identify Syria asMuslim (rather than an Arab) country: “Muslim
country,” the [police]lwoman saids if listing charges‘False nhame. Suspicious
appearance and behavioutThe police want to prove their suspicions by
identifying Sami as a Muslim. That Syria is a Maoskountry is of great importance
for them because this proves that Sami is Musliml @nsequently they acted
correctly by arresting him). On the other handngean Arab does not mean being a
security threat. As Fred Halliday puts it, the véideead adoption of the term
‘Muslim’ in British discourses on migration, multituralism and integration
‘serve[s] to obscure or subordinate other formslentity and associatior?’] argue
here that because Arabs are not as politicallyyiedlly and socially visible as other
Muslim communities, Sami’s identity is defined Inetpolice as a Muslim terrorist
rather than a British citizen of an Arab descelhie police’s behaviors reflect
popular discourses in Britain in which an Arab itignis ‘submerged by an Asian-

dominated British Muslim identity in the politicaphere™

As the police interrogate him, Sami gradually raadithat they are
interrogating him because he is a Muslim. He realihat in the eye of the police he
is a suspect because of ‘[t]he burden of the bgard] The burden of belongind*
Jeff, the policeman, tells Sami: *““See it from @aint of view. You were standing

[. . .] outside thenosquein asuspiciousnanner™”? Kate, the policewoman, adds:

8 Robin Yassin-Kassaffhe Road from Damasc(sondon: Penguin, 2009), p. 333, emphasis added.
° Halliday, Britain’s First Muslims p. ix.

19 Nagel and Staeheli, p. 107.

! yassin-Kassab, p. 333.

12 yassin-Kassab, p. 335, emphasis added. Significahe mosque is located on Brick Lane, known
to some as Banglatown, which is the heart of LofglBangladeshi-Sylheti community.
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“And you have grown a rather thitkeardrecently, haven't you?™? While the
incident suggests that the official law enforcessksto redefine ideas of belonging -
who is British - it also strongly suggests that $has become suspect because of his
visible Islamic appearance. In other words, Saapgearance propels the police to
transform his ethnic identity as an Arab to ‘a picéil identity as British Muslim*?

This is entirely different from Halaby®nce in a Promised Langhere the
victimization of Jassim is because of his ethnigior In other words, Jassim has
become the center of an FBI interrogation becaosgaraphrase the words of the
secretary who tipped him off to the FBI, he is rAdtab man with an access to the

city’s water supply?

In fact, racial and ethnic discourses inform soseags that analyze Halaby’'s
novel. For instance, Georgiana Banita argues tlaala’ Halaby at once denounces
and internalizes racial profiling’ i®nce in Promised Lantf Banita maintains that
as Jassim returns ‘the fearful, loathing gaze tfArab racism [. . ., he] look[s] at
himself through a hate-tinted lens [. . . and]iin&dizes the racist profiling to which
he is outwardly subjected”.In this sense, Banita concludes, Halaby’s novel
‘productively assesses the overbearing moralisra@al profiling in the war on

terror, especially in relation to its most vulndeatargets, citizens of Arab American

13 yassin-Kassab, p. 335, emphasis added.

* Nagel and Staeheli, p. 101.

13|t is interesting that Mohsin Hamid’s Changezime Reluctant Fundamentali@007) has been
targeted by racists because he was mistaken to“ffueking Arab™ (p. 134). This, | believe, is
indicative of the conflation of Arab, Muslim, MidelEastern and South Asian identities. Read
together,The Road from DamascasdThe Reluctant Fundamentalistesent two different

racialization routes in Britain and the US. WhiteHritain, Arabs have been taken to be Muslims in
the post-9/11 era, Muslims and South Asians arerté® be Arabs. While Sami is arrested because of
his beard, Changez is targeted by racists becaukmks Arab. It is also interesting to look at the
similarities and differences between Changez assidha To some extent, both share an upper-middle
class status, but each responds to the post-9HArtsdifferently. See: Laila Halaby, ‘Return of the
Native’, Washington Pos®2 April 2007 $ttp://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
dyn/content/article/2007/04/19/AR2007041903000.htfakccessed 5 September 2008].

' Banita, p. 244.

" Banita, p. 249.
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descent™® Other critics have argued that ‘it would be clgaersimplification to
read the novel as an account of the post-9/11mizétion of Muslims in the West’
because Jassim and Salwa’s story is ‘both imphezhd develops independently of

9/11°*°

| argue that a combination of the above two appgreaenay be of use here.
On the one hand, Banita reduces Jassim to a pagsiia of racism and ignores his
attempt to resist racial profiling and marginaliaatand his continuous efforts to
assert his whiteness through befriending Pennyhiseworking class American
woman. On the other hand, Tancke describes JassliBawa as Muslims and
hence her reading pays scant attention to thetattlassim and Salwa, by virtue of
their Arab ethnic origins, occupy an indeterminadsition in discourses of race and

ethnicity in the US.

While Halaby’'s novel portrays anti-Arab attitudessp9/11, | am more
interested in exploring the responses of JassinBahda, the main protagonists, to
these hostilities in light of the precarious pasitArabs occupy in the ethnic and
racial discourses in the "8Many literary critics and academics of various
disciplines have claimed that it is time for AramAricans to forge coalitions with
people of color in the US now that they have bednested to racial profiling since
9/11. As | have argued in Chapter One, unlike A&bsh novelists who have

explored in depth themes and strategies of traltaralicross-ethnic dialogues, Arab

'8 Banita, p. 265.

19 UIrike Tancke, ‘Uses and Abuses of Trauma in [@3&t Fiction and Contemporary

Culture’, inFrom Solidarity to Schisms: 9/11 and after in Factiand Film from Outside the U&d.

by Cara Cilano (Amsterdam & New York: Rodopi, 2009). 75-92 (p. 80).

Y For reviews oDnce in a Promised Landee: Pauline Homsi Vinson, ‘New Fiction and tlostP
9/11 Arab American Experiencédl Jadid Magazing54/55(2006), 45. See also: Carolyn See, ‘After
9/11, Suddenly Suspectyashington PosP February 2007 kttp://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
dyn/content/article/2007/02/01/AR2007020101878.htrfdccessed 3 March 2010].

253



American writers, by virtue of the ambiguous sptad Arabs occupy in ethnic and
racial discourses in the US, have remained ambivaléh regard to aligning
themselves with other ethnic groups. Most Arab Aozer characters are ambivalent
towards people of color and unwittingly tend togeeve themselves as whites. In
this context, it becomes important to examine wietn not the post-9/11 events
have influenced the literary representation of Adabericans’ racialized experiences

in substantial ways.

4.1 ‘White but not Quite’ Revisited: Halaby’s Oncein a Promised Land

Jassim is a Jordanian hydrologist who lives withwiife Salwa, a US-born
Palestinian banker and a part time real estatet agdmicson, Arizona. As a
hydrologist, Jassim is in charge of the city’s wat@pply. The novel opens shortly
before the deadly events of 9/11. Jassim prachisedaily routine of swimming at
dawn before he goes to work. Against Jassim’s wgis8alwa stops taking her
contraceptives. She gets pregnant quickly but doesave the courage to tell her
husband. Suddenly, she miscarries. Her miscaraegges a gap between her and
her husband. This gap is further widened by thedifferent opinions Jassim and
Salwa hold on the nature of the 9/11 attacks aed donsequences. Jassim
continues his life, presumably unconcerned by tharconsequences of the events
of post-9/11 on Arab Americans. He refuses to acttegt the attitudes of people
around him have changed since 9/11. On the othet, I%alwa becomes more and
more irritated by the loss of her baby and the @levt patriotism that pushes her to

the margins and renders her outside the nationdes.

As a result, Salwa begins to question the naturepexistence in the US. It

is within this hostile atmosphere that Jake, a gofvhite) American part time
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banker and drug dealer approaches Salwa. Jakeeiested in Salwa because she
looks exotic. Though everyone agrees that Jake oxld person, Salwa remains
blinded by her own nostalgia for home and her sehsess and loneliness. Jake has
sex with Salwa and boasts to his colleagues ahsw@elxual conquests, though he
does not name the woman he seduces. Salwa alsfitband willingly participates

in the affair. When Salwa informs Jake that shedeasded to return to Jordan, she

discovers Jake’s manipulative nature. High on drdgke physically assaults Salwa.

Jassim, on the other hand, seems absorbed bynkegqeences of a road
accident he has become involved in a few montles 8fi.1 that leads to the death of
a teenager from an impoverished family. The insioms on the teenager’s
skateboard shows that the boy has harbored anti-geatiments. Though the police
declare Jassim innocent, the accident turns dog to decisive point in Jassim’s life.
Heavily burdened by the accident, Jassim becomssssbd with the world of the
boy he has killed. He frequents lower class (whitelerican neighborhoods. He
befriends Penny, a waitress at a café, who givestine key to explore an American
world he never knew existed. Meanwhile, a secredfitiie company Jassim works
for reports him to the FBI as a suspicious richbAm@an with access to the city’s
water supply. Jassim ultimately loses his job abdmmes the focus of an
unjustified FBI investigation. Jassim’s last fewnd® to Penny, that he cannot stay in
the country anymore because no one will employ kimapsulate the dilemma of an
upper-middle class professional deluded by the hoae Dream that mistakenly

leads him to assume that he belongs in the US.

Once Jassim and Salwa feel that their affluenta@asition is threatened,
each, differently, seeks to expand their narrowad@ircles. Critics have viewed
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Jassim and Salwa’s choices of new friends in pdkt-@&s a way of ameliorating the
destructive impact of the everit’ For instance, Tancke argues that since Jassim and
Salwa are ‘[c]aught in an increasingly tangled wéhalf-truths, omissions, silence
and fateful coincidence, both start seemingly ram@dfairs with people that they

have met by chancé? Similarly, Anastasia Valassopoulos argues thdiaasim and
Salwa become ‘victims of ethnic and cultural tysirey’, they befriend ‘minority
figures [. . .] who have hitherto eluded thethValassopoulos maintains that ‘the
persons they befriend are worlds away from the avibrht they have constructed for
themselves®® In this way, Tancke and Valassopoulos’ readingierus to

scrutinize the bases on which these seeminglyrgiZzaendships are built.

While Penny and Jake are minority figures as Valasslos rightly points
out since the first is a working class woman aral#tter is a drug addict, the two
still belong to the largewhite American mainstream. Compared to Jassim and Salwa,
who as Arabs are officially classified as whites &e popularly perceived as non-
whites, Penny and Jake are at the centre of natbhhicfabric even though they
are socially marginalized. In this sense, in th&evaf a post-9/11 anti-Arab racism,
Penny and Jake provide a lifeline to Jassim ang&std salvage their mainstream
(read: white) status. Thus, the Jassim-Penny alwbSkke relations, | contend, are
not completely random but result from the interseetlity of the ambiguous
position Arabs occupy in US racial hierarchies aadio-political conditions. As

Amaney Jamal argues, post 9/11 some Arab Ameritaws felt that ‘the white label

% Tancke, p. 83.

2 Tancke, p. 84.

% Anastasia Valassopoulos, “American Freedom: Paselor Promotion?” Negotiating Invisibility
in Arab-American Writing’, inCreolising Europe: Colonial Ties, Diasporic PresgnPost/Migrant
Futures ed. by Margaret Littler and Encarna Rodriguex€kpool: Liverpool UP, forthcoming), p.
12 of 16.

24 Valassopoulos, p. 12 of 16.
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has remained the one label that can protect fherh from losing the semblance of

“American” status?® Jamal maintains:

If we look at the history of Arab American integoett in the United
States, it is rife with accounts of Arab Americasserting their
whiteness not only in relation to economic mobiktyd integration
but also in relation to all things ‘American.’ Ither words, for Arab
Americans the words ‘white’ and ‘American’ are oftexperienced
interchangeabl§®
Jassim initially tries to ignore the repercussioh8/11 on him as an Arab.
He continues to convince himself that his whitdargbb and its concomitant social
privileges will protect him from the surroundinggtidities. Gradually, he realizes
that he is mistaken. As dominant representatiodsalbs and Americans of Arab
descent as un-American have increased since 9/1dnaal argues, ‘identification
with white America has not resulted in Arab Amen@cceptance as either white or
American’?’ Burdened by the fact that he has killed a boyrioaal accident, Jassim
begins to break his social isolation. It ig/hite working class woman that attracts
him. Indeed, it is a white working class world tfegcinates him. Interestingly,
although he goes outside the closed upper-middksdircle he has been living
within since he first came to the US, Jassim’sleiof ‘new friends’ remains
exclusively whité?® While Jassim remains resilient to the discoursastiomogenize
Arab Americans and render them collectively crinsrend terrorists, he continues

to perceive himself as a white person. It is mytention that Jassim’s decision to

befriend awhite American woman of a lower class needs to be read a

% Amaney Jamal, ‘Conclusion: Arab American Racidlaa, in Race and Arab Americans Before
and After 9/11ed. by Jamal and Naber, pp. 318-26 (p. 320).

%6 Jamal, p. 320.

2" Jamal, p. 320.

%8 |n fact, his other only friend is his study mareldoss at the company Marcus. Marcus’ ancestors
are Italians.
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manifestation of a historical racialization proctdss has resulted in classifying

Arabs in the US as Caucasian/White.

On the other hand, Salwa'’s reaction to post-9/1lthe effects that it seems
to have had on how Arab Americans are perceivedbikedly different. This is
perhaps unsurprising because of the socio-politiaekground she hails from. The
daughter of working class Palestinian-Jordaniaemngar a sense of displacement
marks her life from the beginning. Alienated froer Inusband following her
miscarriage and feeling suffocated by the exclumipiiwhite) American patriotism
in the wake of 9/11, Salwa is attracted to a whieng man. Her relationship with
him is an unconscious attempt on Salwa’s part t@g@her Americanness through
adopting perceived ‘American’ codes of behaviotw@aeven attempts to
domesticate whiteness by trying to set up paralletereen the most patriotic white
Americans she knows and her relatives back hondertan. Indeed, Salwa harbors
an ambivalent attitude towards other marginalizedigs such as homosexuals and
people of color. Her attraction to Jake is an aptietm cling to (white) American
normativity and the mainstream. His Americannesob®es the yardstick with

which she measures her identity.

Unlike Jassim, however, Salwa undergoes anothesfsemation at the end
of the novel that makes her question her sociatipasOnce she discovers the
reality of Jake’s anti-Arab racism, Salwa decidastiie first time to talk to the
Mexican/Guatemalan gardeners whose presence shedesgedly failed to
recognize. The novel does not end on a celebratate: rather it ends on an
ambivalent note whereby Salwa, whilst willing tékteo them is, however, injured
by Jake in the final scenes of the novel. In tkisse, the novel shows how the
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indeterminate position Arabs occupy in the ethmd eacial discourses in the US
impedes them from aligning themselves with non-g/kthnic groups. At the same
time, the novel seems to suggest that the ideatifio with other ethnic groups
might come late and at a very high price. As Lisa&r Majaj puts it, Arab
Americans ‘are conspicuously absent from discussafrwhite ethnicity, and are
popularly perceived as non-white. In this senseQnce in a Promised Land
investigates the outcomes of residing in this catet and unclear space on Arab

Americans.

Nadine Naber describes the attacks of 9/11 agténty point’ rather than
‘the starting point’ of histories of anti-Arab rani in the US® Naber argues that
since 9/11, Arab and Muslim Americans have beerpkohinto a new racialized
category that obscures the considerable divelsaiyexists within these populations.
Newspapers, films and TV shows are powerful tootgdisseminating the racializing
of Arab and Muslim Americans and forming publicmipns®* In Once in a
Promised LandPenny, a working class white American woman,'basome
obsessed by it [the television] ever since the Thowers had been destroyed’.
Discussing with her flatmate what the US governnsiéoiuld do in the Middle East,

Penny relies on images transmitted on the TV towddte her ideas about Jassim:

29 Majaj, ‘Arab-Americans and the Meanings of Rage’329.

%0 Nadine Naber, ‘Introduction: Arab Americans an&LRacial Formations’, iRace and Arab
Americans before and after 9/1dd. by Jamal and Naber, pp. 1-45 (p. 4).

31 For an examination of how Arab Americans and Muséimericans are represented as racialized
subjects in newspapers in the aftermath of 9/14;, Sead Joseph, Benjamin D’Harligue and Alvin Ka
Hin Wong, ‘Arab Americans and Muslim AmericansTihe New York Timdsefore and after 9/11’, in
Race and Arab Americans before and after 9&dl by Jamal and Naber, pp. 229-75. For a ddtaile
discussion of how films and TV shows in post 9/A¥éndemonized Arabs and rendered them
enemies of the nation, see: Jack Shah@eiity: Hollywood'’s Verdict on Arabs after 9/11
(Northampton, MA: Olive Branch Press, 2008).

%2 Laila Halaby,Once in a Promised Lan@oston: Beacon Press, 2007), p. 280. Furtheregrtess to
this book are given after quotations in the text.
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Penny continued staring at the television. ‘The loa® nothing to do
with the other. And he’s from Jordan, not AfghaamstJassim is a
good guy - he’s not like them, shouldn’t be juddjkd them.But
those people over there, they oppress women drebkih other.
They're the ones who should be bomked281, emphasis added).

While Penny’s opinions are shaped by what she@edd/, the discussion between
the two women is part of a wider phenomenon thatlires prime-time TV

programs in the US.

Evelyn Alsultany argues that even when prime-tirvedfamas, such aghe
Guardian The Education of Max Bickfordnd7" Heaven seek to resist hegemonic
configurations of the monolithic Arab Muslim tensir they ‘participate in
reworking U.S. sovereignty through narrating aml@mee about racism in the case
of Arab and Muslim Americans® According to Alsultany, not only do discourses of
the nation in crisis trump the Arab American pligbut also inadvertently support
US government initiatives in the “war on terrot*For instance, discussing an
episode offhe Practican which an airline seeks to bar Arabs from bgyagsengers
on their airplanes in the name of safety and sgcafier 9/11, Alsultany argues that
the judge’s verdict ‘that these times are unlikeeos and therefore normal rules do
not apply’ legitimizes racism: sacrifices to AraidaMuslim American civil rights

must be made in the interit.

Similarly, in the novel, when Jassim is fired friws job, Marcus, Jassim’s

boss, seems to use the same logic that the judgedseal:

% Evelyn Alsultany, ‘The Prime-Time Plight of the & Muslim American after 9/11: Configurations
of Race and Nation in TV Dramas,’ Race and Arab Americans before and after 9&dL by Jamal
and Naber, pp. 204-28 (p. 206).

% Alsultany, p. 208.

% Alsultany, pp. 215-16.
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‘Bottom line, we’re going to lose the businessdadn’t make an act

of good faith to the people we do business with.’

‘And firing me is your act of good faith.’

‘Yes.” Though he didn’t like the way that sounded 297).
In sacrificing Jassim, Marcus is following an anddent line of thought that these
TV dramas articulate, namely, that ‘racism is wrbng essential®® Nadine Naber
believes that official federal government policsegh as special registration,
detentions, and deportations have fostered thisoaph by constituting particular
subjects as potential enemies within the natiothdAlgh Naber argues that these
potential enemies are specifically working-clase-nesident Muslim immigrant men

from Muslim-majority countries, the novel showsttbpper and middle class

professionals are not above suspicion.

According to Muneer Ahmad, the post-9/11 eventeharoven the attempt
of Arab and South Asian elites to escape the dehaseof race by way of class to
be the impossibility that those in the working slasve always known it to be. Still,
Ahmad acknowledges that while profiling has affdcé classes of Arabs and South
Asians, it has not affected all classes equilis Naber argues, in the context of the
war on terror, ‘subjects perceived to be “Arab/Mal&astern/Muslim” [are not only
seen] as a moral, cultural, and civilisational &tit® the “American” nation, but also
as a security threaf®. Naber insists that the reproduction of governnpetities and
media discourses in day-to-day interactions at yonkthe bus, or on the streets
were more violent and life threatening in workidgss urban locations than in

upper-middle-class locations. As Naber arguespggonomic class has intersected

% Alsultany, p. 208.

3" Muneer Ahmad, ‘Homeland Insecurities: Racial Viale the Day after September 13tcial Text
72,20 (2002), 101-16 (p. 111).

% Nadine Naber, “Look, Mohammed the Terrorist isn@ng!” Cultural Racism, Nation-based
Racism, and the Intersectionality of Oppressioter&/11’, inRace and Arab Americans before and
after 9/11 ed. by Jamal and Naber, pp. 276-304 (p. 280).
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with race and gender as ‘dominant discourses tetadednstruct working-class
masculinities as agents of terrorism and workirggsifemininities as passive victims

of “the terrorist” 3°

While Louise Cainkar agrees with Naber that raz&ion is a social and a
historical process, she argues that the raciabzgirocess experienced by Arabs in
the US differs in both historical timing and prdtéom that of other minority groups
in the US because the exclusion of Arab Americam® fsocial and political
privileges ‘postdates’ the historic exclusion di@tmarginalized groupg$.Cainkar
affirms that at its core, the social exclusion o&Bs in the US has been a racial
project because ‘Arab inferiority has been consedi@and sold to the American
public using essentialist constructions of humdfedince’* Cainkar argues that the
ways in which Arabs, Muslims, and people perceiteelde Arabs and Muslims were
held collectively responsible after the 9/11 atsashould alone provide convincing
evidence that their racial denouement had beercmuffly sealed before the attacks
occurred'*? Cainkar asserts that the violent act of any AnaMoslim is rendered to

represent entire societies and cultures and isgyad as a mechanical, civilizational

act.

% Naber, pp. 281-82. Linked to the representatioArab and Muslim men as terrorists and Arab and
Muslim women as passive victims is the represemtati the terrorist as sexually and psychologically
deviant. Jasbir K. Puar and Amit S. Rai argue plosters that appeared in midtown Manhattan only
days after the attacks show a turbaned caricafurand_aden being anally penetrated by the Empire
State Building. The legend beneath reads, “The irptrikes Back™ or ““So you like skyscrapers,
huh, bitch?™ (p. 126). What these representatihmsw, the authors believe, is that queerness as
sexual deviancy is tied to the monstrous figuréhefterrorist as a way to otherize and quarantine
subjects classified as “terrorists™, and to notim@ and discipline a population through these very
monstrous figures (p. 126). See: Jashir K. Puarfanid S. Rai, ‘Monster, Terrorist, Fag: the War on
Terrorism and the Production of Docile Patrio&cial Text 7220 (2002), 117-48.

% Louise Cainkar, ‘Thinking Outside the Box: ArabgleRace in the United States’,Race and

Arab Americans before and after 9/¥d. by Jamal and Naber, pp. 46-80 (p. 47).

L Cainkar, p. 48.

2 Cainkar, p. 51.
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This assumption underlies the FBI investigatiodadsim’s actions. The
guestions that the FBI agents ask Jassim rendeasitime ‘enemy within’. As
Georgiana Banita puts it, the FBI agents ‘revetsesiormality/deviance opposition,
seeing causality in inexplicable events and faitmgjnd an explanation for
occurrences that Jassim considers logical ancerl&tIn response, Jassim objects

to the FBI accusations, pleading that being an Al@ds not mean being a terrorist:

Jassim couldn’t help himself. ‘Means is one thimgtive is another. |
am a scientist. | work to make water safe and alkl | am a normal
citizen who happens to be an Arab. Yes, | havesact®ethe city’s
water supply, but I have no desire to abuse it. Mbee fact that | am
an Arab should not add suspicion to the matter232).

The FBI agents, to use Banita’s words, ‘blow things of proportion and create
scenarios whose only merit is the unequivocalkattion of guilt’ to Jassifi? The
agents ignore Jassim’s words of protest becaugedthaot consider him as an

individual of free will, but as a part of a collea racialized self.

In fact, as Suad Joseph explains, a ‘damning dasani of the Arab ‘as a
not-independent, not autonomous, not-individual;free person’ permeates
‘scholarly and popular discourses on Arab religipoljtics, and social order’ in the
US“® Joseph postulates that the construction of aecitis ‘a free individualist self
is represented in much popular and scholarly liteesin the US *‘as contrary to the
Arab- self'*° These racialized misrepresentations have, acaptdi€ainkar,
‘established the preconditions for collective bask after 9/11%" Cainkar states that

the backlash can be viewed as an act of definiadpttundaries of whiteness and

“3Banita, p. 248.

44 Banita, p. 248.

> Suad Joseph, ‘Against the Grain of the Natione-Ahab-’, inArabs in Americaed. by Suleiman,
pp. 257-71, p. 258.

“® Joseph, p. 259.

47 Cainkar, p. 51.
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argues that the imposition of collective guilt oreAs and Muslims through public
policies and popular actions is an outcome raten &« beginning of their
racialization®® The discourse of security risk and assumptionsiaihe innate
characteristics of persons perceived to be Arad\umslims are institutionalized

through homeland security and war on terror paitie

Cainkar’s argument, insightful as it is, seemsdigpse the idea that Arabs
are actively engaged in defining the boundariestiteness through their
association with and dissociation from whiteneassiim’s refusal to be pigeonholed
as racialized potential terrorist in the above gtioh is a case in point. Actually, a
study conducted by Andrew Shryock in 2003 showsAlnabs are ten times more
likely than the general population to call themssltother’. However, Shryock
maintains, unlike many communities of color, Araips willing in large numbers to
identify as ‘white’>® Shryock argues that Arabs in the US are not diszkr
principally by themselves or others in relatioratoolor chart, much less a color line,
‘but in relation to political boundaries and presahioyalties that place Arabs and
Muslimsoutsidethe American “racial hierarchy”, with its recogaide patterns of

abuse and redres¥ Shryock maintains that the post-9/11 intensifmawf color

“8 Cainkar, p. 52.
49 Cainkar, p. 60. Policies implemented by the USegnment after 9/11 include: detention,
deportation and special registration. For the &rfice of these policies on people from the MiddlstEa
and South Asia, see: Salah D. Hassan, ‘Arabs, Radehe Post-September 11 National Security
State’,Middle East Report224 (2002), 16-21. See also: Louise Cainkar,tBikl Domestic Policies
Affecting U.S. Arabs and Muslims: a Brief RevieWCpmparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and
the Middle East24 (2004), 247-51. For a discussion of how theféderal government’s response to
9/11 demonstrates the close relationship betweemgnation law and civil rights in the US, see:
Susan M. Akram and Kevin R. Johnson’s Akram, ‘R&tigijl Rights, and Immigration Law after
September 11, 2001: the Targeting of Arabs and isSINYU Annual Survey of American Lab8
(2001-2003), 295-355.
*0 Shryock, pp. 87-88.
*1 Shryock, pp. 91-92, italics in original.
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politics among Arab Americans is ‘an elaboratelgex response to this

exclusion’>?

These discourses continually manifest themselvéseimovel, especially in
the thoughts and behaviors of Jack Franks, a deginmy officer with a troubled
personal past. Jack decides to keep an eye omJassliultimately reports his
movements to the FBI. Discourses of patriotismentig and racialization all

overlap in Jack’s decision:

These are some scary times we live in, he reasioneidhself. My
number-one duty is to help protect my country. fitesident said that
specifically, that it is our job to be the eyes aauls of the community.
Besides, if it turns out to be nothing, then nonh@one to anyone.
Dammit, if you’re going to live in this country,iyece going to have to
abide by the rules here.
Jack had no need to see beyond the act of whatke&lwing. For the
first time in years he felt armed with a righte@unsl vital
responsibility and therefore important, selfless1i(fi3, italics in
original).
Jack, to use Banita’s words, is a citizen ‘galvadiby Bush'’s call to act as the eyes
and ears of the government'While Jack senses the incongruity of this situgtte
feels comfortable enough to report Jassim to thiddéBause the US government,
represented by the US president, has endowed Himtlé power to protect his
country from foreigners and terrorists. The spesdiehe president have inspired a

feeling of pride in (white) Americans regardlesgtwir class?

Similarly, through Penny, the novel seems to retleablindness that comes
with patriotism and the consequences of a partidukand of propaganda. Though

living in poverty herself, Penny nevertheless ide# with the nation through her

2 Shryock, p. 92.

*3 Banita, p. 246.

> See: Debra Merskina, ‘The Construction of Arab&asmies: Post-September 11
Discourse of George W. BustVass Communication and Sociefy(2004), 157-75.
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unwavering belief in the government’s policy to wiput terrorist hideouts outside
the US. Penny’s nationalist response to the prasglspeeches on American values
of freedom and democracy is part and parcel ohg fwrocess of demarcating the

borders of the nation through demonizing others:

If she had money she would have sent it to him [WBepresident]; if
she had been younger, she would have enlisted,eshalivthose
terrorists what Americans were made of, how theyeveentinuing
the great history of this country, getting out thand saving poor
people from the oppression of living in their baekd countries (p.
280).

Cainkar explains that the racialization of Arabfes to larger US global policies.
The domestic aspect of this project is in the mactuiring of public consent which is
needed to support, fund and defend these pofigiese mapping of cultural racism
onto nation-based racism, Naber explains, has tetgal in generating support for
the idea that going to war ‘over there’ and enactacism and immigrant exclusion

‘over here’ are essential to the project of pratechational security®

Penny has fully subscribed to the argument thattBes waging a war
‘there’ because the terrorists have attacked ug*laad she feels proud of being
American since this entails that she is a freerandhlly superior person. Here,
Amaney Jamal’s argument about the process of oitpédiiabs and Muslims is quite
useful. Jamal asserts that in the case of Muslidnfaab Americans, Otherness is
determined through a process by which the mainstidaims moral and cultural
superiority in the process of producing an esskrgid homogenous image of
Muslim and Arab Americans as nonwhites who arena#ify morally, and culturally

inferior to real Americans. According to this logamal maintains, terrorism ‘is not

%5 Cainkar, p. 49.
* Naber, “Look, Mohammed the Terrorist is Coming!pip. 280-81.
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the modus operandi of a few radical individuald, d&by-product of a larger cultural
and civilizational heritage: the Arab and Islamith€’.>’ Jamal maintains that the
racialization of Arabs and Muslims by the mainstnedecades in the making, has
manifested itself after 9/11 in support of discnatory legislation and law

enforcement?®

Sawsan Abdulrahim reiterates the arguments madgainkar, Naber and
Jamal that by virtue of their historical, culturahd transnational connections to a
perceived foreign enemy, Arab Americans are pushside the national consensus
and marked as the “the enemy withii® However, Abdulrahim argues that even in
a post-9/11 political climate, Arab Americans cang to exercise individual and
collective agency in organizing their relationstopvhiteness. Abdulrahim argues
that Arab Americans’ current interactions with pichl issues surrounding race and
whiteness are neither monolithic nor homogenousataivaried and contingent.
Abdulrahim concludes that the process through whicb immigrants in the US
form racial identities ‘is highly subjective’ ankat even racial marking of Arabs and
Muslims in the post-9/11 environment ‘may not léac uniform and complete
disillusionment with “whiteness™® That Arab Americans may not be naturally
transforming to non-white racial subjects in therent political climate should be

left open for exploration, Abdulrahim explains.

Abdulrahim’s argument reminds us that we need &madtely address the

intersectionality of race, gender, class, religipoijtics and ideology for a more

" Amaney Jamal, ‘Civil Liberties and the Otherizatiof Arab and Muslim

Americans’, in Jamal and Nabé&tace and Arab Americans before and after 9fidl 114-30 (pp.
120-21).

%8 Jamal, pp. 126-27.

%9 Sawsan Abdulrahim, “Whiteness” and the Arab imraitf Experience’, ifRace and Arab
Americans before and after 9/1dd. by Jamal and Naber, pp. 131-46 (p. 131)

%0 Abdulrahim, p. 145.

267



comprehensive examination of potential alliancéding among the marginalized.
In the novel, Salwa, aware as she is of anti-Ar&juglice, shows ambivalent
attitudes towards the Mexican/Guatemalan gard&efare Jake, the white
American man with whom she has an affair, attagksunder the influence of drugs,
Salwa seems to look derogatively at the Mexicani@ualan gardener. Salwa thinks
that the Mexican/Guatemalan gardener is involvethérobbery of her car the last
time she had visited Jake: ‘she wondered if he krogweven if he had been
responsible’ (p. 316). However, after Jake att&®ddsva and uses a racist discourse
to insult he®! she realizes that she is a racialized other agih®¢o identify with

the Mexican/Guatemalan gardener: ‘In spite of taeto way his words came at
her and the thickness of his fingers, ¢tlenessverpowered her’ (p. 324,
emphasis added). Salwa gradually realizes the dgigopbimplications of the
gardener’s attempt to rescue her: ‘He held her laandsqueezed, pumpihglf a

continentof courage into her blood’ (p. 324, emphasis ajlded

Initially, the novel introduces the relationshigween Salwa and the
Mexican/Guatemalan gardener as a site of mistrost]ict and disrespect. However,
this relationship becomes one of interdependendeyaapolitical identification. In

this sense, the novel invites us to view the etbpace as a site of contesting

® Through Jake’s insistence on reminding Salwa ofrabness while hitting, the novel draws our
attention to the nature of this crime and invitegaithink about it as a hate crime. At first the
policeman states that Jake was “high [on drugsg kie™ at the time he attacked Salwa, simplifyin
the crime and contextualizing it as a purely drelgiied crime (p. 327). Later on, the policemarstell
Jassim that it ““was a crime of passion™ (p. 32Tipting at a sexual affair. To understand Jake’s
assault on Salwa, | believe we need to look abtbader picture in the plot and the overlapping
discourses of patriotism, citizenship and anti-Aratism. Muneer Ahmad argues that the hate crime
killings before 9/11 were viewed as crimes of malgpravity, while the hate killings since 9/11 have
been understood as crimes of passion, ‘[tjhe passiquestion is love of nation, the crimes a viate
reaction born out of patriotic fervor’ (p. 108).e®efrom this perspective, | argue that Jake’s dseau
Salwa can be viewed as his attempt to ‘defin[e]abendaries of the whiteness’, to borrow Cainkar’s
words (p. 52). His insistence on reminding Salwaearfethnic origin as an Arab is quite significant
this sense.
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discourses. Indeed, we need to look at the rivetnpng people of color to gain civil
rights and access to the mainstream as a histgoaéss dogged by conflicts and
rifts as Muneer Ahmad explains. Ahmad argues thaetwents of post-9/11 exposed
the precariousness of citizenship status for appeof color, immigrants and non-
immigrants alike. The hate violence and racial ipraf directed against Arabs,
Muslims, and South Asians and the apparent Afrisarerican and Latina/o support
for the profiling of these communities provide ampbortant example of how racial
positions in the US have been reordered by 9/1d haw the citizenship status of all

people of color has been further degraffed.

Literature could be one of the channels for diabbgmong people of color.
In her discussion of how Arab American anthologiesstruct an Arab American
identity, Michelle Hartman argues ifandmothersGrape LeavesandKhalil
Gibran: Writing Race in Anthologies of Arab American Lidé¢ure’ that~ood for
Our Grandmothersises Arab American racialization as a tool iraaltie building
with other groups of color, while, at the same tiwaling racial discourses into
question. In this wayrood for Our Grandmothersngages with race and the
racialization of Arab Americans and Arab Canadiansays that can lead toward
potentially more productive conceptualizations o American identity?
Similarly, Sunaina Maira and Magid Shihade argwa what South Asian
Americans and Arab Americans share in their retetito the state is not just racial
profiling but political profiling. It is on this kms that the affiliation between South

Asian or Asian Americans and Arab Americans needsetforged. These

2 Ahmad, p. 103.

% Michelle Hartman, GrandmothersGrape LeavesandKhalil Gibran: Writing

Race in Anthologies of Arab American Literaturei, Race and Arab Americans before and after 9/11
ed. by Jamal and Naber, pp. 170-203 (p. 201).
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Asian/Arab American alliances are based on an wtaleding of the links between
domestic crackdowns on immigrant rights and théajiaation of the war on

terror®*

Once in a Promised Lamngeems to highlight the complexities involved in
making these alliances. Salwa’s upper-middle statag have influenced the way
she has perceived the Mexican/Guatemalan garderaeciaminal. However, being
herself a victim of a racist assault, Salwa shufisition. Still, the novel does not
embrace a celebratory tone that romanticizes athgse dialogues and coalitions.
As Naber warns, ‘alliance-building is arduous warld is often tense and painfti’.
Naber maintains that the aftermath of 9/11 affirrhexdorical polarizations of class,
religion, and citizenship, particularly among commities targeted by 9/11 related
bias, hate violence, and governmental policies. éi@s, should post-9/11
circumstances be the point of reference for coalibuilding? Muneer Ahmad
argues that Arab, Muslim, and South Asian commesitiave an opportunity to
maintain the fight for all communities of color ndkat the enduring struggle against
racial subordination has been visited upon thenmadh calls on communities of
color in the US to forge necessary coalitions sihese coalitions, Ahmad maintains,
begin their work squarely within a framework of sutination inflected not only by

race and immigration status, but by gender, ckass sexual orientation as wéil.

Steven Salaita, on the other hand, thinks thafAfab Americans a coalition

with people of color should not be contextualizedhaeaction to a single event, in

% Sunaina Maira and Magid Shihade, ‘Meeting AsiaalAAmerican Studies Thinking Race, Empire,
and Zionism in the USJournal of Asian American Studje(2006), 117-40 (p. 126).
% Nadine Naber, “So Our History Doesn’t Become Y&uiture”: the Local and Global Politics of
Coalition Building Post September"1Journal of Asian American Studiés(2002), 217-42 (pp.
237-38).
% Ahmad, pp. 111-12.
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this case, 9/11. Instead, Salaita calls for chgllemwhat he calls imperative
patriotism: a particular type of discourse thathvtechnical and temporal variations,
has existed continuously in the US. Salaita maistéhat this term is drawn from a
longstanding sensibility that nonconformity to wénagr at the time is considered to
be ‘the national interest is unpatriotf’According to Salaita, 9/11 did not really
disrupt anti-Arab racism in any momentous way, rather, it polarized attitudes that
had been in place years before the word terrorisocaime common parlance. Salaita
argues that since the racism Arab Americans faatssdirected at other minorities,
it seems only logical for Arab Americans to demfystihe assumptions that underlie
stereotypes commonly associated with Arab Amerieamshave been expressed
through popular American culture in, among othediagtelevision and filn®

Salaita maintains that Arab Americans need to explasse stereotypes in
conjunction with the minorities at whom racism lraslitionally been directed to
gain the type of recognition they actually seelheathan unwanted post-9/11

platitudes.

UndoubtedlyOnce in a Promised a rich text. On the one hand, it
represents the repercussions of 9/11 and poste®/Brab Americans. On the other
hand, it highlights the ambiguity of the positioccapied by Arabs in US racial and
ethnic discourses overall. The novel goes beyopresenting the consequences on
Arabs in the post-9/11 and, skilfully investigaiead complicates) the psychological,
social, political and economic dimensions of thpaziences of Arab Americans by
questioning the concept of citizenship. The noxglares the intersections of class,

gender and other socio-political factors with tlestO/11 epoch. However, | argue

®7 Salaita, ‘Ethnic Identity and Imperative Patriotisp. 154.
%8 Salaita, p. 160.
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where one might expect certainty towards the ideaalition with people of color
there is instead ambivalence. In this sense, thelmavites us to examine the
consequences of the ambiguous position Arabs odougiynic and racial discourses
on the characters, mainly Salwa and Jassim andiloot@s to the ongoing debate on

the components/features/limitations of the Arab Apsa identity.

To start with, the prologue of the novel definegv@aand Jassim as Arabs
and Muslims and immediately introduces the disceaitbat lump Arabs and
Muslims together as a homogeneous group: ‘Salwalassim are both Arabs. Both
Muslims. But of course they have nothing to do withat happened to the World
Trade CentemNothing and everythindpp. vii-viii, emphasis added). ‘Nothing and
everything’ highlights the precarious position Asadzcupy in US racial hierarchies.
Arabs are portrayed as a homogenous group withepipes for criminal conduct.
As Susan M. Akram and Kevin R. Johnson stipuldter 8/11, legislations passed
by the federal government have ignored the viewititividualized suspicion is

necessary for police action, and therefore, hameafaul of the US Constitutiot.

The novel tries to draw attention to the fact thalwa and Jassim are
different because they have different socio-ecordrackgrounds. For instance, they
disagree on their connection to the American kfjeresented by the giant towels that

Americans love:

‘They are as large as bedcovers,’ he [Jassim]dlddSalwa when she
bought a set for the first time.

‘They are luxurious,’” she had countered.

And therein lay their differencép. 5, emphasis added).

% Akram and Johnson, p. 353.
272



Jassim and Salwa have different attitudes, difteidantities, different reactions to
9/11 and, as | will explain, different engagemenmity ethnic and racial discourses.
The way Jassim and Salwa interact with whitened#fesrent. It is important to spell
out these differences because they influence tlyethney interact with whiteness and
respond to the events and the aftermath of 9/#liffexence that can be explained
within a framework of racial and ethnic ambiguilyat characterizes Arab

experiences in the US.

Officially classified as whites, the experiencedpodbs and Americans of
Arab descent do not necessarily reflect the pigé@ethat whiteness promises. Leti
Volpp argues that 9/11 facilitated the consolidaid a new identity category that
grouped together persons who appear to be ‘Middktdtn, Arab, or Muslim’. What
has solidified this identity category is a partaoulacialization, wherein members of
this group have been identified as terrorists, dislentified as citizen®. In the
American imagination, those who appear to be ‘Medgastern, Arab, or Muslim’
may be theoretically entitled to formal rights, by do not stand in for or represent
the nation. Instead, they are interpellated agleatical to the citizen’s sense of
identity. Citizenship in the form of legal statused not guarantee that they will be
constitutive of the American body politic. In famiite the opposite: the

consolidation of American identity takes place agathem'*

Jassim’s upper middle class status - gained bwhite-collar job and his
unwavering belief in the American Dream - makes tim a blind eye to the

potential deadly consequences of 9/11. Jassimmmito delude himself post 9/11

"0 Leti Volpp, ‘The Citizen and the Terrorist’, Beptember 11 in History: A Watershed Momeet?
by Mary L. Dudziak (Durham: Duke UP, 2003), pp. 1452 (p. 147).
"Volpp, p. 157.
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by ignoring the harassment directed at him at veortt in public spaces. He
convinces himself that this has nothing to do \kithethnic origin (partly because he
does not reflect on the significance of his etlarigin). Jassim’s response is to work
even harder. At one point, Salwa tells Jassim ahmatl that she heard on the radio
to round up Arabs in the US (in a fashion reminmsad the infamous WWII
internment of the Japanese). Jassim coolly chahgesubject and turns to an article
on recycling refuse. Ironically, the first words mmeitters are: “The Japanese are
incredible™ (p. 58). That Jassim admires the Jagarfor their technological
advances but fails to relate to the horrible exgrere they had in the US during
World War 1l, indicates that the scientist in Jagssabsorbed as he is in his work,
cannot make any connection with the Japanese doasfis of a similar plight
triggered by ethnic origin. Towards the end of tlegel, Jassim reflects on the issues
that have changed his life: ““A dead boy and armmplete fetus weigh[ing] the
blood down with their unfulfilled promises™ (p. 8L The post-9/11 backlash does

not feature on his horizon.

Jassim’s deluded belief in the American Dream resthee negative post-
9/11 backlash irrelevant. If it affects him in angy, it makes him identify with
disenfranchizeavhite people. This explains his relationship with Penien
Jassim feels that he is being harassed, he tusragtlntion to other white people for
support. Jassim moves down the social hierarchydmains affiliated with a white
social group. It does not occur to him to make emtions with other ethnic groups.
His relationship with Penny can be understoodguar within the context of the
precarious position Arabs occupy within US ethmid aacial discourses. Seen from

this angle, Jassim’s identity remains defined withiwhite social context, though
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economically less privileged. Penny sympathizes Jd@ssim precisely because he is
now a marginalized other, a fact that Jassim caatip tries to deny. When she asks
him “[d]o people give you a hard time these day$f.’ 165), Jassim stoically

contends: *“No, not so much™ (p. 165).

Jassim’s self-delusion crystallizes when he andhi?enme across a working
class Jordanian couple at Wal-Mart. Jassim doetahoto them. Ironically, it is
Penny who mouths a few words of sympathy with tlheman in hijab, “I bet people

give her a lot of grief these days™ (p. 279). Jawspretends not to have heard her
comment. Jassim’s blindness to the plight of fellsabs from lower social classes
indicates that he still locates his identity in bite context and obstinately refuses to
align himself with people of color from lower class For Jassim, | argue, class
supersedes color. That Jassim aligns himself watiml? and turns a blind eye to the

working class Jordanian woman shows how self-caotd notions of upper middle

class status and whiteness converge in shapingniasgentity.

Through the different experiences of Jassim and/&ahe novel complicates
the relationship between citizenship and identityArab Americans. Misled by the
security of his job and his high standard of lividgssim thinks that he is a good US
citizen, and consequently, is far from the govemtiséwitchcraft hunt’ for
terrorists. Salwa, on the other hand, is more #harn Jassim to the fragility of her
citizenship and is aware that citizenship for aalAin America is not a guarantee
against harassment and racist assaults. Salwaagd#hat she does not represent the

US nation and her citizenship can be stripped avwag her easily.

Salwa’s gender and social class among other saaéties set her apart from

Jassim. While she gets married to Jassim and mitereAmerican Dream in her
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own way, Salwa is attentive to the changes broagbut by 9/11 on herself and
other Arabs on different levels. Instead of absuylherself in her work in order to
cope with the post-9/11 hostilities, Salwa, avidily aimlessly, tries to open Jassim’s
eyes to the dangers surrounding them. Their relsligp begins to crumble when the
two hold different views on the latest events. Zathinks that the post-9/11 war on
terror is a justification to invade the Middle Easid control its riches, but Jassim’s
lack of interest in her views deepens the rift traginated from Jassim’s refusal to

have children. Salwa turns to Jake to fill the void

| argue that Salwa’s miscarriage, estrangement fremhusband, her
nostalgia for her mother and sisters and the eixglasy nationalist discourses in the
US post 9/11 have converged to disrupt Salwa’s mggAmericanization process
and to highlight her non-mainstream status. Salaatgy response to the white
woman who refuses to work with her at the bank @iheediscovers that Salwa is an
Arab, underscores Salwa’s refusal to be pushedgetoniargins of the nation.
Rendered as a racialized other, Salwa contemptyausl angrily asks the woman:
“Would you like to work with a Mexican man or am#erican lesbian?” (p. 114).
Instead of exposing the inherent racism in the ewvbman’s deed, Salwa
derogatively drags other marginalized groups ihtogicture. Here, | turn to Muneer
Ahmad’s argument about ethnic groups and citizgnshthe US. Ahmad insists that
immigrants are made American when they are raedles subordinate. Ahmad
explains:

We might think of the resulting racial hierarchyaasitizenship

exchange market in which the relative belongingrof one racial or
ethnic community fluctuates in accordance with prévg social and
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political pressures. What is more, communitiesadbclearn the
imperativeof subordination of others.

In competing for Americanization, Salwa has fistiissociate herself from other
minorities and then to subordinate them. Salwapoase reveals a tension that
continues to characterize Arab relations with o#ténic groups. Through Salwa’s
angry reaction, the novel demonstrates, to borrawitd’s words, ‘that after
September 11, Arab Americans have fallen one st other social outsiders,

being branded not only as second-rate citizenslsatas social hazards'.

Seen from this perspective, Salwa’s angry resptm#dee woman'’s racist
comment is then an attempt to defy an unexpectedistowngrading. Just as her
husband imagines that his white-collar job sechrgsvhite status, Salwa is not too
different. The white woman’s comment shocks Saleealnse Salwa perceives
herself as part of the mainstream. Salwa is doildbpergasted here because she is
being racialized at the very place which provideswith the means to penetrate and
subdue whiteness. When Joan, Salwa’s boss atahestate office, hands Salwa the
US flags to put on her car, Salwa feels that siseblean pushed to the margin. She
realizes that mainstream Americans do not considepart of them; rather they

perceive her as a racialized other. Salwa ponders:

In the past month that distance had been stroageaftereffect of
what had happened in New York and Washington,thieecars
sprouting American flags from their windows, antasato God,
electric fences willing her to leave (p. 54).

Salwa feels abandoned because she is no longesfghe mainstream. She is seen

by (white) Americans as a foreigner.

2 Ahmad, p. 106, italics in original.
3 Banita, p. 246.
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When she thinks about her life, Salwa identifies plst-9/11 anti-Arab
prejudice as a major force of change. In this sestse differs from Jassim who does

not concede that the post-9/11 anti-Arab racismitifagenced his life:

It was not just her Lie that had brought distanesveen her and her
husband and surrounded them with tension, it wapditriotic
breathing of those around theAmerican flagsvaving, pale hands
willing them to go home or agree. Jassim didn'nsée be bothered,
but Salwa could not tolerate it, those red, wtatej blue fingers
flapping at her, flicking her away (p. 185, empbkasided).

As the above quotation shows, the influence opib&-9/11 hostilities is felt by
Salwa only as much as they distance her from thestiaam. In other words, the
backlash disrupts Salwa’s gradual admittance irfttemess originally facilitated by

virtue of her upper-middle social class status.

Indeed, at the heart of Salwa’s engagement withenkss is her attempt to
create parallels between the US and her countoyigin in a way that transforms the
very American concepts, people and cultural tokeresversion that accommodates

her as avhite American citizen:

Not for the first time Salwa wondered why Joan, was so very
American and patriotic, reminded her of someonsmfrmme. Not
anyone in particular, just someone whose warm egsiforced its
way into your heart, whether or not you liked tleggon or agreed
with her politics (p. 205).

While Bill Ashcroft might describe this passageaasempowering post-colonial
strategy of transforming habitation, | argue thalin& merrily associates Joan with
home in spite of the latter's strong American pdism because, unlike Petra, Joan
represents sexual normativity. In other words, Jegoart of the mainstream to
which Salwa wants to belong. This is in sharp @sitto Salwa’s relationship with

Petra, the white lesbian at the bank. Salwa diasegiherself from Petra because
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Petra is sexually marginalized. When Petra tell&#hat Molly, Petra’s partner,

was moving out with a man, Salwa is perplexed:rtilist be awful.” Really, how
awful, and how odd to feel susigmpathyanddisgustall in one moment’ (p. 183,
emphasis added). Salwa thinks that she is paheofainstream. Indeed, she refuses
to be part of a stigmatized and a marginalized gr&he identifies with a white

heterosexual woman, but does not identify with evesbian’*

It is in these circumstances that Jake and Salwaexi. Her relationship
with him, | argue, becomes Salwa’s unconsciousmgitdo reinstate herself as a

white person:

Against all that she knew to be right in the woddd well aware that
as friendswas one of those lines Americans tossed backautial f
without meaning, she entered his apartment andlsevkward, out
of place (p. 207, italics in original).

The text equates Jake with Americanness. Jakea@vimh physical appearance and
life style are often described as Ameri¢afror instance, when Salwa enters Jake’s

apartment, she is astounded by the giant spedkieesmulls, “(what was it about
Americans and speakers and music?)” (p. 207). WHeeaoffers her a drink, she asks
herself “What was the American obsession with ice cube$208, italics in

original). After Jake kisses her at lunch time wW&atries hard to explain this incident
in an American (read: white = mainstream) cont&®alwa tried to focus, to put her

entire being into her work. That was the Americaywafter all, wasn't it?” (p.

189).

4 After her miscarriage, when Salwa returns to weHe sees a group of children going to school.
Salwa focuses her attention on a blond girl: ‘“Timat one at the end, the one with thilond hair
pulled tight into rubber bands’ (p. 100, emphasideal). That Salwa focuses on this blond girl may
indicate that the baby she had miscarried coulchage been too different from thitond girl. Seen
from this perspective, Salwa seems to look at lfessea white person.

"5 |n fact, Jake’s parents are US diplomats. In otends, Jake does not represent America on the
personal level, but certainly on the official levide represents an all-American lineage.
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However, once Salwa realizes the falsity of the Aoa® Dream and
discovers that Jake is a drug addict who is actuadinipulating her emotions, she
begins to ‘see’ and somehow ‘identify’ with peoplecolor (represented by the
Guatemalan gardener whom she mistakes for a Mexsicdrsuspects for breaking
into her car). The first time she sees him, whdeng to Jake’s flat, she barely
notices him, barely sees him. She actually mantgsse a tiny thing as the logo of
the company on the pickup truck, but she failse® the person standing in front of
her (p. 206). The second time she sees him, howslveras mixed feelings towards
him. On the one hand, she suspects him of breakiadher car. On the other hand,
she contemplates the troubles he and his fellodayars have undergone to cross

the borders and live in the US.

After being attacked by Jake, Salwa decides toksfmethe gardeners and
‘give them a smil€p. 320, emphasis added). This, as | have sugdesdrlier, can
be read as an attempt to identify with people ¢brcésalwa’s decision to talk to the
gardeners comes on the heels of her discovergkigais a racialized other. She has
proof of this in Jake’s insistence on reminding dieher Arabness while hitting her
(p. 322). This may indicate that Jake attemptslédin[e] the boundaries of

whiteness’, to borrow Cainkar’s words.

Ironically, the minute Salwa identifies with peopliecolor, Jassim firmly

holds Penny’s white hand, as if - to paraphraseategfrom Henrik Ibsen’é Doll's

"6 Cainkar, ‘Thinking Outside the Box’, p. 52. Ithgghly symbolic that Jake hits Salwa with the
Japanese painting. While it may remind us of thedre of the Japanese internment during the WWII
and creates a parallel with the current plight odl#s in the post-9/11, it also shows (symbolically)
how the dominant group creates rifts among peopt®lor by mobilizing them against each other as
Muneer Ahmad argues in ‘Homeland Insecurities’.
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House- his very existence depends of’iPenny and Jassim walk out of the
restaurant “[a]rm in arnlinked outcasts(p. 324, emphasis added). Though he
recognizes himself as an outcast, Jassim is happg & white outcast or at least
linked/affiliated to whiteness. Thrown out of th@ma privileged white castle, Jassim
clings to its margins. Salwa, on the other hanaljzes too late that she is not
welcome at the white people’s party: she looksotber survival options. The novel
seems to suggest that it is only at a moment okness, or probably, despair that
the less privileged Arabs, represented by a digplaloman beginto identify with
people of color, while the more privileged Aralepnesented by manwho had seen

better days, turn to lower class white Americans.

I would like to finish my analysis ddnce in a Promised Larlay referring to
an article by Sarah M. A. Gualtieri in which sheluaes a historical incident that
clarifies the ambiguous position Arabs have beapyging in ethnic and racial
discourses since their arrival in the US. In ‘Sgaifrruit? Syrian Immigrants,
Extralegal Violence, and Racial Formation in thatebh States’, Gualtieri argues that
a study of the history of ideas about Arabs inliigeas a ‘race’ in the pre-World War
Il period is of great importance for understandimg ways in which Arab Americans
have sought to position themselves within and befiem racial hierarchies that
perpetuate racist discourse, most frequently atrihaentally directed at African

Americans. Gualtieri discusses the story of NolaBg, a Syrian immigrant who

""*Nora, darling, you're dancing as if your life dapmled on it’ (Act 2, Henrik Ibsen’ Doll’s

Hous@. These words are spoken by Torvald when Noratwyagg to distract him from reading the
letter (which reveals her forgery) by dancing wWithvor, wildness and passion. Similarly, Jassim’s
firm grip of Penny’s hand is an attempt to distriaichself from facing the harsh reality of being non
white. Holding Penny’s hand is symbolically a sualistrategy for Jassim just as dancing is a
survival strategy for Nora in that scene.
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was lynched by mobs in the early 190B&ualtieri argues that Romey’s death is not
just one of these rare occurrences when mobs Ighwwhée men as thlew York
Evening Heraldviewed it because this view, Gualtieri maintaimgsses the more
complex work of race at this particular time ang fharticular place. Gualtieri

argues that the events surrounding Romey’s lynchewgal that the whiteness of
Syrians is best conceived as being probationagrédibility periodically called

into question by government authorities and putgimions’”®

According to Gualtieri, the response of the Sygammunity, represented by
the insistence of the Syrian newspagleBhaabthat ‘Syrians weréully white’,
shows that Romey'’s ‘whiteness’ mattered to Syriasause his lynching summoned
fears among them that they had become, in thatrinssurrogate black8 The case,
Gualtieri argues, provides evidence as to how 8gngere racialized by dominant
white society and reveals a history of consciogs4making on the part of Syrians, a
history of defining their status as white in oppiosi to African Americans and
Asian Americans. In this sense, Gualtieri argues lgnching reveals that whiteness
is not an ahistorical, self-evident category, g that was historically constructed

and contested, and which has had different impdinatfor different group8:

Amaney Jamal argues that after 9/11 Arab Ameritang not only

experienced an increase in discrimination but hisee seen the legal system turn

"8 The practice of lynching, in which mobs of varyisiges seized persons, often while they were in
police custody, and killed them, had been on tbe since the late nineteenth century, when the ‘New
South’ began to adopt its infamous Jim Crow lawese laws erected a stringent policy of racial
segregation, disenfranchized blacks, and encourtdmgeelxercise of frequent and horrific violence
against those who allegedly violated community déads.

"9 Gualtieri, Sarah M. A., ‘Strange Fruit? Syrian lignants, Extralegal Violence, and Racial
Formation in the United States’, Race and Arab Americans before and after 9&dL by Jamal and
Naber, pp. 147-69 (pp. 154-55).

8 Gualtieri, p. 165, italics in original.

8 Gualtieri, p. 166

282



against them. Not only is the denial of their Amariness more pervasive than ever,
but the assumption of their guilt by ethnic asstb@mmhas never been more
pronounced. Arabs and Muslims are seen and modise&nemies residing
within.?? Nevertheless, | argue that post-9/11 anti-Arabsra@nd violence has not
led Arab Americans to completely disavow whitenesishas it created a genuine
desire to align themselves with people of colore phecarious position Arabs
occupy in the ethnic and racial discourses in tBehds had a very long history. As a
heterogeneous community divided by disparate sectmomic, political, ideological,
religious and historical backgrounds and experisndeab Americans interact
differently with whiteness. While Arabs unanimoustyndemned the terrorist attacks
of 9/11, they have responded differently to thet{8%1 backlash and have
expressed ambivalent attitudes towards their positi the ethnic and racial

discourses in the US.

As Gualtieri puts it, the lynching of Nola Romeytits ‘part of the sediment
on which later racialization projects were, and hreng built’®® This sediment, the
novel shows, permeates Jassim and Salwa’s reattiggust-9/11 anti-Arab racism.
Just as members of the Syrian community in Gué8iarticle have insisted on
identifying themselves as whites, Jassim and Sedgiat marginalization and assert
their whiteness by befriending white people in p&/4tl. In this sense, the post-9/11

anti-Arab racism may not necessarily lead to disgimn from whiteness; on the

contrary, it might reinforce an attachment to it.

8 Amaney Jamal, ‘Conclusion: Arab American Racidlaa, in Race and Arab Americans Before
and After 9/11ed. by Jamal and Naber, pp. 318-26 (p. 321).
83 Gualtieri, p. 169.
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4.2 Concluding remarks

| have concentrated in this thesis on exploringttieenatic differences between Arab
British and Arab American women writers. In partaoyu | have argued that these
differences result from two different Arab immigoat and settlement experiences
on both sides of the Atlantic. In this way, Aratetary productions in Britain and the
US engage with questions of cultural identity, @land racial relations and the
diasporic experience. The ambiguous position Acadesipy in the ethnic and racial
discourses in Britain and the US influences Aralti€dr and Arab American literary

productions in various ways.

While Arabs in the US are officially classified @aucasian/White, they are
popularly perceived as non-whites. On the othedhan Arab identity in Britain is
subsumed by a South Asian-dominated Muslim Britilgmtity. While Arabs occupy
a contested and unclear space in studies on racetlmnicity in both countries, this
position has differently intersected with Arabddey representations, socio-
economic, political, historical issues and market publishing interests in both
countries. On the one hand, works by Arab Britishmen writers show a tendency
to explore trans-cultural and cross-ethnic alli@naed coalitions in a more
pronounced manner than those of their Arab Amenp=ers. On the other hand,
Arab American women novelists have concentrateexmhoring from within the
contradictions of Arab American communities anddrio improve the image of
Arab populations who have been subjected to atermg process of stereotyping in

American literary and popular productions.

As | have shown in this thesis, the works of Araligh writers Ahdaf

Soueif, Leila Aboulela and Fadia Faqir foregrourash$-cultural dialogues and
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cross-ethnic alliances. The Arab characters thetygocross cultural barriers and
are involved in trans-cultural socio-political retms. Regardless of their social
classes and their national origins, the protagsmbkthese writers productively enter
the ethnic border zone and transform it into aléeground for solidarity with
women from different cultural backgrounds. The vgok Arab British women
writers do not, in the name of unity and solidarghoss over socio-economic and
political differences among the women they repredarfact, difference becomes a
site for investigating commonalities. In this serthe works of Soueif, Aboulela and
Faqir show a commitment to approaching the poliickocation as a site for

understanding particularized experiences withitoaa framework.

While the works of Arab American novelists DianauAbaber and Laila
Halaby show an understanding of the significanceaofs-cultural dialogues and
cross-ethnic alliances, their works tend to expfoven within the contradictions of
Arab American communities. In this way, these argtstrategically employ their
creative skills to ‘humanize’ members of their coomities by rendering them as
normal American citizens. Through a strategy oditeixtuality that interpolates the
Western literary canon and Hollywood productionbuAlaber presents her Gatsby-
like idealist and romantic protagonist, Han, inathat challenges
misrepresentations of Arabs as jealous, superstigmd irrational. Similarly, by
narrating the stories of four Arab girls who livethe US and Palestine, Halaby’s
West of the Jordareflects the heterogeneity of Arab women and destnates how
the intersectionality of gender, class and ageeh#peir identities differently within

a communal cultural context.
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As all novels highlight the daily experiences dditlprotagonists and present
their interactions with Arab and non-Arab charasténe reader is given a chance to
examine the different socio-economic and politmattexts in which these
characters live. The different ways in which Arabmigrants have historically
interacted with the socio-economic and politicalistures in their hostlands have
influenced the way in which the aftermath of 9/4Xapresented by Arab British and
Arab American women writers. While Arab Americarvalist Laila Halaby sets her
novelOnce in a Promised Land post-9/11 Arizona and investigates how the war
on terror has influenced Arab Americans’ ethnimtitees, citizenships and socio-
political beliefs, Arab British women writers hamet yet explored these themes in

depth.

| argue that this (lack of) representation pardiffacts different racialization
patterns that Arabs have undergone on both sidémditlantic. The long British
colonial history in the Indian subcontinent and ‘t@mplicated history of U.S.
intervention in the Arab worl8* have influenced in different ways Arab experiences
in both countries post-9/11. As Arab communities ot as ethnically and
politically visible as South Asian Muslim commue#i a South Asian-dominated
political Muslim British identity has become thects of a popular and institutional
anti-terror discourse in Britain. Arab Americang,tbe other hand, have seen their
ethnic identities and their Arab cultural heritagereasingly being transformed into
a site of popular and institutional racism. As Aradamal puts it, 9/11 ‘has put the

spotlight on Arabs as never befof@'.

8 Jamal, p. 322-23.
8 Jamal, ‘Conclusion’, p. 322.
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The differences between Arab British and Arab Acemiwriters need to be
further examined. | propose that an investigatibthe themes expressed by Arab
British and Arab American men writers be carriedl touenrich our understanding of
the cultural commonalities and differences betwibertwo sets of writers and to
expand our understanding of Arab diasporic idestitin addition, an examination of
specific themes in the works of Arab Australiantens like Nada Awar Jarrar and
Randa Abdel-Fattah in conjunction with those oflABxitish and Arab American
writers would enhance our understanding of the epnhof Arabness in the twenty
first century. Arabness, | contend, can be scrzgishithrough examining how non-
Arab characters are portrayed in Arab literary padns. Specifically, studying
how Arab characters interact with white/non-whiba@acters can be illuminating. In
addition to these areas of research, | thinkgige important to investigate the way
Arab masculinities have been represented by Aranevowriters in diaspora pre-
and post-9/11. While this project may require géacorpus of literary and cultural
productions, | believe it will reveal significanésthetic and cultural aspects of the
role Arab women writers in diaspora play in reflegtandshapingcontemporary

Arab cultural identity.
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