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Abstract 

The translation of poetry has been and will continue to be an issue of great concern to translators, 

men of letters and readers. Poetry has been approached differently by translators. They are divided 

into two major parties: tone insists on translating poetry into poetry with respect to all prosodic 

features; another suggests translating sense with no concern in prosody, especially rhyme, rhm, 

meter and foot, especially when the translator is for some good reason, unable to translate a poem 

into a poen in the target language(TL). Each party has their own justifications for their claim. This 

Paper attempts to demonstrate the merits and demerits  of both approaches at translating one and 

the same poem in terms of poetic translation for the former, and poetical translation for the latter. 

The aim behind that is two fold: first to satisfy all types of readers; second, to provide concrete 

evidence for the argument put forward throughout the whole Paper, which is poetic translation is 

superceding poetical translation in Arabic for Arab readers who still highly appreciate the 

aestheticity and poeticity of poetry. At the end of the day, it is left to readers to decide which 

version to prefer. At times, more than one poetic version of translation are suggested for the same 

poem by different translators. Still on one or two occasions, a middle way version combining some 

features of each of poetical and poetic translations, is proposed. It is termed as a ‘semi-poetic’ 

translation, with the ultimate objective of drawing a comparison between the different versions of 

translation of the same poem to give readers the opportunity to judge for themselves which 

translation they go for and why. Convincing readers is a daunting ask, but rewarding at the end. 

This pproach is applied to the translation of five English poems into Arabic. 

 

Key words: Foot, poetry, poetic, poetical, prosodic features, rhyme, rhythm, translation 
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Introduction: Translating Poetry 

It has been said that due to its far-fetched sound / prosodic patterns, poetry is untranslatable. It has 

also been claimed that only a poet can translate poetry  (see Khulusi, 2000). This echoes Dryden's 

view that a poet cannot be translated but by a poet (in Schulte, et al, 1992). Further, in an answer 

to the question, "Can one translate a poem", Bonnefoy says "of course not" (in ibid.). This view is 

also held by Jakobson who says: "Poetry by definition [is] untranslatable" (1960). Likewise, Dante 

echoes the same stance for any translation of it would destroy its consistency and charm (in 

Khulusi, 2000, p.34). This is perhaps due to the specialty of poetry in terms of: 

 

1. Subtlety of language elaboration 

2. Subtlety of the spirit of meaning; 

3. Charm of style and topic; 

4. Aestheticity; 

5. Musicality; 

6. Prosodic features (of rhyme, rhythm, meter, foot, etc. See above); 

7. Syntactic complexity; 

8. Semantic intricacies; 

9. Special diction; 

10. Stylistic patterning; 

11. Symbolism; 

12. Pragmatic implications; 

13. Cultural-specificity; 

14. Over-occurrence of figurative language; 

15. Far-fetched imagery; 

16. Deviation from ordinary language (syntactic, semantic, stylistic and phonological); 

17. Special conventions of reading poetry; 

18. Sublimity; 

19. Special features of literariness; and  

20. Hypersensitivity of romanticism,sentimentalism, emotionalism, passion and touchiness. 

(see also Denham, in Schulte et al (1992, p.  20) and Raffel, 1988 & 1994). 

 

The ideal translator of poetry or otherwise according to Al-Jahez should be as follows: 

 

نهُ في نفس الترجمة، في "وال يا غة  بد للترُجماَن من أن يكون ب بالل ناس  مه في نفِس المعرفة، وينبغي أن يكون أعلَم ال وْزن عل

و كد مكللم بلنووانين، علمنا المنقولة والمنقولِ  أنَّه كد أدخَل الًوويَم عليهما،  إليها، حتَّى يكون فيهِما سوووا و وياية، ومتى وجدناأ أيًووا

منها، ومعترض عليها، وكيف يكوُن ممكُُّن اللنوووووان منهما مجتمعين فيه، كتمكُّنِه  واحدةٍ من اللغتين مجذب األخرى ومأخذألنَّ كل 

ةٌ واحدة، فَإْن مكللَم بلغٍة واحدة اسووتُْفِرَي ْ  إذا ةُ عليهما، وكذلك إْن مكلَّم بأكثَر ِمْن لغتين، وعلى  انفرد بالواحدة، وإنَّما له كوَّ ملك القوَّ

، كان أشوودَّ على المترِجم،  الترجمةُ لجميع اللغات، وكلَّما كاَن الباُب من العلم أعنووَر وأقوويا، والعلماُ  به حنوواب ذلك مكون أكلَّ

و يِفي  بواحٍد من هؤال  العلما ." وأجدَر أن يخطئ فيه، ولن مجد البتَّةَ مترجما

 

It is true that the best translator of poetry is a poet translator, this attitude is idealistic and Platonic, 

but neither practical nor realistic. Poetry has been and is being translated satisfactorily even by 

non-poets. Therefore, I suggest modifying these claims as follows:  
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"Poetry is probably the most difficult type of text to translate, yet it is translatable not solely by a 

poet, but also by a good translator provided he/she has a good grip of both English and Arabic 

languages and essentials of prosody. A good translation of a poem is not necessarily perfect 

translation, exactly like the translation of almost any other type of text."  

 

As usual, at translating poetry, precedence is given to rhyme and rhythm in particular, then 

to foot and meter over other prosodic features for they are the cornerstone of verse. Consequently, 

a poem with no rhyme and rhythm in particular would be considered in effect poor, because what 

sets poetry aside from ordinary language is chiefly its aesthetic, prosodic features, on top of which 

are rhyme and rhythm. This is the case - especially in Arabic - for the norms of writing, reading, 

perceiving and, hence, translating poetry are to be rhymed and rhythmical; otherwise, perhaps it 

is not worthy of interest in the eyes of the public in general. This view is confirmed by the criticism 

of ‘blank verse’ in Arabic in the forties-sixties of the Twentieth Century, which is a kind of modern 

poetry with no concern with rhyme and rhythm. It is closer to prose, rather. Hence its notorious 

nickname, ‘prosaic poetry’, which insinuates its semi-poetic identity. Yet, some accept it as a good 

solution at times to the translation of some poems (see Khulusi, 2000, pp. 35-36). This type of 

poetry should not be confused with the well-established and fully recognized ‘free verse’, which 

is based on stanzaic rhyme, rhythm, foot and meter, the basics of classical poetry (or Qasidah), 

with some differences between the two types concerning the layout and number of rhymes in the 

same poem, though (see also Bassnet-McGuire et al, 1995; Lefeveré, 1975 & 1992). 

 

Paramountcy of Sound Patterns And Effects 

There are major sound patterns (i.e. rhyme, rhythm, meter, foot, parallelism) that are essential to 

the translation of poetry. Indeed, sound patterns and effects have a special caliber in literary texts 

in general, and poetry in particular. The presence of at least some of the sound patterns of different 

types in a poetic text is the prerequisite for such text to be described as a 'poem'. The presence of 

other features of literary discourse (including rhetorical figures of all kinds, syntactic and lexical 

deviations and parallelisms of all types, the manipulation of all language intricacies and 

elaborations at different levels of language, and the possibility of reading at more than one level) 

is indispensable to a poem, but none is a precondition for calling it a poem. I want to say that no 

matter how rhetorical, elaborate, deviant, or special the language of a poetic text might be, what 

matters most is the strong, creative presence and use of sound patterns of different types, however, 

partially. Translators find poetry as the most difficult type of text to translate primarily because of 

the difficulty of rendering sound patterns and effects. 

 

In his elaboration of the writer's creative use of language, Leech restricts creativity to 

linguistic creativity only. He suggests two conditions to achieve it: (i) if he makes original use of 

the established potentials of language; and (ii) if he really goes beyond these possibilities in the 

sense that he creates new communicative possibilities which are not already in language. In either 

sense, creativity is termed 'inventiveness', or 'originality'. He declares that it is the property of all 

varieties which have liberal inclinations, and supremely of poetic language (1969, p.  24). I would 

add a third condition for creativity in poetic writing, that is, the elaborate manipulation of sound 

patterns of different kinds by poets who may not have a claim for creativity unless this 'sound 

patterning condition' is attended to carefully. I suggest this condition for its unparalleled function 

in poetry. More emphatically, if this condition is not met by writers, their poetry may not be viewed 
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as poetic in the first place, and, hence, may not be read at all. I do not mean the absence of rhyme 

only, but also the disregard of sound patterns in general, in which case one wonders whether a 

piece of writing like this can be labeled in any sense as poetic. Suppose this piece of writing is rich 

with the most effective meanings, implications and figures of rhetoric that one can imagine, but 

the reader is not interested to look into in principle for the absence of sound patterns. So, one may 

ask, 'what is the use of those big meanings, implications and figures of rhetoric?  

 

I do not mean to say that sound patterns are just a means to an end, a threshold to poetic 

texts that once it has achieved its goal, it has exhausted its usefulness. Rather, sound patterns are 

representative of the aesthetic constituents, the music of these texts through isochronic structural 

parallelisms, measures, feet and beats, without which they perhaps cease to be poetic. Aesthetics 

has 'the domino effect' in poetry that in combination with other language components pointed out 

earlier, it makes up what is commonly known as poetry.   

 

As to sound effects, they are the product of sound patterns that are employed by writers in 

an intricate, delicate and effective way. It has to be admitted that the question of what and how 

sound patterns communicate meaning(s) is one of the mysterious aspects of literary appreciation 

(see also Leech, 1969: 95 and Simpson, 2004). Leech points out two sound patterns that can be 

related directly to meaning: 'Chiming' (e.g. 'mice' and 'men'; 'foul' and 'fair') which is a kind of 

alliteration that connects two words by similarity of sound in such a way that we are made to think 

of their similitude and interrelationship; and 'Onomatopoeia' which suggests a resemblance 

between what a word sounds like, and what it means (see Leech, 1969; Carter & Nash, 1990; 

Simpson, 2004 for further details). 

 

Sound patterns can be said to have some effects that are common to all of them: aesthetic 

pleasure similar to that of music (see also Thornborrow& Wareing, 1998: 43); enjoyment of 

reading and appreciating poetic texts; marking creativity; achieving macro-contextual cohesion of 

texts (see also Traugott and Pratt, 1980: 69); opening the way for collaborative interpretation as a 

result of interdependence of sound patterns and another (or other) feature(s) of language of the 

text; relating sound to meaning either directly or indirectly in specific contexts; emphasizing a 

word, a phrase or a topic; contrasting an idea; juxtaposing two words, concepts, etc.; reflecting a 

certain implication of a word, a phrase, or a concept; conformity of words; concepts, rhetorical 

figures, etc.; and building up the structure of a poem in an organization of some kind, to name 

some.  

 

As to specific sound effects of sound patterns, they can be considered on individual bases, 

each in its specific text and context, taken in connection with other stylistic features of language. 

That said, the first, and most prominent and significant sound effect, the aesthetic effect, is self-

sufficient to provide a strong justification for the indispensability of sound patterns in poetry in 

particular that after all mark its poeticity. Hence, I stress that the absence of any other language 

feature, other than those of sound might be tolerated in such text. 

 

Poetic Vs. Poetical Translation: Practical Examples 

I distinguish between the two terms, 'poetic' as really poetic, and 'poetical', as poorly poetic, or 

pseudo-poetic. Therefore, the following texts suggested for discussion below are translated mainly 

http://www.awej-tls.org/
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into poetic (i.e. literary) and poetical (ordinary) versions of translation. While the latter is based 

on translating sense regardless of any concern with sound features, the former is based on the 

paramountcy of sound patterns argued for above in constructing the source texts in the Target 

Language in poetic terms of sound / prosodic features, giving precedence to the major sound 

patterns of rhyme, rhythm, foot and meter of some kind in particular for the reasons just pointed 

out. Five English poems are translated into Arabic in terms of two main versions, poetical and 

poetic translations, with occasional semi-poetic (i.e. middle ground) versions for purposes of 

comparison. 

 

Poem (1): Song V 

‘O where are you going’ ? Said reader to rider         

‘That valley is fatal when furnaces burn,                 
Yonder’s the midden whose odors will madden,            

‘That gap is the grave where the tall return’.               

 

‘O do you imagine’, said fearer to farer,                     

‘That dusk will delay on your path to the pass,                    

That diligent looking discover the lacking                     

Your footsteps feel from granite to grass?          

 

‘O what was that bird’, said horror to hearer,   

‘Did you see that shape in the twisted trees?  
Behind you swiftly the figure comes softly,               
The spot on your skin is a shocking disease’.               
 

‘Out of this house’-said rider to reader,  

‘Yours never will’-said farer to fearer,            
‘They’re looking for you’-said hearer to horror,           
As he left them there, as he left them there.  

          (W.H. Auden. From Carter, 1982) 

 

(Semi-poetic Translation 1) 

 أين ذهابك يا هذا؟ كال القارئ للفارسْ 

 ذاك الوادي ممي  حينما مشتعل األفران

 هنالك مزبلة بروائَح منتنٍة بجنونْ 

 ملك الهوة كبر حيث يعود الجبارونْ 

 

 هل متخيل يا هذا؟ كال الخائف للنائرْ 

 أن الغنا يعيا سبيلك للهربِ 

 ثاكبةٌ في كشف الِعيَبِ والنظرة جداو 

لب وإلى العشِب؟  في وكع خطاك على الصَّ

 

 "ما ذاك الطائر" يا هذا، كال الهلع لمن ينمعْ 

 أرأي  إلى ذاك الشبحِ بين األشجار الملتويه؟

 ِمن خلِفك في عجلْه يأميك الشبُح برويلهْ 

http://www.awej-tls.org/
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 ومرقك رهيب في طفحاٍت جلديهْ 

 

            "خارج هذا البيْ "كال الفارس للقارْئ،   

 "خطوامك أبداو لن مثمر" كال النائر للخائفْ 

 كال النامع للهلعِ، -"إذ في إثْرك هم ماقوْن"

 حين هنالك خلَّفهم ... حين هنالك خللفهم.

 

The Arabic version is described as semi-poetic due to the lack of perfect rhyme. It is based on the 

following: 

 

1. Achieving rhyme as much as possible. 

2. Creating as much rhythm as possible and by any possible means in the context of 

the poem. 

3. Playing as much as struggling with synonyms, near or close, to realize ‘1’ and ‘2’ 

to a maximum degree possible. 

4. Feeling free at changing the grammatical/stylistic structure, in regard to word order 

(i.e. foregrounding, backgrounding and deviation from language norms) and word 

classes (i.e. using nouns instead of adjectives, verbs instead of nouns, plural for 

singular, etc.) in particular. This is done primarily to achieve rhyme and rhythm, 

and better collocability among words (i.e. which word goes with which word), 

mainly for aesthetic reasons, alongside precision of meaning whenever possible. 

5. Employing lexical and grammatical gaps (i.e. syntactic structures and words left 

out of the poem but implied within). 

 

The English original does not rhyme perfectly, which puts it on equal footing with the Arabic 

translation which is not perfectly rhymed too. Take for example, the first line of each stanza which 

does not rhyme with the rest of the lines of the stanza (see  للفارس، للنوائر، للنوامع، للقارئ). However, 

they are made to achieve a semi-rhyme with one another by virtue of the long )آ( /æ/, which is a 

common motif (or main feature) among them, and their strong end-stop )سكون(. Also, )أفران( half-

rhymes with )بجنون، الجبارون( . The last stanza (or quatrain) has no end-rhyme at all. Yet meter and 

foot compensate for that somehow. 

 

Rhythm, on the other hand, is perfectly achieved in Arabic in terms of meter )البحر/الوزن( 

and foot  )التفعيلة( in accordance with Arabic prosody. A careful, prosodic reading of the whole 

poem may confirm that. Yet, a perfect prosodic version can be introduced in the following poetic 

version of the poem: 

 

Now, another Arabic version for the last three stanzas of Auden’s poem is suggested 

below. It is completely free and made to conform perfectly to the classical Arabic poetry (i.e. 

Qasidah (i.e. الشعر العمودي / القصيدة) in terms of layout, rhyme and rhythm (see also Lefeveré, 1992: 

ch. 6). Only the spirit of the message of the original is retained, as the following version may 

demonstrate: 

 

(Poetic Translation 2) 
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 ما الخطب طيُر ما جرى                  الرعب كال وعبلرا

 ب كد مرىللنامع المعتلل في أحشائه                 أشباح رع

 في جوف أشجاٍر لوت                    من خلفك الرعب سرى

 بعجالٍة بنعومٍة                            فوق الثرى مح  الثرى

 يا مبتلى هذا الوبا                         جلدٌ مبقَّع واهترا

و أنا فارس                          ومغادر من بيتنا  يا كارئا

و أنا سائر                          مام  خطاك فنر بنايا   خائفا

 يا رعبنا أنا سامع                          في إثرك أشباحنا

 حين نأى عنهم هناك                       في مأمن عنا هنا

 

The poem’s meter is the popular )البحر الكامل( (Lit.: ‘The Perfect meter’), which is two/three long 

feet for each hemistich(i.e. شطر) of the line of verse, as follows: 

 

///0//0     ///0//0     ///0//0       

 )متَفاعلن     متَفاعلن     متفاعلن(                 

 

As to synonymy, it plays a critical role in the realization of rhyme and rhythm. Many words are 

chosen among large lexical sets from which translators can feel free to some extent to select the 

closest word(s) - especially key words - to achieve both features, and then accuracy of meaning, 

sometimes closely, sometimes loosely. In any case, the selected synonym is a kind of concept that 

has to be within the range of the semantic dimension of the original word of the SL poem. This is 

how it is done in practice (see also Ghazala, 2008). 

 

 

Poem (2): Virgil's the Aeneid (BK. II, P.B.36) 

Who can express the slaughter of that night  

Or tell the number of the corpses slain?  

Or can in tears bewail them worthily? 

The ancient famous city falleth down 

That many years did hold such signiory 

With senseless bodies every street is spread, 

Each palace and sacred porch of the gods. 

                                       (Surrey, The Aeneid, BK. II, P.B.36. In Anani, 1997, pp.1918-19)) 

 

This stanza is representative of 'epic poetry' )الشووعر الملحمي(, which is close to what is described in 

Arabic traditional literature 'Fortitude poetry )شووعر الحماسووةح الحماسووات(. To those who are interested 

in the literal sense of these lines, a poetical version can be suggested as follows: 

 

(Poetical Translation) 

 تطيع أن يعبر عن المذبحة في ملك الليلةمن ين

 أو يخبرنا عن عدد الجثث المذبوحة؟

 أو ينتطيع أن يذرف الدموع وينتحب عليها باستحقاق؟

 منقط المدينة القديمة الشهيرة

 التي مشبث  لننين طويلة بالنيادة

 بأجناد فقدت إحناسها انتشرت في كل شارع
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 وكل كصر ورواق مقدس لآللهة.

 

Clearly, there is no concern with prosodic features of any kind, only literal sense, which suggests 

that the translation is senseless and emotionless. I wonder if such translation can be of interest to 

many readers, for its devastating demolition of the essence of the original. It turns it into spiritless, 

lifeless, demeaning and fatal sense, style, sounds and impact. Hence, a good and sensible poetic 

translation is urgently in demand. Following are three poetic versions of translation of the stanza, 

the first two of which are suggested successfully by Arani; the third is an alternative put forward 

by the author: 

 

(Poetic Translation 1) 

 من ذا الذي يقوى على وصف الدم المهراق ليلتها إذن؟ 

 من ذا الذي يحصي لنا القتلى وأعداد الًحايا والُجثث

 ليرثي الماقين حاَّ رثائِهم؟ أو يذرُف الدمع الهتوَن 

 سقط  صروُح البلدة الشما  ذات العزلِ والصيَِّ  التَّليد!

 بعد الصمود على مدى األعوام واألمجاِد والجاِأ العريض! 

 ومناثرت أجنادُ من ال ينمعون وال يََرْون بكللِ شارع

 وبكل كصر شامخ وبكل أكداس الهياكل في المعابد!

 

(Poetic Translation 2) 

ما  بليلها؟   من ذا يعبر عن مدى سفك الدلِ

 من ذا الذي يدري بأعداد الًحايا والجثث

 أو يذرف الدمع الجدير بنعيهم؟

 هوت العريقة والشهيرة في المدن

 بعد الصمود طوال أعوام وبعد المنعة

 ومناثرت أجناد من ال يشعرون بكل شارع

 وبكل كصٍر بَْل وكل هياكل األرباب فيها!

(Anani, 1997,pp. 118-119) 

 

The two translations are of the same Arabic meter, 'the Perfect' )الكامل(, with variations in the 

number of feet and modulations. Although they are not rhymed, they are described as poetic due 

to their: remarkable metrical rhythm, poetic / literary syntactic elaborations (e.g. من ذا  ;من ذا الذي

وبكل كصٍر ) etc.), syntactic parallelisms ,هوت العريقة والشهيرة في المدن ,وبكل كصر شامخ ;بَْل وكل هياكل ;يعبر

 instead of the)ومناثرت أجنوووووادُ   .etc.); metrical modulations (e.g ;بعد الصووووومود ... بعد المنعة ;بَْل وكل هياكل

normal  ٌومناثرت أجنوووووواد, etc.). semantic density (e.g. وبكل أكداس  ;على مدى األعوام واألمجاِد والجاِأ العريض

 .etc.). Yet, the major reason for their poetic nature is rhythm and meter ,هوت العريقة والشهيرة ;الهياكل

A third poetic version with perfect rhyme and the same Perfect Meter is proposed below: 

 

(Poetic Translation 3) 

 

 من ذا الذي يقوى على وصف المذابح ليلها

 أو يعطَي األعداد للجثث التي أدم  حناياها؟

و برثائها؟  أو يذرُف الدمع النخي مًرجا

 هوت المدينة من كديم كد سرت شهرامها

 كان لها منذ األزْل ماض مليد خلد أمجادها
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 أجناد ناس في أزكتها مناديها مََوكف نبًها 

 في كل كصر كد أشيد ومعبد كد هيكَل أرجا ها.

 

This version is claimed to be an improvement on the previous two versions in regard to poetic 

features of prosody and aesthetics, especially perfect rhyme. Further enforcement is provided by 

stylistic, syntactic and semantic intricacies and elaborations including: literary syntactic structures 

(e.g. كد أشووويد ومعبد كد هيكل أرجا ها ;(في ملك الليلة) ليلها ;من ذا الذي, etc.); syntactic deviations (e.g. شوووهرامها 

(which is normally not a part of Arabic grammar for شهرة is a mass noun)); semantic elaborations 

and images (e.g. و برثائها ) يذرف الدمع النخي مًرجا و   ;((is used with blood rather than with eulogy مًرجا

من كديمهوت المدينة    .etc.), etc ,للجثث التي أدم  حناياها ;

 

Poem (3): Calm  السكون                                                 

Calm is the morn without a sound,                  

Calm as to suit a calmer grief,                        
And only through the faded leaf                                  
The chestnut pattering to the ground                  
[…] 

Calm on the seas, and silver sleep,            
And waves that sway themselves in rest,   
And dead calm in that noble breast       
Which heaves but with the heaving deep.             
                   (Alfred Tennyson, in Carter &Long,  1987) 

(Semi-Poetic Translation) 

 النكون صبح دون قجيجْ 

 سكون يوازي الحزن الشديدْ 

 ذابلهْ من خالل وركة 

 مَْربُ  الكنتنا  على اليابنهْ 

]...[ 

 سكون على البحار، والنوم الفًي

 أمواج مؤرجح نفنها بارمياح شجي

 وهدو  مي  نام في ذاك الصدر النقي

 يتنهد التنهد العميا القوي

 

(Poetic Translation) 

 إن النكون صبيحة دون الصخبْ 

 ما مثله إال األسى يا للعجبْ 

 ذوْت منها وحنبْ من بين أوراق 

 الكنتنا  على الثرى انهال  بًربْ 

 ]...[ 

 اليمُّ هادي والكرى من فًةِ 

 والموج مرماح شجي الركصةِ 

 وسكينة أبدية في ذلك الصدر الفتِي

 ومنهدٌ أنلامُه في حنرةِ 

 

Poem (4): Lycidas  
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Eulogy on a Friend Drowned in the Irish Channel 

Yet once more, O ye Laurels, and once more 

Ye Myrtles brown, with Ivy never-sear, 

I com to pluck your Berries harsh and crude, 

And with forc'd fingers rude, 

Shatter your leaves before the mellowing year.  

Bitter constraint, and sad occasion dear, 

Compels me to disturb your season due: 

For Lycidas is dead, dead ere his prime, 

Young Lycidas, and hath not left his peer: 

Who would not sing for Lycidas? he knew 

Himself to sing, and build the lofty rhyme. 

He must not flote upon his watry bear 

Unwept, and welter to the parching wind, 

Without the meed of som melodious tear.  

             (John Milton, in Khulusi, 2000,p. 36) 

(com = come; forc'd = forced; ere = before; bear = bier; flote = float; meed = reward; som = 

some) 

 

Lycidas is a famous Miltonic monody in lament of his learned friend and schoolmate at Cambridge 

University, Edward King, who drowned when his ship sank off the coast of Wales in August, 

1637. Khulusi, suggests the following translation which he describes as a prosaic translation. 

Hence, it is non-poetic translation: 

 

(Poetical Translation) 

 مرثاة صديق مات غرقاً في البحر اإليرلندي

 جئ  مرة أخرى يا شجيرات الغار، مرة أخرى

 أيتها الرياحين المربدة]؟[ واللبالب الذي ال يذبل

 جئ  ألكطف ثمرك النيئ الفج

 مندفعة بعنفوألبدد بأصابع كوية 

 أوراكك كبل حلول العام 

 يير أن الًرورة الملحة والذكرى العزيزة الحزينة

 مريمانني على أن أكلا فصلك كبل أوانه

 ألن لنيداس كد مات، مات كبل عنفوانه

 لنيداس الفتى الذي رحل دون أن يخلف نظيراو 

 فمنذا الذي ال يرمل الشعر من أجل لنيداس؟

 الشعر ويعرف كيف ينمو بقوافيهفقد كان يحنن انشاد 

 فينبغي أال يطفو فوق نعش من ما 

 يير مبكى عليه، معبث به الريح المحركة

 دون أن يكافأ بدمعة شجية

 

I do not mean by poetical translation a bad translation, but a translation that has no concern with 

prosody and aesthetics. Instead, the focus has turned to rendering sense in a normal prosaic 

language, and it can be described in a way as not a bad translation of sense. However, to 
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demonstrate more differences between a prosaic ordinary translation and a poetic translation, I 

suggest the following version, followed by a comparison between the two: 

 

(Poetic Translation) 

 صديقي الحميم ليسيداس

 مرة أخرى أميْ  يا أيها الغار أمي ْ 

 يا أيها الريحان واللبالب كد أبي ْ 

 أن مذبل كد جئ  أكطف الثمرات النيئات القاسيات، 

 وأبدد بأصابعٍ من كوة واندفع ْ 

 أوراكك كبل حلول العام أو سنة خل ْ 

 فالًرورات إذاو والذكريات الحزينات العزيزاتْ 

 كد كً  أن أُكلقْك في فصلَك كبل األوان كمحظوراْت:

 إذ مات لينيداس، كبل األوان ماتْ 

 امرأْأ كد ولدتْ  رحل الفتى ما مثله أي

 من ذا الذي ال ينشد من أجلك يا لينيداس، نور الحياةْ؟

 كد كان أحنن في النشيد وكد سما بالقافياتْ 

 ما كان للمفقود أن يطفو على نعش بما  البحيرات

 لم يذرف الناس عليه دمعة، به الرياح العامية كد عبث ْ 

 ما دمعةٌ ذُرف  عليه شجيةٌ أو أُسِكبْ .

 

The translation is meant to be a poem in Arabic per se. Once an Arab reader reads it, he / she may 

not feel it as a translation, except perhaps for the foreign name, Lycidas, representing the poet's 

drowned friend. The focus is entirely on meter, rhyme, rhythm and aesthetics in Arabic, so that a 

poetic piece of writing is constructed on purpose. Here are the details: 

(1) The meter is generally the Perfect )الكامل(, the author's personal preference. 

(2) The Perfect is an Arabic meter that can fit happy as well as sad occasions, depending on the 

tone and tune of the reader. 

(3) The rhythm of feet is achieved satisfactorily. 

(4) Rhyme is near to perfect. 

(5) Rhyme is intended to be the voiceless stop sound, /t/ )ت( to imply the breathlessness of the 

drowned man of the poem. 

(6) Modulations (e.g. ما مثله  to be read prosodically as follows:  الننا ;ما مثلهو is normally  الننا, but 

the last sound is dropped for reasons of foot and rhythm 

(7) Deviations are used on a large scale (e.g.  ْأُكِلقك which is normally  َأُكِلقك, is modulated for reasons 

of foot;  ْامرأأ is grammatically  ٌامرأة, but modulated for the same reason as the former, etc. (check 

vocalization )التشكيل(). 

(8) The literary / poetic features of language and style are overwhelming throughout.  

 

The former version, on the other hand, is primarily ordinary language, used frequently in non-

literary types of text. Examples include:(e.g. دون أن  ;فينبغي ;كبل حلول العام  ;مندفعة بعنف ;الًرورة الملحة

 etc.). Also, and more importantly, rhyme and meter are absent, yet rhythm is occasionally ;يكافأ

used. These and the features of the latter translation can be exemplified and sharpened by 

juxtaposing the two versions, and comparing them to one another in the following table: 

 

Poetic Language Less Poetic Language 
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 مرة أخرى أمي  يا أيها الغار أمي -

 أيها الريحان واللبالب كد أبي يا -

أن مذبل كد جئ  أكطف الثمرات النيئات -

 القاسيات، 

 وأبدد بأصابعٍ من كوة واندفَعَ -

 أوراكك كبل حلول العام أو سنة خل -

لكن كل الًرورات والذكريات الحزينات -

 العزيزات

 كد كً  أن أُكلقَْك في فصلَك كبل األوان-

 كمحظورات: 

 كبل األوان مات إذ مات لينيداس،-

 رحل الفتى ما مثله أي امرأة كد ولدت-

من ذا الذي ال ينشد من أجلك يا لينيداس، -

 نوَر 

 الحياة؟ 

 كد كان أحنن في النشيد وكد سما بالقافيات.-

 ما كان للمفقود أن يطفو على نعش بما  -

لم يذرف الناس عليه دمعةو، اَلريح عامية به -

 كد عبث 

 ما دمعةٌ ذُِرفَْ  عليه شجيةٌ أو أُسِكبْ . -

جئ  مرة أخرى يا شجيرات الغار، مرة -

 أخرى

أيتها الرياحين المربدة واللبالب الذي ال -

 يذبل

 جئ  ألكطف ثمرك النيئ الفج-

 وألبدد بأصابع كوية مندفعة بعنف-

 أوراكك -

يير أن الًرورة الملحة والذكرى العزيزة -

 الحزينة

 مريمانني على أن أكلا فصلك كبل أوانه-

 ألن لنيداس كد مات، مات كبل عنفوانه-

لنيداس الفتى الذي رحل دون أن يخلف -

 نظيراو 

 

فمنذا الذي ال يرمل الشعر من أجل -

 لنيداس؟

فقد كان يحنن إنشاد الشعر ويعرف كيف -

 ينمو 

 بقوافيه 

 فينبغي أال يطفو فوق نعش من ما -

 معبث به الريح المحركةيير مبكي عليه، -

 

 دون أن يكافأ بدمعة شجية.-

It is left to readers to draw their own judgment about which version is poetic, and which is 

poetical, with prejudice implied. 

 

 

Poem (5): Shall I Compare thee to a Summer's Day?  

Shall I compare thee to a summer's day? 

Thou art more lovely and more temperate. 

Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May, 

And summer's lease hath all too short a date. 

Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines, 

And often is his gold complexion dimmed; 

And every fair from fair sometime declines, 

By chance, or nature's changing course, untrimmed; 

But thy eternal summer shall not fade, 

Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow'st, 

Nor shall death brag thou wand'rest in his shade, 

When in eternal lines to Time thou grow'st. 

So long as men can breathe, or eyes can see, 

So long lives this, and this gives life to thee. 

             (William Shakespeare) 
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This notoriously famous Shakespearean Sonnet has been excessively quoted in translation books 

and by translators, particularly for the cultural difference between Arabian Summer and English 

Summer. However, here it is cited by way of exemplifying for more than one possible poetic 

translation of it, three of which are done by three translators, the fourth is suggested by the author. 

These versions are meant to represent four valid approaches to poetic translation given in an 

ascending order, starting with the less poetic up to the most poetic (the first two are very close, 

while the third and the fourth are close in prosodic terms): 

 

(Poetic Translation 1: mainly rhythmical and partly rhymed): 

 

 )هال أكول بأن فتونك أشبه شي  بصيف جميل؟

 فأن  مفوكينه فتنةو، ويزدان فيك لطيُف اعتدال

 مهز الرياح زهور الربيع

 وللصيف قيف كصير المقام

 وحينا محرق عين النَّما 

و كأهل النقام  ومشجب حينا

و لكل بها  وداع البها و  ال بد يوما

و مومه، فشوط الحياة أسير الفنا   فإن لم يكن َعَرقا

 على أن صيفك لن يذبال، فذلك ُخلَّدَ ال للبلى

 وما فيك من رونا ملكه، إليه انتهى ال لكي يفصال

 ولن يفخر الموت أن كد رآك مجرين خطوك في ظله

 فأن  كصيدي الذي لن يزول

 خلا يرون وينري بهم نفس من حياةفما دام في الكون 

 فذلك يحيا ومنري لنفنك منه الحياة.(

 (154: 2004)حنين دباغ: را عناني،                       

 

Poetically speaking, this translation has no perfect rhyme, yet it is rich with rhythm, rhetorical 

figures and several literary semantic and syntactic elaborations, as illustrated below: 

 

(1) Rhythmical patterning (e.g. وللصيف  ;مهز الرياح زهور الربيع ;ويزدان فيك لطيُف اعتدال ;هال أكول

و كأهل النقام ;قيف كصير المقام  etc.(the most part of the ; فشوط الحياة أسير الفنا  ; ومشجب حينا

translation is metered to the Tripping )المتقاَرب( of the following  rhythmical  فعولن فعولن

 .(.etc ,فعولن فعولن

(2) Figurative language (e.g. فشوط الحياة أسير  ;وداع البها  ;محرق عين النَّما  ;وللصيف قيف كصير المقام

ذبالصيفك لن ي ;الفنا  ; يفخر الموت    .(.etc ,رآك )الموت( مجرين ;

(3) Occasional perfect end-rhyme (e.g. بلى / يفصال ;بها  / فنا  ;مقام / سقام, etc.). 

(4) Occasional semi end-rhyme (e.g. اعتدال / جميل). 

(5) Internal rhyme (e.g. يذبال / البلى ;أكول / جميل,etc.). 

(6) Syntactic elaboration: disruption of normal word order for prosodic and rhetorical 

reasons, etc. (e.g.  و لكل بها و مومه ;(وال بد لكل بها  يوماو  .c.f) وال بد يوما فإن لم يكن  .c.f) ;فإن لم يكن َعَرقا

و   .(.etc ,(مومه عرقا

(7) Syntactic elaboration: modulation )القلب( of noun-adjective order in Arabic (e.g.  لطيف

 .etc ,(اعتدال لطيف instead of the normal) اعتدال

etc. 
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A little improvement on the prosodic features can be done, as demonstrated by the following 

version by Anani: 

 

(Poetic Translation 2: regular meter and occasional rhyme) 

 )أال مشبهين صفا  المصيف 

 بلى أن  أحلى وأصفى سما 

 ففي الصيف معصف ريح الذبول

 ومعبث في برعمات الربيع

 وال يلبث الصيف حتى مزول

 وفي الصيف منطع عين النما 

 ويحتدم القيظ مثل األمون

 النحابوفي الصيف يحجب عنا 

 قيا  النما وجمال ذُكا 

 وما من جميل يظل جميالو 

 فشيمة كل البرايا الفنا 

 ولكن صيفك ذا لن يغيب

 ولن مفقدي فيه نور الجمال

 ولن يتباهى الفنا  الرهيب

 بأنك ممشين بين الظالل

 إذا صغ  منك كصيد األبد

 فما دام في األرض ناس معيش

 وما دام فيها عيون مرى

د شعر  ي الزمانفنوف يردلِ

 وفيه معيشين بين الورى.(

 (155-154، 2004)عناني:            

 

This is a fairly good poetic translation, also based on the perfect rhythm of the feet of the Tripping 

Meter )المتقاَرب( of the following rhythmical فعولن فعولن فعولن فعولن meter )المتقارب(, however with 

no perfect rhyme, only partially. Another disadvantage, which is also admitted by the translator 

himself, is the line number of the translation which unnecessarily outnumbers those of the original. 

Presumably, it goes without saying that the same number of line is expected. However, the 

translation of two lines might be occasionally interceptive, but they do not become three lines in 

the TL translation. That said, this has not blocked the rhythmical flow of the translation, quite the 

reverse, the tempo of the poem has become faster, which is not necessarily required by the theme 

of the English original. 

 

Still a further improvement can be done on this version, by having a more regular meter, 

rhyme and rhythm, as the third version below by a poet may suggest: 

 

(Poetic Translation 3: regular meter, rhyme and rhythm): 

 

 )من ذا يقارن حننك المغري بصيف كد مجلى

 وفتون سحرك كد بدت في ناظري أسمى وأيلى

 مجني الرياح العاميات على البراعم وهي جذلى

و إذا عقدأ المحدود ولى  والصيف يمًي منرعا
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 عين النَّما  بحرها متلهبكم أشرك  

 ولكم خبا في وجهها الذَّهبي نور يغرب

 ال بد للحنن البهي عن الجميل سيذهب

 فالدهر مغيير وأطوار الطبيعة كللب

 لكن صيفك سرمدي ما اعتراأ ذبول

 لن يفقد الحنن الذي ُملْكِ  فهو بخيل

 والموت لن يزهو بظلك في حماأ يجول

 وفيك أكول:ستعاصرين الدَّهر في شعري 

 ما دام  األنفاس مصعد والعيون محدق

 سيظل شعري خالداو وعليك عمراو يغدق.(

 (156-155: 2004)فًيلة النائب: را عناني،        

 

We have here perfect metrical rhythm  of the Perfect Meter )البحر الكامل(, with regular , but not 

perfect, rhyme, which is parallel to the English original. The poet has rightly committed herself to 

the same number of lines. Although the translation is poetic in the full sense of the word, it has 

been excessively free translation, as also Anani notes (ibid.), but not too excessive, anyway (c.f. 

the literal commitment to some key terms and expressions like 'summer' )صيف( and 'the hot eye of 

heavens' )عين الشمس الحارة(). The language of the poem is obviously imbued with rhetorical figures, 

aesthetic features, internal rhymes and rhythms and several semantic and syntactic elaborations of 

foregrounding, backgrounding, deviations and literary structures. Yet, I personally do not believe 

it is much better than Anani's poem, except perhaps for using more regular rhyme and more 

elaborate language than the latter.  

 

A yet further improvement can be done on this version by having perfect rhyme from 

beginning to end. 

 

(Poetic Translation 4: Perfect meter and perfect rhyme): 

 )ما ِمثلُِك الشَهدْ يا درة البلدْ 

 في الركْه والحنان ما مثلِك أحدْ 

 براعم الربيْع مهزها الرياْح بحبل من مندْ 

 والصيف صيفنا كصير في األمدْ 

 وشمس صيفنا أوارها امقدْ 

 شعاعها المذهب في يالب خمدْ 

 ورونا الجمال جماله نفدْ 

 فال دوام إال للواحد األحدْ 

 محاْل، بها  لألبدْ  يا درة البلد ذبولك

 بهاؤك الذي مزدانة به ُحزميه ال بددْ 

 والموت لن يتيه بظلك اعتًدْ 

 أبيات من كصيد خلدمك فيها سبحان من وجدْ 

 خلودك باق إذا األنفاس واألبصار لم مُبَدْ 

 خلود سرمدي يحييك بالمددْ.(

 

The point of departure of this translation from the previous three ones is its perfect rhyme from 

beginning to end, according to the Trembling Meter )َجز  with full manipulation of the )البحر الرَّ

variations and modulations on its original rhythmical feet(منتفعلن منتفعلن منتفعلن) that are allowed 
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in Arabic prosody. Like the previous versions, rhetorical, aesthetic, literary stylistic, syntactic and 

semantic features and intricacies are used deliberately, elaborately and extensively, to construct a 

good poetic translation. Here are some of them: 

 

(1) Figurative cultural equivalents (e.g. درة البلد ;مثل الشهد (instead of the literal translation into 

the English culture يوم صيفي ; which is not acceptable in Arabic culture for summer is 

generally hot in the Arab Countries). 

(2) Figurative features (e.g. بحبل من مند ;درة البلد ;ما مثلك الشهد; والموت لن يتيه   .(.etc ;بظلك اعتًد ;

(3) Extra Arabic / Islamic culture to translate terms and expressions related to eternity and 

other concepts (e.g. من وجد سبحان ;فال دوام إال للواحد األحد ;بحبل من مند ). 

(4) Literary / deviant combinations (e.g. أوار الشمس (normally: أوار الحرب(;  :normally) جمال ينفد

 .etc ,(مبيد األجناد :normally) مبيد األنفاس واألبصار ;(مال ينفد

(5) Literary tautology (e.g. خلود سرمدي (the adjective is implied in the noun).  

(6) Alliteration (e.g. واحد أحد ;شهد...بلد). 

(7) Assertive repetition (e.g. جمال جماله ;الصيف صيفنا) 

(8) Symbolism (e.g. the whole translation, especially: درة البلد (a reference to the poet's 

sweetheart). 

etc. 

 

All the previous suggested four poetic versions demonstrate the versatility of possible poetic 

translation, depending on the translator's point of focus (i.e. (partial rhyme and rhythm (1); perfect 

meter, rhythm with no rhyme (2); meter and partial rhyme (every four lines) (3); and perfect meter 

and perfect rhyme (4). Hence, they can be viewed as four possible choices available to the good 

translator of poetry, who may go for whatever more convenient to him / her and the poem. 

 

Poetic Translation: Procedures and Guidelines 

The final stage of this Paper is to suggest some guidelines and procedures that may help students 

and translators come very close to achieving a good version of poetic translation.  

 

(1) Careful and close reading of the SL poem for several times to absorb meaning properly by 

reading through the lines, and between the lines, before starting translation. If lexical, stylistic 

or grammatical problems of translation arise, they have to be resolved first, before going to the 

next step. 

(2) Translating the English poetic text into sense in Arabic first, ignoring sound features 

completely. 

(3) Assigning a good time for considering the main phonological features of the original, 

especially rhyme and rhythm, as a general umbrella for common prosodic features of 

alliteration, consonance, assonance, foot and meter in particular. 

(4) Concentrating on achieving a kind of rhyme, semi-rhyme or half rhyme, first, and then rhythm 

of some kind by any, some or all means that follow hereafter. Illustrative examples are sought 

for in the foregoing discussion. 

(5) Investing the flexibility of Arabic word order to a maximum in particular to make any changes 

necessary for accomplishing a regular rhyme or a near rhyme, and then, rhythm of a sort, if 

possible, especially at translating into English. 
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(6) Looking for the widest possible range of synonyms for key words, rhyme words and 

rhythmical, isochronic feet of meter in particular, be near or close synonyms, individual words, 

or long expressions equivalent to the original lexical items that may achieve the intended sound 

patterns. Synonyms close to standard Arabic, as much as classical, very formal ones can be a 

potential stylistic choice, on the condition that they derive from the type of text and context of 

the original.  

(7) Employing the translation procedure of transposition, i.e. the changes of the grammatical 

classes of words freely, using an adjective for a noun, an adverb for an adjective, a verb for a 

noun in Arabic, etc., so that considerable space is made available to help realize some key 

sound features. 

(8) Making use of 'poetic license' in full in regard to stylistic, lexical and grammatical deviations, 

abbreviations and short forms of words, and vocalization (in Arabic) with the four vocal points: 

 .anywhere in the text )الفتحة، الًمة، الكنرة، النكون(

(9) Adding extra words, or gap-fillers to fill in 'translation gaps', which are not readily used in the 

original, but are derived from the context of the source text, including implied words, syntactic 

structures sentence connectors and initial words, whether obligatory, necessary or optional. 

(10) Dropping unnecessary words, words implied in others, or understood from context directly. 

(11) Doing one's best to adopt a specific traditional meter in the translation of a poem, especially 

in Arabic, and advisably in English, at least partly throughout. 

(12) Finally, and most importantly, cognitive translators of poetry should be attentive to the 

mental, ideological, attitudinal, cultural, social, religious and political implications of stylistic 

choices at semantic / lexical, grammatical / syntactic and sound / phonological levels of 

language, with special attendance to the first level, i.e. words and expressions of all types and 

their implicated connotations and associations. In principle, any stylistic choice represents a 

concept, or a mental conceptualization of language of some kind, therefore, the process of 

selection should be governed by this principle, with some sacrifices and concessions for 

achieving key prosodic patterns of rhyme, rhythm, meter and foot in particular. These patterns 

might take precedence over conceptualization and message, however not essentially. Any 

sacrifice for sound features can be done when the poem's readability is in jeopardy, due to lack 

of interest in an unrhymed, un-rhythmical and, hence, unaesthetic, uninteresting and boring 

poem.  

 

Conclusions 

It has been argued throughout this Paper that translating poetry is an extremely difficult task. 

Hence, translators are advised to try it later in their career after having built up wide experience in 

translation. It has also been argued that a good poetic translation is entirely based on prosodic and 

sound features to be constructed with as much rhyme and rhythm as possible. The general 

argument goes for a distinction and a division between two major types of translating poetry: (a) 

poetical translation that renders the SLT sense (i.e. literal and direct meaning) with no concern 

with prosody or sounds; (b) poetic translation, based entirely on prosodic and sound features, 

especially regular rhyme, rhythm and preferably meter and foot. It has been suggested that the 

latter is claimed to have several sub-types, given in an ascending order of excellence: 

 

(1) Mainly rhythmical and partly rhymed; 

(2) Perfect rhythmical feet and meter and occasional rhyme; 
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(3) Semi-poetic, involving perfect meter and rhythm with semi-rhyme; 

(4) regular meter, rhyme and rhythm; and 

(5) Perfect meter, rhyme and rhythm.  

 

It has also been claimed that all these are acceptable poetic versions of translation of poetry with 

variations, though. They are meant to demonstrate to translators of poetry that they have a good 

range of variations to achieve a poetic translation of some kind. Throughout, a comparison is 

drawn between poetical and poetic versions of translation of the same verses in terms of poetic / 

non-poetic and literary / unliterary features, prosodic or otherwise. The goal of such comparison 

is to make the points of departure between the two versions sharper, and, hence, the argument for 

poetic translation more persuasive. 

 

There has also been an exemplification in simple terms of how the process of constructing 

poetic translation goes on in practice (see in particular poem (1) above), giving a practical exercise 

for trainee translators and students of translation in particular, and translators in general as how to 

proceed in steps in the translation of poetry, and how to solve problems of prosodic features of 

rhyme, rhythm, meter and foot in particular. The process is claimed to be applicable to both 

directions: English-Arabic, and Arabic-English. 

 

The Paper has ended up with some procedures and guidelines for translating poetry to help 

translators develop their skills of achieving a satisfactory version of poetic translation gradually 

and systematically and simultaneously practice how to solve problems of translating poetry. 
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Abstract 

It is increasingly interesting that one of the new focuses of translation studies is the translatability 

of the short posts on social media. Research in translating social media posts has recently received 

a greater attention among translation studies specialists. This paper looks firstly at Twitter as a 

growing social media networking and its language and, secondly, shedding some light on 

translation strategies used in translating English tweets into Arabic. Posts on Twitter, ‘tweets,’ by 

well-known figures are followed, translated, and reposted in other languages every day. Strategies 

used by Arab translators vary depending on the importance of the tweet as well as the ideology of 

the translator and the institutions they work for. This paper, therefore, investigates the translation 

strategies adopted by the Arab online news agencies, mentioned later, on their web pages in 

translating some tweets posted by the American President, Donald Trump in his first month of 

presidency. The analysis draws on Vinay and Darbelnet’s (1958/1995) model and Nida’s (1964) 

translation strategies.     
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Introduction 

Social media are computer-mediated technologies that allow users to exchange 

information, ideas, thoughts, etc., express their feelings towards different topics and/or show their 

political opinions. Social media facilitate the online networking by connecting users wherever they 

are with each other. Followers from different countries around the globe can see what others write 

and post on their timelines. Social media depends entirely on the availability of access to the 

internet. They are the search engines that are considered significant factors in speeding up online 

news posts and readers finding news stories which increase the readers’ patterns of online news, 

(Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2010). The social media websites 

include Facebook, WhatsApp, Instagram, Twitter, LinkedIn, Viber, WeChat, etc. According to 

some sources; (The Economic Times 2010 quoted in Barton and Lee, (2013) as of April 2010; 

there is over 100 million registered user accounts had been created on Twitter. Another statistical 

study conducted by Newberry (2018) shows that there are more than 330 million active users on 

Twitter.   

 

Research in news analysis, in general, is abundant, but research in news and (Twitter) 

translation, in particular, remains scant (Conway & Bassnett, 2006; Bielsa & Bassnett, 2009). Jehl 

et al., (2012) state that:  

 

Among the various social media platforms, microblogging services such as Twitter have 

become popular communication tool. This is due to the easy accessibility of microblogging 

platforms via internet or mobile phones and due to the need for a fast mode of 

communication, that microblogging satisfies . (p. 410) 

 

Accordingly, Twitter translation has received little attention about Arabic despite the excessive 

existence of retweeting and reposting tweets that are originally posted in other languages including 

English.   

 

This paper, therefore, intends to investigate the translation techniques used in translating 

and reformulating Trump’s tweets in Arabic. It is, therefore, hypothesized that Trump’s tweets are 

not translated accurately due to different factors including unfamiliarity of translation techniques, 

the unfamiliarity of the symbols used in Twitter, and the translator’s/agency’s ideology. The 

approach presented in this paper aims to identify the translation techniques used and the extent to 

which the Arab online agencies succeeded in conveying Trump’s tweets to the Arab readers.    

    

Twitter and Its Language 

Twitter is one of the widely used social networks in the new millennium used by ordinary 

people and politicians alike. It is defined as one of the widespread online news and social 

networking platforms where users can post and interact with messages, ‘tweets’, restricted to 140 

characters. There are about 500 million tweets are posted everyday by users in more than forty 

different languages (Mallek et al., 2017). Twitter messages are short and simultaneous. “Twitter 

users form a social network by ‘following’ the updates of other users, either reciprocal or one-

way”, Jehl et al. (2012, p. 410). Accordingly, only registered users can post tweets while 
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unregistered can only read them. Interestingly enough is how rapid and scan-friendly it is: we can 

track hundreds of Tweeters and read them every day. 

 

Because of the fact that Twitter allows only 140 characters in each tweet, Twitters tend to 

use acronyms, symbols, and abbreviations to save space. Accordingly, they use bro to replace 

brother, btw instead of by the way, lol to mean laughing out loud, etc. Table 1 shows the widely 

used symbols and their explanations in brief (cf. https://nobullying.com/twitter-symbols/): 

 

Table 1: Symbols Used in Twitter  

The Twitter 

Symbol 

Its Meaning 

Hashtags (#) Hashtag is probably the most famous of all Twitter symbols. The # sign is 

used to identify certain topics, keywords, events or by companies (e.g. #FB) 

in every official tweet. It is a link that connects you to other topics or tweets 

that mentioned the same keyword. 

Verification 

symbol:  

 

It works to establish authenticity of highly sought Tweeters in music, acting, 

fashion, journalism, media, literature, religion and politics. 

At symbol (@) If you add @ before any username; you can click on it, examine the profile 

and any tweet will be sent directly to that user. 

Cashtags ($) It is a clickable ticker symbol $ added to companies’ names (e.g. $FB) so 

that users can look up their finances and stocks. 

Caret/hat (^) It reflects a tweet sent by an individual representative of a group, an 

organization or a company. 

Retweet:  

 

Retweet is another popular Twitter symbol. People retweet all the time, from 

each other, from celebrities, from famous companies and brands. 

Reply:    

This is a method of communicating with a fellow Twitter user without using 

the @ symbol. 

Favorite: 

 

To retweet or to favorite that is the question. Most people do not understand 

the difference between favoring a tweet and retweeting it. Also many Twitter 

users are curious as to the significance of these two symbols. 

 

 

Vinay and Darbelnet’s Translation Strategies  

Translation strategies are defined as the procedures that lead to the optimal solutions of 

translation problems (Krings, 1986; Lorscher, 1991). Vinay and Darbelnet (1958/1995), who 

carried out a comparative stylistic analysis of French and English looking at texts in both 

languages, suggested various translation procedures. These procedures are not only used to solve 

translation problems in French-English translation but also applicable when translating between 
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other languages. They (1995) identify two general translation strategies: direct translation and 

oblique translation. Each of which comprises some procedures: direct translation (borrowing, 

calque, and literal translation) and oblique translation (transposition, modulation, equivalence, and 

adaptation). The following is a discussion of each procedure along with English-Arabic examples:  

 

1. Direct Translation Procedures: 

A) Borrowing: borrowing is referred to when a source language  (SL) word or phrase is 

directly transferred to the target language (TL). This word or phrase is used in a 

naturalized form, i.e. to suit the pronunciation and grammatical rules of the TL. Examples 

of English words borrowed in Arabic include video فيديو, tennis التنس, and cafeteria كافيتريا; 

and Arabic words borrowed in English زكاة Zakat, حالل Halal, انتفاضة Intifada, etc.   

 

B) Calque: calque is a special kind of borrowing where the SL expression is transferred 

literally into the TL. Newmark (1988) calls this procedure through-translation, e.g., play 

with fire يلعب بالنار. In addition, calque is widely used by translators in translating the 

names of international organizations. Calque TL expression concerns the imitation of the 

SL manner of expression. For example, play a role يلعب دورا, North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization (NATO) منظمة حلف الشمال األطلسي, Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) 

 United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization ,منظمة األغذية والزراعة

(UNESCO) منظمة األمم المتحدة للتربية والثقافة والعلوم.     

 

C) Literal Translation: Literal translation is a word-for-word translation described by 

Vinay and Darbelnet (1995) as being most common when translating between languages 

that belong to the same family and culture. They argue that “literalness should only be 

sacrificed because of structural and metalinguistic requirements and only after checking 

that the meaning is fully preserved.” However, Munday (2001, p. 57) states that literal 

translation might “be unacceptable because it: (a) gives a different meaning; (b) has no 

meaning; (c) is impossible for structural reasons; (d) ‘does not have a corresponding 

expression within the metalinguistic experience of the TL’; (e) corresponds to something 

at a different level of language.” It is usually used with simple structures when translating 

from English into Arabic, as in Smith went to school yesterday ذهب سميث إلى المدرسة أمس, 

John likes football جون يحب كرة القدم. 

 

2. Oblique Translation Procedures 

A) Transposition: Transposition is a translation procedure that is used when changing 

one part of speech for another without changing the tense (Vinay& Darbelnet, 1995). 

Transposition is a strategy sometimes used for stylistic reasons and “simply shows a 

very good command of the target language,” (Vinay& Darbelnet, 1995). It works in 

different ways such as (a) singular to plural, e.g., car manufacturing صناعة السيارات; (b) 

verb to noun, e.g., Jack likes to cook on Sunday جاك الطبخ يوم األحد يحب ; (c) verb to noun, 

e.g., To free a slave تحرير رقبة 
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B) Modulation: Modulation changes the view point of the SL. Vinay and Darbelnet 

(1995, p. 246) state that modulation is “the touch stone of a good translator”. 

Modulation is subdivided into different categories such as (a) active for passive, e.g., 

it was revealed by the BBC reporter that… كشف مراسل قناة البي بي سي أن; (b) positive for 

double negative, e.g., we have time for negotiations, but it is not unlimited لدينا وقت  

دودللمفاوضات إال أنه مح ; (c) cause for effect, e.g., he was obeyed كان يفرض الطاعة (d) part 

for whole, e.g., the village will establish a new school next year  سيفتتح سكان القرية مدرسة

 .جديدة السنة المقبلة

 

C) Equivalence: Equivalence is used to “refer to cases where languages describe the same 

situation by different stylistic or structural means” (Munday, 2001, p. 58). It is very 

useful in translating non-literal semantic features such as idioms and proverbs as in, as 

white as snow أبيض كالحليب; he got nothing at the end عاد بخفي حنين. 

 

D) Adaptation: Adaptation involves a change in the cultural reference when a specific 

situation in a language does not exist in another, e.g. as rich as Croesus يملك مال قارون.  

 

Nida’s Proposed Strategies 

Nida (1964) proposes three translation strategies: addition, subtraction, and alteration. 

These strategies are used to adjust the form of the message to the characteristics of the structure of 

the target language; to produce semantically equivalent structures; to generate appropriate stylistic 

equivalences; and/or to produce an equivalent communicative effect, (Molina & Albir, 2002). 

These strategies are defined and exemplified as follows:  

 

a) Addition: Nida lists different circumstances that might oblige a translator to make an 

addition: to clarify an elliptic expression, to avoid ambiguity in the target language, to 

change a grammatical category (transposition), to amplify implicit elements, and/or to add 

connectors.  

Three British soldiers are reportedly killed yesterday by Taliban in Afghanistan, the BBC 

has learnt. 

 قد قتلوا ثالثة جنود بريطانيين يوم أمس في أفغانستاناإلسالمية  طالبان مسلحي حركةالبي بي سي أن  قناة علمت

 

The above example shows two additions: مسلحي حركة طالبان اإلسالمية and قناة. These two additions do 

not change the meaning but they do clarify it. Accordingly, translation by addition is a useful 

technique but it should be used properly, (Zagood, 2014).    

  

b) Subtraction: Nida lists four situations where the translator should use this procedure, in 

addition to when it is required by the TL: unnecessary repetition, specified references, 

conjunctions and adverbs. For example, the name of God appears thirty-two times in the 

thirty-one verses of Genesis. Nida suggests using pronouns or omitting God.  

c)  Alteration: some changes are needed especially where there is incompatibility between 

the two languages. Alteration as a translation technique includes 

http://www.awej-tls.org/


AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume, 3 Number 1. February 2019 

An Analytical Study of the Strategies Used in Translating Trump's Tweets            Zagood 
 

  

Arab World English Journal for Translation & Literary Studies                                                                      

ISSN: 2550-1542 | www.awej-tls.org 
27 

 

 

 

1) Changes due to the problems caused by transliteration when a new word is introduced 

from the source language. 

2) Changes due to the structural differences between the two languages, changes in the 

word order and/or grammatical categories are good examples.  

3) Changes due to semantic misfits, especially with idiomatic expressions. (Molina & 

Albir, 2002). 

 

Research Methodology 

This section presents the selection and justification for the choice of data used in this study. 

As well known, one of the controversial public politicians who always tweets are the American 

President, Donald Trump. He sometimes tweets on controversial topics and presidential decrees. 

These tweets are translated and reposted in other languages including Arabic. Translators use 

different translation strategies to convey the intended meanings of Trump’s tweets to other 

languages. This paper investigates and analyzes the strategies used in translating Trump’s tweets 

into Arabic. The translations to be analyzed are selected randomly from different Arab online news 

agencies.   

       

Therefore, to collect data for this study, eight of Trump’s tweets during his first month of 

the presidency, January 19th, 2017 to February 20th, 2017, were randomly selected. Two Arabic 

translations for each of the selected tweets were also chosen randomly from the Arab online media, 

to see how the Arab media conveys Trump’s ideas to the Arab readers. A comparison between the 

two translations of each tweet is undertaken to see if there is a difference in meaning between the 

two translations. In addition, an analysis of the translation strategies adopted in each translation is 

also conducted to see how Arab translators use the translation strategies suggested by Vinay and 

Darbelnet (1958/1995) and Nida (1964).  

 

 The reason for choosing Trump’s tweets for analysis is due to his controversial character 

as well as being chosen as the TIME’s person of the year 2016 (Time, 2016); and above all, being 

the president of the US. Furthermore, Vinay and Darbelnet (1958/1995) and Nida (1964) suggest 

different translation strategies so that translators find them useful when transferring the message 

from one language to another. Therefore, eight of Trump’s tweets have been chosen to see how 

they were translated into Arabic, and how helpful Vinay and Darbelnet’s model and Nida’s 

proposed strategies are. The analysis would be through tabulating each tweet along with its two 

translations in order to investigate the degree of equivalency and to which extent Vinay and 

Darbelnet’s and Nida’s strategies were adopted and succeeded in conveying the meaning. 

Accordingly, the methodology presents the translation techniques and procedures in light of the 

theoretical framework set in the previous sections.  

  

Analysis of the Study Data  

As it was mentioned earlier, the analysis in this section is based on Vinay and Darbelnet’s 

and Nida’s translation strategies. It is shown from the above-mentioned examples that the proposed 

strategies are used in translation irrespective of the two languages in question. The qualitative 

approach is used in analyzing the data collected. The analysis consists of tabulating each tweet 
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along with its two translations. The table is followed by an analysis of the two translations. 

Williams and Chesterman (2007, p. 7) state that “the analysis of translated texts involves a textual 

comparison of a translation with its original.” The analysis below shows to what extent Vinay and 

Darbelnet’s and Nida’s strategies were used appropriately in translating Trump’s tweets into 

Arabic. Thus, the following is the analysis of the randomly selected tweets and their translations 

from randomly selected Arab online news websites:   

 

Table 2: Tweet one posted on Feb 7 , 2017 

Trump's Tweet (ST) Arabic Translation 1 (TT) Arabic Translation 2 (TT) 

I don't know Putin, have no 

deals in Russia, and the haters 

are going crazy - yet Obama 

can make a deal with Iran, #1 

in terror, no problem! 

، بوتين" أنا ال أعرف ترامب :وكتب 

وليس لدي أي اتفاقيات مع روسيا 

وأوباما هو من وقع االتفاق مع ايران 

)بلدنا  ."وليس هناك مشكلة في ذلك

 اليوم(

 

على  وكتب "ترامب" عبر صفحته الرسمية

موقع "فيس بوك": "أنا ال أعرف بوتين، ليس 

، الكارهين أصيبوا روسيالدي أي اتفاقات مع 

يمكنه أن يعقد  أوباما" :بالجنون"، مضيفًا

ال  -األولى في اإلرهاب  - إيرانصفقات مع 

 )مصر العربية(  ."!مشكلة

 

The tweet above carries two main ideas: Trump’s negation of having dealt with Russia, 

and the irony in his reference to the nuclear agreement with Iran.  

In the first translation, Nida’s subtraction (omission) was adopted in two cases: and the 

haters are going crazy and #1 in terror. Both subtractions could not be accepted because they 

affect the meaning in the sense that the irony is ignored as well as neglecting Trump’s view of 

Iran. Such subtraction might also be attributed to the translator’s (agency’s) ideology, (cf. Venuti, 

2008; Lopez & Caro, 2014; and Ethelb, 2016). In the second translation, in contrast, these two 

phrases were translated into  بالجنونالكارهين أصيبوا  and إيران األولى في اإلرهاب.     
 

Table 3: Tweet two posted on Feb 6 , 2017 

Trump’s Tweet (ST) Arabic Translation 1 (TT) Arabic Translation 2 (TT) 

Any negative polls are fake 

news, just like the CNN, 

ABC, NBC polls in the 

election. Sorry, people want 

border security and extreme 

vetting. 

ترامب فى تغريدة: "كل وقال 

استطالعات الرأى السلبية هى أخبار 

كاذبة، مثل استطالعات رأى السى 

إن إن، وإيه بى سى، وان بى سى 

خالل االنتخابات. آسف، ولكن 

المواطنين يريدون أمن الحدود 

 )اليوم السابع( "والتدقيق المكثف

هاجم الرئيس األميركي دونالد ترامب، أمس، 

ليبرالية المعادية له عبر حسابه وسائل اإلعالم ال

على "تويتر"، قائال إن "أي استطالع سلبي يمثل 

أخبارا كاذبة مثل استطالعات سي إن إن وإي بي 

سي وإن بي سي خالل االنتخابات الرئاسية. 

عذرا، الشعب يريد األمن على الحدود وإجراءات 

 )الجريدة(  ."تدقيق شديدة

 

 In this tweet, Trump accuses the negative polls on some TV channels of being fake insisting 

on the people’s need for security on the borders and the extreme vetting. 

 

In both translations, the acronymic names of the TV channels (CNN, ABC, NBC) were 

transliterated in Arabic but they were transliterated differently (سى إيه بى  ,السى إن إن  and (,ان بى سى ,

وسائل  In the second translation, there was also a use of addition where .(إن بي سي ,إيه بي سي ,سي إن إن)

 .is added. This addition claims that such TV channels were hostile to Trump اإلعالم الليبرالية المعادية له

http://www.awej-tls.org/
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However, no clear indication in the tweet for such claim unless the translator brings this 

information from other resources.   

 

Table 4: Tweet three posted on Feb 8, 2017 

Trump’s Tweet (ST) Arabic Translation 1 (TT) Arabic Translation 2 (TT) 

If the U.S. does not win this case as it 

so obviously should, we can never 

have the security and safety to which 

we are entitled. Politics! 

"إذا لم تربح الواليات المتحدة )أي 

ترامب نفسه!( هذه القضية فمن 

الواضح أننا لن نحظى باألمن 

)القدس واألمان اللذين نستحقهما". 

 العربي(

 

إذا لم »وأضاف في تغريدة أخرى أنه 

تربح الواليات المتحدة هذه القضية، 

ن الواضح أننا لن نحظى باألمن فم

. «واألمان اللذين نستحقهما

 (24)لبنان

  

This tweet shows Trumps view on the case raised to the court regarding the ban of seven 

countries’ nationals from entering the US.  

In the first translation, أي ترامب نفسه was unnecessarily added. This addition reflects the 

translator’s belief that the case represents Trump alone not US as a country. In both translations, 

as it so obviously should and politics were not translated.  

 

Table 5: Tweet four posted on Feb 4, 2017 

Trump’s Tweet (ST) Arabic Translation 1 (TT) Arabic Translation 2 (TT) 

Because the ban was lifted by a 

judge, many very bad and 

dangerous people may be 

pouring into our country. A 

terrible decision.  

وقال ترامب في تغريدة قبيل قرار المحكمة 

"الن المنع رفع من قبل قاض، فان الكثير 

من االشخاص السيئين والخطرين يمكن ان 

 ."يتدفقوا على بالدنا. هذا قرار رهيب

 )الرياض(

 

قاضيا وأضاف: "ال يُصدق أن 

سيعرض بالدنا لمثل هذا الخطر. 

إذا حدث شيء فلوموه والنظام 

القضائي. الناس تتدفق. إنه أمر 

 ) بي بي سي العربية(".سيء

 

 In this tweet, Trump warns that many bad and dangerous people may enter the US if the 

ban is lifted and describes the decision of being terrible.  

 

The literal translation was used in the first translation transferring the meaning literally to 

the target language, Arabic. In the first translation; the translator, influenced by the SL (English), 

used an exotic phrase من قبل which is not preferable in Arabic. In the second translation, modulation 

and free translation strategies were also used. However, there is some kind of ambiguity in the 

target text: it is unclear to whom/what the resumptive pronoun ه in فلوموه refers to, i.e. what the 

antecedent of this pronoun is.  

 

Table 6: Tweet five posted on Jan 29, 2017 

Trump’s Tweet (ST) Translation 1 (TT) Translation 2 (TT) 

Our country needs strong 

borders and extreme vetting, 

NOW. Look what is 

بالدنا تحتاج إلى »وكتب في تغريدته 

حدود قوية وعمليات تدقيق مشددة 

أنظروا ما »وأضاف ترامب  .«اآلن

اعتبر الرئيس األميركي دونالد ترامب، في 

التواصل تصريح له على أحد مواقع 

االجتماعي، أن "بلدنا بحاجة إلى حدود 

http://www.awej-tls.org/
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happening all over Europe 

and, indeed, the world - a 

horrible mess! 

يحدث في أوروبا وفي الواقع في 

.«!العالم، فوضى تامة )الحياة(   

قوية وتدقيق شديد على الداخلين إليها"، 

الفتاً إلى أنه "علينا النظر إلى ما يحدث في 

 )لبنان الجديد( ."أوروبا وحول العالم

 In this tweet, Trump stresses the need for extreme vetting on the US borders and refers to 

what happens in Europe and elsewhere in the world.  

 

 In both translations, the translators divided this tweet into two quotes each adding  و أضاف

 In the second translation only, subtraction is used when a horrible mess is .الفتا إلى أنه and ترامب

omitted. Accordingly, both addition and subtraction were used.  

 

Table 7: Tweet six posted on Feb 3, 2017 

Trump’s Tweet (ST) Arabic Translation 1 (TT) Arabic Translation 2 (TT) 

Iran is playing with 

fire – they don't 

appreciate how "kind" 

President Obama was 

to them. Not me! 

غّرد الرئيس األمريكي دونالد 

ترامب، عبر حسابه على "تويتر"، 

اليوم، قائال إن "إيران تلعب بالنار، 

وال تقدر كم كان الرئيس األمريكي 

باراك أوباما طيبا معهم. السابق 

 )أخبار الوطن( ."!لست هكذا

كتب الرئيس األميركي دونالد ترمب تغريدة على موقع 

التواصل االجتماعي "تويتر" حذر فيها إيران، قائالً: 

 .""إن طهران تلعب بالنار

وتابع ترمب: "اإليرانيون ال يقدرون كم كان الرئيس 

ً معهم". وختم ترمب  تغريدته بقوله: "لن أوباما طيبا

 )العربية نت(."أكون هكذا

 

 In this tweet, Trump warns Iran of producing nuclear weapons saying that they are playing 

with the fire and he is not going to deal with them kindly as Obama did. 

 

 In both translations, calque is used in translating playing with fire as this idiom is used in 

both languages meaning that someone is doing something dangerous. In the second translation, 

the statement is divided to smaller units adding some expressions (وتابع ترمب and  وختم ترمب تغريدته

   .to connect the ideas (بقوله

 

Table 8: Tweet seven posted on Feb 2, 2017 

Trump’s Tweet (ST) Arabic Translation 1 (TT) Arabic Translation 2 (TT) 

If U.C. Berkeley does not 

allow free speech and 

practices violence on 

innocent people with a 

different point of view - NO 

FEDERAL FUNDS? 

وجه الرئيس ترامب تغريدة للجامعة 

قائال " إذا كانت جامعة بيركلي ال تسمح 

بحرية التعبير وتمارس العنف بحق 

األبرياء الذين لديهم وجهات نظر 

 ال تمويل اتحادي؟ -مختلفة

 صاحبة الجاللة(."(صاحبة

صفحته بموقع التواصل وغرد ترامب عبر 

االجتماعي" تويتر"، إذا كانت جامعة 

بيركلي في كاليفورنيا ال تسمح بحرية التعبير 

وتمارس العنف ضد األبرياء بوجهات نظر 

)بوابة  .مختلفة، ال األموال الفيدرالية

 (العاصمة

 

In this tweet, Trump warns Berkeley University that he would stop the federal funding if 

they do not allow the freedom of speech and practice violence on people with different views. 
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In both translations, the word جامعة is added so that all readers understand what Berkeley 

is. This addition is needed in such context as not all readers know that Berkeley is a university. In 

the second translation, no federal funds is translated literally with borrowing federal in Arabic 

resulting ال األموال الفيدرالية which is unclear.  

 

Table 9: Tweet eight posted on Feb 11, 2017 

Trump’s Tweet (ST) Arabic Translation 1 (TT) Arabic Translation 2 (TT) 

Our legal system is 

broken! "77% of refugees 

allowed into U.S. since 

travel reprieve hail from 

seven suspect countries." 

(WT) SO DANGEROUS! 

قال الرئيس األمريكى دونالد ترامب، 

 النظام القضائى ُمحّطم"...اليوم إن 

% من الالجئين 77وأضاف ترامب، أن 

ً لهم بدخول أمريكا منذ  أصبح مسموحا

 7قرار القضاء بتعليق قرار حظر السفر لـ

دول مشبوهة، مشيراً إلى أن ذلك األمر 

 (.مصر )خبر .خطير للغاية

غرد الرئيس األمريكي، دونالد ترامب، 

التواصل على صفحته الشخصية على موقع 

االجتماعي "تويتر" قائاًل: "نظام العدالة 

 ."لدينا قد تم اختراقه

 

من الالجئين يتم السماح  %77" :وأضاف

بدخولهم من السبع دول المشبوهة.. هذا 

 )بلدنا اليوم(  .خطير للغاية"

 

 In this tweet, Trump criticizes the judicial system in the country saying it is broken as it 

allows the citizens from the seven suspect countries to enter into U.S.   

 

 In the first translation, both addition and literal translation techniques were used. Phrases 

like و أضاف ترامب and مشيرا إلى أن ذلك األمر were added. Legal system is broken was literally 

translated. In the second translation, both addition and subtraction were used. و أضاف was added 

while since travel reprieve hail was omitted.   

 

Findings 

 Having compared the Arabic translations of Trump’s tweets and analyzed them, the 

following are some findings: 

1. Trump’s tweets are translated and reposted in many Arab online media websites. 

2. Arab translators use various translation strategies including Vinay and Darbelnet’s 

(1958/1995) and Nida’s (1964) proposed techniques to convey Trump’s tweets to Arab 

readers. 

3.  Some translation techniques were correctly used while others were not. 

4. Nida’s additions and subtractions were the widely used strategies to convey the meaning 

and overcome the gaps between the two languages.  

5. In some translations, phrases were deleted because of misunderstanding of the symbols 

used in twitter or because of the translator’s/agency’s ideology.  

6. There was some sort of negative transfer between the two languages. 

 

Conclusion 

 This paper looked at Twitter as a widely growing social media network used by ordinary 

people and politicians alike. It shed some light on the language and symbols used in tweets. It 
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mainly aimed at comparing and investigating the translations of some of Trump’s tweets into 

Arabic. It also aimed to see how Arab news agencies convey Trump’s tweets to the Arab reader. 

To reach this end, eight of Trump’s tweets at his first month of presidency along with two Arabic 

translations for each tweet in some Arab online news agencies have been randomly selected for 

comparison and analysis.  

 

The analysis showed that Trump’s tweets are translated and reposted every day in the Arab 

online news websites. Translators use different translation strategies to convey the tweets’ 

meanings to Arab readers. Some strategies were used appropriately while others were not. Thus, 

unsurprisingly, the results of this study corroborate the postulated hypothesis and provide clear 

evidence that the Arabic translations of some tweets in some Arab online news agencies are to a 

certain extent inaccurate. Such inaccuracy is attributed to the misunderstanding of some symbols 

used in Twitter, disuse of translation strategies, and translator’s/news agency’s ideologies. 
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Abstract 

The history of misogyny and varied abuse of females throughout humankind’s history is well 

known, as this essay’s discussion of the iconic figures of Antigone and Desdemona attempts to 

selectively chronicle. The exceptional abuse they are subjected to by their supposed benefactors is 

counterpoised by the debuting of Behn’s Erminia as a reformist, benevolent, and angelic tour-de-

force at the commencement of the Restoration. The historic example of Erminia, the representative 

of a new generation of young, liberated women is in remarkable contrast to her immediate 

historical analog, Desdemona, who is demeaned and treated as a beast as she “turn[s]” and grovels 

before her proprietor. Erminia’s horrifically abused precedent helps to put into perspective the 

Restoration’s perceptible progress in women’s rights inasmuch as it highlights the egregious 

miscarriage of justice prior to the age through history. The uniqueness of the trio is clearly 

observed as Erminia boldly takes to the stage to reform, enchant, and restrain the savage, beastly 

instinct of man, and successfully rehabilitates Alcippus, while the rhetorical supremacy and ethical 

purpose of Antigone and Desdemona overshadow their catalyst companions, Ismene, the chorus, 

and Emilia. Through juxtaposing these female icons who belong to widely diverse epochs, this 

essay aims at analyzing their interactive dialectic in addition to scrutinizing the shifting dynamics 

of their socio-political and cultural milieu in order to arrive at a better understanding of the historic 

transition the female quest for recognition has undergone. 
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Introduction 

To trace the history of female, incipient struggle against male tyranny is a daunting feat given 

the intrinsic likelihood of not doing justice to iconic heroines who ought not be reduced to 

generalized, cursory surveying that will inevitably truncate the typological minutiae of their 

characters and render their personae divested of individualized allure and captivating moments. 

Embarking on an analysis of Sophocles’ Antigone, Shakespeare’s Desdemona, and Behn’s 

Erminia will help us grasp the various historical stakes they grappled with and the shifting 

dynamics of their patriarchal societies.  In their own ways, the trio copes with endemic, socio-

political and religious challenges while confronting phallocentric power, challenges that structure 

the long-standing, female struggle for recognition and parity against the resilient, masculine 

enterprise.  

 

Antigone and Desdemona are denied life through the denial of convincing opportunities to 

vindicate their stances from the alleged offenses their persecutors, who cannot bear to listen to 

them due to their gender inferiority, accuse them of. Antigone cannot dispute or discuss Creon’s 

contention regarding her brother’s burial because as Creon makes amply clear, she is a woman, 

while Desdemona is similarly denied the chance to defend herself and explain that the relationship 

she has with Cassio is a normal friendship. Although both women are able to impart to the audience 

their innocence and virtue, their punishers in whose hands their lives rest are not convinced. Driven 

by their brashness and misogyny, the inane disinclination of their bullies to listen to their defenses 

lead to Antigone’s and Desdemona’s summary, unjust execution and bring on their superfluous, 

anachronistic deaths. Their lives could have been quite easily saved had the despotic patriarchs 

that controlled their lives been less terrifically chauvinistic. In any event, soon after they commit 

their crimes, Creon and Othello become deeply contrite and suicidal, a tragic denouement that adds 

to the play’s pessimism and imparts a negative message concerning the societal mayhem of 

patriarchal power.  

 

Erminia, on the other hand, uses her privileged status as an early restoration, semi-liberated, 

noble, young lady with wondrous beauty to tame and acculturate the wild, masculine spirit that is 

habitually prone to destruction. Although her efforts are rewarded by the complete, slave-like 

surrender of Prince Philander, she and her other female cast members meet qualified success, as 

they win the husbands of their choices, but have to submit to the only accepted method of happiness 

that marriage symbolizes.   

 

A unifying circumstance all three women experience is the deliberate absenting from any 

discussion on intrinsic female concerns. Hence, whereas Antigone and Desdemona are thoroughly 

stonewalled from displaying their gender-specific idiosyncrasies, rendering their arguments 

saliently inauthentic and void of “maternal drives” (Clifford, 1995, p. 7), Erminia and her other 

female catalysts in TFM are given a small room of expression, only adequate enough to fit in their 

amatory confessions to their appropriate husbands. In general, the denial of female self-expression 

offers a clear vista into the limitedness of their roles while simultaneously foreshadowing men’s 

celebrated entitlement and prodigious “hubris” (Lansky, 2015, p. 49).  
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Desdemona is sequestered and silently killed without credible evidence and without the 

opportunity to exonerate herself over a hypothetical accusation that in contemporary society is 

regarded as a normal affair--to fall in and out of love and marry and divorce. She is obstructed 

from speaking, from bringing forth a witness such as Othello’s lieutenant, Cassio, or her maid, 

Erminia, to vouch for her, from exposing Iago’s depravity, from seeking help before Othello has 

ample chance to kill her, and even ampler time to double-check on her being fast dead. The moor 

seals the fate of his wife, objectified and chattel-like, with an ironic kiss, a kiss of death that seems 

to mark man’s mute, material possession in a wife. The saving of Desdemona’s life, not unlike 

Antigone’s, could not have been more easily achievable, but out of dramatic necessity and routine 

dispensability, she dies a needless, mistimed death. As Johnston (2006) argues, women’s death is 

“justified by the public needs of men” due to the invaluable, posthumous service they provide 

“defending [men’s] homeland,” or providing a release for their troubled egos (2006, p. 7). 

 

In a promising, historic change for the British island in the wake of the victory of the liberal, 

royalist forces over the anti-art, women-oppressive puritans, king and subjects coalesced during a 

peaceful era that foresaw the restoration of Charles II to make London’s theatrical resurgence as 

grandiloquent as it once was during the Golden Epoch of Elizabeth. Charles’ court, which was 

strongly inclined to festivities, plays, as well as sumptuous food and drink, was precisely what the 

war-weary, early Restoration generation sought, especially women who longed to manifest their 

own feelings for the first time in the history of the English stage. In such euphoria of revelry and 

triumph Behn’s dramaturgical skill blossomed, and her TFM women, Erminia, Gallatea, and 

Aminta, reflected her progressive authorial views, as seen in their recalcitrance towards any 

compromise on their personal preferences, especially over their future spouses. 

 

This essay is divided into three parts.  The first discusses the hostile and rigid ambience to 

which Sophocles’ Antigone is subjected.  As a young, betrothed maiden who is vanquished 

overnight by the deaths of her two remaining male siblings, Eteocles and Polyneices, and as an 

orphaned daughter who had already lost her parents, Oedipus and Jocaste, she is cast headlong into 

a confrontation with patriarchal hegemony on her own without prior experience or diplomatic skill 

to fend for herself.  In the second section, I analyze the innocent and quaint character of Othello’s 

Desdemona, Shakespeare’s anomalous, paradoxical creation, whose sappy, docile capacity to put 

up with and still remain obsessed by Othello despite his unbearable insolence and sadistic abuse 

defies logic. Finally, I discuss Erminia, Behn’s semi-liberated, uncommonly beautiful character, 

who is so irresistible that nearly all male characters desire her. Her idolization by Prince Philander 

is expressed through his protracted, repeated kneeling at her feet to reveal his sincere devotion.  

 

I. Sophocles’ Antigone 

A probe into the history of women’s subjugation would certainly be remiss if it overlooked 

Antigone, the dazzling maiden, incestuous issue, elusive riddle, feminist champion, ethics 

extremist--among a short list of telling characterizations. She is the inchoate lynchpin of Western 

ontological studies, for she is a muse, a warrior, a goddess, a magnet to idolaters and skeptics alike. 

For generations, her confounding legend attracted countless admirers, lay and scholarly, for three 

overarching motifs: inter-gender war and its breeding of misogyny; the dichotomy between statism 
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and individualism; and kinship obligations with its necessary sacrificial ramifications. Among her 

lured victims are pundits, names of high esteem that hail from all ethnicities and backgrounds, old 

and new, academic and otherwise: from Anouilh who glorifies her steadfast resolve during 

troubled times in France, to Hegel who “exorbitantly… love[s] her” in his own way (Söderbäck, 

2010, p. 2), to Lacan who idolizes her propriety and moral correctness (Lacan, 1986), and 

Heidegger who applauds her phenomenological authenticity in being undismayed to die for 

disrupting the harmony and social order of the reverent polis. Among well-known feminists, 

Kristeva, Butler, Elshtain, who are enthralled by this anchored legend of Western thought, have 

also contributed to the massive body of knowledge about her from their respective, feminist 

“waves” of reference. 

 

Women of classical times up to the end of the Renaissance had hardly a voice, as is observed 

firsthand from their absence as authors. They were regarded throughout this history as mere 

perishable goods whose integrity, welfare, and even lives were of little value, especially if their 

paths crossed those of men.  Whenever men fell, they fell along and partook in men’s bruises 

unidimensionally, suffered quietly, offstage, for the mere purpose of exalting man’s empyrean 

feelings. They also operated in the risky, often terminal, role of giving vent to man’s “loftier,” 

emotional vicissitudes. For instance, in Antigone, Creon’s wife Euridyce’s stabbing of herself is a 

theatrical necessity, even if her husband does not chart for himself the same tragic route.  Oedipus 

in Oedipus Rex gives himself a lighter, albeit bloody, punishment that enables him to spare his 

life; however, Eurydice, is not as fortunate. In Virgil, Aeneas unscrupulously abandons Queen 

Dido, his mating convenience and erstwhile love, leaving her to fend on her own, victim to her 

subjects’ lashing tongues, without the decency of taking proper leave or feeling compunction for 

her sorry state.  As becomes royalty, her expected demise takes place by leaping into the immense 

pyre she tricks others into believing is made to dispose of Aeneas’ paraphernalia. Similarly, during 

the Renaissance, characters such as Webster’s Vittoria and Isabella as well as Shakespeare’s 

Gertrude, Ophelia, and Desdemona, all meet the same nonessential deaths, though foreseen as 

dramatic needs, either to bear the blame for men’s misconduct and suffer death consequently, or 

to die quietly offstage in order to facilitate reaching a climactic point in the broad, masculine 

scheme of the plot. 

 

Yet part of Antigone’s mystique is her adverseness to complacently nestle into the chiasmatic 

web of any particular abstraction, past or present. Invariably considering her universal iconology, 

scores of commentators attempt to thrust upon her philosophically incongruent, anachronistic 

ideologies that her elusive legend spurns. To demonstrate her evasive spurning, Söderbäck 

contends that old-school, “traditional” philosophers such as Hegel, Freud, and Heidegger were 

notably subjective and monolithic in their reductive assessments, and deems their surmising 

incompatible with the “social metaphysics of gender complementarity” (Söderbäck, 2010, p. 112). 

Hegel, Söderbäck resumes, appropriates Antigone to gloat over what becomes of an ungovernable 

vixen, in order to maintain a universe whose patriarchal apex is gifted to rule without the insecurity 

of a competitor from a less endowed gender. 
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Although some critics such as Strauss, who sees in her sacrificial demise a necessary condition 

for creating the “mythical origin” of Thebes (2013, p. 2), hurl her as a guardian of family values 

and an existentialist saboteur wrecking the state’s law into the dialectic of individual subjectivity 

and public commonwealth, the core of her personality and the mandate of her mission are quite 

simple, for she is foremost a genderless and desexualized person who prioritizes her idealism and 

righteousness over her fleshly whims, quotidian welfare, even entire life--and in that she is “not a 

woman”(Josette, 1978, p. 2), womanly, nor even a normal person with susceptibility to common 

human arousals and menaces. By transcending her temporal and corporeal needs, and by remaining 

a stubbornly unconsummated, platonically loved fiancée, she evades the apprehension of her 

patriarchal enterprise, beginning with her despotic uncle, down to Hegel and others. Had she been 

typical, she would have, for instance, solicited the assistance of her betrothed Haemon, who loved 

her dearly, to negotiate a middle course with her uncle. She may have also appealed to Creon’s 

kinship sentiment or could have been more femininely coaxing, but her glorious atypicality repels 

her opposite a coquette, a lackey, or a conventional, stereotypical maid since all these archetypes 

would not avail her mission in disdaining a debasing compromise over an inalienable right. 

 

Antigone’s legend is appealing for principally four main attributes: her sincerity, reason, 

courage, and dutifulness to her kindred. She has no ulterior, ephemeral motive, unlike most other 

characters, due to which she corrals our eulogy and empathetic inspiration. Her consistent, 

thorough preoccupation with the central idea of her brother’s burial offers deep insight into her 

idolized soul. 

 

Her sincerity overarches that of all other characters and is the reason that leads her to shun her 

only sister, who prefers to be a subservient survivalist. As Antigone asks Ismene for her assistance 

in Polyneices’ burial, she is piqued by her unconscionable answer, which is steeped in the mortal 

fear to “die far worse than all the rest [her brothers],” and obsessively paranoid by the grave error 

of testing the relationship with those who “are much more powerful” (Johnston, 2007, p. 8). 

Antigone’s furious repartee is preemptive, as she briefly overlooks her sororal bond with Ismene 

and counters: “I wouldn’t urge you to. No. Not even/if you were keen to act. Doing this with 

you/would bring me no joy.” As Ismene finally quits her badgering to put Antigone off her mission, 

she asks her to at least refrain from announcing her burial plans, but truculent Antigone, who reads 

in Ismene’s advice a disagreeable, mundane priority for self-preservation flummoxed with 

intimidation, rejoins with characteristic courage: 

 

Ismene: Make sure you don’t reveal to anyone 

what you intend. Keep it closely hidden.  

I’ll do the same. 

Antigone. No, no. Announce the fact— 

If you don’t let everybody know, 

I’ll despise your silence even more. (Johnston, 2007, p. 9) 

 

Concerning her incisive rhetoric and sharp wit, Antigone engenders menacing discomposure in 

Creon, and, apart from their direct interlocution, is loathe to address him directly throughout her 
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speech, preferring to vent her tragic plight to the (choral) audience instead. Her penetrating, 

occasionally offensive, discourse on religious and ethical metaphysics bespeaks her adroitness as 

an astute debater who is in control of her rhetorical grounds, specifically insofar as her carefully 

measured words affect an audible resonance on the chorus of Thebans. The first polemical 

stratagem she resorts to is to publicly vet out the probity underlying Creon’s decree, such that as 

he interrogates her about whether she heard of his edict, she counters by casting doubt on the 

concurrence of the gods, an issue she repeatedly reverts to in order to gain the spectators’ support: 

“Zeus did not announce those laws to me./And Justice living with the gods below/sent no such 

laws up for men” (Johnston, 2007, p. 24). She further compares the foolhardiness of Creon’s 

command against the sagacity of the respected Theban elders in order to sow seeds of discord 

between the two parties and gain the chorus’ implicit, moral support: “However, for wise people I 

was right/to honour you” (Johnston, 2007, p. 46). On another occasion, she plaintively implores 

the chorus to ponder the conception of ethics and their need to find consecration in a religious 

matrix: “Which one [deity] can I invoke/to bring me help, when for my reverence/they charge me 

with impiety?” (Johnston, 2007, p. 47). 

 

Antigone adeptly seconds the notion of seeking relational affinity between ethics and religion 

by stirring up the issue of patriotism. As she announces her personal pride in her city’s “splendid 

chariots,” she simultaneously announces her pride in her communal belonging to “my own city” 

(Johnston, 2007, p. 44), and to her fellow citizens: “Look at me, my native citizens,/as I go on my 

final journey” (Johnston, 2007, p. 42). She persists in her attempts to reinvoke patriotism in her 

choral confidantes, regarding them as members of her wider family circle who must tolerate one 

another and who do not take offense at each other’s occasional verbal outbursts. The chorus, who 

consider her one of their own fold and refer to her as “child” (Johnston, 2007, p. 44), heartily like 

her and stand in her defence, as when they uncharacteristically urge Creon to rush after Antigone 

to save her at the end of the play: “Go now and get this done. Don’t give the work/to other men to 

do” (Johnston, 2007, p. 56).   

 

As for her bravery, Antigone never wanes in the face of adversity nor does she get intimidated 

by the waging of threats. To Creon’s surprise, he realizes, though belatedly, that she is atypical, 

unlike other “furrow-” based (Wyckoff, 1977, p. 201), reticent women, and extreme in that she 

cannot be subdued with the typical menaces that usually produce tangible results. Ignorant of her 

mettle, as he strives to implement his failed tactic of initiating elephant-like, verbal mock-charges 

in order to instill fear in her, to his shock, she emerges out of the duel triumphant, brandishing her 

fanatical courage and rhetorical prowess, an occurrence that also indicates that their relationship 

is not a straightforward, antithetical one, as Segal (1986) claims.   

 

Despite her defenselessness towards Creon’s despotic, male agency, right from the 

commencement of her interlocution, her preemptive and terminal extremeness is glaringly 

conspicuous, indirectly abetting his plan to put an end to her life, as she unequivocally states: 

“Take me and kill me—what more do you want?” (Johnston, 2007, p. 26). When she is brought to 

his court, she waxes fearless and proud, as demonstrated by her stoic, insouciant admission about 

burying Polyneices, “I admit I did it, I won’t deny that,” which marks an unchangeable tone 
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through all her future verbal exchanges with Creon (Johnston, 2007, p. 23). In regard to his 

question on whether she had heard of his edict banning all Thebans from burying Polyneices’ 

corpse, she stomps him by saying “I’d heard of it./How could I not? It was public knowledge” 

(Johnston, 2007, p. 24), leaving thenceforth little room for compromise. As the discussion takes a 

theological twist regarding the right of burial for the dead, her argument, unlike his, certainly 

emerges as warranted, triggering in time Creon’s discursive rant, and underpinning the conflict as 

a gendered one: “Well, in this case,/if she gets her way and goes unpunished,/then she’s the man 

here, not me” (Johnston, 2007, p. 25).  

 

A close reading of Antigone’s text reveals that the heroine’s chief priority is to do the honor 

and “duty” her brother deserves, yet the challenges in achieving this sole obsession are numerous, 

including scholars who find in her burial quest a diversionary tactic for her suicidal tendency or 

for her incestuous desire for Polyneices. Although Antigone’s allegation ruminating a 

subconscious death-wish certainly has corroboration in her own words, as Butler strongly 

advocates (2000, p. 2-3), yet it is only in this statement that she unequivocally expresses her 

suicidal wish: “When someone has to live the way I do,/surrounded by so many evil things,/how 

can she fail to find a benefit/in death?” (p. 24); however, the suicidality issue remains peripheral, 

not mainstream, as her sole, persistent preoccupation remains Polyneices’ burial. Her awe-striking 

mettle reveals itself as she pursues her mission even against the mysterious, adversarial intent of 

certain (unknown) gods, impartial Thebans, her recalcitrant uncle, her treacherous sister, in 

addition to the added psychological pressure associated with the likely imperilment of the lives of 

persons she cares about such as Haemon, Ismene, and her would-have-been mother in-law, 

Jocaste.   

 

Although Antigone engages the chorus in heated, albeit dignified, tirades, she quickly pacifies 

their anger by appealing to the semi-sire, semi-kinship rapport she feels they share. At a climactic 

moment in the plot, the visual impact of her shrunk figure roughed, manhandled, and squeezed on 

all sides by chauvinistically complicit, physically superior male guards eager to drag her out of 

Creon’s court en route to the sepulcher, is emotionally disturbing, as she tearfully remonstrates the 

travesty of justice. Her performatively suggestive appearance here draws warranted attention to 

the conflict being predicated on Antigone’s femaleness, as Griffith remarks “[g]ender lies at the 

root of the problems of Antigone” (1999, p. 51).  With moving emotions, purposeful 

performativity, and synchronized histrionics, she implores her Theban compatriots with a cry that 

exploits well their empathy, a cry that touches even the heart of Creon himself, who not long 

afterward, recants and runs after her in a belated attempt to save her, along with his son:   

 

O city of my fathers 

in this land of Thebes— 

and my ancestral gods, 

I am being led away. 

No more delaying for me. 

Look on me, you lords of Thebes, 

the last survivor of your royal house, 
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see what I have to undergo, 

the kind of men who do this to me, 

for paying reverence to true piety. (Johnston, 2007, p. 48) 

 

Even as she informs the audience of her apolitical, humanitarian mandate, respected scholars still 

mistake Antigone’s as the aberrant actions of a distraught maniac who disrupts the quiet of an 

otherwise well-functioning city. Kirkwood, for instance, equates victim and victimizer and doubts 

the “goodness” of both Antigone and Creon (1991, p. 108). He further defends Creon’s stance as 

a patriotic ruler whose decree was “politically acceptable” to the Greeks. But even as Antigone 

herself cautions against the hazard of falling into Creon’s digressive trap by emphasizing the 

personal nature of his edict and that the law of the state is in its core his own, “he’s no right to 

keep me from what’s mine” (Johnston, 2007, p. 7), yet some scholars such as Dietz, for instance, 

prefer to envision the play principally as the showdown between a citizen and the state, a maverick 

citizen against the content public: “through her speech and her actions, she transforms a matter of 

private concern into a public issue” (1985, p. 29).  

 

To exclude making an oversight, the suggestive, popular Freudian metaphysics that the play 

is the battleground of wills among two metaphorical patriarchs, one with a phallus and one 

castrated, are, like other notions that have no clear textual corroboration, an “inadequate model,” 

too abstracted and somehow unbefitting to Antigone (Sojholm, 2004, p. xi). Irigary, for instance, 

supports the unorthodox view that Antigone is a “desexualized representative of the other of the 

same sex” (1993, p. 111), which in certain respects she is, and further expounds that Antigone is 

an inauthentic patriarch, the figment of the imagination of a chauvinistically minded, male author. 

Whether she is a castrated male vying for his territorial turf in disguise, whether she is egotistically 

out to “shame” her adversary (Lansky, 2015, p. 51), whether she is aware of her own physiological 

penile deficiency and the incapacitating impact such a shortcoming imposes on her (Josette, 1978, 

p. 3), or whether she is in pursuit of posthumous glory as the chorus contends (Johnston, 2007, p. 

43), a rehistoricizing of her argument and her Greek paradigm reveal that she is solely keen on 

performing a simple, honorable deed towards her fallen brother.   

 

Nor is she interested in shaming her uncle because as a woman she knows she cannot entertain 

an ambition, or have a credible opportunity, to assume the throne of Thebes (Lansky, p. 49). Had 

she had even a minor chance, she might have cast aspersions on Creon’s absolutist claim to the 

throne, but she never does, keeping in mind that prior to Creon’s edict and its subsequent rejection, 

there is no hint of a rift among the two sides, especially as one considers that Creon “was nurturing” 

his nieces in his household as child and adolescent dependents out of respect for his deceased sister 

(Johnston, 2007, p. 28), their mother Jocaste. Moreover, Antigone is least interested in mundane 

goals such as attaining posthumous glory because of her parents infamous history and due to her 

uncertainty on how the gods, who have a poor record with Labdacus’ royal house, regard her and 

her sister, as she intimates to her sister: “do you have any sense of all the troubles Zeus keeps 

bringing on the two of us…? (Johnston, 2007, p. 5). 
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The end of the tragedy where Creon is beheld forlorn and debilitated, unfit to rule after the 

demise of his wife and son didactically suggests the disastrous consequences of masculine 

autocracy. Indeed, the future of the city of Thebes is left uncertain after the unjust persecution of 

one of its innocent female citizens offers the audience an insight into the consequences of the 

miscarriage of justice. Like any person in a position of authority, Creon’s flaws are compounded 

and bear a far-reaching impact, rendering him directly responsible for multiple deaths. His 

scandalous defeat is a classical-era defeat for all like-minded tyrants and a vivid reminder of the 

intended and unintended detriment of the misogynistic, male agency. 

 

Antigone is a timeless, prominent exemplar of the justness of women’s ceaseless struggle to 

gain selfhood and independence. As her tragic saga exemplifies, her dispute is chiefly structured 

on her identity as a woman. Realizing the enormously woeful predicament women were subject to 

amid his Greek community, the visionary Sophocles reverses in Antigone the traditional role of 

the disfranchised and dispossessed female by morally empowering her on theater so as to 

overcome man’s hegemony, however minutely and imperfectly. Antigone’s slaying allows her to 

be extolled as an immaculately innocent, young woman, condemned for implementing her 

religious conviction and private choice. Antigone’s central idea hinges upon the unimpeded 

practice of a woman’s intrinsic discretion over what ought to be a private, familial realm, not a 

public, state-controlled one (Dietz, 1985, p. 31). Although her legends’ death is certainly a defeat 

for her own state as a mortal, it is a dramaturgical crux, for it is precisely due to her ultimate 

sacrifice that she shores up unconditional commiseration and enduring awe. 

 

II. Shakespeare’s Desdemona 

Antigone’s restless soul yearning for equality hovers over generations, but the dated, insipid 

struggle for freedom proceeds with more fallen heroines, victims to man’s abuse, rage, and 

homicide. Her similar quest for recognition and justice carries through from Classical and 

Medieval times into the Renaissance where Shakespeare’s Desdemona bears Antigone’s torch to 

pursue womanhood’s honorable battle for self-expression and social recognition. 

 

Even after the passage of nearly two millennia after the Greek staging of Sophocles’ Antigone, 

the similarities among the circumstances of the two iconic characters are remarkable. Languishing 

under the same patriarchal hegemony of a supposed chauvinistic protector, Othello’s madame 

Desdemona similarly suffers the duress of muted existence, injustice, and misogyny. Both enjoy 

merits such as unspotted virtue, selfless sacrifice, and tested sincerity and do not betray any 

weakness in their resolve to carry out their missions, regardless of the adversity and handicap they 

encounter. Desdemona is a spiritual warrior whose crusade is to endure, temper, and reform the 

human weaknesses in her spouse’s personality, albeit meeting no success in this undertaking. 

 

As Christianity’s foothold in England has been long established, religious dogma was 

manifested in everyday practice during Elizabethan England, keeping in mind life’s precariousness 

under disease, violence, and religious strife. Shakespeare attempts to make Desdemona’s behavior 

promote a religiously committed image of a married woman who is obedient, passive, and virtuous. 

The term “chattel” codified female bondage to male bravado, and, as it were, thralldom became a 
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holy lifestyle. The impact of Christian slavish dogma on indoctrinated Desdemona is apparent 

throughout her casting. Even in her first appearance on the stage, she reveals foremost to the 

audience her committed puritanical identity as she resolutely announces a significant development 

concerning the transfer of her custody from one patriarch to another, from father to husband: 

“here's my husband,/And so much duty as my mother show'd…,/So much I challenge that I may 

profess/Due to the Moor my lord” (1.3.533-37). 

 

With her incredulous, rock-bottom disesteem and thoroughgoing ego erasure, Desdemona 

certainly emblematizes Shakespeare’s archetypal preference for a married, Christian women 

whose slavery normative and self-effacement becoming. In this vein, she acquiesces to be 

dehumanized and to grovel on the floor before her master, in full view of statesmen and dignitaries. 

In response to Lodovico’s entreaty, her kinsman dispatched by the Duke from Venice to check on 

her welfare in Cyprus, to Othello to “call her back” after the latter slaps her and likely knocks her 

down on the floor, not only does Othello abstain from doing so but condescendingly gloats over 

Desdemona’s prostrate figure. In utter, sadistic contempt, he proclaims his gross dominance over 

his wifely slave as he martially orders her to “turn,” as though she were a puppet and he a 

ventriloquist: “And turn again; and she can weep, sir [to Lodovico], weep;/And she's obedient, as 

you say, obedient,/Very obedient. Proceed you in your tears [to Desdemona]” (4.1.273-77). 

 

In appraisal of Desdemona’s persona, considering the devout nature of Elizabethans, she is in 

some measure, a true-life representation of the typical housewife, despite her slapping, 

abandonment, and excessive bullying by demented Othello, which is purposefully overstated for 

theatrical purposes. Her persona’s role as a Christian “warrior” is to help her husband shew off his 

demons and overcome his military and psychological insecurities, a calling she retains right to her 

last whispers: “Commend me to my lord. O, Farewell” (5.2.126), and beyond as she tries to take 

her last breaths. As Emilia queries her about who attempted to murder her, the half-conscious 

Desdemona remaining true to Christ’s forgiving idealism and to her husband’s honor by absolving 

him of her crime, she answers “Nobody; I myself. Farewell” (5.2.12). 

 

Even after public humiliation, a range of physical and mental abuse, implicit threats on her 

life, dispersions to her honor, unwitting Desdemona remains passionately in love with Othello, as 

she confides to Emilia: “So would not I my love doth so approve him,/That even his stubbornness, 

his cheques, his frowns--/Prithee, unpin me,--have grace and favour in them” (4.3.20-2). Railing 

at the verisimilitude of her traditional Venetian “agency,” Boling points out this obvious fetishized 

weakness in her argument and harps on the connotation of “check”: “Is ‘check’ quite the word for 

being struck in the face and dashed to the ground before assembled dignitaries?” (2008, p. 3).  

 

Desdemona’s religious puritanism and paradigmatic esotericism become clearer as she is 

juxtaposed with Emilia, where the schism between their worldviews is set at polar opposites. 

Desdemona reveals in their amicable chatter her religious drive, excessive idealism, and spotless 

virtue, while opportunistic Emilia gives herself off as harboring the same prerogative as Iago, her 

ambitiously villainous, expressly licentious husband. As the two discuss the daring issue of spousal 

infidelity, the discrepancy in their perspectives is colossal. In answer to Desdemona’s query on 
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whether Emilia would “abuse [her] husband” by “couching” with other men in secret, she jestingly 

quips: “EMILIA. Why, would not you?/DESDEMONA. No, by this heavenly light!/EMILIA. Nor 

I neither by this heavenly light;/I might do't as well i' the dark” (4.4.68-71). 

 

In contrast to Emilia’s obvious wantonness, trusting Desdemona characteristically does 

measure up to her strait-laced, push-over image as she refrains from reciprocating Othello’s 

offenses and remains problematically docile in her beastly obedience. Well-bred not to “speak 

evil,” she cannot bring herself, though only initially, to even utter the word “bewhored,” which 

Emilia employs in reference to Othello’s treatment of her mistress (4.2.140). Desdemona also 

dismisses Othello’s persistent series of abuses against her honor and relegates them to some 

“unhatched,” state news from Venice that has befuddled his “clear spirit” (3.4.156, 159). Her 

trusting nature is further augmented in her reaction to Othello’s request to dismiss Emilia for the 

night and lie in her boudoir on her own, to which she and Emilia react remarkably differently: 

“Emilia. I would you had never seen him/Desdemona. So would not I my love so doth approve of 

him” (4.3.19-20). Although one should certainly be mindful of her immature, upper-class 

circumstance and her strong crush on Othello, one begins to clearly identify Desdemona’s 

overtrusting naivete as she disregards Othello’s eerie request. Instead of questioning his intent, she 

fulfills it and seems to awkwardly prognosticate her demise as she recites Barbara’s anecdote, her 

mother’s maid who dies broken-hearted after loving a demented man (4.3.27-34). 

 

As a creation of Shakespeare’s dramaturgy, Desdemona’s docile and slavish character is 

fashioned so as to be an open target that accommodates the most abject abuse possible. Whether 

she is a true-life representation of a wide segment of Renaissance housewives or the product of 

her author’s overstated fancy, she does offer invaluable evidence regarding the intensity of 

Renaissance misogyny. As authorially conceived, her obsequy to her lord-husband leaves her prey 

to his sadism and abet his neurosis so much so that he escalates his abuse until it culminates in her 

murder. As she continually ignores Othello’s earlier inklings regarding his murderous designs, she 

fulfills Shakespeare’s conception of her as an honest, virtuous, and dull wife who dies a martyr’s 

death while trying to perform her religious duty in loving, honoring, and aiding her husband. It is 

precisely for her physical surrender, emotional immaturity, and psychological plainness that 

Desdemona is inspiring for being staunchly committed to her matrimonial cause, even as she 

suffers death for it. 

 

III. Behn’s Erminia 

Shifting from the Renaissance to the Restoration, extant literature informs of women lacking 

freedom of expression and denial of fundamental rights. Wretched and wronged stock characters 

with a heavy heart and disaffected existence such as that of Antigone with her lonesome outcry, 

“Without lament, without a friend,/and with no marriage song, I’m being led/in this miserable 

state, along my final road” (Johnston, 2007, p. 45), and that of Desdemona with her spirit-stifled, 

hapless deportment pining on her willow tree, dying innocent and guiltless, are replicated 

throughout the literary canon until the advent of the Restoration with its newly found freedoms.   
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Behn’s iconic role as the first commercially successful, female playwright living in 

Renaissance England chronicles a key milestone in woman enfranchisement. For the first time in 

the history of England, female authors and actresses were allowed a vista for self-expression and 

self-determination in the wake of perhaps the most politically unstable period in British history 

which saw the execution of a king, the country transformed into a republic, and the reinstitution 

of the monarchy in 1660. The Royal Proclamation in 1662 banning men from acting in women’s 

roles heralded a turning point for female expression and immensely aided Behn’s cause. The 

novelty of Behn’s young actresses appearing on the English stage voicing their concerns from their 

own feminine perspective enhanced the credibility of their plaint. No longer were female issues 

performed through proxy. Instead, women, possibly for the first time in history, did vent their 

emotions to the audience directly, without intermediaries.   

 

Irrespective of the notoriety in Behn’s personal approach to life and her political expediency 

which most critics often tout, one ought not lose track of her pioneering achievement in changing 

the public perception of women as authors, actresses, partners, etc. Lamentably, Behn’s canon is 

replete with opprobrious criticism related to sexual opportunism and political expediency in her 

personal approach.  In reference to TFM, for instance, both Gallagher and Hayden agree on Behn’s 

masked prologue-woman representing a prostitute. While Gallagher identifies Behn with her 

character as an “author-whore” (Gallagher, 1998, p. 24), Hayden seconds this view arguing that 

she “associate[s] herself with the prostitute in the prologue” (Hayden, 2010, p. 59). Gallagher goes 

on to claim that Behn’s legacy is a negative one, and that it had haunted rather than inspired 

generations of female authors. However, even though Virgina Woolf is similarly censorious of 

Behn’s private-life choices, she credits her with being one of “those solitary great ladies who wrote 

without audience or criticism, for their own delight alone” (Woolf, 1984, p. 61).    

 

Aside from the unfavorable canonical perceptions of Behn’s prologue woman, there is no 

textual evidence that expressly supports the idea that she is a bona fide prostitute, keeping in mind 

that the play was Behn’s first, produced in 1670, in which she exercises utmost conservatism, even 

monotonous circumspection, lest she offend audience sensibilities. Her precautionary vigilance is 

especially felt when TFM is compared, for instance, to The Feign’d Curtizan (1669), whose daring 

title is suggestive of conventionalizing the career of prostitutes, but is nine years older in maturity-

-and in evolving boldness--or The Rover (1667), which dwells on women’s sexual equality and 

sexual liberty for both genders.   

 

Upon close scrutiny of the epilogue of The Forc’d Marriage, an impartial reader notices that 

the text begs to be read otherwise, for its own art’s sake, because even though Hayden is persuasive 

in pointing out the possible sexual metaphor implied in the words of the woman “The trial though, 

will recompense the pain,/It having wisely taught us how to reign” (Epilog, 5-6), such implicitness, 

if caught, does not in essence constitute obscene injury to public decency. In point of fact, the 

prologue-woman articulately counterpoises these allegedly condemning words by demonstrating 

that her chief preoccupation in her terse speech is gender parity and interchangeable respect based 

on appreciation of women’s “beauty” and men’s “wit.” She concludes by stating that if there are 
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mishaps, both genders are culpable, since such wrongdoing had been didactically instructed by 

indulgent men. 

 

It is by you that we possess that Throne, 

Where had we Victors been, w'…d reign'd alone. 

And we have promis'd what we could not ...o, 

A fault, methinks, might be forgiven too, 

Since 'tis but what we learne of some of you. 

But we are upon equal treatment y…, 

For neither Conquer, since we both submit; 

You, to our Beauty, bow; We to your Wit. (10-16) 

 

Erminia, Behn’s ungovernable and sublime TFM lady protagonist, sets the tone for the new 

generation of Restoration women to follow. She is a natural, for without any conscious effort on 

her part she commands men’s respect and is freely dispensed abundant esteem, enough to kneel a 

crown Prince and regent whose succession to the throne, as his father makes known, is imminent 

(1.1.64-66). Behn privileges Erminia with special attributes such as, for instance, bewitching 

prince Philander into complete surrender by kneeling to her twice.   

 

The first time the Prince kneels is when he develops an excessive desire to convince Erminia 

of his sincere love, so as the curtain of Act 4, sc. 4 opens, he “falls at her feet on his knees,” and 

stays clinging on to them.  Erminia makes a half-hearted attempt to alert him to his unbecoming 

posture, but as he is ensconced in his erotic squat, which is reminiscent of a Freudian infant heaped 

at the feet of its maternal figure, expressing its Oedipal attachment, he ignores her tepid 

remonstrance, and begs her instead to stay a while longer, until he tests her patience: “Er. Rise Sir, 

this posture would become me better./Phi. Permit me dear Erminia—to remain thus./'Tis only by 

these signs I can express/What my confusion will not let me utter” (4.4.4-7).  The second time the 

prince kneels he is cut short from making it as drawn-out through Alcander’s intervening knock 

without the “gallery” (4.9.38).  (Interestingly, there are a total of nine genuflections by both 

genders in the play and a mention of twelve.) Undoubtedly, Behn’s socio-political message behind 

the prince’s kneeling to Restoration audiences is to communicate that this female-endearing, 

romantic gesture is successful in winning the heart of her lady protagonist and is appealing to all 

women in society.  

 

Among Erminia’s other giftedness, as bestowed upon her by Behn, is the power to alter destiny 

and defy mortality. Putting into practice this supernatural trait, Erminia, unlike star-crossed 

Desdemona, is resurrected to life in order to rectify-through-gentle-haunting the ways of men, after 

many characters visibly ascertain that she is fast dead on her marriage bed. When Alcippus slays 

her, he feels confident that she is “so still and tame,” so does Pisaro who notices that she is “dead, 

and pale,” and Falatio who confirms to Philander that she is “in a gay humor; but stone dead, and 

cold” (4.4.77; 4.6.89; 4.7.18); however, miraculously she is given another lease on life in order to 

achieve her corrective, disciplinary mission. Viewed as such, Erminia is romanticized, so that at 

one time she appears fairy-like with her “exceeding beauty” and at another angelic and winged as 
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she “glides” past the awestruck prince who is under the assumption that it is her dead spirit (4.9.48). 

Only a doting man amorously hanging on her every word or deed is fortunate enough to lure her 

to rest in his nest.  In this context, Aminta’s words articulate best what coy Erminia cannot: “It 

will not take with me, I love a man,/Can kneel, and swear, and cry, and look submiss,/As if he 

meant indeed to die my slave (2.2.43-6). 

 

Erminia’s other celestial, transformative function relates to her redemptive and rehabilitative 

impact. Fitted in “thin Tiffany [possibly of white, transparent gauz]”  (4.8.13), and “drest like an 

Angel with wings” (5.2.1), she threatens Alcippus in “a tone like a spirit” not to “disobey,” under 

the fear of remaining “in endless torments” (5.2.42; 5.2.63; 5.2.64; 5.2.65). After a protracted, 

epiphanic episode that is punctuated by various personified gods making appearance and climaxed 

by Fortune and Cupid, who usually “ne're agree” becoming friends, Erminia advises Alcippus that 

the gods are in agreement and have decided that she “never could have been thy wife” (5.2.109). 

As the attention-grabbing, airborne Gallatea “goes over the Stage as a spirit” (5.2.97), lovely for 

Alcippus to ogle, Erminia half-menacingly, half-coaxingly advises him to reciprocate Gallatea’s 

passion because “'tis she you must possess,/'Tis she must make your happiness” (5.2.99-100). She 

further exhorts that he needs to accept his destiny, and to “obey what they [the gods] command” 

(5.2.132).   

 

For his part, Alcippus who believes he is in a dream deems the winged, angel-like image of 

Erminia before him a “deified” version of the wife he had murdered (5.2.71). Due to the fact that 

he already had been in a contrite, teary-eyed state, enough to “swell a little tide” over his 

(attempted) murder (5.1.4), and due to Erminia’s reminder that his other alternative should he 

refuse the gods’ will is to be in a “grave,” he does not pose any resistance (5.2.120). Her haunting 

and counseling leads him to reflect on his crime, to realize that he has performed “unheard of 

injuries” (5.5.143), and to discern that his matrimonial future lies with Princess Gallatea; hence, 

his reformation is comprehensively undertaken. As Prince Philander later forgives him and offers 

him his sister in marriage, Alcippus confides that Erminia was never meant to be his wife: “But I 

protest before the Gods and you,/Did she still live, and I might still possess her,/I would refuse it” 

(5.5.160-2). In a symbolic, conclusive gesture in which penitent Alcippus acknowledges women’s 

privileged role towards the end of the play, he kneels to Erminia and refuses to get up until she 

had forgiven him.  Imperially and grandiloquently, the unofficial, new queen proclaims Alcippus 

forgiven with the royal cliche “rise,” giving affirmation to her new, queenly image as a young, 

Restoration first lady with a peace-promoting, ruling agenda (5.5.189).    

   

With her timely intervention, Emilia has a peace-embracing, blood-preserving function that 

she performs. As Alcippus suddenly returns to his residence in Act 2, Sc. 8, he discovers the prince 

embracing his wife. In a mixed pall of stupefaction, shock at the hypothetical infidelity that the 

scene engenders, after a brief, fiery exchange, they charge upon one another: as Alcippus is 

wounded and thrown to the ground, Erminia steps in and pleads to her lover-prince not to kill her 

unconsummated, contractual husband. As Philander heeds her request, he submissively utters: 

“Life of my soul, retire,/I cannot hear that voice and disobey” (2.7.68-9). 
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Cocksure and uncompromising, Behn’s women reveal a deep sense of self-worth as though 

they are endowed with a magical wand that alters everything in its path, creating a utopian abode 

that espouses a proclivity for peacefulness (as opposed to the hitherto, man-based, Puritan-

secularist war legacy), reciprocal love, mutual respect, and, more significantly, gender equality. 

Her women are defiantly uncompromising over choosing charming spouses who are ready to make 

compromises under love’s auspices as equal partners, not as chauvinistic “lords” whose lifelong 

objective is to have their well-domesticated chattel serve and slave. Just as Erminia has the power 

to enchant, haunt, redeem, and rule, domineering Aminta similarly teases and taunts Alcander into 

acceding to be her “slave,” while Princess Gallatea openly reveals her crush on Alcippus and 

presses to utilize the assistance of intermediaries until she is granted what she desires and is 

married to Alcippus. Behn, consequently builds her egalitarian, feminine haven in TFM where the 

archetypal image of a gentlemanly, courteous suitor is rewarded with being a companionate 

spouse.   

 

Despite the immense progress in women’s rights taking place during the Restoration, Behn’s 

young women did not live in an egalitarian haven of financial prosperity and social and legal parity. 

For one, the acceptance of a heterosexual marriage mantra as the only condoned form for human 

cohabitation is a reductive generalization of the multifarious human spirit and its varying 

preferences. Moreover, the fallacious, classical concept of the chain of beings where the King, the 

symbolic personage privy to commence and end the play, towers at the summit is a trivial, 

masculine invention that aims for the continued empowerment of man. Even though the quest for 

recognition and parity with men during the Restoration is significantly better than the murder-

based, disaster-associated consequences of earlier eras, yet the same fundamental quest for parity 

remains in place, even for present-day women. 

 

IV. Conclusion 

Antigone, Desdemona, and Erminia, three memorable, young women living in culturally, 

religiously, and socially divergent historical epochs, take on the arduous task of altering the 

stereotypical image their societies place on them with various degrees of success, a success that is 

not merely gauged by the extent to which they are able to make a transformation in their perception 

of their chauvinistic societies, but by their ability to maintain their own souls, with their virtue and 

ethics intact. As their misogynistic patriarchs succeed in ending their lives, their voices are not 

muted.  Their succumbing to a guiltless death serves to underscore the cruel barbarism of the 

masculine agency as well as buttress their struggle for self-recognition and public appreciation 

with an enormous boost. Despite their selfless, chivalric deeds, their spectacles negotiating their 

rights to survive, whether vicariously through the audience as in Antigone’s case, or directly as 

Desdemona pleads with Othello to let her live are stubbornly dismissed. Their final emotionally-

intense moments as Antigone is dwarfed and shoved around among several giant male guards 

surrounding her on all sides and as Desdemona is helplessly cornered and suffocated by Othello, 

the mighty war legend, are histrionically and masterfully illustrated on the stage in order to give 

manifestation to man’s sadism and depravity. The absolute abjectness and misery the heroines 

were subjected to, despite the expansive historical eras that separate them, serve as a reminder of 

the enduring history of misogyny. 
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Antigone’s and Desdemona’s unique virtues are further brought to prominence as one 

compares them to their companions. The difference in Antigone’s ethical frame of reference and 

worldview, for instance, could not be at further remove from Ismene’s. As the paradigmatic chasm 

between them rapidly widens, Antigone develops an aversion towards her sister so powerful that 

in a fit of anger she suspends her sororal bond as she discerns Ismene’s narcissism, cowardice, and 

withdrawal from the familial obligation of burying their fallen brother. Consequent to her rant, 

Antigone ventures alone in the dark and in stormy weather to where her brother’s corpse is littered, 

shews off the wild beasts that are devouring it and buries him. In doing so, Antigone’s 

mythological iconicity triumphs, overshadowing all other extraneous accusations waged against 

her. Likewise, Desdemona’s Christian upbringing and ideological backdrop compel her to follow 

a different moral code and spiritual framework from those of her maid and confidante, Emilia. 

Desdemona, who cannot even bring herself to think like Emilia does, let alone use the same 

terminology that Emilia uses as she shudders, though only initially, at the mention of “bewhored” 

is vastly different. Her virtue, innocence, and inability to envision evil scheming make her 

imperceptive of Emilia’s venal lifestyle, Othello’s diabolic plotting and the reason for this 

prompting, and even Iago’s villainy against her family.  

 

Finally, the qualified success of Erminia as she prevents bloodshed between her husband and 

her lover, Alcippus and Philander, reforms and counsels her contractual husband into falling in 

love with Gallatea, and assumes the most prestigious, royal seat in the country as a would-be queen 

through her imminent marriage with Prince Philander are an appropriate Restoration reward, 

according to Behn, for womankind after having waited through history for such empowerment. 

But it is a qualified success since Erminia, along with all other women in the play, has no room to 

question her choice of matrimonial bondage to men. Similarly, other women in the play such as 

Princess Gallatea who in certain respects is iconoclastic for publicly revealing her passion towards 

Alcippus and for vigorously and unabashedly pursuing it until she wins his love back. Aminta, the 

most outspoken and critical of all women in TFM, sets her list of demands for Alcander including 

ending his relationships with other women before she agrees to his marriage proposal. Her bossy, 

domineering nature, which clearly indicates that she has the upper hand in their relationship, keeps 

her only mildly satisfied with her suitor who kneels and accedes to being her slave.   

 

While Erminia is made glorious for one dramatic moment that is a shy, inchoate half-step in 

women’s historical endeavor to achieve some semblance of parity within the monolithic, 

masculine agency, as a minority group, Antigone, Desdemona, and Erminia remind us of the 

continued campaign for gender equality, personal choice, and social recognition. They carve out 

an indelible niche in our public psyche for the iconic roles they emblematize and the daunting tasks 

they assume.  
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Abstract 

This study aims at scrutinizing Elizabeth I's creation of a unique paradoxical image, demonstrating 

that her self-representation was often contradictory. As an unmarried female sovereign and being 

cognizant of her vulnerability, she employed a discourse of contradiction, an instrumental political 

asset to challenge Renaissance gender expectations. The discrepancy in Elizabeth’s rhetoric is 

evident in her speeches, prayers, and poetry. This research suggests that the process of self- 

representation was carefully and skillfully attained through the projection of conflicting depictions. 

It explores three erratic depictions: masculine and feminine, virgin and mother, and divine and 

human. This project provides evidence that in her struggle with her gender and with the 

Renaissance culture, Elizabeth's rhetorical strategy was the creation of paradoxical images, 

arguing that this clever tactic allowed her to circumvent the issue of gender, legitimize her rule, 

and craft a unique regal identity. Her approach to leadership was, particularly, effective because 

she recognized the bonds between representation, gender, authority, and language.  
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Introduction 

In early modern England, female rule caused considerable consternation. Living in a 

patriarchal society whose very foundation was built upon the idea that women are naturally inferior 

to men and thus unfit to rule, Elizabeth I of England deliberately employed conflicting 

representational images to transcend the restrictions that the society placed on her gender. Indeed, 

she represented herself as chaste saint and passionate lover, divinely-anointed and human leader, 

King and Queen, weak and strong, prince and princess, male and female. Elizabeth was aware of 

the threat caused by a female monarchy, and thus she fashioned herself through a “multifaceted 

galley of dramatis personae” to overcome the constraints imposed by the patriarchal system 

(Montini, 2011, p. 70). Patriarchy is a form of oppression and discrimination that undermines 

potential female achievements. It deprived women from their merits and promoted male primacy.  

 

This research aims at scrutinizing Elizabeth's creation of a unique paradoxical image, 

arguing that being cognizant of her vulnerability as an unmarried Queen regnant whose legitimacy 

is doubtful, Elizabeth utilized her rhetorical prowess to project herself as non- threatening and 

satisfy the various irreconcilable demands. The researcher shall suggest that the process of self- 

fashioning was carefully and self- consciously attained through the rhetoric of paradox. She would, 

in addition, demonstrate that Elizabeth's conflicting identity reveals her insecurity and 

vulnerability and her perpetual attempt to persuade her subjects to accept female sovereignty, 

proving that the discourse of contradiction is an oblique political tactic to assist in the creation of 

a unique royal identity. 

 

Foucault (1994) suggests that discourse, knowledge, and power are entwined. He contends 

that there is no possible exercise of power without a certain discourse. Elizabeth chose a discourse 

of contradiction by skillfully employing her eloquence. In this regard, McDiarmid (2007) argues 

that “eloquence [is] a way of exercising power” (p. 120). Accordingly, power and rhetoric are 

intertwined. It is necessary to define the word rhetoric as a complex concept. In this article, our 

consideration will be limited, and we will focus on rhetoric or what Shenk (2010) labels 

“Elizabeth's erudition” as a strategic approach to bolster her regal authority (p. 3). Wilson, the 

secretary of state in 1579, defines rhetoric in his book, The Arte of Rhetorique (1560), as “a learned, 

or rather an artificiall declaration of the mynd” (Mair, 1909, p. 1). 

This definition is arguably important because it shows that the Queen deliberately and carefully 

designed her words to gain power. The verb learn means “to gain or acquire knowledge of or skill 

in […] by study, experience” (Hanks & Pearsall, 2010, p. 1004) and artificial means “produced by 

human beings rather than occurring naturally” (Hanks & Pearsall, 2010, p. 89). Herman (2010) 

postulates that Elizabeth used her poetic skills as a means of shaping her political persona. Bello 

(2011) observes that poetry, “allows her to wield the weapons of insinuation and intimidation” (p. 

117). 

 

A considerable body of studies has examined Elizabeth's self- representation investigating 

her portraits, progresses, and entertainments; however, little attention has hitherto devoted to her 

variable images. In this essay, the focus will be on her words as a particularly significant evidence 

of her political self- fashioning. Montini (2011) maintains that her political persona is mainly 
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created through her utterances.  Frye (1996) also asserts that she constructed herself using her 

linguistics talents. Her speeches, prayers, and poems are illustrative examples which prove that 

Elizabeth's voiced identity was paradoxically framed. The term paradoxical refers to the self- 

contradictory and ambiguous self-representations. According to the Oxford Dictionary of English, 

paradox means a person who “combines contradictory features or qualities” (Hanks & Pearsall, 

2010, p. 1287). In other words, her depictions are self- contradictory. 

A study of all the inconsistent images, would be beyond the scope of this paper, therefore, 

this work focuses on three conflicting depictions: masculine and feminine, virgin and mother, and 

divine and human. Before discussing these images, it is vital to define image. Williams (1983) 

defines image as the “perceived reputation” (p. 159). An image of Elizabeth means a 

representational depiction of the Queen. For this project, the focus will be on the rhetorical imagery 

she projected. In other words, images which are the product of metaphorical language, showing 

that there are many instances, as we shall see, where there are distinct controversial depictions to 

deal with the presumably strange situation of a childless, unmarried Queen.  

Masculine and Feminine Imagery 

When Elizabeth I ascended the throne of England in 1558 many doubted her ability to rule 

as effectively as a man. For example, the theologian Becon (1968) considered female monarchy 

evidence of God's disgrace or “an evident token of thine anger toward us Englishmen” (p. 227). 

Knox (1972), the Scottish reformer, had a more extreme attitude since he viewed female 

sovereignty as an unusual practice. He violently attacked it in his pamphlet The First Blast of the 

Trumpet against the Monstrous Regiment of Women (1558), claiming that female superiority is 

“repugnant to nature, contumely to God, a thing most contrarious to his reveled will and approved 

ordinance, and, finally it is a subversion of good order, of all equity and justice” (p. 9) .   

Elizabeth's immediate task was to prove that these stereotypical attitudes are inadequate. 

The solution to defend her position as a monarch and Supreme Governor of the Church of England 

and silence her critics was to present herself as both king and Queen with masculine and feminine 

attributes. In her accession speech at Hadfield Palace, in 1558, she stated: “And as I am but one 

body naturally considered, though by His permission a body politic to govern” (Marcus, Mueller, 

& Rose, 2000, p. 52). This is what Wagner- Wright (2012) accurately describes as a male mind 

inside a female body. She claimed that she had two bodies: a body natural and a body politic. 

Although her body natural was weak because of her sex, God gave her a powerful body politic to 

govern effectively. Hackett (1995) explains that the body politic is “the timeless and essence of 

monarchy” while the body natural is “the private, human, mortal body of the temporary 

incumbent” (p. 21).  

 Montini (2011) affirms that Elizabeth's body is not only divine, ideal, feminine, but it 

stands for the nation. She also appropriately gives evidence that Elizabeth's natural body and 

English geography are closely related. In fact, Elizabeth's “womanhood” prevented her from 

territorial expansion: “[I] have not sought to advance my territories and enlarge my dominions, for 

both opportunities hath served me to do it, and my strength was able to have done it. I acknowledge 

my womanhood and weakness in that respect” (Marcus et al., p. 329). 
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Here, she establishes a contrast between “strength” and “weakness”. This reveals that she adopted 

this recurrent rhetorical device of paradox to cultivate her image. She overtly admits that she is 

weak. An underlying reason for her weakness is her sex. It seems that she endorsed the 

stereotypical attitudes towards women. Nevertheless, apparently, this erratic imagery is a strategic 

linguistic approach to show that her reign is no threat to sixteenth century gender expectations. 

Accordingly, Elizabeth proved a skilled orator who is conscious that eloquence is a mighty 

weapon. In this respect, Wilson (1560) contends that an orator requires three things teaching, 

delighting, and persuading (Mair, 1909).  

Elizabeth seemed to understand the principles of eloquence fully and exploited them for 

potential political ends. Indeed, using the theory of the King's Two Bodies, she brilliantly 

persuaded her subjects that she had masculine and feminine features. As Levin (2013) speculates, 

she attributed a new gendered meaning to this doctrine and redefined the traditional view of gender 

roles. I would argue that this concept allowed her to create a distinct persona. Indeed, not only did 

Elizabeth appropriate female characteristics such as compassion, love, and restraint and male 

attributes as strength, wisdom, and bravery, but she came to realize the importance of playing the 

traditional matrimonial roles to show that her sovereignty posed no threat to the patriarchal society. 

Perhaps, her speech at Tilbury in 1588 is an illustrative example of masculine imagery:  

I am come amongst you, as you see, at this time, not for my recreation and disport, but 

being resolved, in the midst and heat of the battle, to live and die amongst you all; to lay 

down for my God, and for my kingdom, and my people, my honor and my blood, even in 

the dust. (Marcus et al., p. 326) 

Her claim that she was ready to spend her blood is a masculine Renaissance characteristic. 

Moreover, the battlefield was an exclusively male field. Being in the war context, every word was 

carefully chosen, projecting the image of a warrior who had enough courage to repel the Spanish 

invader. She enhanced her strength and bravery, a male attribute. She also emphasized her 

legislative, military, and royal powers by cautiously selecting her words which are resonant with 

power, elaborate in language, and influential in style to persuasively highlight her commitment to 

her kingdom and evoke patriotic emotions to encourage her troops. Her words proved effective 

because her army defeated the Spanish army.  

Perhaps the most important statement is “I know I have the body of a feeble woman, but I 

have the heart and stomach of a king, and a king of England too” (Marcus et al., p. 326). She 

enhanced her regal strength and courage by establishing a contrast between having a weak body 

and masculine qualities. Montini (2011) states that, these two bodies were significantly effective 

political assets to appeal and control her subjects.  Mueller (2001) explains that the heart was “both 

the seat of courage [...] and the seat of the royal identity” whereas the stomach was “the organ for 

doing violent and distressful deeds deemed necessary like bloodshed” (p. 12). She presented 

herself as “prince”, “woman”, and “king”. Here, masculine characteristics are fused in a female 

body, a reference to the doctrine of the two bodies. This speech provides visible evidence that 

Elizabeth employed conflicting identities to achieve credibility. It seems plausible to argue that 

rhetoric was a means of empowerment. In fact, Elizabeth was aware that she was under constant 

observation. Thus, she had to meticulously choose her words and use her eloquence as a political 
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asset. Montini (2011) asserts that, using her rhetorical skills, the Queen staged her persona and 

impressed her audience. In her speech on November 1586, she declared: “We princes, I tell you, 

are set on stages, in the sight and view of all the world dully observed” (Marcus et al., p. 383). 

Elizabeth knew she was under constant observation, so she had to cautiously fashion herself. 

Male imagery is also evident at the very beginning of her reign. In her coronation entry, 

she identified herself with Daniel. She thanked God: “I acknowledge that Thou hast dealt as 

wonderfully and as mercifully with me as Thou Didst with Thy true and faithful servant Daniel, 

Thy prophet” (Marcus et al., p. 55).Using simile, she initiated the projection of the image of a 

divinely ordained Queen. It was God who saved her from the brutality of her half-sister Mary I. 

Elizabeth also expressed publicly that she is male and female: “I have been your Prince in peace, 

so will I be in war [...]. The enemy perhaps may challenge my sex for that I am a woman” (Schama, 

2009, p. 326). 

It is worth noting that Elizabeth doubted her rhetorical abilities in her speech of 15th March 

1575: “If any look for eloquence, I shall deceive their hope; [...] my sex permits it not” (Marcus et 

al., p. 168). This is a rhetorical device especially that in some context eloquence was considered 

as a dubious way to gain approval through artificial means. This lack of eloquence is surpassed by 

divine providence and by being a prince. However, a thorough investigation of her words reveals 

her skill in rhetoric. Probably, she pretended to be ineloquent to surprise the listeners and thus 

foreground her linguistic abilities. Masculine and feminine imagery was also obvious in the golden 

speech in November 1601: 

For myself, I was never enticed with the glorious name of a king or royal authority of a 

Queen, as delighted that God hath made me His instrument to maintain His truth and glory, 

and to defend His Kingdom from dishonor, and tyranny and oppression. (Marcus et al., p. 

342)  

Elizabeth casts herself as both King and Queen with kingly and queenly qualities, which would 

lead one to assume that she represents herself in a “newly gendered fashion” (Levin, 2013,  p. 

122). She deliberately referred to herself as God's instrument, a recurrent statement in her speeches. 

In this sense, to doubt her authority is a challenge to God's will. This shows that she employed a 

religious discourse to justify her rule. In her 1593 speech, she underlined her feminine virtues by 

comparing herself with other princes: “I will not compare with any of them in wisdom, fortitude, 

and other virtuous; but [...] in love, care, sincerity, and justice, I will compare with any prince that 

ever you had or ever shall have” (Marcus et al., p. 329). She projected herself as an affectionate, 

loving, sincere, and just Queen.  

Frye (1996) contends that she exploited this theory of the King’s Two Bodies to justify 

what she labels “engendering herself” (p. 13). The researcher would argue that it assists in casting 

a unique regal identity and deconstructing the patriarchal codes. The Queen referred to both her 

sex and rhetoric in January 1563,  

Being a woman wanting both wit and memory, some fear to speak and bashfulness besides, 

a thing appropriate to my sex. But yet the princely seat and kingly throne wherein God … 
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hath constituted me maketh these two causes to seem little in my eyes. (Marcus et al., p. 

70)  

Here, again, we notice that being both a prince and God's assistance would allow her to achieve 

shrewdness and remembrance. Obviously, she adopted the same way of reasoning when she 

referred to her lack of eloquence.  

Hence, to define her female monarchy and avoid male resentment, Elizabeth relied on her 

rhetorical skills. Montini (2011) notes that her rhetoric alters identities of power and gender. The 

writer thinks she also did demonstrate that discourse and power are intrinsically related. She would 

suggest that this conflicting depiction was a clever method used by an intelligent and well- 

educated Queen who proved that monarchy is not gender limited. Instead of explicitly challenging 

and fiercely criticizing the Renaissance norms, she shrewdly proved that their beliefs are 

inadequate. She showed that once women were given the opportunity to lead nations, they would 

not lack the courage and wisdom to exercise authority as successfully as men. Clearly, then, the 

creation of paradoxical images is a strategic rhetorical device to overcome the social inadequacies. 

One explanation of the use of this erratic rhetorical pattern is her sex and legitimacy which were 

always the main obstacles that she had to transcend. Another possible explanation to this 

phenomenon of inconsistency is to be able to deal with new circumstance and address her subjects 

with the image they wanted to see. Elizabeth, seemingly, felt she should not only cast herself as 

male and female, but also she needed to project another conflicting image being both virgin and 

mother, a strategic political device for a female sovereign. 

Virginity and Motherhood Imagery 

 In her struggle to overcome the deficiencies associated to her sex, Elizabeth projected 

herself as both a virgin Queen and a Protestant leader. Indeed, as Frye (1996) puts it, she was 

struggling for the meanings linked to her body, “the circumlocutions of powerlessness give way 

to the self-sufficient image of the Virgin Queen” (p. 39). It seems safe to argue that her body was 

utilized to transcend the limitations imposed by the culture of her times. Indeed, “her body is the 

center of political meaning” (Frye, 1996, p. 39). This part provides evidence that Elizabeth did 

portray herself as a Virgin Queen using her linguistic skills. It scrutinizes Elizabeth's self- 

representation through her public speeches and prayers that illustrate the initiation of the virgin 

and the mother imagery.  

   In her response to a petition by the House of Commons in 1559 that urged her to hasten in 

marriage negotiations, she made it clear that she was the servant of God: “His service only”. She 

concluded that she had already been “bound unto an husband, which is the kingdom of England” 

(Marcus et al., p.59). To convince the members of Parliament, she showed them her inauguration 

ring as a symbol of her metaphorical marriage with her nation: “I am married to the realm of 

England when I was crowned this ring” (Marcus et al., p. 65). In addition, she affirmed that 

England was her spouse and her subjects are her offsprings: “That I have no children: for every 

one of you, and as many as are English, are my children and kinsfolks” (Marcus et al., p. 59). 

Clearly, then, she utilized her gender to claim the appropriation of wifehood and motherhood, a 

clever approach to appeal to her subjects. She also referred to the notion of family as a highly 

valued institution in early modern England. “I am sworn when I married to the realm not to alter 
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the laws of it” (Marcus et al., p. 65). This proves that Elizabeth promoted the image of maternity 

to deal with the succession as a strikingly crucial political matter. However, Elizabeth decided to 

remain unwed.  

Elizabeth's appropriation of sacred Christian symbolism, the Virgin Queen image, was 

created to surpass the challenges of gender constraints and enhance the assertion of imperial 

monarchy. She created the cult of the Virgin Queen as a political asset to gain admiration of her 

subjects, foster her authority, and declare her reluctance to experience matrimony (Doran, 2003). 

Therefore, this imagery is consciously adopted as a means of empowerment. Undoubtedly, she 

wisely utilized the emblems of virginity to face the prevailing negative cultural attitudes towards 

female ruler. Susan Doran (2003) admits that the Virgin Queen image did not appear at the 

beginning of Elizabeth's reign. Hackett (1995) postulates that until the- 1570's, Elizabeth's subjects 

viewed Elizabeth's virginity as “being nubile, in a state preparatory to or ripe for matrimony” (p. 

73). Nonetheless, she started cultivating this image early in her reign. She fashioned herself as a 

virgin in her speech in February 1559: “I happily chose this kind of life in which I yet live, which 

I assure you for mine own part hath hitherto best contended myself and I trust hath been most 

acceptable by God” (Marcus et al., p. 56).  She affirmed: “and in the end this shall be for me 

sufficient: a marble stone shall declare that a Queen, having reigned such a time, lived and died a 

virgin” (Marcus et al., p. 58). Using personification, “a marble stone shall declare”, she promotes 

the imagery of virginity. It is worth noting that Mary's virginity is a Catholic dogma that reformers 

denied. It is a debatable subject between Protestants and Catholics. Therefore, it was risky to 

appropriate this imagery that reformers rejected. It reminds them of the Old Faith they reformed. 

Possibly, she wanted to silence the Catholic threat by cultivating an image of a virtuous Protestant 

leader they could admire. She became “a substitute for the Virgin Mary, filling a post-reformation 

gap in the psyche of the mass, who craved a symbolic virgin mother figure” (Hackett, 1995, p. 7). 

Elizabeth made it clear that she would never marry because she metaphorically married England. 

Latham (2011) affirms that this symbolic marriage allowed her to project herself as a praiseworthy 

virgin, worthy of admiration because she sacrificed herself for the welfare of her people.  

In 1563, both the House of Commons and the House of Lords called on the Queen to marry 

to beget a child and secure the succession to the English throne. Although many English and 

foreign suitors courted her such as Philip II, Prince Eric of Sweden, Robert Dudley, Earl of 

Leicester, King Charles IX of France, Archduke Charles of Austria, Henri De Valois, Duke of 

Anjou, Francois De Valois, and Duke of Alençon, she did not marry. Additionally, marriage was 

a highly political issue, she could not decide alone; she needed her Privy Council's consent. More 

interestingly, she utilized the marriage issue as a “political weapon to entice suitors and to tame 

claimants to the throne” (Haigh, 1998, p. 17). For instance, she used the marriage proposal of 

Francis, Duke of Anjou as a political tactic to achieve an alliance with France and, thus, silence 

both the French and the Spanish threat. 

Certainly, the Queen and her Council had to wisely consider the consequences of any 

matrimonial case because her husband would possibly have had a share in her power. Nonetheless, 

a closer examination of the marriage issue reveals that various reasons justified Elizabeth’s 

reluctance to marry. First of all, she had seen the fates of her father's wives particularly the 

execution of her mother, Anne Boleyn, on a charge of adultery when she was not yet three years 
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old. Her step mother, Catherine Howard, was also executed in 1542 for adultery. Furthermore, 

Lord Thomas Seymour, King Edward VI's maternal uncle and husband of her step-mother 

Catherine Parr had political ambitions and began courting Elizabeth who was a victim of his sexual 

abuse. He was accused of treason and executed in 1549. According to Susan Doran (1996),  

“emotional block”, seemingly, partially explain her rejection of matrimony and determination to 

lead her nation alone. Nevertheless, psychological arguments are skeptical because they lack 

accuracy. In addition, her intimate relationship with some courtiers such as Robert Dudley shows 

that she suffered no psychological breakdowns. More importantly, however, her celibacy allowed 

her to promote the image of the virgin Queen and overcome the issue of gender. The language was 

an effective medium to achieve this very purpose. In her prayer, she proudly highlighted her 

distinctive physical and mental abilities: 

Indeed, I am unimpaired in body, with a good form, a healthy and substantial wit, prudence 

even beyond other women, and beyond this, distinguished and superior in the knowledge 

and the use of literature and languages, which highly esteemed because unusual in my sex. 

Finally, I have been endowed with all royal qualities and with gifts worthy for a kingdom, 

and have been given these freely by Thee. (Marcus et al., p. 141) 

This prayer demonstrates that Elizabeth deliberately projected herself as an exceptional, 

knowledgeable, and intelligent monarch. She emphasizes her extraordinary learning abilities. This 

is clear in the lexical choice which depicts her as a leader with “superior”, “distinguished”, and 

“unusual” qualities. She, furthermore, distanced herself from common women since she mastered 

both languages and literature. In short, she claimed that God gave her unique characteristics that 

allowed her to rule England. Thus, using her rhetorical talents she foregrounded her unique 

abilities. In Wilson's words, a skillful orator “must naturally haue a wit [...] and learne to bee ell 

stored with knowledge” (Mair, 1909, p. 4). Elizabeth's wit and learning allowed her attain 

eloquence. In this respect, Shenk (2010) declares that Elizabeth was a Queen of great wisdom, 

undeniably a learned Queen.  

Eloquence helped Elizabeth to turn motherhood into a remarkably useful metaphor to 

achieve political gains (Muller, 2001). Elizabeth explicitly referred to the notion of motherhood: 

“shall you never have any a more mother than I mean to be unto you all” (Marcus et al., p. 72). To 

emphasize the idea that her subjects would not have a mother who resembles her, Elizabeth used 

the adverb of frequency “never” and exaggeration. In this way, she highlighted the exceptional 

maternal bond that related her to her people. Love, of course, is a feminine characteristic. 

Elizabeth utilized the mother image which was stemmed from the Renaissance cultural 

world view to cement her rule because motherhood entails unlimited care, warmth, affection, and 

love. As Farrell (2003) explains, motherhood “is at once nurturant and demanding, personal and 

strategic” (p. xii). By claiming maternity, she enhanced the idea of mutual love. Hence, 

motherhood is a valuable effective approach to alter behavior (Farrell, 2003). This cultural 

conception of motherhood implies sacrifice and limitless dedication. Furthermore, motherhood is 

associated to the notions of fidelity and loyalty. Obviously, her maternal approach to monarchy 

aimed at cultivating love, loyalty, and obedience. She was cognizant that this strategy was effective 

for more crucial political ends, the acceptance of her power.  
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Divinity and Humanity Imagery 

Not only motherhood and virginity are illustrative examples of Elizabeth's paradoxically framed 

image, but divinity and humanity are also significant examples of the practice of inconsistency. 

To fully scrutinize these contradictory images, this part offers an analysis of relevant prayers and 

Elizabeth's poem On Monsieur's Departure which indicate that she employed the same religious 

discourse used by her critics to legitimize her authority and make it clear that women are capable 

of wielding power. Her strategic way is to rule by God's ordinance and claim being God's servant. 

Elizabeth projected the image of a divine ordained Protestant heroine to bolster her rule and surpass 

contemporary skepticism about female sovereignty. In her prayer, she openly asked God to help 

her to serve him: “illumine Thy holy face that, as I serve Thee” (Marcus et al., p. 136).  She 

declared that she is God's deputy. In her prayers, she underlines her exceptional nature and her role 

as a Protestant leader:  

Thou hast done me so special and so rare a mercy that, being a woman by my nature weak, 

timid, and delicate, as are all women, Thou hast caused me to be vigorous, brave, and 

strong in order to resist […] peoples and nations  who have conjoined, plotted, conspired, 

and made league against Thee. (Marcus et al., p. 157) 

One obvious recurrent discourse is to cast herself an extraordinary figure with unique qualities, 

thus, distancing herself from other women. The prayer illustrates Elizabeth's rhetoric of 

contradiction. On the one hand, she acknowledges that she is a frail, diffident woman; on the other 

hand, she declares that she is strong, confident, and brave. Thanks to God's mercy, her inherent 

womanly weakness has been altered into exceptional qualities. That she appears strong enough to 

accomplish her roles is, in large part, the work of God who made her “so special”, “so rare”. Put 

simply, God gave her the power and ability required to lead her kingdom, resist biblical enemies, 

and issue Protestantism. This idea is also evident in her prayer: 

O my God […] who art accustomed to choose the weak things this world to confound and 

destroy the strong, persist […] for the repose and the quietude of Thine afflicted Church- 

in giving me strength so that I, […] may free Thy people of Israel from the hands of Thy 

enemies. (Marcus et al., p. 157) 

Here again, the recurrent rhetorical use of paradox is visible. She underlines her frailty, yet 

surprisingly, she highlights her strength. Using apostrophe “O my God”, she enhances her divine 

role. This is a protestant practice: while the reformers believed that worshipper could address God 

directly, Old Faith believers acknowledged the presence of intermediary priests. The prayer also 

reveals Elizabeth as submissive to God, holding power and doing the work of God, to emancipate 

people. She valued her rhetoric as a significant medium to recreate an identity. Nevertheless, it 

exposes a personal insecurity. It is worth noting the frequent reference to enemies in Elizabeth's 

prayers, a clever approach to achieve obedience. She is God's instrument to defeat His enemies. 

Accordingly, she set the debate not in human terms or opposition to a human monarch, but 

opposition to the divine. This also clear in another example: 

Father most high […] who hast appointed me as monarch of the British Kingdom, favor 

me by Thy goodness to implant piety and root out impiety, to protect freely willed religion, 

to destroy superstitious fear by working freely to promote divine service, and to spy out 
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the worship of idols; and further, to gain release from the enemies as well as those who 

hate me- Antichrists, Pope lovers, atheists, and all persons who fail to obey Thee and me. 

(Marcus et al., p. 163) 

She declares that her enemies were actually enemies of God. Probably, the juxtaposition of “Thee 

and me” serves an important purpose; it reveals that Elizabeth is God's deputy and, thus, any 

hostility to Elizabeth's rule would be regarded as opposition to God's will. The potential of listing 

the diverse duties that she had to perform, in addition, emphasizes her divine role. Above all, God 

placed her in the seat of governance “to promote divine service”. To highlight her role, she repeats 

the same grammatical structure: the infinitive verb: “to implement”, “to protect”, “to destroy”, “to 

spy out”, “to gain”. 

The second English prayer, which ended the 1549 Prayer Book, supports the idea that she 

utilized her prayers to project herself as God's handmaid. She addressed God: “O Lord God, […] 

hast chosen me Thy servant and Thy handmaid to feed Thy people and Thine inheritance” (Marcus 

et al., p. 319). It is a striking fact that she perpetually puts emphasis on divine favor to promote 

true religion. She depicts herself as a “servant” or “handmaid” by humbly showing God's grace 

and power. One obvious example of casting divine imagery is her prayer after the Armada victory 

in 1588: 

I most humbly, with bowed heart and bended knees, do render my humblest 

acknowledgements, and lowliest thanks; and not the least for that the weakest sex hath been 

so fortified by Thy strongest help that neither my people might find lack by my weakness 

nor foreigners triumph at my ruin. (Marcus et al., p. 424) 

Here also she states that she is simultaneously weak and strong. The regular use of superlatives 

was meant to qualify her in front of God “humblest”, “lowiest”, and “weakest”, a menial subject 

in front of the power of God: “strongest”. Elizabeth's recognition of her human nature in front of 

divinity is, of course, a representation of medieval hierarchy. She uses the stylistic device of a 

polyptoton. The word humble is used in two ways as an adjective and a superlative to show that 

she is modest and submissive to God. Similarly, the term weak is used as a noun and a superlative 

possibly to highlight the idea that though she is weak, God gave her the support and strength to 

lead her kingdom.  

Elizabeth did also depict herself as a human experiencing love, suffering, and having 

human desires. Her poem, On Monsieur's Departure, which was probably written after the failure 

of the French Duke of Alençon's marriage negotiations, illustrates the idea of a paradoxically 

constructed image or what Cerasano and Wynne-Davies (1992) labels “a double self” (p. 8). It 

further demonstrates the gap between her private feelings and the monarchical requirements since 

she is torn between the call of duty and the demands of her heart. This “double self” is manifested 

through the use of antonyms such as love/ hate, freeze/ burned, content/ discontent, high/ low, and 

live/ die. The conflicting imagery of love/ hate and freezing / burning, created a fragmented- self 

who cannot express her passionate love publicly although privately she suffers a lot because of the 

departure of the anonymous “Monsieur”. The poem reads, 

I grieve and dare not show my discontent; 
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I love, and yet I am forced to seem to hate 

I do, yet dare not say I ever meant; 

I seem stark mute, but inwardly do prate. 

I am, and not; I freeze yet I am burned, 

Since from myself another self I turned. 

My care is like my shadow in the sun- 

Follows my flying, flies when I pursue it. 

Stands and lies by me, doth what I have done; 

His too familiar care does make me rue it;  

No means I find to rid him from breast, 

Till by the end of things it be suppressed. 

Some gentler passion slide into my mind 

For I am soft, and made of melting snow; 

Or be more cruel, love, and so be kind. 

Let me or float or sink, be high or low; 

Or let me live with some sweet content, 

Or die and so forget what love e'er meant (Marcus et al., pp. 302- 303) 

The poem demonstrates that Elizabeth represents herself as a human being governed by her 

instincts and passions. It also shows how she skillfully utilized her rhetoric for image-making. The 

repetitive syntactic structure of conjunction plus verb: “Or be”, “or float”, “or sink”, “or die” and 

noun phrases “my discontent, my shadow”, “my breast”, “my mind” illustrates the gap between 

the outer and the inner contradictory sentiments. This contrast is more conspicuous when she 

confesses: “I do, yet dare not say”, “I am, and not', “I freeze and yet I am burned”, “myself another 

self I turned”. Bell (2010) asserts, Elizabeth's words are “ludic, figurative, enigmatic, multifaceted, 

and open-ended [...] deeply rhetorical, or persuasive” (p. xii). This poem provides supportive 

evidence that she is paradoxically framed. It does also reinforce the idea that she depicts herself as 

human capable of love and hatred, experiencing happiness and sadness, and living and dying. The 

Queen denies the demands of her heart and succumbs to the will of her kingdom. She was seeking 

a striking platform from which to convince her reading public to recognize her suffering for her 

unfulfilled love and acknowledge her sacrifice for the welfare of her country. At the end of the 

poem, she weeps for her inability to satisfy her womanly desires and fulfill her monarchical duties 

(Bell, 2010). 

Conclusion 

Inconsistent self- representation is one of Elizabeth’s effective strategies of power. She was 

exceptionally clever in her linguistic self- construction which is manifested in voicing 
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contradictory depictions that allowed her to challenge gender restrictions and consolidate her 

female sovereignty. By exploring three sites of contradiction: male and female, virgin and mother, 

and divine and human, it becomes clear that Elizabeth employed her rhetorical talents as an 

instrumental political device to project her monarchy, impersonate various roles, and, thus, 

respond to all sorts of desires and demands. She chose not to play the traditional roles of wifehood 

and motherhood; rather she decided to perform unusual roles: the mother of her subjects, the wife 

of her kingdom, and the servant of God. Accordingly, the rhetoric of paradox enabled her to display 

a distinctive royal identity. It seems logical to conclude that through the rhetorical strategy of 

discrepancy, Elizabeth not only appropriated all identities, but also she redefined the notion of 

sovereignty, power, and gender. Nevertheless, her approach to leadership reveals her struggle for 

identity and meaning. 
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Abstract 

Buried in the quicksand of ignorance and drowned in the deep reticence of the sea of linguistics, 

Arabic particles in general, and particle هل in particular have received little attention on translators’ 

part. This paper carefully examines the most widely-read translations of particle هل as held up 

through the Quran. It is a critique of the translation of the Quran. Contrary to the long-standing 

concept which perceives هل as solely an interrogative particle, this paper crosses t’s and dots i’s in 

relation to focusing translators’ attention on other almost-overlooked linguistic functions carried 

by هل, i.e. corroborative, negative and imperative. It is found that particle هل in all contexts is dealt 

with from the same perspective in the translations. This entails the translators’ failure to understand 

the inconsistent linguistic behaviors of هل. This paper has put efforts to plumb the depths of 

identifying the different functions expressed by هل, which have long stood in the face of translators, 

a knotty problem that has long escaped the notice of translators, and thus yielded inaccurate 

renditions of the هل. This paper may open up new horizons for scholars in their future studies, and 

act as a bedrock for researchers to follow suit. 
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Introduction 

Any language is made up of components which are set off by spaces in orthography. These 

components, though can technically still be further broken down into smaller units known as 

morphemes, are known as ‘words; or ‘lexical items’. The words of any language must fall into one 

of its wider categories, known as ‘parts of speech’ or ‘word classes’. Parts of speech are words of 

which sentences structures are composed (Quirk and Greenbaum 1973).  While Arabic is, 

according to Mahmoud (2012), very limited in its parts of speech which consist of a noun, a verb 

and a particle (to be analyzed further below), English parts of speech exceed their Arabic 

counterparts in number. English words belong to such parts of speech as verbs, nouns, adjectives, 

adverbs, prepositions, pronouns, conjunctions and interjections (Leech & Svartvik 2003). 

However, it is worth noting that it is a misnomer to believe that the Arabic tri-nomenclature of 

word classes excludes the five seemingly extra ones in English. It is but a difference in 

categorization. For instance, the English word class of nouns covers in Arabic the word classes of 

nouns, pronouns, adjectives and adverbs. So, the tri-classification of Arabic parts of speech does 

not mean that English has more parts of speech than Arabic does. By the same token, the Arabic 

word class of ‘particles’ includes English prepositions, conjunctions and interjections.  

 

      The present paper explores the semantic functions carried by the ‘Arabic particle هل. Arabic 

particles are considered an umbrella term because they include such English parts of speech as 

prepositions, conjunctions and interjections. Particles in Arabic, referred to as حرف, can be further 

divided into two types of particles, namely. حروف مبنى (alphabetical letters) and  معنىحروف  

(conjunctions). The former category helps construct words, and are thus considered the bricks 

which words are made up of. One example is ق   in قرأ. The letter ق  is said to be حرف مبنى (an 

alphabetical letter) as it is one of the letters which make up the word قرأ . Although the difference 

between a sound and a letter lies beyond the scope of this paper, we can in passing draw a firm 

dividing line between both by saying a sound is more specific than a letter in that each letter is a 

sound BUT NOT vice versa. One illustrative example is that while ‘K’ is both a letter and a sound, 

the initial sounds, i.e. affricates’ in ‘church’ or ‘judge’ are not letters because they are not members 

of the English alphabet. One more difference lies in how the same letter can be technically referred 

to as different sound acoustically speaking, depending on the neighboring sound preceding or 

following a certain sound in a word or in connected speech.  

 

      On the other hand, حروف المعنى (conjunctions or particles) are meaningful in themselves, 

but do not refer to nouns or verbs. They include such many subdivisions as ‘prepositions’, ‘jurative 

particles, exception particles, warning particles, entreatment particles, interrogative particles, 

excitative particles, etc (Babity 2004). The major category of ‘Particles’ under which all the above-

listed sub-classes can be divided into two classes: one-letter particles’ and ‘poly-letter particles’. 

The former includes 13 particles; some of which are الالم -افالك -الفاء -السين -التاء -الباء . The latter sub-

class includes particles which are made up of two or more letters. It is under the latter category 

that  هل falls, our point in focus in this paper. The poly-letter particles are over 82 ones (Babity 

2004) whereas Al Murady (1992) extends them to 91 ones. Some of these particles include, but 

not limited to,  لكن -على -إلى -لن -لم -هل -أو -من .  
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 This paper scrutinizes the inconsistence of linguistic functions carried by the particle هل in 

Arabic. This paper makes an attempt to vividly show how the particle هلin Arabic does not stick 

to one linguistic meaning, bringing about grave mistakes in the most widely-read translations of 

the Holy Quran. This paper thoroughly explores the varied linguistic functions carried by هل in 

different contexts. Almost all Quran translators perceive  هل as an interrogative particle, making 

their translations inaccurate.  

 

Literature Review: 

  The present paper is concerned with the Arabic semantic functional content, carried by the 

particle هل. In Arabic, particles are divided into ‘effective or operative’ and ‘passive’ عامل وعاطل. 

By the former, we mean that the occurrence of one particle before the noun it accompanies brings 

about what is grammatically known as ‘declension’ اإلعراب. This means the last morpheme or 

inflection of the word carries a marker (diacritic mark) showing its grammatical case and category. 

Such particles, depending on what particles are used, may make the word they precede in the 

nominative, accusative, genitive or apocope case, that is حالة الرفع أو النصب أو الجر أو الجزم 

respectively. For instance, prepositions are considered one type of ‘effective particles’ as they 

transform the noun following them into the genitive case. The ‘passive’ particles, when preceding 

words, bring about indeclinability or invariability to those words. They enable the words they 

precede to keep adhering to one form, no matter where they occur حالة البناء  (Eddin 2018).  

 

      Approaching the paper focal point further, the paper will shed light on ‘the particle هل. 

Considered a passive particle, it is has no effect on both the noun or verb it precedes (Mahmoud 

2012). Although it precedes both nouns and verbs, it is more common for it to precede verbs.  

 

      One of the functions of particle هل is its use as an interrogative particle in Arabic as in  هل

 It is always used in affirmative statements (Ghalaiyeeni .(?Did you see Mohammed) رأيت محمدا  

2015). If preceding a verb in the present tense, it indicates ‘futurity’ as in هل تسافر اآلن؟. When it is 

used in the interrogative sense, it is usually realized as ‘a non-negative operator’ in English to form 

a yes/no question (Quirk &Greenbaum 1973). The operators include verbs to be, have, do and the 

modals. When operators are used in negative forms, we are left with what is called in Arabic  استفهام

 .(?Did you not see Zaid today) أما رأيت زيدا  اليوم؟ One example is .(negative interrogative) إنكاري 

Note that a negative interrogative in English is realized in Arabic by a word other than هل, i.e أما. 

Operators are characterized by carrying the tense, aspect and mood of the statement in which they 

appear. It is worth mentioning that ‘time’ is a universal non-linguistic concept, and thus is 

expressed by adverbials or adjuncts (Quirk& Greenbaum 1973).  

 

The particle هل has many other linguistic functions in other contexts, the most known is 

that of interrogative function. A considerable amount of efforts has gone into finding out the 

instances where هل has been held up through the holy Quran since particles lie beyond the index 

finders of statistical dictionaries as سالمعجم المفهر  by Abdulbaqi (2007). All uses of the particle هل 

have been identified throughout the Holy Quran. Eight nine uses of the particle  هل have been 

found out through the Quran. These uses are categorized according to their context-specific 

functions, having based the study on different exegesis books (Al-Hamathani, Attantawi, Ibn 
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Ashour, Al Alousi, Azzamakhshari, Azzajaj, etc). Bringing the most widely-read translations  by 

(Khan & Al Hilali,1994 ) and (Abdullah Yusuf Ali, 1992) to compare them to the already-

identified functions of هل.  

 

Research Questions 

The present paper addresses critical issues in relation to  هل and its linguistic functions in the Holy 

Quran along with their translations. The key issues dealt with can be demonstrated through the 

following questions: 

 

• Do all the frequent uses of particle هل, held up throughout the Holy Quran, carry the same 

function or meaning, i.e that of interrogative function? 

• What other functions does the particle هل have in different contexts (of course other than 

serving as an ‘interrogative particle’? 

• How accurate are the mostly-read translations of the Holy Quran regarding the particle هل? 

• Why did the translators in question of the Holy Quran fail to capture the function of the 

particle هل, and thus gave  inaccurate translations? 

 

Discussion and Analysis 

Having identified the 89 appearances of the particle هل throughout the Holy Quran, I have 

categorized the major linguistic functions of the particle. I came up with 7 different major linguistic 

functions of the particle هل (see Table 1 in Appendix). While the basic function indicated by هل is 

‘interrogative’, it can be used to denote other different functions (Al Murady 1992). I selected to 

discuss only the last three functions in Table 1 of Appendix, i.e. Corroborative particle, Negative 

Particle and imperative particle. Additionally, other linguistic functions of the particle هل included 

Interrogative particle, Interrogative sarcastically-veiled particle, Remorse particle and Despair 

particle. Readers may refer to Table 1 to see the 7 different functions along with the instances from 

the Holy Quran which include the particle هل. It is noticed that the same particle in Arabic carries 

different linguistic functions in different contexts. Some illustrative examples have been identified, 

and tabulated in Table 1.  

 

A. Particle هل as a corroborative particle 

It shall start by the particle هل as it functions as a corroborative particle to give emphasis to the 

act expressed by the verb it precedes. In this case, هل precedes a verb in the past tense, and the 

linguistic function expressed here is ‘emphasis’. One example is quoted from lines said by the 

Prophet’s companion Zaid Al-Ta’y as he says  

 

رأونا بسفح القاع ذي األكم أهل… سائل فوارس يربوع بشدّتنا   

Here it is noticed that هل is used to give emphasis to the verb رأونا, and it is thus a ‘corroborative 

particle’ rather than a question (Ibn Yaeesh 2001, and Al Sayouty 1907). The Holy Quran exhibits 

many instances where هل is used in the same sense. A few examples are هل أتاك حديث الغاشية and  هل

 Table 2 in the Appendix shows some examples from the .أتى على اإلنسان حين من الدهر لم يكن شيئا  مذكورا

Holy Quran where هل is used to carry the function of emphasis, and can be replaced with قد (Al 

Murady 1992).  
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     Looking at Table 2 shows how two of the most widely- read translations of the Holy Quran, 

i.e. Khan and Al Hilali and Abdullah Yusuf Ali,  have understood the particle هل superficially. 

They understand it as an interrogative question, leading them to translate the particle in this context 

as a simple polar question, initiated with an operator as discussed above. This has yielded a 

different message from the one intended, flouting the ultimate goal of translation. In other words, 

while readers take the translated Quranic verses as interrogatives, the intended message to be 

conveyed is that the verses in question are ‘emphasized statements’.  

 

B. Particle هل as a negative particle 

Another different linguistic function expressed by  هل  is that of ‘negation’ (See Table 3 in the 

Appendix). In this case,  هل is usually followed by إال. One example is فهل على الرسل إال البالغ المبين 

(16:35). More examples can be ار ما أفسد الدهرهل يصلح العط  and  هل يقدر على هذا غيري؟ (Al Muradi 

1992). In the above-mentioned examples, the particle هل is not an interrogative particle; rather 

it is a negative particle, equal to ‘not’. Table 3 exhibits examples from the Holy Quran where 

 appears to carry the linguistic function of ‘negation’. In the translations provided by Khan هل

and Al Hilali and Abdullah Yusuf Ali (see Table 3), it is clear that they both fail to capture the 

subtle meaning intended that they render the particle هل into interrogatives, starting with an 

operator and ending in a question mark, in a means which further boosts their interpretation of 

 here as an interrogative particle. Because the aim of translation is to render the intended هل

message, the particle هل in Table 3 must be translated into a negative particle, taking the aspect 

into context.  

 

C. Particle هل as an imperative particle 

Inconsistent in its linguistic functions, the particle هل continues to change its function 

according to the context. Table 4 in the Appendix shows that particle هل appears to carry an 

imperative function. The selected Quranic verses in Table 4 exhibit particle هل as an imperative 

particle, rather than an interrogative particle as rendered and understood by the two 

translations. When هل    is used as an imperative particle, it precedes addressee pronouns, i.e. 

 has been understood as an interrogative particle, bringing هل Table 4 vividly shows that .أنتم

about a different function that the intended particle. In Table 4, particle هل should be translated 

into an imperative form of verb. Again, it is noticed that the translators in focus could not spot 

the exact meaning carried by هل.  

 

Conclusion  

As we have noted above, Particle هل translation has not been explored thoroughly, bringing about 

inaccurate translation. Translators do not dive deep into the real functions of particles, and they 

take meaning superficially instead. Translators apparently have a nodding acquaintance with the 

linguistically-deeply running functions of هل. A considerable gap of translators’ linguistic 

knowledge needs to be filled. All uses of the particle هل have been perceived and understood the 

same by the translators as ‘an interrogative particle’. A deeper thorough knowledge of linguistic 

nuances of the source text brings about new results, and thus a new translation can be launched in 

the light of such important differences. Having paved the way for other researchers, the researchers 

can set off on an epic journey to further explore the translation of other particles in the Holy Quran. 
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It is a strong call to delve into the sea of the translation of the Holy Quran to come up with new 

pearls for discussion and analysis. Researchers may roll up their sleeves to take this study steps 

further with tenacity; they can bring into focus other particles, and the suprasegmental features 

accompanying the newly-explored linguistic functions of هل. Analysis of the richness of the 

particles in Arabic as used in the Holy Quran could take this study further until it reaches its 

apogee. 
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Appendix 

Table 1 shows the different functions of particle هل as classed in different contexts  

 
 

Table 2 shows particle  هل, acting as a tool for carrying the meaning of ‘a corroborative 

particle’ in different Quranic verses 
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Table 3 shows particle  هل, acting as a tool for carrying the meaning of ‘a negative particle’ in 

different Quranic verses 

 

 
 

Table 4 shows particle  هل, acting as a tool for carrying the meaning of ‘an imperative 

particle’ in different Quranic verses 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.awej-tls.org/


 

 

Arab World English Journal for Translation & Literary Studies 

ISSN: 2550-1542 |www.awej-tls.org 
74 

 

 

AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies, Volume3, Number1. February 2019                                    Pp.74-86    

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awejtls/vol3no1.6  

 

 

 The Role of Subtitling and Dubbing in Arabic Vocabulary Acquisition: A Contrastive 

Study 

Asil Qasim 

College of Humanities and Social Sciences 

Hamad Bin Khalifa University, Qatar 

 

Rashid Yahiaoui 

College of Humanities and Social Sciences 

Hamad Bin Khalifa University, Qatar 

 

Abstract 

The critical comparison of subtitling and dubbing has long been a subject of discussion by many 

researchers in the field of Audiovisual Translation. However, to the best of our knowledge, no 

study to investigate the role of subtitling and dubbing in vocabulary acquisition has been carried 

out in the Arab world. The aim of the present study is to measure the effect of Audiovisual 

Translation modalities, mainly subtitling and dubbing, in the acquisition of Arabic vocabulary in 

an Arabic as a foreign language class (AFL) carried out at Sultan Qaboos College for Teaching 

Arabic For Non-Native Speakers. In order to do this a couple of questions needed answers 1) 

Which modality (subtitling and/or dubbing) is more conducive to vocabulary acquisition in the 

Arabic language? And 2) Which modality is more efficient in the long-term memory retention of 

Arabic vocabulary? Thirty upper intermediate students participated in this case study, which 

involved them watching a four-minute clip of the American TV series Designated Survivor in three 

versions: (a) subtitled into Arabic, (b) dubbed into Arabic, and (c) dubbed and subtitled in Arabic. 

The results showed that all groups were able to acquire and retain second language (L2) 

vocabulary; however, the dubbing group achieved higher results in both the immediate post-test 

and the delayed post-test.  

Keywords: dubbing, education, language learning, subtitling, vocabulary acquisition  
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1. Introduction 

Vocabulary is a fundamental tool in language learning which connects individuals, 

communities, nations and even cultures to each other. Wilkins (1973) highlights the importance 

of vocabulary in language learning by stating: 

 

There is not much value in being able to produce grammatical sentences if one has not got 

the vocabulary that is needed to convey what one wishes to say... Without grammar very 

little can be conveyed, without vocabulary nothing can be conveyed (p. 97)  

 

Wilkins’ words underline the vital role vocabulary plays in language teaching and learning, as it 

is considered the base for the development of other skills such as reading, speaking, listening and 

writing. Through learning vocabulary, students understand the meaning of a word or string of 

words; and therefore, increase their ability to communicate with others. 

 

Audiovisual Translation (AVT) is becoming part of everyday life, as it presents one 

message in different forms and languages; and thus, reaches out to larger audiences from different 

countries and cultures through different audiovisual products. One easy way to learn languages is 

through the use of Audiovisual Translation modalities; for example, motion pictures mixed with 

textual information or with audio in a second or foreign language are considered useful and 

enjoyable way of learning languages. Naynava and Razavi (2016, p. 3) emphasize that learning 

vocabulary through multimodal tools differs from books; it affects the cognitive structures and 

processes as well as the mental representation in the human mind. Therefore, second/foreign 

language learners are able to build their vocabulary through leisure activities such as watching 

movies and TV shows. 

 

The aim of the present study is to measure the effect of Audiovisual Translation modalities, 

mainly subtitling and dubbing, in the acquisition of Arabic vocabulary in an Arabic as a foreign 

language class (AFL). Therefore, this study hypothesizes that: (1) both Audiovisual modalities 

(subtitling and dubbing) will result in the acquisition of Arabic vocabulary; and (2) students who 

watch the subtitled and dubbed clip together (SD-group) will acquire Arabic vocabulary more 

easily compared to those who watch the subtitled clip (S-group) or the dubbed clip (D-group). 

Additionally, the study specifically attempts to answer two questions: (1) which modality 

(subtitling and/or dubbing) is more conducive to vocabulary acquisition in the Arabic language? 

and (2) which modality is more efficient in the long-term memory retention of Arabic vocabulary? 

 

2. Audiovisual Translation in the Arab World  

Audiovisual Translation in the Arab world is an emerging field with an increasing number 

of studies in recent years. Gamal (2015, p. 1) states that research on AVT is relatively new, 

although subtitling and dubbing have a long history in the Arab world. In fact, AVT was first 

established in Egypt in 1932, when the first Egyptian silent film Children of The Rich was 

produced as a “talkie” which combined intertitles and few dialogues (Gamal 2007, p. 79). In the 

late 1990s, the number of the satellite has increased dramatically in the Arab world and has reached 

around 100 broadcasting channels. This created a high demand for translators to subtitle foreign 

programs from English into Arabic to fill the broadcasting hours (Gamal 2007, p. 80). In more 

recent years, AVT has been used as an educational tool in the study of Second/Foregin Language 
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Acquisition. Gamal (2012, p. 822) also emphasizes the importance of AVT in raising education 

standards in the digital age, noting that digital versatile disks (DVDs) were first used in Eygpt as 

an educational tool in 1998 in some language centers and for those who could afford home 

computers. It is worth mentioning that most of the materials shown on DVDs were subtitled, which 

confirms Gamal’s (2007, p. 79) assertion that “subtitling has been the preferred form of 

audiovisual translation in the Arab world.” However, this information is outdated. Arab viewers, 

nowadays, prefer different AVT modalities depending on the genre. 

 

Dubbing has been carried out for children’s cartoons since the 1980s either in Modern 

Standard Arabic (MSA) or Egyptian dialect, and it is also the preferred option for soap operas. In 

1991, the first Mexican soaps were dubbed into MSA, and after a few years, the use of dubbing 

had significantly increased, especially after the Middle East Broadcasting Corporation (MBC) 

aired Turkish series dubbed into Syrain, such as Iklil el Ward (The crown of flowers), Sanawat 

Adaya' (The lost years), Noor (The Light), El 'ishq EI Mamnou' (Forbidden love), Awraq El 

Mutasaqita (The falling leaves) and many more followed (Yahiaoui 2014, p. 58). A few years later, 

Korean series and Indian series were also dubbed to MSA or other Arabic dialects. Subtitling, 

however, remained the preferred modality for English movies, TV shows, and series. The field of 

AVT in the Arab world is not comprehensive and leaves many areas for further investigation. Until 

now, as far as our research has shown, no effort to investigate the role of subtitling and dubbing in 

vocabulary acquisition has been conducted in the Arab world. 

 

3. Research Background 

Several studies have reported on the positive effects of subtitling on Second Language 

Acquisition (SLA). Researchers have found that students can improve their listening skills 

(Başaran & Köse 2013; Yang 2014; Campbell 2016), reading skills (Koskinen and Wilson; 

Jensema 1985), and speaking performance (Borras & Lafayette 1994). Other researchers have 

considered the use of subtitling activities within the language classroom such as (Koolstra and 

Beentjes 1999; Perez, Noortgate & Desmet 2013; Mousavi & Gholami 2014; Aloqaili 2014). 

Dubbing, on the other hand, has been utilized, though scarcely, in language learning. Kumai (1996) 

and Danan (2010) proved the positive effect of dubbing on speaking skills in L2.  Moreover, 

researchers such as Helle (2014), and Matamala, Perego and Bottiroli (2017) took a more holistic 

approach as they explored the impact of both subtitling and dubbing on different variables, 

including but not limited to, general comprehension, dialogue recognition, face-name association, 

visual scene recognition, and vocabulary acquisition in L2. Therefore, this endeavor is not the first 

to integrate AVT as a pedagogical tool for language learning as several studies have explored the 

impact of subtitling and dubbing in vocabulary acquisition in other languages. Consequently, it is 

envisaged that this research is the first step towards a more in-depth analysis regarding this topic 

in the Arabic context.  

 

4. Experimental Design  

In this study, we hypothesize that a) both Audiovisual modalities (subtitling and dubbing) 

will result in the acquisition of Arabic vocabulary, and b) students who watch the subtitled and 

dubbed clip together (SD-group) will acquire Arabic vocabulary more easily compared to those 

who watch the subtitled clip (S-group) or the dubbed clip (D-group). 
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 In order to test our hypotheses, the following questions had to be answered:  

1- Which modality (subtitling and/or dubbing) is more conducive to vocabulary acquisition 

of the Arabic language? 

2- Which modality is more efficient in the long-term memory retention of Arabic 

vocabulary? 

 

4.1 The Source Text 

Designated Survivor (2016) is an American political drama television series that was 

broadcasted on ABC channel. The series tells a story of Tom Kirkman, a lower-level cabinet 

member who is assigned as the President of the United States after the attack on the lives of the 

president and the Cabinet who are above him in the line of succession. The 4-minute clip was 

subtitled and dubbed from English into the Arabic Language. The instructor and revised the 

translation of the video. 

 

4.2 Participants and Testing Procedure 

The participants in this study were 30 upper intermediate level students from Sultan 

Qaboos College for Teaching Arabic to Non-Native Speakers, Oman. However, only 23 were 

considered in this case study. Students were between the ages of 20 and 29, and of three 

nationalities: Korean, Czech, and Slovak. It is worth mentioning that students’ participation was 

voluntary and for no monetary compensation.  

 

The 30 students were randomly divided into three equal groups of ten participants. At the 

beginning, students were asked to sign a consent form and to fill out an initial questionnaire 

regarding their demographic information, preference of modality when watching videos to learn 

the Arabic language, their learning experience, and motivation for learning the Arabic language. 

Afterward, students were given a brief explanation of the experiment and were told that a test 

would be administered after watching the clip.   

 

A pre-vocabulary test was distributed to the students, before watching the clip, to check 

that the target words were unknown. The pre-vocabulary test consisted of a vocabulary list of 20 

Arabic words. Ten words were selected from the clip, which later were tested in the immediate 

and delayed post-tests. The words were written in a table with three-level measurement scales (I 

do not know the word; I have seen/heard the word before but I do not know its meaning; and I 

know the word very well). Additionally, students were asked to define or translate the words they 

were familiar with. It is worth mentioning that, as per the discussion with the teacher, students had 

already been exposed to most of the words used in the clip, which mean that they would be able 

to understand the clip; and thus, would more easily acquire the new vocabulary. 

 

Additionally, the length of the target words was within students’ level of acquisition, 

namely two to three syllables. All students were familiar with three target words out of ten; 

therefore, they were omitted from the test because the aim of the research was to measure students' 

acquisition of words that they do not have any prior knowledge of. In addition, the selections of 

target words were based on the discussion we had with the teacher. He suggested that students at 

the upper intermediate level have a good amount of concrete vocabulary, which refers to tangible 

qualities and ideas. Conversely, their knowledge of abstract words is not strong, as they have not 
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been sufficiently exposed to these words in their studies. Consequently, the students were tested 

only on abstract nouns. 

 

Each group of ten participants watched a four-minute clip in a specific modality: (a) 

subtitled into Arabic (S-group); (b) dubbed into Arabic (D-group); and (c) subtitled and dubbed 

into Arabic (SD-group). After watching the clip, an immediate post-test was administered 

including ten words that appeared in the clip. Students were told how to answer the Vocabulary 

Knowledge Scale (VKS) test and the five-level scale was explained. After two weeks, a delayed 

post-test including the same items of vocabulary was administered to the students. Additionally, 

Students’ reactions during the viewing of the clip was observed using a minute-log in order to 

correlate students’ reactions when they were watching the clip to their results of the tests. The 

observation was done covertly in order to allow students to behave naturally. Also, a focus group 

discussion was carried out with the students after the delayed post-test to provide triangulation for 

the results of the study. After the experiment was done, a comparison between the pre-vocabulary 

test, immediate and delayed post-tests was made to examine the impact of subtitling and/or 

dubbing on the acquisition of the Arabic language for Arabic non-native class. 

 

4.3 The Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (VKS) 

All tests were modeled in light of the VKS test, which is a five-point self-report scale 

designed by Wesche and Paribakht (1996). The VKS is a generic instrument, in the sense that it 

can be used to measure any set of words, and to measure full and partial knowledge of the target 

words. As Wesche and Paribakht (1996, p. 179) indicate, the test ranges “from complete 

unfamiliarity, through recognition of the word and some idea of its meaning, to the ability to use 

the word with grammatical and semantic accuracy in a sentence.” As shown in table 1, each answer 

of the VKS corresponded to a numerical point. 

 

Table 1: The VKS Scoring Categories: Assignment of Scores to Responses 

 
5. Analysis and Findings 

At the beginning, students were asked about their preference for watching films or videos 

outside the class context. Figure 1 shows the percentage of students’ preference of modality when 

watching movies to learn the Arabic Language. As shown, 20 students (86.95%) stated that they 

prefer watching subtitled videos when learning the Arabic language, while only three students 

(13.05%) reported that they prefer dubbed films to learn L2 vocabulary.  
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Figure 1: Students’ Preference of Modality 

 

The participants of this study belong to dubbing countries: Korea, The Czech Republic, 

and Slovakia. Although dubbing is usually adopted for television in The Czech Republic and 

Slovakia, in cinema they have the choice to watch the movie either subtitled or dubbed into their 

native language (The European Commission Report 2011, p. 6). Likewise, Korean students 

mentioned that they have the same feature in their country (Personal communication, 2018). 

 

A European Commission report on the potential use of subtitling to encourage foreign 

language learning and improve the mastery of foreign languages (2011, p. 20) describes how 1515 

students who belong to dubbing countries were surveyed regarding their viewing preference 

(subtitled, dubbed, or original dialogue) for a film in a known foreign language. The study was 

conducted on members of 33 European countries and took over a year to complete. The results of 

the report showed that 36% of the students preferred watching the original clip with no use of AVT 

modalities, whereas 48.5% mentioned that they preferred subtitling, and only 15% preferred 

dubbing. Although the participants of this study belong to dubbing countries, they 

chose subtitling as a preferred method of watching clips in L2. However, students of this case 

study might not be used to this method because they tend to watch dubbed videos on television 

and mostly in cinema, as in the focus group discussion, 23 students (76.7%) mentioned that when 

they go to the cinema they choose to watch the movie dubbed into their language because they 

cannot keep up with the subtitles. Seven students (23.3%), on the other hand, usually choose 

subtitling when watching movies at the cinema. This might suggest that although students prefer 

watching subtitled clips to learn Arabic, the short duration of the subtitles on screen discourages 

them from choosing subtitled versions at the cinemas. The results of the European Commission 

report are in line with students' preference of modality. As was the case with the European 

Commission report, the participants of this case study belong to dubbing countries, and likewise, 

the majority (86.95%) preferred subtitling over dubbing. 

 

5.1 Immediate Post-Test Results 

Students’ answers to the immediate post-test questions were calculated manually and then 

were analyzed. Figure 3 illustrates students’ scores in the immediate post-test.   
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Figure 2: Average Scores of Intermediate Post-Test 

 

All groups demonstrated improvement in vocabulary acquisition in L2. However, the D-

group obtained better results in the immediate post-test (Mean = 9.14) than the S-group (Mean = 

1.33) or the SD-group (Mean = 0.57). After calculating the t-test for the results, it was found that 

there was a significant difference between D-group and the other two groups, as P-value was 0.006 

with S-group and 0.04 with SD-group (P< .05). The t-test was also calculated for the S-group and 

SD-groups. It revealed that there was no significant difference in students’ answers in the other 

two conditions as P-value was 0.28 (P>.05). It is therefore clear from this figure that the D-group 

attained higher scores in the immediate post-test than the other groups. This result refuted our 

second hypothesis, which suggests that SD-group will achieve higher results in the immediate and 

delayed post-tests. 

 

5.2 Delayed Post-Test Results  

After two weeks, a delayed post-test, which was identical to the immediate post-test, was 

administered to the students. The aim of this test was to measure students’ long-term vocabulary 

retention. Figure 3 shows students’ scores in the delayed post-test. 

 

 
Figure 3: Average Scores of Delayed Post-Test 
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Looking at figure three, it is clear that the D-group achieved higher results in the delayed 

post-test (Mean= 11), compared to the SD-group (Mean= 3.42), and the S-group (Mean= 2.11). T-

tests were also performed in the delayed post-tests to indicate if there was a statistically significant 

difference between the three modalities. After calculating the t-test, it appeared that there was a 

significant difference between the D-group compared to the other two groups as P-value was less 

than 0.05, namely 0.03 with the SD-group, and 0.01 with the S-group. However, P-value was 

higher than 0.05 between the S-group and SD-group, namely (p= 0.54). While there was no 

statistically significant difference between the two groups; an improvement in students’ 

performance was found in L2 vocabulary acquisition in the S-group and the SD-group. All groups 

were able to retain some vocabulary mentioned in the clip. This indicates the general positive effect 

of subtitling and/or dubbing in SLA. In addition, the results confirm our first hypothesis that both 

audiovisual modalities (subtitling and dubbing) will result in second language vocabulary 

acquisition. This proves that AVT modalities can be utilized as a pedagogical tool in the Arabic 

context. 

 

At the end of the experiment, students were asked in the focus group discussion if they 

preferred learning L2 through AVT material or through traditional ways. Figure 4 demonstrates 

their answers regarding their preferences for language learning. 

 

 
Figure 4: Students’ Preferences in Learning L2 

 

Based on figure 4, students' attitude towards subtitling and dubbing as a pedagogical tool was 

positive. 15 students (50%) reported that they prefer a hybrid strategy in learning L2 vocabulary, 

whereas 13 students (43.4%) stated that they prefer AVT modalities, mainly subtitling and 

dubbing, to learn L2, and only two students (6.6%) reported that they prefer the traditional 

approach for learning. 

 

5.3 Comparison between Immediate and Delayed Post-Test Results 

By comparing students’ performances from immediate post-test to delayed post-test, it was 

found that students’ retention of Arabic vocabulary improved in the delayed post-test. Figure 5 

illustrates the average score of students’ performance in the post-tests (immediate to delayed). 
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Figure 5: Average Score of Students’ Performance in Immediate and Delayed Post-Tests 

 

The improvement in each group was measured through t-test in order to indicate if there 

was a statistically significant difference in students’ performance from the immediate post-tests to 

delayed post-tests. The t-test revealed that there was no significant difference in students’ 

performance in the post-tests for all modalities as P-value was higher than 0.05, that is 0.38 with 

the S-group, 0.57 with the D-group, and 0.2 with the SD-group. In other words, by comparing the 

three conditions, it can be concluded that the D-group obtained better results in both immediate 

and delayed post-tests than the S-group and the SD-group. However, there was no significant 

difference in students’ performance from the immediate post-test to delayed post-test in all 

modalities. 

 

One plausible explanation for the results is that students belong to dubbing countries, which 

might suggest that they are accustomed to watching dubbed videos more the subtitled ones. As a 

result, they might have spent more time focusing on reading the subtitles; and therefore, they were 

unable to process the L2 input. The subtitles might have distracted the students. If so, this would 

confirm Gottlieb’s (1994) and Mera’s (1999) claims that subtitles can be considered as a 

distraction as well as less effective in content comprehension and memory performance due to the 

multiple linguistic codes, which consist of listening, reading, and visual perception of images. 

Therefore, subtitling requires high mental effort and workload in order to understand the clip 

(Koolstra, Peeters & Spinhof 2002, p. 331). In a more recent study by Perego, Del Missier and 

Stragà (2018, p. 22), it was argued that “subtitling is associated with more subjective effort than 

dubbing which leads to lower comprehension and lower memory.” This corresponds with the 

results of this study as the S-group and the SD-group obtained lower results in the immediate and 

delayed post-tests. Although subtitles are considered as a visual aid based on previous studies 

(Koolstra & Beentjes 1999; Bravo 2008; Lertola 2012; Perez, Noortgate, & Desmet 2013; Mousavi 

& Gholami 2014), it appears that they might have also distracted students and thus hampered the 

acquisition of L2 vocabulary in this particular case study. 

 

Sydorenko (2010, p. 1) argues “learners usually pay most attention firstly to subtitles, then 

to images, and lastly to audio.” As a result, students might have paid too much attention to reading 

the Arabic subtitles, and not enough to watching the images and/or listening to the audio. 
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Consequently, they could not correlate the target words with the original audio. As a result, S-

group and SD-group did not achieve high scores in the post-tests. On the other hand, D-group 

achieved higher results in both immediate and delayed post-tests. 

 

Perego, Del Missier, and Bottiroli (2018, p. 21) suggests that dubbing is considered more 

beneficial than subtitling when viewers are not familiar with subtitling especially for complex AV 

materials. This view might be pertinent in this case, especially that participants are slow readers 

of Arabic subtitles as they are in the intermediate level and the Arabic language is not their first 

language (L1). During the focus group discussion, students were asked how often they watched 

subtitled videos outside the classroom. All students answered that they watch subtitled videos in 

the Arabic language outside the classroom in order to learn new Arabic vocabulary. However, they 

mentioned that they usually needed to slow down the video in order to be able to read the subtitles 

fully. In addition, they also tend to pause the video while watching to be able to write down the 

new vocabulary. Therefore, this might suggest that students watched subtitled videos outside the 

classroom, as they have the freedom to slow down, pause and repeat the video. However, they are 

not accustomed to reading subtitling in Arabic in a classroom setting, as the subtitles have to appear 

on the screen for a limited time, and students have no option to slow down or pause the video. 

Familiarity and practice are likely to increase the speed at which Arabic subtitles are processed 

and thus reduce the amount of time needed to read the subtitles fully. 

 

The complexity of the Arabic alphabet might be one of the reasons for the S-group and 

SD-group not obtaining high scores in the immediate and delayed post-tests. Arabic orthography 

differs from other languages in several ways. For example, the letters are connected with former 

and/or subsequent letters, and they have different shapes depending on the positional variant of 

the letter itself. This might suggest that the “visual complexity of Arabic letters results in an 

increased processing load, thus slowing performance in Arabic” (Ibrahim, Eviatar & Aharon-

Peretz 2002, p. 325). In other words, the orthographic complexity of Arabic might have had an 

impact on the participants of this study, as the S-group and the SD-group might have taken longer 

to decode the visual orthography of the Arabic subtitles. Thus, this resulted in a high mental effort, 

especially that participants of this case study were non-native speakers of the Arabic language. As 

a result, this might have affected their performance in the immediate and delayed post-tests. 

 

Another factor that might have influenced the result is the language proficiency of the 

students, as well as L2 exposure. Some students might have understood more words in the clip and 

the test than others due to language proficiency in the target language or because they had been 

exposed to L2 more than others. Although students were all classified as upper intermediate 

students, some of them were exposed to the Arabic language for more than six years, while others 

had been learning the language for only a year. Therefore, some of them might have performed 

better in the post-tests. Moreover, students’ personality might have also contributed to the 

acquisition of Arabic; however, it is difficult to evaluate the impact of these factors on the post-

tests, as all students showed an improvement in L2 vocabulary, though not significantly. 

 

Interestingly, learners’ scores in the delayed post-test were higher than their scores in the 

immediate post-test. Students are usually accustomed to a certain approach to learning Arabic 

vocabulary, namely the traditional approach that does not utilize AVT modalities. Therefore, the 
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variation of video material might have helped students to engage more parts of the brain to make 

learning L2 more stimulating. In other words, subtitling and dubbing might have reinforced the 

target words in students' minds; and accordingly, they were able to increase the retention of L2 

vocabulary in the delayed post-test.  

 

6. Concluding Remarks 

The educational implications of this case study may be applicable for language classroom 

contexts in the Arab world. AVT modalities aid the teaching and learning processes by making 

them more interactive; thus, fostering a collaborative learning environment in which students’ 

interaction increases, and they are more likely to find the given tasks entertaining. Thus, students 

will learn L2 vocabulary faster with less effort. More specifically, the effective use of AVT 

improves the learning environment in a classroom as it motivates students, facilitates language 

skills, and creates innovative learning opportunities for students. Curriculum designers and 

material development specialists should consider employing Audiovisual Translation modalities 

as a fundamental tool in instructional material in language teaching. 

 

One of the limitations of this study is that although students of this study are classified as 

upper intermediate learners of Arabic language, as they all completed the same amount of hours 

and took a placement test in order to be able to enroll in the course, they differ in their nationality, 

level of language exposure, life experience, and reading skills. As a result, these characteristics 

might have affected their ability to acquire and retain the vocabulary tested in this study. In 

addition, the limited number of participants in each group might be one reason for not proving any 

statistically significant difference in students’ vocabulary improvement from immediate post-test 

to delayed post-test. 

 

Future studies on the same topic using a larger sample of participants from different age 

groups, nationalities, and different level of L2 with an increased number of items in the vocabulary 

test, could yield more comprehensive results regarding the role of subtitling and dubbing in the 

acquisition of Arabic vocabulary. 
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Abstract: 
This paper investigates how and why the spiritual quest of Saul Bellow's Henderson the Rain King 

(1959) enigmatically results in madness.  The identity of the American subject should be 

investigated in the light of his/her restless search of “Other modes of freedom” and imaginary 

homelands.  -Pondering upon this, the researcher realizes that three fundamental questions need to 

be addressed: What are the aspects of Henderson's spiritual quest?  -As a Jewish hero, how could 

Henderson be associated with quest, victimization and madness?  Can one think about identity or 

identities?  To unmask these blind spots, the theme of the quest will be investigated, first.  The 

researcher shall trace Henderson's movement from a material world – New York – to a spiritual 

and romantic one, Africa.  Second, Henderson's failure to cope with the new world and therefore 

his failure to (re) – construct the identity of the American character will be examined in details.  

This safely allows us to argue for the madness of the hero.  The conclusion is that there is no 

‘absolute identity’ to the American subject.  Henderson's attempts to re-construct a “new identity” 

shall be seen in line with poststructuralist premises regarding “difference, multiplicity, other, 

cultural diversity.”   
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1.1 Introduction  

In his attempt to achieve “the absolute knowledge,” to feel satisfaction in the world and to restore 

our lost identity, Hegel (1975) writes the following:  

 

The ignorant man is not free, because what confronts him is an alien world, something 

outside him and in the offing, on which he depends, without his having made the foreign 

world for himself and therefore without being at home in it by himself as in something his 

own.  The impulse of curiosity, the pressure for knowledge, from the lowest level up to the 

highest rung of philosophical insight arises only from the struggle to cancel this situation 

of unfreedom and to make the world one's own in one's ideas and thought. (p. 98)  

 

In The Phenomenology of Spirit (Hegel, 1977, pp. 21-73), Hegel argues that the world should be 

a home to us.  To explain this, he refers to knowledge crisis which is to be understood 

interchangeably with identify crisis.  The philosopher intellectually reminds us that we have to 

look at the world rationally, and that reason must be awake, reflection must be applied.  

Philosophy, like the famous image of the owl of Minerva: the sacred bird of Minerva (or Athena) 

the goddess of wisdom, must take a reflective stance to end up the ignorance of ignorant men and 

cancel this situation of unfreedom. 

 

1.2 Henderson’s Spiritual Quest 

In his desire to find some sense of intellectual and spiritual identity, Bellow's Henderson 

the Rain King seems to echo Hegel's philosophical project to restore his lost identity and to be 

familiar with the world-home.  The bewildering questions enigmatically come out Who am I?  

What is ‘M’e?  What is this thing I live in, which men call the universe? Ambivalent answers are 

introduced in the form of new philosophical questions, to borrow the terms from Kant, “Who was 

I?  What do I want?  What can I do?  What ought I do?  What may I hope?  What is a human 

being?” (Kant, 1996, p. 22).   Bitterly enough, “How did I get here?  How did 'here' get here in the 

first place?  Is this, this brief life, all there is?  How can it be? What should be the point of that” 

(Rushdie, 1990 b, p. 421)?  Echoing the owl of Minerva, Henderson's “Philosophical journey” 

begins after the happenings of the day for only then it can reflect upon what has occurred and fulfill 

its role, to bring back one’s lost identity. 

 

1.2.1 The Restless Search of the Self 

Henderson, the quester, and the philosopher, is projected as a lost soul in search of his 

identity face to face with madness and alone in the universe.  The turmoil, as symmetrically 

mentioned in the Hegelian mind and Henderson’s spirit, has become a bundle of paradoxical views 

and attitudes.  Accordingly, the discourse in Henderson the Rain King creates and consolidates the 

Hegelian gesture to achieve a spiritual identity in a rational world, to turn that world to home and 

to be familiar with it. 

 

The spiritual quest, therefore, addresses the striking interplay between the philosophical 

inquiry and the spiritual quest to bring the world home and to be familiar with it.  Following this, 

the focus of this paper is on the identity of the individual as it is subtly wavering between reason 
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and spirit, philosophy and literature, assertion and erasure, visibility and invisibility, madness and 

reason.  The point I hope to achieve at this level is that my investigation of the issue of identity 

should not be categorical.  

 

Two paradoxical and yet surprisingly complementary themes shall be explored.  On the 

one hand, there is “the ignorance of the philosopher in his world” or, to recall Foucault's words, 

the loss and the madness of Henderson.  On the other hand, the previous findings in the light of 

Kant’s and Hegel’s moral philosophy shall be re-evaluated. 

 

1.3 The Alienation of a Mad Quester 

Bellow likes to open his narratives with stories of madness and alienation.  The quest for 

identity is therefore logically legitimized by being on the brink of madness since it is “le déja-là-

of death” (Foucault, 1967, p. 16). The storyteller begins the narrative by stating that every-thing 

turns into chaos.  The secrecies of the protagonist haunt the reader as we are following his words: 

 

What made me take this trip to Africa?  There is no quick explanation.  Things got worse 

and worse. And pretty soon they were too complicated […] all is grief.  The facts begin to 

crowd me and soon I get a pressure in the chest- my parents, my wives, my girls, my 

children, my farm, my animals,  […]  my drunkenness, my brutality, my soul.  I have to 

cry, "No, no, get back curse you, let me alone. (Bellow, 1959, p. 7)  

 

Henderson Strikingly reflects philosophical thinking as he is questioning the very ideas of 

existence, identity, morality, madness, meaning and values.  As he strives to reach the absolute 

satisfaction and set certain logic in his world, he unexpectedly falls in a tragedy “But there comes 

a day, there always comes a day of tears and madness” (p. 24). 

 

The reader wonders at Bellow's choice of these kinds of beginning.  One possible answer 

is seen in Malcolm Bradbury's view of the novel as a remarkable journey of man's efforts to achieve 

identity in the face of nothingness (Bradbury, 1970, pp. 1-11).  Henderson translates this view 

through his running away from the sad cities of New York and Chicago to the romantic space of 

Africa: 

 

We were to travel for another week, a foot, a foot […] I did not have the remotest idea 

where we were […] I had great trust in Romilayu, the old fellow.  So for days and days. 

He led me through villages, over mountain trails, and into deserts, far, far out. (Bellow, 

1959, p. 41)  

 

Henderson begins telling his own story, but he unconsciously ends up recounting the stories of 

anonymous people. The gesture, as the phrase goes, is highly reminiscent of the French 

poststructuralist and feminist philosopher Julia Kristeva who reminds us that humankind derives 

its identity from its ability to tell stories.  The immediate implication of this is that our lust for 

identity remains a mere fiction which is already a story, or at least parts of some possible story 

(Davis, 2004, pp. 105, 135).  
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Herzog ironically echoes Henderson.  He begins telling us about his madness and ends up 

reflecting upon the madness of the world.  His awareness, or indeed, lack of awareness, acquaints 

us with a story of no place, no subjects, and no movement: 

 

If I am out of my mind, it's all right with me', thought Moses Herzog […] Hidden in the 

country, he wrote endlessly, fanatically, to the newspapers, to people in public life, to 

friends and relatives and at last to the dead, his obscure dead, and finally to the famous 

dead. (Bellow, 1967, p. 7)  

 

 The storyteller reminds us of the enigmatic and tragic movements from Chicago to New York and 

from New York to other unknown cities.  The reader is left in darkness as he comes to discover 

that these very journeys are already stories in the mind of a mad hero.  Space turns to be an 

imaginary homeland, and the subjects are a possible hope yet to come “Dear Wanda, Dear Zinka, 

Dear Libbie, Dear Ramona, Dear Sono, I need help in the worst way.  I am afraid of falling apart.  

Dear Edvig, the fact is that madness also has been denied me” (Bellow, 1967, p. 19).  

 

In Dangling Man (1944) The Victim (1947) Mr. Sammler's Planet (1971) Humboldt's 

Gift (1975) The Dean's December (1980) The Bellarosa Connection (1997) The Actual (2000) and 

many other stories, Bellow seems to be an eloquent storyteller of madness and alienation.  The 

flares of hope of a certain identity now appear to be illusory triumphs.  In the process of the 

storytelling of his stories, the fictional figures make of themselves others and usurpers.  The no 

space, no subjects, no movements in the narratives amount to a state of non-responsibility, and 

Bellow, therefore, underlines the benefits of the ambiguity of his thought or the non thought of his 

heroes.  If they do escape and marginalize the outside world, they are ironically internalizing the 

loss of their identities.  In writing Henderson the Rain King, Bellow is reclaiming a certain hope 

for identity, but the place from which he is speaking is no place, more an oblivion than a hope.  

The problematical issue, at this level, is that how for a man to guarantee an identity for his heroes 

when he, wavering in the nowhere, cannot identify himself.  Saul Bellow tells us what madness 

and oblivion are but never attempts to tell us what identity is.   

 

1.3.1 Identity: the Alienation of Mad Quester(s) 

In light of the no place, no subject and no movement, Henderson the Rain King suggests 

that identity remains a story, a fiction.  The storyteller never refers to a sense or a meaning in life.  

Herzog's celebration of madness and Henderson's utopian world envision the nonsense sense of 

identity. “The madm[e] n’ sense of the sense of [their] stori[es] is contaminated from the outset by 

[their] sense of the nonsense of stories in general.  Stories are lies we tell ourselves about our lives” 

(Davis, 2004, p. 135).  Louis Althusser reminds us” not to tell stories for ourselves" (ne pas de 

raconter d'histoire) lest we consider our stories our identities and we believe them (as cited in 

Davis, 2004, p. 135).  Being immersed in psychoanalysis, Bellow is aware that this subject, spaces, 

movements do not tell a possible meaning as they only refer to chaos and madness announced by 

Henderson and Herzog from the onset of their stories.  The reader, in the end, is satirically left in 

silence and void.  
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Recounting a possible story of identity, Henderson is projecting his eyes into another who 

is supposed to know and aggravate a certain sense to the nonsense of the world.  Referring to 

Deleuze’s “difference and multiplicity,” Bellow is philosophically reflecting upon identities rather 

than identity.  Henderson records the life of different tribes in Africa and various social categories 

in America, while Herzog interrogates and undermines major philosophical thoughts.  Davis, 

(2004) stresses this fusion of selves and others in the loop of storytelling: 

 

A story of [identity] cannot be just what a solipsistic subject recounts to itself.  It is bound 

up in history, and it implies the existence of a community because it requires agents who 

act, witnesses who recount, and audiences who listen and recount in their turn.  The 

essential function of the story is to identify a human subject who is the agent of the narrated 

actions and to find in him or her actions a significance that may have not been visible 

previously. (p. 133)  

 

The other for Henderson are his wives, his money, his habits, his New York, his thoughts, 

Romilayu, the guide in Africa, the tribes, Africa, the sense, the nonsense of the sense, himself, 

Henderson.  Henderson is other to Henderson.  The other for Herzog the man is Madeleine, his 

wife, philosophers, poetry, Herzog the philosopher. 

 

1.3.2 Fiction of Identities 

Bellow seems to be memorizing the major principles of the postmodernist thought that are 

unfathomably characterized by the death of a man.  This gesture celebrates the decentring of the 

subject and denies human agency and freedom.  His fictional heroes provide no basis for an ethics 

since they do not accept the universality of values.  Suggesting the concepts of difference, 

multiplicity and otherness, Gilles Deleuze, an emblematic theorist of the postmodern thought, is 

tragically and unexpectedly theorising for an anti- humanist world.  Being different from or other 

to does not enhance the sense of unity or togetherness.  Rather, it generates a sphere of doubt and 

never ending meanings.  Henderson sums up Deleuze's theory “So for God's sake make a move, 

Henderson, […] you will die of this pestilence.  Death will annihilate you and nothing will remain” 

(Bellow, 1959, p. 33).  Again as he says “ Shall I run back into the desert […] and stay there until 

the devil has passed out of me and I am fit to meet human kind again without driving it into despair” 

(p. 45)?  The reader is enigmatically involved within this enterprise of ambiguity and then the 

possibilities of meaning, unity and identity turn to be only a possibility of madness. 

 

 One immediate conclusion is that Deleuze's theory of difference and unity is misleading in 

the Bellovian context. In this, the difference is an embodiment of the nonsense sense of the world.  

Unity, contrary to Spinoza's sense, engenders an illusory hope of identity.  Henderson keeps 

shouting throughout the narrative “I want […] I want […] I was badly upset.  I am probably the 

worst waiter in the world […]” (p. 103).  Henderson never reconciliates himself with the world, 

with home in Hegelian sense, as he never reaches any form of unity with the world “Your majesty, 

move over and I will die beside you.  Or else be me and live; I never knew what to do with my life 

anyway […] I will die any way” (p. 262).  Death seems to be the last refugee for Henderson.  
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Herzog, echoing Henderson, never reconciles his conflicts with Madeleine, his wife.  His 

intellectual meditations over philosophical issues are never settled.  He begins the narrative as a 

mad figure, and he ends up telling the story of the story of madness in the world.  Tommy Wilhelm 

in Seize the Day (1956), Harry Fonstein in The Bellarosa Connection (1989), Sammler in Mr. 

Sammler's Planet (1970) seem to face the same fate as they are respectively deterritorialized by 

marginalization, forgetfulness and the war. 

 

1.3.3 Identity/Knowledge Crisis? 

The identity crisis is a crisis of knowledge in a postmodern context to cite J.F. Lyotard.  

Bellow is aware of the complexity of the world in which he is living as a man, an author and a 

philosopher.  In the light of this, he is deliberately trying to transfer the tension within identity to 

another tension within knowledge. Henderson the Rain King sums it up through the striking 

oppositions between the material world of New York and the romantic space of Africa, the 

urbanized American Society and the rural tribes in Africa, the scientific knowledge here and the 

spiritual belief there.  Herzog's philosophical letters reveal, undermine and finally reject the 

contradictions and the blind spots in the western philosophical knowledge.  White (1979) suggests 

an explanation to the crisis of knowledge by assuming that: 

 

 […] we are at the end of one epistemic configuration and at the beginning of another.  We 

exist in the gap between two épistèmes, one dying, the other not yet born-of which; 

however, the mad poets and artists of the last century and a half were the heralds. (p. 92)   

 

These epistemological shifts in knowledge are symmetrically echoed in the despair, alienation, 

and madness of Henderson.  

 

            Pondering upon Bellow's novels, one can discover that the madness of the subject is much 

more like the alienation of the author.  This can be proved on the account that Saul Bellow himself 

has been striving to identify his own way of telling. For this reason, he kept wavering between 

history, fiction, philosophy, epistolary style, autobiography and sometimes poetry in a 

Heideggerian manner.  Reading, The Victim (1947) and Dangling Man (1944), one can only expect 

the author to be a historian who is not only interested in recounting the facts but also “in” 

recounting that he is recounting them; or a novelist who is fictionalizing history, the history of 

Jewish people. Going through Henderson the Rain King, the audience could not but perceive a 

storyteller speaking with tenderness and writing poetical words.  Reading Herzog, the reader is 

moved by a philosophical discourse that has always depended for its existence on a sort of literary 

discourse to "dramatize" its fundamental issues.   

 

Saul Bellow therefore is regarded as a philosopher in the Hegelian sense, a poet in the 

Heideggerian manner and a novelist/ philosopher in Derrida's way, once grounding my view on 

account of my previous findings.  Thereby the author is shifting from questioning the problem of 

identity, to problematize the issue of knowledge in a Postmodern era and finally to revealing the 

function of philosophy as a critical discourse.  The assumption behind these shifts, I need to assert, 

is not the loss of identity, as I argued before, nor is it the alienation or the madness of the storyteller, 
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but the very quality of the hero who is adopting a sckeptical strategy to unravel the natural function 

of the philosopher. 

 

1.3.4 Henderson: Wise Jew, Unrecognised Philosopher? 

Can one still think about madness and alienation? Is it possible to overemphasize the 

uprootedness, the no identify of a person who is ceaselessly striving to philosophize the issue of 

identity, a person who is satirically trying to undermine the ordinary reading, the misreading, or, 

indeed, the non-reading of the term of identity?  Saul Bellow, I need to acknowledge, is aware of 

his Jewish origins, and yet he is not addressing Jewish people nor does he intend to address a 

specific social category in the American or even the western society.  

 

The point behind that is Bellow, being a citizen in the world, wants to bring the world 

home and to be familiar with it.  Doing so, in what sense should I think about Henderson the Rain 

King as a philosopher?  How should I prove it?  Is it possible to refer to Foucault’s Strategy, in the 

process of my argumentation, concerning the marginal in its essentiality and the essential in its 

marginality?  It is clear that we are hovering on a tentative sphere that requires a good insight and 

a high critical thought. Commenting on the very quality of the reader he is addressing, Saul Bellow 

reasonably says the following “I have in my mind another human being, a philosopher who will 

understand me.  I count on this.  Not on perfect understanding […] but on approximate 

understanding and on a meeting of sympathies, which is human” (Harper, 1975, p. 13).  Herzog 

responds by showing his awareness and wisdom “Justice! Look who wants justice! Most of 

mankind has lived and died without-totally- without it. People by the billions and for ages sweated, 

gypped, enslaved, suffocated, bled to death, buried with no more justice” (Bellow, 1967, p. 270). 

Echoing Herzog, Henderson magically typifies his wisdom and identity through the fusion of 

reason on the one hand and romanticism on the other one “Imagination is a force of nature.  Is this 

not enough to make a person full of ecstasy? Imagination, imagination, imagination!  It converts 

to actual.  It sustains, it alerts, it redeems” (Bellow, 1959, pp. 228-229). Assuming that the power 

of life and identity in the Bellovian fictional world is endlessly demonstrating that all forms of 

madness are endeavoring to be infinite wisdom, Sammler in Mr. Sammler’s Planet reflects upon 

the logical and expected shift from madness to wisdom “madness is a masquerade, the project of 

a deep reason […] madness is a diagnosis or verdict of some of our greatest doctors and geniuses, 

and their man-disappointed minds” (Bellow, 1971, p. 199). 

 

At this level, the reader is highly invited to think philosophically with the heroes.  Stern 

(2002) reminds us that any reader/thinker should: 

 

Step back and apply “himself” reflectively (in a Hegelian manner) and ask how it is a 

problem has arisen in the first place; once we see that the problem has its source in a set 

of one-sided assumptions. If we can overcome that one-sidedness then the problem will 

simply dissolve and we can escape the "Oscillation" between one satisfactory stance and 

its equally unsatisfactory opposite. (pp. 16-17) 

 

 The immediate implication of this, therefore, is that Henderson's imaginary journey to Africa, 
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Herzog's philosophical letters, Sammler's meditations on the war and Fonstein's views over 

memory and forgetfulness are an attempt to understand their “Cognitive Capacities,” to understand 

and identify the world around them, that is, “the scope of their intellectual capacities.”  The 

fictional movement in Bellow's novels to establish and consolidate a certain identity is a 

philosophical movement, in the metaphorical sense of it, to understand the world and to be able to 

criticize it.  Robert Stern again aptly sums up the whole journey: 

 

Only at the end of its journey is consciousness ready to understand what has happened to 

it and why; it is then able to think reflectively and self-consciously about the categorical 

shifts that have led it forward from one problematic position to the next, to the point at 

which it gets rid of the semblance of being burdened with something alien (p. 56), and can 

at last feel at home in the world.  Before such home coming is possible, however, we must 

follow Hegel as (like Dante's Virgil) he guides us through the journey of the soul, so that 

it may purify itself for the life of the spirit, and achieve finally through a completed 

experience of itself, the awareness of what it really is in itself. (Stern, 2002, p. 42) 
 

One possible reading of this passage suggests double layers of consciousness.  The first is self-

consciousness.  While the second is consciousness of the world.  Throughout his imaginary journey 

in the romantic space of Africa, Henderson is not only seeking to identify himself, but also to 

identify the ontology of the world around him.  Knowing the other is part of the game of knowing 

the self.  To overcome the consciousness of the masses, or what he calls the unhappy 

consciousness, Henderson keeps narrating mythical stories about the Arnewi and the Wariri tribes 

he visited in Africa.  He tells the story of the king Dahfu and his destroyed Kingdom. The reader 

gathers the cultural specificities of other tribes, people and communities since they represent the 

missing part of the hero’s consciousness, knowledge and identity.  Henderson strives to know 

himself through imaginary and mythical journeys.  He establishes and consolidates a certain 

identity is through blurring space and crossing boundaries to borrow the term from Habib Ajroud. 

(Ajroud, 1995, pp. 13-31). 
 

This transition (from self-consciousness to the consciousness of the world) is fundamental 

to be understood in Hegelian terms.  In this, Henderson's and Herzog that there are truths, worlds, 

and identities and that only a multiperspectivist strategy can give them a sense beyond their 

individual self-consciousness.  When he goes back to New York, to the first moment of the 

storytelling, as the journey remains imaginary, Henderson suggests that self-consciousness can not 

be certain of itself by simply identifying itself with this world of living things.  To Henderson’s 

mind, in that world there appears to be too little room for any notion of individuality. “Self-

consciousness, therefore, conceives of itself as more than a merely animal consciousness” (Hegel, 

1977, p. 73). 

 

Bellow (1977) firmly believes that “each individual is a child of his time and; thus, 

philosophy, too, is its own time comprehended in thoughts” (p. 21).  Henderson fictionalizes this 

philosophy stating that the whole matter is a mental journey “I put my list to my face and looked 

at the sky, giving a short laugh and thinking, Christ! What a person to meet at this distance from 
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home. Yes travel is advisable. Travel is mental travel” (Bellow, 1959, p. 142).  Accordingly, the 

mind has a right to its reasonable doubts to epitomize a certain identity and bring some change to 

the world.  Henderson undermines and rejects the past, projecting his eyes onto the future “I must 

not live in the past, it will ruin me […] I was telling the world that it was a pig.  I must begin to 

think how to live” (1959, p. 242), echoing Herzog, “Let the enemies of life step down […] Let 

each man now examine his heart […] Let us lie down, men, women, and children, and cry.  Let 

life continue- we may not deserve it, but let it continue” (1959, p. 67).  Being moved and haunted 

by the secrecies of these lines, the reader brings to mind Marrouchi’s definition to the fictional 

hero as a human figure, a prophet who should have the power to make decision, choose life and 

have a duty to discharge (Marrouchi, 1995, pp. 163-183). 

 

One way of taking the idea further is keeping in mind Bellow's strategies of parody.  This 

is not only carried out through the storyteller's attempts to undermine the alienation and the 

madness of the world, not only through mocking the historical facts of life, but also through 

marginalizing the ordinary sense of identity and the consciousness on the one hand and stressing 

the philosophical sense of identity and the consciousness of the world on the other hand.  

Henderson consciously satirizes his life in New York “My parents, my wives, my girls, my 

children, my farm, my animals, my teeth, my face, my soul” (1959, p. 7), believing that only a 

philosophical consciousness/knowledge of the world would purify and provide him with a sense 

of identity.  Herzog's doubts about the classical trajectory of the western philosophy remind us of 

his philosophical letters to everyone under the sun, hoping that they might bring the world to home 

and make us happy in it. 

 

1.4 Imaginary Homelands: the Wisdom of the Intellectual 

At this level, can one still think of alienation, madness, no-identity and self- consciousness?  

Is it logical to claim that Henderson the Rain King in specific and Bellow's fictional world in 

general are a fine piece of imagination or a moment of scepticism that enigmatically satirizes the 

ordinary sense of existence?  Henderson, Herzog, Tommy Wilhelm, Augie March, Humboldt, Mr 

Sammler, Asa Leventhal, Harry Fonstein […], can they be regarded as philosophers each in his 

own way, philosophers who dream to unmask the blind spots of identity?  Is this all that we can 

understand from the alienation of Henderson in his own homeland? Does Henderson the Rain 

King, as a farm of writing, substitute Saul Bellow's “imaginary homelands?” Again, reading the 

narrative philosophically might possibly quench our thirst for an answer. 

 

 Questioning the very nature of human being, Herzog identifies the wisdom of the 

intellect, and thereby aggravates the sense of consciousness of the world.  Pondering over the 

nature of human beings, he thinks aloud, saying: 

 

 Those who have confidently described human nature, Hobbes, Freud, etc…, by telling 

what we are 'intrinsically', are not our great benefactors.  This is true for Rousseau.  I 

sympathize with Hume’s attack on the introduction by the Romantics of perfection 

human things […] Modern science achieves its most profound results through 

anonymity, recognizing only the brilliant functioning of intellect. (Bellow, 1967, p. 161)  

http://www.awej-tls.org/


AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume, 3 Number 1. February 2019    

“Imaginary Homelands”: Henderson the Rain King                       MARROUCHI & AZMI                                           
 

  

Arab World English Journal for Translation & Literary Studies                                                                      

ISSN: 2550-1542 | www.awej-tls.org 
96 

 

 

 

 

Following this claim, could we still think about Herzog and behind him Bellow's heroes mad 

figures that are incapable of identifying themselves in the world? In what way can we explain 

Herzog's criticism of great philosophers like Hobbes, Freud and Rousseau?  Herzog imaginatively 

and romantically reconciliates himself with Gold, suggesting implicitly reconciliation with the 

world “Thou movest me.” Once more, he Platonically speaks to Ramona, his girl friend, about 

“the flight of truths” as an alternative to “ineffectuality, banishment to personal life [and] 

confusion” (1967, 314) which does not only mean the light and the truth of the self but also of the 

world in general a point that is reinforced in his final letters to God “[God] how my mind has 

struggled to make a coherent sense.  I have not been good at every thing of intensest significance” 

(p. 161).  Henderson, stressing Herzog, reminds us that he is a man of dreams, of life, of identity; 

a man for humanism, for life, for writing; a man of a poetic type.  In cultural terms, this means that 

Henderson as a Jewish figure is a man "in whom all cultures, philosophies, identities and truths 

melt down and therefore he is unable to envision an individual consciousness which marginalizes 

the other and rejects him.”  What remains is not alienation, not even madness, but, in Derrida's 

words, writing, the text, the world, identities, unity, ‘M’an, humanism, "Alkitaab"-Henderson the 

Rain king and dreams: 

 

We are the first generation to see the clouds from both sides. What a privilege! First people 

dreamed upward.  Now they dream both upward and downward. This is bound to change 

something, somewhere.  For me the entire experience has been similar to a dream. (Bellow, 

1959, p. 236) 

 

1.4.1 Spiritual Quest or Political Crisis 

In political terms, this means that Bellow keeps questioning the ideas of alienation identity, 

exile, truth, the function of the political leader on the one hand and “author, authority, authorship, 

authorization” (Marrouchi, 1995, p. 69), on the other hand. The assumption behind this, I need to 

believe, is that his fictional heroes are not only to be seen as philosophers in search of their 

identities, but also as political leaders par excellence.  One way of proving this argument is 

Herzog's, and Henderson's never-ending theorization about the ideal political leader/action.  

Another way to reinforce this proof is Saul Bellow's personal views over politics in general. In this 

sense, Saul Bellow, being aware of his Jewish assumption, asserts that the political leader must 

combine passion and responsibility in order to pursue politics as a vocation, and this very often 

may involve a compromise.  Accordingly, the politician is the person who should have a particular 

personality, probably a Herzogian or even a Hendersonian personality that assimilates both 

personal and humanistic concerns with utilitarian purposes.  Someone who is able to bring opposite 

things together, to recon ciliate identities in one unity keeping the inherent differences as a ground 

to that very unity.  Max Weber clarifies the image in saying “The honour of the political leader, of 

the leading statesman […] lies precisely in an exclusive personal responsibility for what he does, 

a responsibility he can not and must not reject or transfer” (Weber, 1970, p. 95).  Owen (1994) 

depicts the spirit of the political leader and the kind of this responsibility as follows: 

The distinctive features of the charismatic politician is his capacity to ground certain 

ultimate “values” and “meanings” of life in his person. In contrast to bureaucratic politics 
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in which decision making is predicated on a utilitarian weighing of material interests, the 

politician with a calling bases a decision- making on a responsible commitment to ultimate 

values. (p. 131) 

 

In light of these views, the politician, in the Bellovian sense, “must integrate an ethic of conviction 

and an ethic of responsibility” which must result in a personal responsibility for the pursuit of 

"ultimate values." Sammler in Mr. Sammler's Planet reminds us that the actions of politicians 

should have "a moral worth," to borrow the term from I. Kant.  Augie March in The Adventures of 

Augie March (1953) and Tommy Wilhelm in Seize the Day (1956) urgently reminds us that we 

should not give or lose faith in the face of our daily struggles let alone in our political 

responsibilities.  Belly Rose in Bellarosa Connection (1989) translates these theoretical 

speculations into real actions through his secret rescue operations of Jews in Europe. Bellow 

insists, as it seems, that one should not retreat or lose faith, rather one should actively engage in 

the problems of the world.  His assumption, following Weber, is that “The successful political 

action is always the art of the possible […] the possible is often reached only by striving to attain 

the impossible that lies beyond it” (Weber, 1970, pp. 87-79).  

 

           Bellow, like his heroes, implicitly acknowledges that he is facing a political problem in 

addition to the philosophical one.  He does not choose it, he just encounters it; being a Jewish man.  

The implication of this, as commonly known, is the necessity of an identity, a homeland where 

one can live and dream.  Bellow, on the account of this, bitterly and pathetically asserts that there 

is no home to which we can bring the world; there is no world for which we should prepare a 

home.  Therefore, Hegel's views of reconciliation between the world and home remain nonsense 

theoretical speculations.  Saul Bellow is aware of the fact that this political problem closes the road 

in front of him.  Following Weber, Bellow believes that either we move the obstacle or else we 

end up our engagement, cease philosophizing.  The difficulty must be resolved, and the world 

should be brought back to home again.  Self-conscioumess and conscioumess of the world should 

allow us to bypass the dissonance of the age.  Being humanist philosopher in Ricoeur's way can 

only purify us, re-establish and consolidate a sense of identity.  Sartre’s (1965) account on the 

humanist philosopher is a good case in the point that is worth quoting at length: 

 

The humanist philosopher who bends over his brothers like a wise elder brother who has a 

sense of responsibilities, the humanist who loves men as they are, the humanist who loves 

men as they ought to be, the one who wants to save them with their consent and the one 

who will save them inspite of themselves, […] the one who loves death in man, the one 

who loves life in man the happy humanist who always has the right word to make people 

laugh, the sober humanist whom you meet especially at funerals or wakes. (p. 154) 

 

Bellow, the novelist, the poet, the humanist, the politician, the philosopher, strikingly reflects the 

Kantian version of hope.  In attempting to answer the following question “What may I hope?” 

Immanuel Kant nicely says that we need to hope for a moral action that is, we need to act with a 

reference to a moral law “the maxim” which we might wish it to be a general law of nature through 

our will (Kant, 1996, pp.1-5).  Bellow's unconscious aim behind this might be that he wants to 
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give morality, identity and consciousness about the world a firmer foundation and power and 

therefore radically negates the nonsense of the world.  Humanity, for him should continue to exist 

through our active engagements in the problems of the World.  Building upon the Kantian thought, 

Bellow unconsciously suggests “a moral world [Which should be] in accordance with all moral 

laws” (Davis, 2004, p. 105), a gesture that might possibly bring the world to us and then be happy 

with it. 

              What is more striking at this level is that Bellow, while writing, is not aware of philosophy 

nor is he aware of political theories and criticism.  He just writes his texts and lets them in the 

hands of his readers.  He just writes stories of intellects, of madness, of reason, of alienation, and 

may well have developed a fondness of doing so without giving a lot of consideration to their 

theoretical implications. The immediate implication of this is that these stories are not only about 

“the dream of bringing the world to our home,” but also about purporting to theorize for us the 

way a contemporary fiction should be put in the light of other disciplines like philosophy, history, 

poetry, politics, theory, art[…] 

 

1.5 Conclusion 

The affinity that I have been attempting to argue for/ demonstrate between the Bellovian 

fictional world and the Hegelian thought can only be another moving journey added to 

Henderson’s spiritual quest.  The dire strive to be "at home" and to feel “satisfaction in the world” 

might generate other unexpected affinities between Saul Bellow and other figures.  The reader, at 

this moment is no longer to be a Bellovian or Hegelian as he might be “wandering far from view” 

in new world and new “imaginary” lands.  At the story level, Henderson’s spiritual quest leads 

him to imaginary homelands, loss, exile and chaos.  Identity turns out to be identities. Over 

consciousness, or what I would call madness, ends up the wisdom of the intellectual.  The 

Bellovian hero, through Henderson, informs us that the modern American character is not able to 

identify himself/herself within a society which is characterised by difference, multiplicity and 

democracy.  Its attempt to come out with a certain identity ends up with illusion and fictional 

journeys to imaginary homelands.  
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Abstract 

In the wake of September 11th, attacks, several writers seek to depict the event’s impact on the 

country and its population. However, at the very beginning novelists seem to support the 

victimization of Americans and accuse the Muslims but later, many voices, including Muslim as 

well as non-Muslim writers, contribute through giving a voice to the ‘enemy’, and the American 

novelist Jess Walter is no exception. This analytical study, then, aims at providing evidence that 

Walter portrays Muslim characters in his work The Zero (2006) and that he does so to deconstruct 

the idea that Americans are totally innocent and victims while Muslims are the only entity to 

blame. The present paper, thus, is an attempt to pinpoint that through depicting several characters, 

including American and Middle Eastern ones, as reacting to the dominating ‘truth’, Walter seems 

to be giving a voice to the voiceless and providing readers with a different version of reality. 

Therefore, the ultimate purpose of this study is to prove that The Zero can be considered as a 

counter-discourse. 
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The Representation of Muslim Characters in Post 9/11 Fiction 

In the wake of September 11th, 2001 attacks, many factors contributed to shaping discourse 

including media and politics. As a result, issues like religion, Islam in particular, and Muslims as 

terrorists turned to be serious threats to those in power as well as ordinary people. The latter were 

mainly affected as a result of the influence of media for their main function “is to shape opinions 

and presenting a particular version as reality” (Yusof, Hassan, & Osman, 2013, p.105). After the 

attacks, the only “reality” that dominated the scene was that media “negatively depict Islam by 

associating it with terrorism” (Yusof, Hassan, & Osman, 2013, p.105), an association that deeply 

affected the western view of Arabs and Muslims, seeing them as a serious threat they have to fight 

or get rid of. 

 

In addition to convincing people of Islam as a religion of terror, media “played a significant 

role in influencing the whole world to morally support the US in protesting against terrorism” 

(Yusof, Hassan, & Osman, 2013, p.105), a result that proves the power of media in shaping 

discourse, the 9/11 one in particular. However, in spite of media’s impact on people’s way of 

thinking, at the beginning, they seemed to be considerate of innocent Muslims. “Similarly, it was 

only after Americans’ fear of terrorism subsided that they began to reassess Islam in a more 

negative way” (Smith, 2013, pp.1-2). Again, the change in perspective was due to media’s 

association of Islam with violence, alleging it as dangerous to culture, in general (Smith, 2013). 

Consequently, one can say that “anti-Muslim prejudice in the USA is increasingly associated with 

anti-Muslim media discourses” (Ahmed & Matthes, 2017, p. 231). 

 

As a result of creating this prejudice and hate toward Muslims, a binary opposition was 

established between Muslim and non-Muslim groups or societies. Shortly after, Muslims were 

categorized as “them” and presented as a threat to “us” (Ahmed & Matthes, 2017, p. 222). The 

opposition between “us” and “them” was merely the creation of media and their representation of 

Muslims as a menace to “white values of democracy and freedom” (Ahmed & Matthes, 2017, p. 

231). 

 

However, one has to indicate that despite media’s misrepresentation of Islam and Muslims 

and the deep impact they caused, many scholars called for re-assessing the negative stigma given 

to Muslims and rethinking this group’s position as a threat to non-Muslim societies (Ahmed & 

Matthes, 2017). 

 

In addition to media, politicians also played a major role in constructing Americans’ 

association of Muslims with terrorism. This was, partly, the result of these politicians’ reaction to 

the September 11th attacks. For instance, as a direct reaction, president George W. Bush announced 

his intention to fight terrorists and declared a “War on Terrorism” (Graauwmans, 2007, p.3), which 

affected many countries, geographically and politically. One of the conclusions of this policy or 

decision is “the United States’ invasion in Afghanistan and Iraq and the increasing U.S. military 

presence in Central Asia as a consequence of the war on terrorism” (Graauwmans, 2007, p.3). 
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Thus, one can say that media and politicians are powerful enough to shape discourse for 

the latter “can be both an instrument and an effect of power” (Mills, 2003, p.55). This proves that 

people who are not in positions of power are not able, as it is mentioned above, to create a certain 

“reality”. In other words, “those in positions of authority who are seen to be ‘experts’ are those 

who can speak the Truth. Those who make statements who are not in positions of power will be 

considered not to be speaking the truth” (Mills, 2003, p.58). Thus, the reality related to Muslims 

as terrorists affected and was believed by a huge number of non-Muslims because it was created 

by “those in positions of authority” (Mills, 2003, p.58).  Furthermore, “[n]ot everyone is able to 

make statements, or to have statements taken seriously by others. Some statements are more 

authorized than others, in that they are more associated with those in positions of power or with 

institutions” (Mills, 2003, p.65). This point reinforces the same idea related to some groups’ 

inability to “speak the truth” (Mills, 2003, p.58) because they are not powerful enough. 

 

In addition to affecting society, the 9/11 discourse reached also the literary sphere. As a 

result, several writers highlight the Americans’ innocence and victimization because of the 

terrorists’ attacks. For instance, the critic Martin Randall clearly mentions “that the dominant 

discourse has sacralized the 9/11 attacks and … that this discourse has affected 9/11 literature” 

(Eikonsalo, 2017, p. 88). This indicates the extent to which the attacks are highlighted and given 

importance. As a result, most of post 9/11 fiction focus on trauma, be it cultural or psychological. 

It mainly portrays traumatized characters that face difficulties to cope with their reality as a result 

of the attacks. As an example, one can mention Don DeLillo’s Falling Man (2007). In this work, 

DeLillo portrays all of Keith, his wife, and their son, Justin as characters who suffer from trauma 

as a result of the attacks. 

 

DeLillo’s work also captures religion in relation to terrorism and the characters’ suspicion 

of being religious. For example, Lianne, Keith’s wife, tries to find solace in religion but she is 

totally afraid of being “consumed by God” (Derosa, 2013). Furthermore, Hammad is depicted as 

a terrorist. By portraying some American traumatized characters and other Muslim terrorist 

characters, DeLillo seems to be trying to show the readers “the story of slow reconstruction (the 

American people slowing recovering from the events) and that of Hammad, whose purpose is 

inflicting destruction” (Bounar, 2018, p.69). Furthermore, by depicting Hammad as a terrorist, 

DeLillo seems to be relating the practice of terrorism to God and religion (Bounar, 2018). 

 

Another interesting work that gives special attention to terrorism in relation to Islam and 

Muslims is John Updike’s Terrorist (2006). The latter deals with several Muslim characters, 

including Ahmad Asmawy Mulloy and his imam, Shaikh Rashid. The latter used to guide Ahmad 

until he finds himself included in a terrorist cell. The novel, mainly, highlights the idea that Muslim 

characters are not to be trusted and paints other characters as doubting their behavior and actions. 

Furthermore, it is always proved that their skepticism proves to be true at the end. Even the place 

where Muslim characters live in the novel is depicted as risky and troubling. This proves 

Eikonsalo’s argument when she says: “Terrorist, similarly to DeLillo’s Falling Man, emphasizes 

that there is evil walking among us, ready to strike if we do not keep our eyes open” (Eikonsalo, 

2017, p. 84). This proves that both writers seem to highlight the fact that Muslim characters are 
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not to be trusted and that if non-Muslim characters do not keep their ‘eyes open’ (Eikonsalo, 2017, 

p.84), they can be deceived. This idea, again, proves the effect of the dominant discourse on 

writers’ way of thinking, believing in one version of reality and one ‘truth’ which is Muslims as 

bad, terrorists, and violent. 

 

In addition to that, both of DeLillo and Updike try to dig deeper to clarify “the workings 

of the mind of a terrorist” (Bounar, 2018, p. 69). Thus, one can say that as an effect of 9/11 

discourse on religion and terrorism, these two writers, among many others, try to reinforce the 

negative stigma associated with Islam and Muslims. 

 

As it has been mentioned previously, discourse can be a tool of power but it can also act as 

“a hindrance, a stumbling block, a point of resistance and  a starting point for an opposing strategy” 

(Mills, 2003, p.55). This means that if there is no discourse, there will be no “resistance”. However, 

resistance, in this context, does not mean that there is an “oppressor” and a “victim”. Instead, it is 

explained as a tool for power to be “exercised” (Mills, 2003, p.40). 

Referring back to 9/11 discourse, it is very essential to mention that discourse is also “the 

means of resistance” (Mills, 2003, p.55). And since it is explained as such, one has to indicate that 

post 9/11 fiction, as previously stated, focuses on the trauma and victimization of non-Muslim 

characters but still, there appears a large body of other novels that fall under the same category but 

they try to deconstruct the negative image given to Muslims as terrorists and Islam as a religion of 

violence. 

 

The group of writers whose works can be considered as a form of resistance to the dominant 

discourse and as a response to the writers who seemed to be affected by 9/11 discourse try to 

provide readers with a different version of reality. A reality that is different from the one they used 

to believe. In such works, the “victim”, who the readers used to sympathize with, turns to be the 

“victimizer”. To mention just one example among a large body of works that fall under this 

category, one can mention Mohsin Hamid’s The Reluctant Fundamentalist (2007). In this work, 

“Hamid has done something extraordinary… and for those who want a different voice, a different 

view of the aftermath of 9/11, The Reluctant Fundamentalist is well worth reading” (Bounar, 2018, 

pp. 81-82).  

 

Additionally, Walter’s The Zero apparently contributes to reacting to or resisting discourse. 

The novel starts with the main character, Remy Brian, who wakes up to find that he has shot 

himself in the head. Remy is depicted as a traumatized character who faces lots of difficulties 

remembering what happened to him, to whom he spoke, and whether certain events really 

happened or he is just imagining. Remy is a character whose main role in the novel is to do 

investigations about March Selios, who loses a piece of paper in the bus with a recipe written on 

it. Because the investigators, Remy and his colleagues, find that piece of paper, they start such 

investigations for they believe this may have a relation with the attacks. 

 

The scholarship on Jess Walter’s The Zero has examined the novel from a variety of 

perspectives. Resano (2017) analyses the novel using a Bakhtinian approach focusing mainly on 
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his theory of “satirical carnivalization” (p.133) and dialogism. To reach this end, Resano 

emphasizes Walter’s use of irony and satire as a means to provide readers with his The Zero as a 

counter-discourse. 

 

In her thesis, Olson (2016) relates the characters’ traumatic experiences to Gothicism in 

selected post 9/11 narratives, including Jess Walter’s The Zero. Relying on Cathy Caruth’s trauma 

theory, the researcher reassesses and challenges the idea that traumatized characters in the selected 

works are unable to express themselves clearly in relation to their ‘physical’ or psychological 

situation. Instead, she highlights the characters’ ability to recover, partly, through different ways 

like seeking revenge and developing unsuccessful and broken relationships with their friends, etc. 

She analyses these ways by referring to a psychoanalytic approach.   

 

Derosa (2013) also sheds light on writers’ difficulty to differentiate between “otherness” 

(p.158) and the “fundamentalist other” (p.158) in post 9/11works. The researcher negates the 

association of terrorism and fundamentalism with religion. Instead, he suggests that writers have 

to depict “fundamentalist others” instead of “others” in post 9/11 literature. This means that he 

uses Walter’s The Zero to prove that Americans are not supposed to blame Muslims or Arabs in 

general and to associate terrorism as a practice with a limited group.   

 

Observing that there is a need for detailed studies that highlight Muslim characters in 

Walter’s The Zero and the latter being a response to 9/11 dominant discourse, the present study 

aims to take up the lacuna by investigating whether this work can be considered as a counter-

narrative and in what ways. 

 

This analytical study, then, aims at providing evidence that Walter portrays Muslim 

characters in his work The Zero (2006) and that he does so to deconstruct the idea that Americans 

are innocent and victims while Muslims are the only entity to blame. The present study, thus, is an 

attempt to pinpoint that through depicting several characters, including American and Middle 

Eastern ones (who are depicted as Muslims), as reacting to the dominating truth, Walter seems to 

be giving a voice to the voiceless and providing readers with a different version of reality. 

Therefore, the ultimate purpose of this research is to prove that The Zero can be considered as a 

counter-discourse and to come up with meaningful interpretations of this aspect; something that 

may enrich the meaning of this novel and add to its appreciation as a literary work. 

 

After making a close reading to Jess Walter’s The Zero (2006), the researchers notice that 

there are several characters in the novel that seem to be influenced by the 9/11 dominant discourse, 

explained above, because they talk negatively about Middle Eastern characters while others appear 

to be countering that discourse either through their dialogue or actions. But one has to raise an 

essential question which is related to whether Walter’s depiction of the characters as such is 

purposeful.  

 

To start with, at the very beginning of the novel, the boss clearly states: “If we do not make 

a fundamental accounting of what was lost, if we do not gather up the paper and put it all back, 
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then the forces aligned against us have already won. They’ve. Already. Won” (Walter, 2006, p.19). 

Here, the boss seems to be very careful not to lose the war against the enemy. The idea of gathering 

the paper here is symbolic as he is trying to influence ordinary people and urge them to unite and 

not to give the enemy the opportunity to win.  

 

Another instance where the same character clearly emphasizes the fact that Middle 

Easterners are Americans’ enemies is when he says:  

 

These bastards hate our freedoms. Our way of life. ...They hate our very . . . economic well-       

being. This is a war we fight with wallets and purses, by making dinner reservations and 

going to MOMA, by having drinks at the Plaza. And we will fight back. We will fight back 

even if it means that every American sits through Tony and Tina’s goddamn Wedding! 

(Walter, 2006, p.19) 

 

This indicates this character’s motivation by a deep conviction for he strongly argues that people 

who he considers as the “other” are jealous of the western “way of life” (Walter, 2006, p.19), 

“freedom” (Walter, 2006, p.19), etc.  

  It has been noticed that whenever the opportunity comes to the boss to talk about what he 

calls “the enemy”, he tries, in a way or another, to reinforce the same idea and the same truth 

associated with the Middle East. For instance, when Remy seems to be confused and feels, to a 

certain extent, guilty, he strongly tries to remove these ideas from his mind by saying: 

 

“Come on. What are you afraid of?”  

           “That I’m causing something bad to happen.”  

     The Boss laughed. “That you’re causing it? That’s a little grandiose, isn’t it? Look around 

you,     Brian. We live in a divided world. You and I didn’t make that up. We didn’t make 

up the hole in the heart of this city, or the people who want to see our way of life destroyed. 

Whatever is happening now was going to happen whether we were involved or not. 

(Walter, 2006, p.298) 

 

Through this example, the Boss emphasizes Remy’s and all the Americans’ innocence as he is 

trying badly to encourage Remy not to think of guilt. 

 

The same character, Remy, is depicted as unable to remember what happens to him or to 

whom he speaks. In addition to that, the doctor, by the end of the novel, informs Remy that he 

cannot see well and that he has never seen such a kind of ill vision in a human being. This is 

metaphorical for it may symbolize some Americans’ difficulty of seeing the truth, especially 

because Walter himself declares:  

 

I wanted Brian Remy to be an unwilling hero, blinded in every way, to his own acts and to 

the motivations of others. Most of all, though, I wanted him to feel what I think most of us 

feel: confused and frightened, a helpless man of the very best intentions. (J.Walter, personal 

communication, n.d.) 
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The impact of the discourse shaped about the Middle Easterners as a threat is highlighted because 

one notices that several Middle Eastern characters received alarming letters. An example that well 

illustrates the situation is the case of Mahoud when he 

opened the bag and showed [Remy and Markham] a note. In red block letters it read: “Go 

home, camel-fucker. We know where you live.” Paper-clipped to the note was a wrinkled 

pink triangle of skin.  

“Is that a pig’s ear?” asked Markham.  

“Some jerk’s idea of a big joke, yes?” Mahoud said. “Give a Muslim the ear of a pig.” He 

frowned bitterly at the two men. “I can’t even look at it, I get so mad. My son is in the 

American army. My son!” Mahoud’s eyes teared up. (Walter, 2006, p.111)  

 

In the light of this quotation, one can conclude that Middle Eastern characters are mistreated in the 

novel. Although Mahoud is very serious and worried about his son because of the threats he is 

receiving through letters, Markham seems to ridicule him. 

 

In relation to the same idea, it is quite essential to mention that Muslims are seen as the 

same whether they are American citizens or not. For instance, when Mahoud tells Remy and 

Markham that he  

put up a sign … that said, “I am Pakistani not Arab!” but do you know what I think? I think 

I should not have to do that. I think in this country I should not have to explain that I am 

not a terrorist. I think these things are not anyone’s business but my own. He was worked 

up. He wiped his mouth. (Walter, 2006, p.112) 

 

While discussing this issue, the two investigators keep saying to him “right” (Walter, 2006, p.112), 

which indicates that they agree with him and see him as innocent but at the end, Markham tells 

him that they have to take seriously only the issues that are considered as “actual violence” (Walter, 

2006, p.112). This means that they see Mahoud’s problem as trivial and he has to be hurt, maybe 

physically, in order to be considered as a victim. 

 

In addition to that, Mahoud’s explanation that he is not an Arab and saying: “I think in this country 

I should not have to explain that I am not a terrorist. I think these things are not anyone’s business 

but my own” (Walter, 2006, p.112) demonstrates that as an ordinary man, he will not change 

anything by saying that. What matters is that he himself is convinced or sure he is not a terrorist 

because he is not in a position of power so that what he utters will be considered as the truth. 

Furthermore, he is seen with suspicious eyes that is why whether to explain that he is not a terrorist 

or not, his efforts will be in vain. 

 

The Americans’ deep impulse and insistence on defeating the enemy is proved again when 

Remy reads the following sign: “Our enemies should know this about the American people, which 

will not rest until Evil is defeated” (Walter, 2006, p.157). This quote confirms the fact that western 

characters are trying, by all means, to instill the idea of fighting in people.  
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Another example that delineates the same point is when Nicole says: “It’s a war, now, 

honey. This is about defending our values. Because they will beat you to death for a dime on the 

sidewalk. And the only way to deal with that kind of aggression is to beat them to death for a 

nickel” (Walter, 2006, p.184). Through this extract, it is clear that almost all the investigators 

support one idea which is to clean the country from the enemy’s threat. 

 

Now, it is quite interesting to mention that although a surface reading of The Zero may 

view those characters as the effect of discourse and power, a thorough one reveals that Walter has 

a different purpose which is, as he clearly mentions in his conversation with the literary editor 

Amy Grace Loyd, the fact that the novel is a “satire about us, about the collective post-traumatic 

stress that we’ve suffered and the way we’ve retreated into a cocoon lined with real-estate listings 

and 401K updates while truly frightening measures are undertaken on our behalf” (J.Walter, 

personal communication, n.d.). This means that although he creates the character of Remy as a 

traumatized one and the whole story as revolving around investigations about 9/11, his goal is to 

satirize their reaction to the event. 

 

When it comes to Muslim characters, Walter depicts some of them as innocent and others 

as real terrorists. When Assan, a Middle Eastern character, is asked about Bishir Madain, another 

Middle Eastern character, he keeps responding kindly to Markham although the latter uses some 

harsh words sometimes and the following example well illustrates this idea: 

 

“my brother is in Saudi Arabia. He used to raise money for Islamic studies. He worked 

with Bishir on a program with exchange students.”  

“I don’t care about that, Assan.” Markham got closer, until his voice was hardly more than 

a 

whisper. “I care about one question. Answer one question and it gets better. Where is 

Bishir?”  

“I told them ...I do not know where Bishir is.”  

     “You haven’t told me, Assan.” (Walter, 2006, p. 135) 

 

 This simple example shows Assan’s kind response although the harsh words of Markham seem 

to be provocative. This, of course, gives readers a hint about Walter’s apparent attempt to provide 

us with a different picture of Muslims. 

 

Walter’s belief in the subjectivity of reality is clear when a Middle Eastern character 

approaches Remy and tells him:  

 

You’re always convincing yourselves that the world isn’t what it is, that no one’s reality 

matters except your own. That’s why you make such poor victims. You can’t truly know 

suffering if you know nothing about rage. And you can’t feel genuine rage if you won’t 

acknowledge loss. (Walter, 2006, p. 221) 
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As if this Muslim character represents Muslims in general as he is trying to tell Remy, who seems 

to represent the West, that they are only interested in the truth they create without taking into 

consideration the other’s reality and that is the reason, according to him, behind victimizing people. 

The same character then adds: 

 

That’s what happens when a nation becomes a public relations firm. You forget the truth. 

Everything is the Alamo. You claim victory in every loss, life in every death. Declare war 

when there is no war, and when you are at war, pretend you aren’t. The rest of the world 

wails and vows revenge and buries its dead and you turn on the television. Go to the cinema. 

(Walter, 2006, p. 221)  

 

This is a very strong and daring response that Middle Eastern character is informing Remy about. 

As if he wants to say that they neglect the truth and keep victimizing innocent people and then, 

they watch these people’s sufferings and funerals on TV coldly. Thus, Walter seems to be giving 

a voice to these silenced characters that are considered as the “other” or “them” or “the enemy” 

throughout the novel. 

 

He carries on reacting strongly by saying: 

 

Entertainment is the singular thing you produce now. And it is just another propaganda, the 

most insidious, greatest propaganda ever devised, and this is your only export now—your 

coffee and tobacco, your gunpowder and your wheat. And while people elsewhere die ques-

tioning the propaganda of tyrants and royals, you crave yours. You demand the propaganda 

of distraction and triviality, and it has become your religion, your national faith. In this 

faith you are grave and backward fundamentalists, not so different from the grave and 

backward fundamentalists you presume to battle. If they are barbarians knocking at the 

gates with stories of beautiful virgins in the afterlife, then aren’t you barbarians too, 

wrapping the world in cables full of happy-ever-after stories of fleshy blondes and animated 

fish and talking cars? (Walter, 2006, p. 223)  

 

This Muslim character is blatantly blaming the Americans and accusing them of creating this 

“propaganda” (Walter, 2006, p. 223) and of being the “fundamentalists [they] presume to battle” 

(Walter, 2006, p. 223). Even the verb “presume” is indicative here for he seems to accuse them of 

creating the enemy.  

 

By giving a voice to Middle Eastern characters, Walter proves that he seems to be 

influenced by the postmodern thought related to “the multiplicity of truth” especially when he tells 

the same editor, mentioned before:  “We all witnessed the same event, but we didn’t see the same 

thing… Ask five people what they saw and they’ll describe the same moment. But ask what 

Kennedy’s death meant and you’ll get five very different answers” (J.Walter, personal 

communication, n.d.). By referring to Kennedy, Walter means to exemplify in order to reach the 

same purpose, previously stated, which is to support the variety of perspectives instead of being 

convinced and limited by one point of view. 
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In addition to giving voice to Middle Eastern characters, Walter seems to be reacting by 

choosing several American characters to think differently. For instance, the narrator says:  

 

What do you trust? Memory? History? No, these are just stories, and whichever ones we 

choose to tell ourselves—the one about our marriage, the one about the Berlin Wall—there 

are always gaps. There must be countless men all over the country crouched in front of 

barbecues, just like [Remy], wondering how their lives got to that point. (Walter, 2006, p. 

160) 

  

As if Walter is trying to undermine the belief that there is one reality. He seems to emphasize the 

fact that history and memory are unreliable by arguing that “these are just stories” (Walter, 2006, 

p. 160). This means that history is subjective to bring forth Foucault’s idea and that we can create 

other stories and hence, other realities. 

 

In another situation, the narrator talks about Remy mentioning: 

 

A life is made up of actions, and if [Remy] wanted the world to be different, then he only 

needed to act differently. Every minute of every day was an opportunity to do the right 

things, to make something of this mess… He didn’t need to be involved in some shady 

investigation that may have hurt innocent people. And he certainly didn’t have to drive 

around wondering what he wanted to say to his own son. (Walter, 2006, p. 212) 

 

The verb “act” is originally italicized which means that the narrator is putting emphasis on action; 

and by saying that “[e]very minute…was an opportunity to do the right things” (Walter,2006, 

p.212), he seems to highlight the idea that something is wrong with the reality the dominant 

discourse provided. In addition to that, there is a hint that he is blaming Remy of hurting “innocent 

people” (Walter, 2006, p.212) which indicates that he wants to say that those in authority, Remy 

and his colleagues, are doing something wrong by shedding light on Middle Eastern characters. 

 

Even April, Remy’s girlfriend, seems to complain about her country by saying: “We just 

got so sick of America we couldn’t take it any more. At some point, a place loses enough of itself 

that you have no choice but to abandon it.” She leaned in as if sharing a secret. “And frankly, I 

think it’s gotten worse” (Walter, 2006, p. 244). As if Walter wants to say that many Americans 

believe in the various and numerous realities and perspectives that can be taken into account but 

they cannot speak louder because when she says it, “[s]he leaned in as if sharing a secret.” (Walter, 

2006, p.44) 

 

Moreover, when the American character, Addich, talks to Remy, he seems to be reinforcing April’s 

idea about the country especially when he says: 

 

I thought, … We used to kill that many ourselves in a good year. This city, it doesn’t care 

about you. Or me. Or them. .. This city cares about garbage pickup. And trains. That’s the 
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secret . . . what the crazy assholes will never get. You can’t tear this place apart. Not this 

city. We’ve been doing it ourselves for three hundred years. The goddamn thing always 

grows back. (Walter, 2006, pp. 302-303) 

 

This proves this character’s feeling of guilt and announcement of the fact that they used to do the 

same thing, as what happened the day of the attacks, in a year and that reaction, the attacks, must 

be expected because “The goddamn thing always grows back” (Walter, 2006,p.303). 

 

  Addich carries on discussing the same issue but he moves to explaining the meaning of the 

word “zero” by relating it to Arabic. He clarifies:  

 

“It’s an Arab word,” the man continued. “Zero. From the word sifr. Means empty, like 

cypher. The world had no concept of zero, of nothingness, until we brought it west... But it 

had never occurred in the West that there could be a number before one.” …. If you can’t 

count nothing, you can’t conceive of everything. Without zero, you can’t comprehend 

negative numbers. So you can’t see infinity. There’s no sense to the universe. No negative 

to balance the positive, no axis on which to turn, no evil to balance the good. Without zero, 

every system eventually breaks down. (Walter, 2006, pp. 309-310) 

 

By explaining the meaning and importance of the number “zero”, Addich seems to symbolize a 

very interesting reality. That is he may mean that people of his country, especially those in power, 

do not accept loss and they even do not believe that there is “a number before one” (Walter, 2006, 

p.309). Furthermore, he is highlighting the importance of loss in creating “balance” (Walter, 2006, 

p.310). 

 

Later on, it has been revealed that several Middle Eastern characters are portrayed as real 

terrorists in the novel. However, Walter’s depiction of these characters as such seems to be 

purposeful. What proves that is this Muslim character’s words: “These animals [meaning 

terrorists] killed my brother,” he muttered to Remy. “I wouldn’t help them, so they killed Assan. 

These are not Muslims. They are animals. I would do anything to stop them” (Walter, 2006, p. 

293). Here we notice that a Muslim character is referring to other characters, who are Muslims 

too, as “animals” (Walter, 2006, p.293) because they do something against Islam and its principles. 

His way of speaking indicates Walter’s attempt to avoid generalization. As if he wants to say that 

Muslims are not alike, are not the same. We always have exceptions, for this character is also hurt 

by people who have the same religion as his. 

 

Jaguar, who is depicted as a terrorist, tells Remy: 

 

“You know, it’s ironic,” ... “I used to tell my students that there are a hundred ninety-two  

mentions of Allah’s compassion in the Koran. And only seventeen instances of his 

vengeance. And yet, it is always the vengeance that seduces. Just like here. You claim to 

follow a simple prophet of poverty and compassion and build temples celebrating riches 
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and power.”… “It occurred to me that I’ve been wrong all these years. Maybe power and 

vengeance ...are exactly what we should build temples to”. (Walter, 2006, p. 320) 

 

Through the character of Jaguar and the comparison he draws, Walter seems to have a message 

which is related to power. As it is mentioned before, power is related to discourse and the creation 

of truth. That is why he emphasizes the fact that “power and vengeance…are exactly what we 

should build temples to” (Walter, 2006, p.320) meaning that people have to worship “power” and 

“vengeance” for these two concepts are playing a major role in creating history, because if power 

is exercised, one has to expect resistance, as Foucault argued.  

 

Conclusion 

After analyzing the representation of Muslims in Walter’s The Zero, one can wrap up by 

saying that this novel falls under the category of counter-narratives for the writer successfully 

depicts Muslim characters (Middle Eastern ones) as innocent and as mistreated verbally, in many 

cases, by Americans to deconstruct and challenge the dominant discourse. By portraying Muslim 

characters as such, he provides readers with a different reality than that of the aftermath of the 

attacks. In addition to that, Walter’s main reason behind creating such a work seems to be the way 

Americans responded to the event and this is proved when the writer himself says: “Our complicity 

begins with our country’s reaction to that attack and our failure, in my opinion, to debate the 

response honestly” (J. Walter, personal communication, n.d.). This quote justifies Walter’s 

depiction of Muslim characters as such because he clearly states that their judgement of the events 

was not honest. 
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Abstract 

This research sheds light on an important area in Bakathir plays, woman’s image, which has not 

been studied by any researcher to the best of my knowledge. An important objective of the study 

is to show how Bakathir portrays women in his selected plays and why his attitude towards women 

distinguishes his literary works among his contemporary writers. The significance of the study 

stems from the fact that such issues remain controversial and differs according to the writer 

ideology and background. Moreover, Bakathir, as well as his philosophy of woman is still 

unknown in the realm of world literature in general and contemporary Arabic literature in 

particular. The paper analyzes the image of women in Bakathir's plays: The Secret of Shahrazad 

(1951), Cats and Rats (1962) and The Tragedy of Zeinab(1966). However, the focus will be 

primary on The Secret of Shahrazad. It will display the way in which a woman is introduced and 

its relation to Bakathir’s vision. It is clear that he presents an unprecedented splendid image for a 

woman in his plays. Not only does he highlight the woman in her bright images, yet he deliberately 

investigates the history and legends that encroach the holiness of the woman. He rectifies the 

history blunder and reinterprets the legends. The woman is portrayed in a positive and bright 

image, and the misconception that had been stickled to women for ages is tackled positively and 

logically. It is clear that Bakathir’s portrayal of woman is colored by his own vision which is based 

on Islamic ideology. 

 Keywords:  Ali Ahmad Bakathir, image, Shahrazad ,vision, woman, work    

Cites as:   Rashed, R. Q. G. (2019). The Image of Woman in Ali Ahmad Bakathir’s Literary 

World: A study of Selected Plays. Arab World English Journal for Translation & Literary 

Studies, 3 (1) 113-126. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awejtls/vol3no1.9  

 

 

http://www.awej-tls.org/
http://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awejtls/vol3no1
http://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awejtls/vol3no1


AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume, 3 Number 1. February 2019    

The Image of Woman in Ali Ahmad Bakathir’s Literary World                                 Rashed                                                          
 

  

Arab World English Journal for Translation & Literary Studies                                                                      

ISSN: 2550-1542 | www.awej-tls.org 
114 

 

 

 

Introduction 

Women have suffered from marginalization beyond description, both at the social or political level 

as well as on the level of official literature including oral literature for ages. All the stories turn a 

blind eye and ear to the positive role played by women throughout history that highlights the 

negative image and diminishes her status. The state of deterioration experienced by women in most 

part of the world particularly in Arab society dates back to the wrong perceptions passed down 

from the tribal patriarchal culture. Such culture deprives women of gaining virtues through the 

experience of hard work and creative work. The change of this desperate situation requires 

overcoming those misconceptions that are based against women. This definitely causes material 

and moral weakness for the entire society. An Arab woman has been subjected to different forms 

of abuse through different ages. She has faced a false consciousness with traditional references; 

historical references and social legends are sometimes employed to distort the image of a woman. 

The whole society looks at a woman as a devil power that should be controlled; otherwise, the 

peace of a man is at risk.      

                       

Due to the fact that literature is a mirror of society, a woman has been a focal point in many 

narrative works. She was a mother, sister, wife, daughter and beloved. Woman is half of society 

and the active role and the basis of this great edifice. She is a planet that enlightens a man. In her 

absence, a man will dwell in darkness. Yet, the truth is that a woman is often seen oppressed, 

negative and subjected to male domination. She is as usual dependent and suppressed. This 

repression ranges from customs to traditions, circumstance of society and its patterns in dealing.   

             

Many literary writers have tackled the image of a woman in their works that reflect the 

situation in which  women experience in their societies. Unlike the other writers who introduce 

woman negatively, Bakathir (1910-1969) not only introduces a positive image of a woman but 

also reinterprets the legends (that distorted the image of a woman for ages) in a new way that 

preserves the dignity, integrity and honesty of the woman. He begins to rewrite that story, 

preserving women’s status and consideration, correcting the history mistakes or reinterpreting the 

legends (Al-Zabidi,p.1). His view about women is based on his own philosophy and Islamic 

ideology. To him, a woman should be appreciated, respected and given the opportunity to 

participate actively in the betterment of society. However, he expresses his dissatisfaction with 

some disadvantages which affect the expected role of women. Bakathir, says:  

                                                                                                   

In my opinion, the woman of modern age is no more a female one because she leaves her 

home and works and does many activities, which make her extend the limits of her 

feminism. Furthermore, she did not pay the sufficient attention of the works of her home, 

and she neglected the children because she believed that these tasks are the responsibility 

of the servants. (as cited in Al-Shami, p.305) 

 

When he was asked, “Do you think that woman should not work?” He replied,  

No, she should work, but she should not be transferred into a male because of her 

extroverted behaviors; it is not suitable for her to undress her body in a disgustful way, 

even the husband does not like to see his wife naked. She will be annoyed in her way, in 
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transportation, and in her job if she behaves openly and impolitely. She should be introvert 

so that she can avoid the annoyances of others. She should do the works that suit her nature, 

and she also should avoid the behaviors that make her fell in the trap of those who run after 

their sexual motifs. (cited in Al-Shami,p.  305)       

                                                              

 Bakathir seems to be of the view that both women and men are essential for the development of 

any society as both have a role in the growth of society.  In effect, Bakathir is considered one of 

the few contemporary writers who appreciate women and who were able in their literary works 

to reconsider women and highlight them in a bright image. He even rewrote some legends that 

have abused the sanctity of women. He reinterprets the story of Shahrazad in Arabian Nights in 

a way that preserves the dignity, chastity, and faithfulness of a woman. He introduces an 

honorable model for a woman as it will be shown in the study. One can say a woman occupies a 

prestigious place in the works of Bakathir where she is honored and given her right of 

appreciation and respect. Women are no longer seen as man’s belongings, but rather respectable. 

She can move all things around her. 

 

Bakathir’s achievement 

 It has to be noted that Bakathir is a committed, multi-talented writer. He was a poet, playwright, 

novelist, writer, thinker, researcher and translator. He “wrote more than thirty plays, as well as a 

morath on dramatization in nineteen volumes of early Islamic history and conquests” 

(Badwai,p112). His most famous novels are Wa Islama (Oh my Islam)1944, The Red Rebel 1949, 

and of his most famous plays are Malhamat Omar (Epic of Omar) 1963-1966 and Sirr Shahrazad. 

This variety confirms that he presented in his literary work different colors and different forms of 

literary expression of poetry, historical novels, poetic plays and prose plays. He was committed to 

the values and principles of Islam while preserving the technical aspects. His preaching doesn’t 

dominate his work; he combines his commitment and art beautifully and exquisitely. Bakathir, a 

committed writer to the Islamic vision of the universe and life composes dozens of novels, plays 

and poetic works that include his vision in the interpretation of contemporary history incidents. He 

quotes some verses from the Holy Quran to introduce his novels and plays, and he borrows some 

historical characters and events to treat some modern problems. Bakathir initiates the novel, The 

Red Rebel (1949), with a quotation from the Holy Quran “And when we intend to destroy a 

township, we address our commandment to its rebellious people, but they transgress therein; so 

the sentence of punishment becomes due against it, and we destroy it with utter destruction” (Al- 

Israa – Ayah 17). The epigraph is a message of warning for the expected disastrous consequences. 

In fact, the novelist wants people to learn a lesson from the Algramata revolution and its miserable 

consequence and to avoid committing the same mistake in their present life (Al- Kaoud,1992, p.2). 

In the play, the Tragedy of Oedipus, he re-drafts it in accordance with the Islamic vision. Its ending 

is contrary to what is known. It opens the doors of repentance to man whatever the work of the 

worst. Similarly, he does the same in The New Faustus (1966) play. Bakathir reintroduces the 

character of Faustus as a realistic human personality after having ruled out superstitious elements. 

In Salamat Al-Qess (1943) novel, Islamic vision is employed. The priest declares that love 

becomes a motive to think about the kingdom of God. It provides access to revealing self-secrets. 

The priest doesn’t know the effect of the grace of God upon him until he has tried love. He doesn’t 
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enjoy worship except in response to the effects of immaculate love (Al-Khateeb,2009). Bakathir 

who employs the legends, migrates to history to address the reality and future of Arabs and 

Muslims. He tries to instill in them the spirit of work, hardness and steadfastness through their 

parents and grandparents who were a beacon of dignity and independence (Al-Kaoud,2010, p.93). 

Bakathir employs his literary work, legends and history to serve the Islamic thought hoping to 

regain the golden age of Arabic and Islamic civilization. 

 

Despite his leadership in each of these areas, the theater has dominated his production and 

attracted his attention. His plays have dealt with many mythological, historical and political topics. 

Bakathir, the great Arabic poet and dramatist influences every generation of writers since his death 

and he continues to have an enormous impact on contemporary dramas and poems. He establishes 

himself as a great author and poet in the realm of Arabic literature. Despite of his contribution, he 

is given less scholarly attention comparing with his contemporary figures such as Taha Hasyan, 

Tawfiq, Naguib Mahfouz etc. both in the Arabic –Islamic world and in the west. On the contrary, 

he has been marginalized and doesn’t get sufficient study and literary status he deserves due to the 

two main reasons: “ the first is that the majority of the critics and literary writers both individuals 

and institutions who have non-Islamic visions intentionally neglected him and his works due to his 

Islamic attitude and ideology; the second is that Bakathir preferred to live a way from spotlights 

and media”(Al-Shami,2016,p.18).It should be mentioned that Bakathir doesn’t not care about 

ignoring his work and fighting it and doesn’t not leave his artistic work, but faces the challenge 

with a challenge of another kind. He says, “I will not stop writing and it’s not necessary to publish 

what I wrote while Iam alive. I do see new Muslim generation who receive and welcome my 

literary works’’. (http://library.islamweb.net/media/print.php?id=222409( 

 

 Bakathir is a committed Muslim who strove to illustrate the importance of following 

Islamic teaching as a means of reforming the self and society. Verses from the Holy Quran that 

aim at spreading awareness about the importance of following Islamic teaching for the betterment 

of individuals and society are quoted in Bakathir’s plays and novels. For example, in the plays of 

Tragedy of Oedipus (1949) “Follow not the footsteps of Satan; surely, he is to you an open enemy. 

He only enjoins open you what is evil and what is foul, and that you say of Allah what you do not 

know” (Al-Baqarah- Ayah-169-170) and The New Faustus (1966) “only those of His servants who 

possess knowledge fear Allah. Verily Allah is Mighty, Most forgiving” (Fatir- Ayah-29). He 

employs his literary talents to further the causes of Islam in society, politics, and education. He 

strives to inform his audience of their religious obligation and drawing inspiration from the annals 

of Islamic history. His Islamic ideas are employed to correct the ideas and behavior of the society 

as it will be elaborated while studying The Tragedy of Zeinab (1966). He tries in his plays to get 

away from direct preaching through presenting words and social ideas of his privacy. In such 

works, he introduces topics of women, liberation, gender equality and curatorship between 

spouses. It seems that he wants to say that the solution is to return to the values of Islam without 

extremism. His Islamic tendency is clearly seen in his plays that always start with verses from the 

holy Quran which summarizes the intellectual content for every literary work. Bakathir’s Islamic 

tendency has a great impact on his writing and ideas. The impact of Islamic tendency is reflected 

in all his literary works for example in a novel Salamat Al-Qas where he sees fate as a cornerstone 
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of faith that must be accepted by the believer. Abdul Rahman Al-Qas when he remembers his good 

mother who sacrificed her life to devote himself to worship and science, he grieves upon her death. 

Yet, “he took himself with patience and contentment by the judgment of God, he resorts to prayer 

and worship Whenever he is toured ……., he was satisfied with du'aa 'and had mercy on her” 

(Bakathir, Al-Qas, p. 5-6).  

 

Bakathir tackles topics of high privacy such as misunderstanding the concept of women’s 

liberation in “Al Dinea Fawdha” (1961) and the fall of material relationship in (Cats and 

Rats)(1962). Though he read the European culture and he was influenced by western literature, he 

remained enthusiastic and adhering to Islamic culture defending it by his art and literature. To him, 

Islam is a means to building a complete civilization. The solution to the problems of Arab and 

Islamic world lies only in return to Islamic principles. He derived the Islamic thought from its 

original resources i.e. the Quran and Sunnah (Prophet Muhammad’s sayings). Thus, he denied the 

superstition and heresies that were prevalent in Hadramout (a city in the south of Yemen). He 

called upon people to purify their faith from impurities and to renounce religious stalemate and 

inaction. 

 

Women Portrayal in Bakathir’s Play, Sirr Shahrazad (The Secret of Shahrazad) 

 Bakathir, the dramatist, is known for his positive portrayal of a woman in his plays. His positive 

attitude and treatment of woman do not end at this point; he positively reinterprets and rewrites 

some historical and legendary stories that decrease and humiliate the status and the role of woman 

in a way to defend the woman and her prestigious place. Al-Zabidi, (2008) confirms this view and 

states that " Bakathir rewrote and reinterpreted the legends and historical stories that decrease the 

status of woman and he corrected the mistakes of the historical writings, and he supported a woman 

to regain her suitable status and right place"(p. 1).  

 

 According to Bakathir’s view (in the Secret of Shahrazad), Shahryar, the king used to 

marry a woman every night and killed her in the same night due to his impotence but pretended 

the immorality of those victims. Bdoor, the wife of Shahryar refuses to swim with him, and as a 

reaction, he swam with some maidservants, and she felt jealous of this behavior and planned to 

awake jealousy in her husband; she invited to her room a black castrated servant who is incapable 

of doing anything with women. When Shahryar saw him there, he killed him. As Othello does with 

his innocent wife Desdemona, Shahryar murders his innocent wife Bdoor though he knows that 

she is innocent. After killing her, Shahryar decides to marry another fair woman whose name is 

Shahrazad.  To avoid the fate of Shahryar’s previous wives, Shahrazad is skillful and successful 

enough to invent a plan by which she could avoid death. She used to narrate to her sister and to 

him some fine and romantic stories every night. Her effective way and style attract his attention 

and win his love and admiration. Gradually, he starts admiring and appreciating his wife Shahrazad 

who could also take him out of the psychological complex. He loves her and is greatly influenced 

by her distinguished style of treatment.  She is clever, successful and skillful enough to convince 

him that he is a real man with full powers, skills, and abilities. She could take him out of his 

complicated life to fly in the world of fancy and romance. In fact, she along with the teacher 

Redhwan manage to convince Shahryar to repent and pay the dowries of his wives and to 
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compensate the families of the dead wives who were victims of his devilish thoughts and behaviors 

and to stop his crimes. Moreover, she succeeds in convincing him to leave the authority and the 

throne and to go for adventures as Sindbad does. She decides to accompany him in all his 

adventures and journeys. 

 

In the play, a woman is able to change the situation which is seen disgraceful. She refuses 

what has been done by Shahryar. She manages to cure him of his love for bloodshed, turning him 

into a seeker for knowledge. This means a woman in Bakathir view may differ from some other 

writers’ because our orientalism still looks down upon women, seen second to men. Shahrazad is 

life, and the light of knowledge. She is the hope that Bakathir holds to change Shahryar. She is 

seen able to express her opinion and to take her decision. At the same time, she is seen dedicate 

and feminine. Taking a decision and giving her opinion don’t diminish her character and value. 

We have not seen conventional women subordinate to men. Shahrazad attracts the king to a vast 

human horizon. She reeducates him and he is able to see the other objectively. This has bridled the 

evil within him and has matured his vision of life and human being. In her preaching, she adopts 

exhilaration and pleasure, attracting Shahryar through the image of a balanced vision. The 

imagination is mixed with reality in which Shahrazad resorts to art to save Shahryar from his 

complex that pushes him to commit a daily crime. The art also saves her from death that lurks her 

after her wedding night.  

 

From the previous outline of the story of the play, it is clear that Bakathir portrays women 

in a bright and distinguished way. He reinterprets the legend of Shahrazad in a new way that 

preserves her dignity, chastity and honesty. He examines this legend carefully. In fact, he is not 

convinced with the accusation of the woman that she is faithless. Bakathir discusses the legend 

that is seen illogical and starts asking why Shahryar killed his first wife? Why she betrayed him 

with a black servant? Did not she find in the palace a handsome person? Why the king announced 

this issue? Is it better for him to keep it secret allowing none to know about it? Is she his wife? 

Why he did not kill her and claim to the people that she died? What pushed him to marry a virgin 

girl and kill her in the next day? Is he so heartless? (Bakathir,1985, p. 61). These questions lead 

him to write The Secret of Shahrazad arriving at a logical interpretation for the king’s complex. 

We come to know that the king has become impotent as a result of his excessive use of alcohol 

and women. He used to marry every night a virgin girl and he kills her to hide his impotence. 

Shahrazad comes to know Shahryar’s secret from his physician Redhwan. She is smart to 

understand the implication of her teacher intended to save her from the fatal fate (1985,p.64). She 

collaborates with him to cure Shahryar from his illness. She perceives his weakness and employs 

her intelligence requesting him not to sleep with her under the pretext she is still too young and 

she cannot bear a fatal man like him. In such a way along with sweet talk and good behavior, she 

manages to keep him away from the failure so that he does not feel the bitterness of disappointment 

and the weakness of impotence. When she realizes that, he recovers from his impotence, she allows 

him to sleep with her. Because of that Shahrazad wins the love and affection of her Shahryar. Thus, 

he keeps her alive. 

 

http://www.awej-tls.org/


AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume, 3 Number 1. February 2019    

The Image of Woman in Ali Ahmad Bakathir’s Literary World                                 Rashed                                                          
 

  

Arab World English Journal for Translation & Literary Studies                                                                      

ISSN: 2550-1542 | www.awej-tls.org 
119 

 

 

 

Shahryar’s first wife doesn’t realize his illness and thought he is no longer interested in 

her. Thus, Bakathir here has acquitted the women from the charge that has been afflicted for more 

than a thousand year. He doesn’t care that if he acquits the woman, he shall cling to the men the 

lowest and ugliest qualities. In the myth’s old form, the reader may find excuse for Shahryar 

conduct. The crime committed against innocent girls is attributed to their belonging to gender of 

woman who betrays him, making him hate women. Not only does Bakathir acquits Shahrazad, but 

also he cures Shahryar from his ailment taming his brutality, creating a human being who loves 

goodness and beauty. Shahrazad convinces him to atone his crimes by paying blood-money for 

the virgins whom he killed. She makes him renounce the monarch and plans to travel. Shahryar 

says, “Take me with you away from this palace…to where to trace the traces of Sindbad in the 

depths of the earth” (Bakathir,1978, p. 124). One can say Shahrazad has brought a change in the 

meaning of masculinity; the masculinity he believes in and which is (not denied by Shahrazad) 

nothing but animal tendency. He is an animal man while Sindbad is a human man (Ismail, 1981 p. 

102). Shahrazad not only saves her life but also saves Shahryar from his psychological problem 

that has disturbed him for years. She makes him realize the enormity of his error and the misdeed. 

She manages to satisfy his ego and makes him feel that he is a man (p, 190). When Shahryar wants 

to kiss her, she avoids him trying to satisfy his vanity as follows: 

 

Shahryar: Woe! What are you doing? 

Shahrazad: I avoid your eyes looks Sir. They are scary. 

Shahryar: What frightens you in them? 

Shahrazad: What frightens a jealous girl from the eyes of the deadly man. 

Shahryar:(His face shines) Deadly? How do you know I am like that?............... 

Shahrazad: They say you are the greatest philander who has ever been 

born……(Bakathir,1978,p. 74). 

 

Shahrazad takes a contrasting approach to Bodoor (his first wife), satisfying Shahryar egoism 

(Ismail, p. 192). She made him feel that he is a source of her admiration and that he is a philanderer. 

She succeeds in getting him out of the illusion of virility (p.194). She manages to inform him about 

the baseness of his manhood which is a source of his vainness. 

 

One can say, Bakathir defends the innocence and faithfulness of woman. He modifies the 

legend of Shahryar who is presented in other writers’ works as a brave and strong hero who kills 

the criminal, adulterous wives. Bakathir accuses Shahryar of being unable to go for a sexual 

relationship with his wives so, to hide his impotence, he kills all the women he marries in the first 

night. Shahrazad discovers the secret of Shahryar, and she could overcome his problem. She 

doesn’t not only save her life, but she also could help him to get out of his psychological complex 

and encourages him to repent and save the lives of other women. Shahrazad is portrayed as an 

intelligent, wise, beautiful, brave, faithful, honest, successful, skillful, romantic woman and wife 

with heroic and leadership qualities. Bakathir is successful to portray Shahrazad in a very 

interesting and an admirable way. She could protect her life, save other women, win the love and 

admiration of her husband, encourages and convinces him to repent and skillfully win our 

admiration and appreciation. She is a distinctive heroine who is introduced in the play as an 
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important woman who belongs to a prestigious family. Najati, (2013) points out that "Shahrazad 

was brought up in a great house and rich family who paid attention to education and knowledge 

and she was well brought up"(p79). Moreover, Shahrazad is portrayed as a kind, cooperative and 

unselfish woman. She is also presented as a genius and strong woman as Najati pointed out; he 

furthermore, she has a strong faith and belief in God; she believes that the power of Allah 

overcomes the power of Shahryar (p. 80). Shahrazad enjoys the characteristics of the apostolic 

personality who lived supreme values that push her for sacrifice and redemption. To save the girls 

of her time, she suggests to her father to marry her from the king so that she perhaps can save 

herself and the other girls. If she is killed, then it will be a sacrifice for the girls of the Muslims. 

This has changes the stereotype of women. Shahryar himself acknowledges the role of a woman 

in his life. He recognizes the positive role of women in his life.  

 

   It seems that the playwright intends to portray Shahrazad as a symbol of modal and 

distinguished Muslim woman. Najati (2013) states that " we should never forget that the author 

Bakathir portrayed Shahrazad as a real Muslim woman with faithful believer and her Islamic views 

and believes are clear in her speeches as well as works and deeds"(p. 81). Among the important 

features of Shahrazad are her self-confidence, eloquent speeches, intelligence and her wide culture. 

Najati summarizes those significant features of Shahrazad and pointed out that 

 

The important features of Shahrazad can be summarized as follows: first, she has a wide 

culture and knowledge, second is that she is so clever. However, the third feature is that 

she is a quiet and balanced woman with strong character that enables her to control some 

difficult and critical situations and the fourth is that her self-confidence whereas the fifth 

is her eloquent speech and her ability to talk fluently (p.81-82).  

 

Bakathir’s positive portrayal of Shahrazad comes out of his Islamic ideology and his own 

philosophy, which appreciates woman and her roles. Najati, (2013) pointed out that " Bakathir’s 

positive vision of woman confirmed his deep belief in Islam the religion that appreciates and 

admires woman and her roles"(51). It seems that Bakathir takes the general framework of the 

mythical theme and changes it in a way that appears to be compatible with his Islamic idea. He 

makes changes that let the legend looks more logical and more believable. The atmosphere that 

dominates the myth is an Islamic atmosphere and most  of the characters believe in God and live 

in an Islamic society. 

 

The Tragedy of Zeinab(TZ) (1966) 

This play revolves around a beautiful lady called Zeinab. It tells us about her courage and her 

struggle to liberate her country from the invasion. She loves her country more than she loves her 

self. Her sole concern is her country and her people. She doesn’t hesitate to sacrifice her life for 

her country. She is presented as a brave fighter who reminds us of Khawla Bint Alazwar who was 

seen in the battlefields defending her religion and nation. 

 

Zeinab: Give me a gun General Fardiah. 

Fardiah: What are you going to do with it?  
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Zeinab: I will use it to fight with you. (TZ, p.  30) 

 

Bakathir here wants to say struggling or fighting is not limited to men in the battle-field and 

defense of the homeland. Women have been working side by side with men since ancient times. 

She has been with men even in the war. She struggles to live a decent life. Bakathir shows that a 

woman is able to fight like men perfectly if she is given an opportunity to assert herself and when 

we  stop describing her as a weak creature. 

 

       Zeinab is a symbol of Arab nationalism. She is interested in the concerns of the country and 

the nation by achieving the great goal of establishing the People's Army. When Mohiuddin asks 

her about the time of their marriage, she requests him to wait . 

 

Mohiuddin: How long? 

Zeinab: till the successive melancholy and sorrow of our country and nation are over. 

Mohiuddin: How is it? 

Zeinab:  If we achieve that great goal. 

Mohiuddin: Establishment of the People 's Army? 

Zeinab: Yes. (P.40) 

 

Like Shahrazad, Zeinab is concerned about her homeland and nation. Both work hard and 

are ready to sacrifice their lives for the sake of their country. Zeinab is ready to sacrifice her life. 

“For my nation and my country. I want to fight here with a hope of being able to show people the 

mistake they have committed” (p 28). She is not only a brave fighter but also a believer. She is not 

worried about her life saying “Say: It will not hurt us except what is destined by Allah (God)” 

(p.76). She enjoys the characteristics of a good leader. “You are much better than me Zeinab for 

leading the movement” (p.104). She is able to influence those around her. We find through the 

events that she has a strong and brave character; she is not conquered by anyone, regardless of his 

status and whatever his strength. She believes that her honor is her land and the care to maintain a 

decent life within the community. Zeinab, in her own way, declares the birth of a new woman, the 

future of a liberated humanity, placing women as pioneers of human society. She has preceded the 

Contemporary women calling for equality with men and their right to lead and make history. She 

rejects patriarchy because it is a great source of repression. The personality of Zeinab enjoys the 

broad mindedness and breadth of mind if surrounded by the downtrodden from each side. She has 

a deep faith in God and she is a rational one who makes a decision only after thinking deeply. She 

is sensible to make a decision only after a deep reflection. 

 

Zeinab, seen worried about ruling her country by Turks and Mamelukes (p.6), stands for 

the daughter of Egypt who is concerned with her country future. In this way, she is a symbol of 

quest for freedom of the East and the search for its independence from all the influences that seek 

to weaken Egypt. The woman here is no longer passive. She is a heroine who is concerned with 

her homeland, defense of its issue and her sacrifice for it. Her sacrifice is a message for some men 

who keep themselves aloof from the issues of their homeland and prefer tranquility. It is a message 

of warning for those who isolate themselves from community and its issues in remote islands.  The 
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flood when it comes, nobody will be exempted from its fragile selves. Zeinab is not a mere fighter 

but also a reformer; she is a feminist who calls for reforming the system that eliminates a woman 

from the view. She says “we must reform this whole system radically so that woman will have her 

rights equal to men” (p. 63). She intends to enlighten women and “liberate them from servile of 

Veil and harem(women)abuse” (p. 123). To her Allah never accepts to see Muslim women as 

maids without dignity and place in their society (p. 123). Through the mouth of Zeinab, Bakathir 

calls for justice and equality between a man and a woman. 

 

Zubeida: I don’t want to be like him. I just want him to respect my feelings. 

Zeinab: He will never respect your feelings unless you are like him. 

Zubeida: This is an elusive request, Zeinab. 

Zeinab: We have to demand it. If it doesn’t happen in our generation, in the coming 

generations. (p.63) 

   

 

Zeinab finds that the one who “doesn’t care about the future, doesn’t deserve to live in the present.” 

(p.63). She not only cares about the future of our generation, but also she is also a revolutionary 

woman who rebels against the norms and hindrance. To her women have to stick to their rights 

and never surrender “Hold on to your rights and do not worry about his anger” (p.64). She is also 

a believer. we hear her say: “Say: It will not hurt us except what has been destined” (p.76). She 

adds “Everything in this world is fleeting, except good deed” (p.106). Bakathir has done his level 

best to correct the misconception of Islam through interpreting Islam. Zeinab knows Islam and this 

is one of the characteristics of an educated woman who knows how to defend herself. As she was 

accused of flaunting and lewdness as her face is unveiled, she replies that “My face is not Awrah 

(loins) to be covered” (p.120). “But everything in women is Awrah”. Bakathir in the mouth of 

Zeinab replies “This poor understanding of the status of women in Islam is one of the causes of its 

backwardness….and the predominance of enemies against them (Muslims)”(p.120). Here Bakathir 

conveys a message for those who distort Islam and misunderstand Islam. He corrects the concept 

of religion about the role of a woman as Islam has done justice to women. “This is the true Islam 

before the accumulation of ignorance and superstition” (p.121). Bakathir manages through the 

character of Zeinab to send a nice message to the men of Islamic and reformative movements that 

women are determined and willful. If she decides to do something and to run the situation, she will 

storm all obstacles and difficulties. The playwright plays a role in highlighting the cause of women 

and in supporting their stolen rights in the patriarchal community. He introduces the image of the 

fighter who carries the concern of her homeland. Her love for her country is translated into her 

enrollment in the military to fight the enemies. She believes that fighting enemies is not solely the 

duty of the army but of the nation. She seeks for her identity and in many occasion, she tries to 

assert her identity rejecting other people interference in her life. “I will not accept this question 

from my father. How can I accept it from you?” (p.72). Here awareness of her right is remarkable 

throughout the play; she is heard advising Zebedia to fight for her right. “hold on to your right and 

never worry about his anger” (p.64). Then we find that Zeinab is portrayed as a leader, believer, 

thinker, brave, and a woman of dignity who is worried about her homeland. This means the 
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playwright changes the inferior and outdated outlook at woman seen as an object of lust, 

dependence and stupidity. 

 

Cats and Rats(CR) (1962)  

 It revolves around the problem of a working wife and her preoccupation with her responsibility 

for her home in order to save money. The husband who refuses her work or asks her to help with 

the expense of the house is seen greedy. He wants to take advantage of her property. She is unaware 

of that her main role is to take care of her husband and her children and then work comes. The 

neglected wife of her home and her children is busy with her work “she doesn’t know the house 

only at the moment of eating at noon and the hour of sleeping at night” (CR,p.9). Her greediness 

to collect as much money as possible is her sole concern “Her gluttonous to the money… the most 

important thing in her life is nothing but to collect money and to save it in the bank” (p.9). Bakathir 

introduces an image of a working woman attacking her for worshiping money and forgetting her 

holy job and her children. Her criteria for valuing people is money. Her contempt for her husband 

whose salary is 15 pound per month while her salary is 60 pound and more is clearly observed 

(P.10). The reason behind the breakdown of marital relationship is that people keep away from the 

goals of real marriage or spiritual marriage. The concept of marital life is that both are 

complementary to each other. They have to sacrifice and cooperate in everything “The basis of 

marital life today is cooperation and solidarity between the spouses in everything and in any case” 

(p.32).  Marriage is not “a commercial affair based on profit and loss” as such view is “responsible 

in most cases for failure of marital life in our time” ( p.85). A good wife is the one that shares her 

husband in everything financially and spiritually “to mix her money with his money, link her 

money with his money” (p.85).  The duty of the wife towards her husband is that she makes him 

feel that he is her partner. This is what happens with Samia’s aunt who is rational and wise. “She 

opened a shop for her husband and made him feel that money is his” (p.127). Bakathir has no 

objection to the work of a woman as long as she is committed to her duties at home. “There is 

nothing wrong to work and to grow her balance in the bank” (p.85). 

 

          The work of women is not new born. The housewives of the prophet’s companions, 

prophets’ wives, mothers, and grandmothers worked. But things vary according to the age and 

develop by developing and changing images of things. The work of women in the past is not the 

same work in the present era, which made this work pros and cons reflected on the working life 

woman. This has made the subject controversial in contemporary life. Yet, one of the most 

important advantages of women's work is to help the husband to bear the endless daily expenses 

of the home, starting with the rising prices day by day, passing through the education of the 

children and buying the household items things that the husband cannot bear and cannot afford. 

We add to the positive aspects of women's work self-affirmation and the realization of a social 

entity that women become role models for others, especially if their work is beneficial to their 

society and has not had any negative impact on her family as a mother and wife. A working woman 

benefits her society and thus paint a good image of Muslim women. The work of women adds a 

lot to women, and their transactions in work and daily exit and follow-up to their home makes her 

time valuable, develops her personality and makes her able to be an efficient companion to her 
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husband. Disadvantages of work has to be avoided and  that house, children and husband have to 

be given priority. This is Bakathir vision about work. 

 

         Despite of Samia fault or flaw, she is an honorable wife. She is “an honorable wife… you 

cannot deny that she is honorable” (p.69). Eventually, Samia realizes her fatal mistake and that 

marital life is partnership and cooperation. We hear her say, “I will let my balance at the disposal 

of Adel.” (p.128). “He is my husband and father of my children, all that comes back to him from 

his benefit and goodness goes back to me” (p.128).  Here Samia who stands for the women of her 

time has been able to prove that she is more aware and mature and able to achieve a deep human 

relationship between her and her husband. Adel who wants to kill her feels for the first time, she 

is his wife and mother of his children. “Now Samia you are really my wife and mother of my 

children” (p.130). Bakathir introduces an image of a working wife who sees work as an area for 

success and benefiting society. She carries a message that a woman has ambitions and she wants 

to assert herself and serves her community through her work. The working woman must put the 

house and the family in the priority and then work, provided that she does not neglect her work 

because it is a second trust. Bakathir vision about a woman is that she “should take care of the 

original duties of her home and children”. He “thought that she also could do the works and jobs 

that suit her abilities and psychology” ( Al-Shami, Sept. 2016, p. 17). 

 

Conclusion  

To sum, if women have been a negative model in the eyes of some critics, researchers and writers, 

Bakathir, the playwright introduces a positive and bright portrayal of a woman in his plays. He 

provides a positive image of women's models in these tales and attacks those who distort the 

positive image of women in their works. He portrays women in a way that can have a profound 

impact on men and cure the bad qualities of men and reform society. Bakathir paints a positive 

image of women in a patriarchal society which does not recognize the genius women and their 

ability to excellence and creativity.  

 

In the Secret of Shahrazad; the second main character of the play Shahrazad is portrayed 

as strong, brave, wise, capable, clever, confident, determined, honest, faithful, romantic, eloquent, 

fluent, cooperative, unselfish, cultured and educated. The secret of Shahrazad is that she manageds 

to satisfy the ego of the king making him feel she is fearful of his ardor and his fame as a lady 

killer frightens her. She is a Muslim woman with heroic character and leadership qualities. She is 

a woman of an extensive knowledge of human nature. She succeeds in creating a very humane 

husband out of her misogynic husband. Since the first moments, Shahrazad has begun to shake the 

foundations of Shahryar’s mind. She wants to get her sex out of the physical and psychological 

violence she has been subjected throughout the ages. Zeinab in the Tragedy of Zeinab is presented 

as influential, religious, patriotic and determined with leadership qualities. She attacks the 

misconception of Islam in a courageous way. Though, she encounters many obstacles and 

hardship, but she never surrenders. Her character reminds us of Sumayyaiah in the novel 

SiratShoja’a (the Biography of a Brave). Both have been concerned with political, religious and 

reformative issues. Zeinab who enjoys the broad-mindedness and breadth of mind is patriotic and 

ready to sacrifice her life. Being educated, she defends her self, clarifying the misconception that 
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let the Muslim world lags behind.  Samia who is introduced as an image of a working wife who 

sees work as an area for success and benefiting society, stands for the women of her time who are 

more aware and mature to achieve a deep human relationship between them and their husbands.  

 

In fact, the image of the woman in the plays goes beyond the negative frame developed by 

many researchers who introduce her as a vivid example of feelings, desires, a body that provokes 

lust and an element of intrigues and deceit who is not trustworthy. Shahrazad, Samia, and Zeinab 

are  symbols of sacrifice, redemption and altruism. They are ambitious and have noble goal. They 

represent the image of favor and strength of women. Not only do they assert themselves and serve 

their community and the whole of humanity but also, they return to women their self-confidence. 

It can be said that Bakathir is an advocate of women defending them against all the fake 

accusations that wrong them for ages. All in all, Bakathir’s attitude towards woman is based on 

Islam ideology that has raised the status of women and honored her more than any other religion. 

Yet, his commitment to Islamic values has been beautifully merged with art. 
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Abstract  

The Western representation of others and particularly Third World women is not a recent 

fabrication but it had been operational and deep-rooted in the West conceptualization ever since 

the first encounters between Europe and its other. With this in mind, this paper purports to examine 

the representation/image of the female Other in the Eurocentric feminist narratives as well as to 

uncover the pitfalls that Western feminist scholars face while attempting-in their so-called mission 

- to rescue their sisters in the Third world societies. This paper counters the fallacy that has been 

long held by Western feminists about Third World women as being homogenous and ‘uncivilized 

other’. Drawing on postcolonial feminist thought, this paper presents a critique of Western 

feminism vis-à-vis Third World feminism and literary contributions namely, Chadra Mohanty and 

Gayatri Spivak’ theorizations.  
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Introduction  

      It is commonly assumed that Arab people in general and Arab women in particular have long 

been misrepresented and constructed as ‘alien other’ by Western orientalist discourse. The aim 

behind this construction is to maintain Western supremacy over the ‘other’ in terms of cultural, 

political and economic levels. Put differently, when we delve back into the history, we will 

definitely find a consistent record and patterns of Western intervention, manipulation and 

exploitation of not only the Arab and Muslim population, but also the wide-ranging world 

population that generally lays under the rubric of ‘immature’ world since the 16th century. In brief, 

the Western countries were actually highly consistent in carrying out a successful formula for 

expansion, colonization and influence throughout the globe and not just in the Arab world. 

 

      The Western representation of its ‘Other’ in general and Muslims and Arabs in particular is 

not a recent fabrication, but it had been operational and deep-rooted in the West conceptualization 

ever since the first contacts with Arabs and Muslims. Down to the middle Ages, especially during 

the Crusade Wars and along the Arabs expansion in Europe until the very days of the Third 

Millennium, the West promotes almost the same stereotypes for Arabs   and Muslims. Whether 

the contact took place in the foregone centuries or it has happened recently, the West preserve a 

persisting conceptualization of the Arabs and Muslims as an alien “Other” or rather ‘Enemy’. 

 

      Needless to say that western ideologies and policies have been long concerned to maintain 

political, economic and cultural power over the Non-western countries to strategically enhance the 

supremacy of the West over the East. With this in mind, this paper purports to examine the 

representation/image of the female Other in the Eurocentric feminist narratives as well as to 

uncover the pitfalls that western feminist scholars face while attempting-in their assumed mission 

- to rescue their sisters in the Third World societies. This paper counters the fallacy that has been 

long held by Western feminists about Third World women as being homogenous and ‘uncivilized 

other’. Drawing on postcolonial feminist thought, this paper presents a critique of western 

feminism vis-à-vis third world feminism, namely Chadra Mohanty and Gayatri Spivak’ 

theorizations. 

 

2- Towards Orientalism 

      There is a common consensus among scholars and critics that Edward Said’s (1978) book 

Orientalism is regarded as the cornerstone of postcolonial cultural studies. In general, it was this 

famous and pioneering book that has, since its publication, inspired and paved the way to the work 

of numerous theorists and critics of the twentieth century such as Spivak and Bhabha. These critics 

along with others in postmodern era are highly indebted to Said’s book as it was the basis for their 

works and theories. Bhabha( 1992) states that “Orientalism inaugurated the postcolonial field” 

,and Spivak similarly depicts it as “the source book in our discipline” ( as cited in Moore-

Gilbert,1997, p. 34). 

 

        It is generally admitted that the concept ‘orientalism’ refers to the way the West views and 

construct the East or the Orient with malevolent intentions and attitudes. It is, therefore, a 

notoriously mode and a way of seeing others which often- if not always- emphasizes, exaggerates 
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and distorts differences of others and their local cultures as compared to that of Europe, the U.S 

and the West as a whole. More importantly, this ideology often involves seeing Arab culture as 

exotic, backward, uncivilized, and at times dangerous. Orientalism can be defined as a discourse 

that is meant to keep colonized peoples subservient and inferior to colonial rule. 

 

             Moreover, it should be pointed out that the orientalism is seen as an ideology which is 

based on the premise to construct a binary division between the West and its ‘Other’. Although 

the geographical line between the West and the East is an imaginary and artificial one, the 

acceptance of this binarism with the former as privileged and dominant; the latter as unprivileged 

and inferior is taken for granted by Western scholars and institutions. This is significantly 

mentioned in Said ground-breaking book Orientalism. At this moment, the relationship of the 

Occident and Orient becomes the relationship of “power, of domination, of varying degree of a 

complex hegemony” (Said 1978, p.5). He (1978) also adds “Orientalism must create its own other; 

because of this other it can strengthen its own identity and superiority and because of this other it 

can set off against the Orient as “a sort of surrogate and even underground self (p. 3).  

 

         In fact, Said’s orientalism is a study of how the Western colonial powers of Britain and 

France represented North African and the Middle Eastern lands in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century. In brief, Orientalism refers to the sum of the West’s conceptualization and 

representations of the orient. This process consistently places the West in a superior position and 

the Orient in an inferior one. Equally important, Said (1978) defines orientalism, in his highly 

influential work Orientalism, as a style of thought based upon an “ontological and epistemological 

distinction made between “the Orient” and (most of time) the Occident” (p. 1). He further stresses 

in the introduction to orientalism that the orient has been fundamental in defining the West as “its 

contrasting image, idea, personality, experience” (p. 3). The orient then serves as a mirror to the 

West in the sense that the West highly needs its other counterpart Orient to justify its own sense 

of superiority over it .Consequently, the west is civilized only because the orient is uncivilized 

….etc. Richard (1994) argues, here, that “the representation of other cultures invariably entails the 

presentation of self-portraits, in that those people who are observed are overshadowed or eclipsed 

by the observer” (p.289). 

 

             As stated above, orientalism constructs binary division between the West and its other. 

That is, each is assumed to exist in opposition to the other. Hence, the orient is conceived as being 

everything that the West is not, its alter ego. This is, however, not an opposition of equal partners. 

The orient is frequently described in a series of negative terms that serve to reinforce the sense of 

the west superiority and domination. If the west is assumed as the seat of knowledge and learning, 

then it will follow that the orient is the place of ignorance and naiveté. As a result, East and West 

are positioned through the construction of an equal dichotomy. The west occupies a superior rank 

while the orient is its other, in a subservient position. This makes the relations between them 

asymmetrical. 
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3-Representation of Third World Women Others in Western Feminist Discourse  

      It goes without saying that third world women in general and Arab women in particular have 

always been misrepresented by western feminist scholars as being docile, submissive and 

uneducated women not to say uncivilized. In brief, western feminists have, throughout their 

writings and studies, depicted third world women as one singular entity and a monolithic group, 

and by doing so they disregard have intentionally trampled on third world women specificities and 

their historical backgrounds which basically set them apart from western feminist experiences.  

 

        Delving into western feminist texts and discourses, one can easily observe how negatively 

Third World women are portrayed and represented. Importantly, Western female scholars have 

constantly claimed to offer help to their sisters in the third world, but yet they have, due to a set of 

reasons, failed to do so. Precisely put, western feminist so-called attempt to save and help third 

world women to promote their social status is unsurprisingly characterized and largely marked by 

numerous shortcomings and limitations which are seen as the heart of this study. 

 

          To begin with, it is worth noting that one of the basic reasons beyond western feminist failure 

to help their sisters, as they have claimed, is the fact that they have approached and theorized third 

world women from western perspectives and values. By doing so, they have trampled on third 

world women’s own particularities such as religious, cultural and traditional tenets along with 

neglecting the conceptualization of gender relations, historical and economic, and most 

importantly the history of colonialism. For many critics, western feminist ideology, through its act 

and philosophy of representation, it intentionally serves to maintain unequal power structures and 

relations between West and the East and therefore it ultimately reinforces the supremacy of the 

West over the East. 

 

      In this context, transnational feminists, however, not only have they challenged the universal 

claim of the Western feminists to speak on behalf of all women, but they have also directed sharp 

criticism to western feminism for having misrepresented third world women. Postcolonial thinkers 

and transnational feminists like Mohanty,  Rajan, El Saadawi, Andluaze, Kumar, and Spivak to 

name few, have generated an important rethinking body of post-colonial feminists’ thought. That 

is, the most important idea that transnational feminists have challenged is the Western feminists’ 

underlying assumption that all women are the same without looking at differences that exist in 

terms of race, class, religion, citizenship and culture of women. 

 

      In his book Morton (2007) states: 

 

Alongside feminist theorists such as Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Nawal El Saadawi and 

Rajeswari Sunder Rajan, Spivak has also persistently been critical of western feminism’s 

historical complicity with imperialism and the tendency of some western feminist thinkers 

to ignore the specific social, cultural and historical circumstances of non-western women’s 

live” (p. 125). 
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 Being one of the most influential figure in contemporary post-colonial theory and transnational 

feminists, and Marxist feminist, Spivak has made a crucial contribution to feminist thought by 

criticizing Western feminism ,particularly its universalizing claim to speak for all women 

,regardless of difference in class, race, religion, culture, language, and nationality. 

 

      In her insightful and prominent essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?, Spivak( 1988) has criticized 

the feminist discourse for speaking on the behalf of the subaltern in general and third world women 

in particular. She basically raises, in this widely acclaimed essay, some issues of the Third World 

Women which have never been invoked in the international platform. For her, Feminism is theory 

which could not take into consideration the views and aspirations of all the women worldwide with 

regard to class, ethnicity, religion and culture; this is probably one of its shortcoming for which it 

is fundamentally blamed and, therefore, it is viewed  as Eurocentric ideology which places Western 

feminist’ interests at the core of its agendas.  

 

      Equally important, Spivak’s writings and reflections suggest a persistent challenge to the 

Western feminism for homogenizing and misrepresenting Third World women instead of allowing 

them to make their voices and interests heard. For Spivak, all women are not homogenous and 

monolithic groups as Western feminists avow; rather there are marked differences and specificities 

existing among women worldwide regarding class, colour, religion, culture and geopolitical 

conditions. Needless to state that socioeconomic conditions  of  the  European  women ,for 

instance,  are incomparable to those women of  the  Asian  Continent. Also, the European women 

generally seem to enjoy more rights and freedom than their counterpart’s women of the Third 

World. In this way, it would be very difficult to create a universally agreeable female gender 

identity without regarding these differences mentioned above. 

 

       Spivak(1987) further explores the experiences of Third World Women as being “shadowed 

by the doctrines of French High  Feminism”  ( p.141). At this juncture, Spivak’s contention is to 

refute Western feminism namely French feminism as they turned a blind eye to significant 

differences in history, culture, colour, social class …etc.  In a similar vein, Spivak’s reflections on 

Western feminism are highly revealed in both her reading and translation of Devi’s short story 

work entitled “Breast Giver”. Jashoda , the female subaltern protagonist of the story, reverses 

traditional patriarchal stereotypes by taking on responsibilities allegedly held by men .That is , she 

becomes the family provider by giving milk to other children after her husband becomes crippled 

in an accident. By doing so, she challenges Western feminist notion of motherhood as being the 

source of oppression for Third World women. On the contrary, she sees motherhood as a 

profession that grants her economic and social independency.  

 

On her comments on Jashoda’s story, Spivak (1987)argues that:   

 

The milk that is produced in one’s own body for one’s own children is a use value. When 

there is a superfluity of use values, exchanges value arise. That which cannot be used is 

exchanged.  As  soon  as  the  (exchange)  value  of Jashoda’s  milk  emerges,  it  is  

appropriated.  Good food and constant sexual servicing are provided so that she can be kept 
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in prime condition for optimum lactation.  The milk she produces for children is 

presumably through “necessary labour.”  The milk that she produces for the children of her 

master’s family is through “surplus labour” (p.248).  

 

 Spivak(1988) further contends that “if in contest of the colonial production, the subaltern has no 

history and cannot speak, the subaltern as female is even more deeply in shadow”(p.287). Spivak 

examines here the situation of British occupation in India as an example of white European 

ideology taking over the other cultures and perpetuating the inferiority of the ‘Other’. That is, 

Third World women are made to be more subject to invisibility and silence than their counterpart 

males by Western feminist ideologies. Hence, writings about a subaltern group and particularly 

Third World women from an outsider’s perspective -the Western feminists- can never be an 

objective process simply because such writings are carried out without experiencing the culture as 

an insider. Ironically, how can an outsider correctly and objectively write about or accurately 

express a culture they do not directly experience?  

 

      Moreover, Spivak underscores Western feminist political agenda and discourse to marginalize 

and disempower the Third World ‘subaltern’. Stated differently, she examines  the  ethics  and 

politics  involved  in  this  ‘othering’  process,  seizing  on the  question  of representation  of the  

Third  World. Focusing , for instance, on ‘sati’ practice ,a  widow-sacrifice or ‘widow self-

immolation’ that was very common in pre-colonial and colonial India, Spivak rejects and refutes 

British intervention to obliterate this cultural practice on the basis of ‘civilizing mission’. Ironically 

enough, Spivak (1988) regards this act as a mode of silencing and disempowering Indian women 

under the rubric of a so-called ‘civilizing mission’. This is significantly testified in her famous 

phrase: White men saving brown women from brown men” (p.293).British rulers seemed to ignore 

the religious and the spiritual significance behind this cultural practice as a noble act displayed 

willingly by women towards their husbands in the funeral pyre .According to Spivak, the  act  of  

‘self-immolation’  can be by no means  considered  as  an  act  of  suicide  but “ it should  have  

been  read  with  martyrdom  (p.302).By willingly doing so , they gain too much respect and it is 

regarded as an indication of a wife’s devotion and love to her husband. Spivak(1988) adds that:  

  

It  is  in  terms  of  this  profound  ideology  of  the  displaced  place  of  the  female subject   

that  the  paradox  of free  choice  comes  into  play...By  the  inexorable ideological 

production of the sexed subject such a death can be understood by the female subject as an 

exceptional signifier of her own desire, exceeding the general rule for a widow’s 

conduct(p.300). 

 

 In the same vein, another transnational feminist, Chandra Mohanty(1984) has refuted western 

feminist representation of third world women. Crucially, she contends that “Western feminists 

assume that all women are a coherent group with identical interests and desires without taking into 

consideration their class, ethnicity, racial formation, or different circumstances” (p.337). Here, 

Mohanty draws attention to the experiences of Third World women and highlights their 

heterogeneous nature with regard to diverse cultural, class, ethnic, gender and religious 

backgrounds. Phrased in different terms, Mohanty further criticizes a tendency in western feminist 
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scholarship to colonize the material and historical heterogeneities of the lives of women in the 

third world (p.334).  

Mohanty (1984) also adds that:  

 

For in the in the context of a first/third world balance of power, feminist analyses which 

perpetrate and sustain the hegemony of the idea of the superiority of the West produce a 

corresponding set of universal images of the ‘third – world woman’. Images like the veiled 

woman, the powerful mother, the chaste virgin, the obedient wife, etc. These images exist 

in universal ahistorical splendor, setting in motion a colonialist discourse which exercises 

a very specific power in defining, coding and maintaining existing first/third – world 

connections (p. 352) 

 

 The argument that Chandra Mohanty made in her classic essay highlights the need to be sensitive 

to the phenomenal divisions between ‘First World’ and ‘Third World’ women. Originally written 

in 1984 ,but subsequently reproduced in different publications, Mohanty(1984) denounces  

Western feminists  assumption  of ‘a homogeneous notion of the oppression of women as a group’ 

which results in creating ‘the image of an “average Third World Woman”’ who ‘leads an 

essentially truncated life based on her feminine gender (read: sexually constrained) and her being 

“Third World” (read: ignorant, poor, uneducated, tradition-bound, domestic, family-oriented, 

victimized, etc)’ (p.337). “This image, Mohanty adds, is constructed ‘in contrast to the (implicit) 

self-representation of Western women as educated, as modern”. In other words, Western feminists 

use ‘Third World’ women as their foil, producing as a result a new layer of colonization, and 

consequently, ‘rob[bing] them of their historical and political agency’ (Ibid). “Applying the notion 

of women as homogeneous category to women in the ‘Third World colonizes and appropriates the 

pluralities of the simultaneous location of different groups of women in social class and ethnic 

frameworks” adds Mohanty. Thus, she calls for ‘careful, historically specific generalizations 

responsive to complex realities (Ibid). 

 

        Gloria Anzaldua is another critic that recounts some of the experiences of Third World 

women trying to show Western feminists that their assumed universalism is not working and they 

should stop speaking for third world women and on behalf of them. At this juncture, she asserts:   

Because white eyes do not want to know us, they do not bother to learn our language, the 

language which reflects us, our culture, and our spirit. The schools we attended or didn’t attend 

did not give us the skill for writing nor the confidence that we were correct in using our class 

and ethnic language (Keating& Gonzalez, 2011p.111).  

 

It can be noted that the idea of neglecting and disregarding the particularities of Third world 

women is deeply reflected in Western feminist agendas. For Anzaldua, Western ideology 

perpetuates the subordination and the inferiority of third world women through the philosophy of 

ignorance and trivializing the cultural legacy and aspects of others in general and Third World 

women in particular. 
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3- Conclusion 

      With regard to the aforementioned factors, it is fair to state that western feminists have failed 

their so-called mission to help and empower their sisters in the Third World due to the fact that 

their interference has entailed the application of their western perspectives and values to approach 

third world women issues and sufferings. This failure, as it has been argued above by many critics, 

is attributed not only to the fact that western feminists have examined and studied Third World 

women from the lens of their cultural perspectives, but also to the lack of knowledge and 

understanding other differences in terms of gender relation, cultural, religious practices, and 

geopolitical conditions and more importantly the history of colonialism. 
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Notes 

Sati: Refers to a very common cultural practice in India during which women would willingly 

immolate themselves by joining the funeral pyre of their dead husband as an act of self-devotion 

and love. Ancient Hindu religious texts treat ‘sati’ as a ritual rather than an act of suicide. 
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Abstract: 

This paper investigates aestheticism and authorship in the Oscar Wilde’s only novel The Picture 

of Dorian Gray (1891). Victorian literature is usually read against the relationship between art and 

reality. The literary merit of a book is determined by the degree of its conformity with the moral 

values of the time. This paper offers a detached reading of the novel where the value of the book 

is found in its ability to initiate the reader into an aesthetic world. The research argues that Wilde 

fragments the act of artistic creation among the artist (the painter Basil), the sitter (Dorian Gray) 

and the audience (Lord Henry Wotton). This fragmentation renders the novel aesthetically 

autonomous from its reality. Aesthetic autonomy contributes to the debate of morality in Victorian 

literature by placing the work of art in an alternative sphere where normative values cease to apply. 

 

Key words: aesthetic autonomy, authorship, realism, subject positions, Victorian morality  

 

 

 

Cites as:  Ghazel, A. A. (2019). If Looks Could Kill: Looking through the Artist’s Lenses in 

Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891). Arab World English Journal for Translation 

& Literary Studies, 3 (1) 136-144 . DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awejtls/vol3no1.11  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.awej-tls.org/
http://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awejtls/vol3no1
http://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awejtls/vol3no1


AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume, 3 Number 1. February 2019    

If Looks Could Kill: Looking through the Artist’s Lenses in Oscar                             Ghazel                                                          
 

  

Arab World English Journal for Translation & Literary Studies                                                                      

ISSN: 2550-1542 | www.awej-tls.org 
137 

 

 

 

Introduction   

Wilde’s oeuvre and philosophical intellect stress the supremacy of art as an autonomous 

entity. His insistence on aesthetic autonomy places him ahead of his peers whose works sought to 

make the reader“ recognize them as a continuation of their own lives or an extension of reality 

(Peters, 1999). Instances of Wilde’s aesthetic vision can be found everywhere in his oeuvre. In the 

preface to The Picture of Dorian Gray, he writes “No artist has ethical sympathies.  An ethical 

sympathy in an artist is an unpardonable mannerism of style” (Wilde, 1994, p.5). In “The Decay 

of Lying”, he asserts that life follows life and imitates it, and not the other way round. (Wilde, 

1997). Aesthetic autonomy in The Picture of Dorian Gray is formulated in Wilde’s view of 

authorship. He displaces artistic creativity from the artist and divides it between the artist and the 

audience. Wilde achieves aesthetic autonomy by separating the artist from his art and art from 

reality.    

 

Aesthetic Autonomy  

The preface to the novel states that “there is no such thing as a moral or an immoral book” 

and that “no artist has ethical sympathies.” (Wilde, 1994, p.5). This amoral pose of the novel is 

maintained through a reshuffling of the moral values and a reconsideration of sin and morality.  

Wilde endows sin with a new meaning that rescues it from its derogatory nature and presents it as 

a transformative agency.  This agency is necessary not only to purify the soul, but also to attain 

individual growth.  Establishing the aesthetic value of the novel is as important as finding its moral 

message, since in both cases the author’s relation to his work is at play.  It is necessary-therefore- 

to consider two inter-related areas in the novel: authorship, and aestheticism. The first area 

addresses the relationship between the author and the novel. Wilde insists on splitting the artist 

from his art.  The second area overlaps with the first insofar as it separates the novel from its 

historical context.  It gainsays the conception that art imitates life and supports the notion of 

aesthetic autonomy.  It is in the relation between this area and the next one that amorality can be 

understood.  That is to say, the aesthetic concern of the novel accounts for its theory of self-

development.   

 

The study of the above-mentioned areas cannot be done independently from character 

design.  The novel introduces a set of characters, representing different and opposing moral 

directions.  The first moral direction is expressed in the character of the painter, who believes in 

an ordered universe with a fair moral order where good is rewarded and evil is punished.  He stands 

for the morality of his time that places considerable weight on subordinating the individual to 

social and moral standards.  He represents those people, who are –in Henry Wotton’s expression 

“afraid of themselves” (Wilde, 1994, p.45). Society channels human action towards social and 

collective goals, negating any effort of individual growth.  In sharp contrast to this ordered view 

of society, stands Henry Wotton’s frivolous attachment to life.  This opposing moral stance is 

articulated in the relationship between Henry and Dorian.  He believes in a world with neither faith 

nor purpose.  For him, society represses the natural creative agency in the individual and mars 

human life. He believes that society creates a fear inside people to the point that they grow wary 

of themselves.  Henry is to Dorian; what theory is to practice.  He exerts a significant influence on 

http://www.awej-tls.org/


AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume, 3 Number 1. February 2019    

If Looks Could Kill: Looking through the Artist’s Lenses in Oscar                             Ghazel                                                          
 

  

Arab World English Journal for Translation & Literary Studies                                                                      

ISSN: 2550-1542 | www.awej-tls.org 
138 

 

 

 

him.  Dorian provides him with the possibility of testing the validity of his epigrams and quenching 

his scientific curiosity.   

 

  The first area that should be covered in our analysis of aesthetic autonomy is authorship. 

The study of authorship in a work of literature is both tempting and difficult. The author is usually 

hidden behind the characters. In the case of Wilde’ novel, hiding the author is intentional as the 

preface of the novel tells us “to reveal art and conceal the artist is art’s aim” (Wilde, 1994, p.5). 

According to the Victorian conventions, the meaning of a work of literature is contingent on the 

intentions of the writer. Any separation between the writer and his text would have deviated from 

the literary tradition of the time. The late 1960s marked a turning point in the history of authorship 

when Ronald Barthes published his seminal essay “The Death of the Author”. His work redefined 

the relationship between author and text, maintaining that the meaning of the text is not dependent 

on the writer’s life (Gabler, 2012). The role of the author in the text was at the centre of several 

literary theories in the second half of the 20th century, and opinions seemed to go in two directions. 

The first direction establishes a direct link between the author and his oeuvre, while the second 

direction presents the writer as a phantom whose relation to the work of art is not only ambiguous 

but also unnecessary (Gomel, 2003)  

 

  The problem of authorship has more to it than separating the text from its author.  It has 

significant implications as the relationship between art and artist, textuality and subjectivity. 

Defining the exact nature of the relationship between author and text serves as defensive tactic in 

acquitting Wilde of immorality charges.  This is more so when we take Wilde’s assertion in the 

preface to the novel that “to reveal art and conceal the artist is art’s aim.” (Wilde, 1994, p.5). This 

statement calls for a separation between the ‘actual writer’ and ‘the textual author’ of the text.  It 

is, in fact, ‘a split in subjectivity.’ (Gomel, 2003, p76). The actual writer is the physical self that 

inhabits the mortal body, while the textual author is a subject that is constantly ‘reproducible’ and 

immortal.   

 

  Recognizing the split in subjectivity between author and writer helps to reconsider the 

novel’s position in its historical context (McCormack, 2000).  If Wilde, the physical subject who 

wrote the novel is different from the spirit or the talent that inspired it, then the novel is as separate 

from reality as the author from the writer (Taghizadeh & Jeihouni, 2014). In fact, separating the 

spirit of the writer from his physicality was a common literary practice at the time of Oscar Wilde. 

This can be seen in some writing conventions of the time like anonymous writing and the use of 

pen or pseudo names to publish.  It is also reminiscent of the tendency to objectify the work of art 

that would later characterize modernism. 

 

  The second area that needs to be considered is aestheticism.  As it has been argued earlier, 

this area overlaps with the first in that it resolves the debate on authorship.  What aestheticism 

offers to the reader is the possibility of enjoying the artistic value of the work independently from 

both the author and the reality to which it responds (Rodrigues & Barbara, 2013). The relationship 

between authorship and aestheticism is formulated in the novel in the way the three male characters 

relate to the painting.  The novel’s main concern is not so much Dorian’s growing interest in his 
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picture as it is the production, the reception and the interpretation of this picture.  The picture offers 

Dorian, Basil and Lord Henry the opportunity to formulate their views of human life.  It is in 

Dorian’s reaction to his portrait that the novel’s message is conveyed: “Oh, if it were only the other 

way! If the picture could change, and I could be always what I am now” (Wilde,1994, p. 35). 

 

Wilde fragments the artistic self among the three male characters of the novel. It is divided 

into three “subject positions” (Gomel, 2003, p79). These are: the artist (Basil Hallward), the sitter 

(Dorian Gray) and the audience (Lord Henry Wotton).   The three subject positions collaborate in 

the production of the portrait.  It is Basil Hallward who paints the picture, and it is Dorian Gray 

who sits for it and Lord Henry Wotton who watches it.  His role as an audience should not be 

underestimated because the wish of Dorian to exchange places with his portrait is produced under 

the influence of his words.  one could go even further to suggest that the last minutes in the painting 

are decisive in that Dorian’s acquaintance with Henry and his discussion with him have improved 

his sitting and produced that magic look, without which Basil wouldn’t have finished the portrait.  

Basil acknowledges Henry’s when he says: “Quite finished,’ said the painter. ‘And you have sat 

splendidly to-day.  I am awfully obliged to you?” (Wilde, 1994, p.32) 

 

  Once the wish is fulfilled, Dorian becomes an image pretending to be a real human being 

or to use Wilde’s expression “a gracious shape of art.” (Wilde, 1994, p.67). Wilde uses the painting 

in a metonymic way to expose the split between art and reality. Dorian Gray, the hero is a textual 

persona that comes to dominate and efface the identity of a human being. The transferability 

between the two identities (the textual and the real one) is the result of Dorian’s wish to gain 

immortality while ascertaining the stability of the work of art. There is a parallel between the 

portrait and the act of novel writing because the novel reduces the differences between the novel 

and the portrait by highlighting the dichotomies of the corporeal and the ideal as well as the 

character and the audience (Gomel, 2003). 

 

The exchange of roles between Dorian and his picture has significant implications for the 

duality of body and soul that the novel addresses.  When he looks at his image in the painting, 

Henry realizes the disparity between the purity of his soul and the stifling effect of the body.  The 

body confines the soul and hampers its flourishing; a deduction that echoes Lord Henry’s theory 

of the innate creative faculty of the human mind that is repressed by society (Gandrabur, 2015).  

As he exchanges roles with the portrait, Dorian liberates his soul from the mortality of the 

‘corporeal’.  He parts with his body for the most part of the novel only to reunite with it at the end 

when he destroys the portrait.  The description of the dead Dorian stresses the deformation of the 

body: “He was withered, wrinkled, and loathsome of visage (Wilde, 1994, p.255).  

  

 The first subject position is the painter, Basil. He states that “there is too much of myself 

in the thing” (Wilde, 1994, p.9) and this has some implications for Dorian.  This statement is 

further supported by a similar one that specifies that the sitter is merely an accident. He paints 

himself in another image and his work-as he later explains to Dorian- expresses the tenets of his 

artistic and aesthetic vision.  Basil confesses to Dorian “you became to me that visible incarnation 

of that unseen ideal whose memory haunts us artists like an exquisite dream.” (Wilde, 1994, p.34) 
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Dorian serves as Basil’s muse and incarnates the artist’s own dreams and desires.  The reader gets 

a glimpse of Dorian the muse, in the way Basil speaks of him to Lord Henry stating that “he is 

never more present in my work than when no image of him is there” (Wilde, 1994, p.45). 

 

 By having himself projected in his portrait, Basil echoes Gilbert Statement in “The Critic 

as Artist” that ‘there is no fine art without self-consciousness.” (Wilde, 1997, 975). Self-

consciousness pushes Basil to project himself in the portrait.  The moment of self-consciousness 

implies that the artist looks inwardly and discovers his inner impulses to create art.  The visionary 

mission of art consists- according to Wilde- not in transcending the human existence but in 

discovering the hidden instincts of his being.  Basil’s hidden impulses are-as many critics have 

pointed out- homosexual, but that is irrelevant to his artistic voyeurism.  What matters in artistic 

creation is not the outcome but the ability to distance oneself from society through his self-

consciousness. 

 

 The role of art consists-therefore- in publicizing the inner self of the creator. The portrait 

is then the projection of this inner self into the external world.  This might seem contradictory with 

Wilde’s assertion that the aim of art is reveal art and conceal the artist. It is noteworthy, therefore, 

that this projection is not complete. The projection of the artist’s soul in the work does not suffice 

for the completion of the creative process.  The audience is equally important in this regard.  In 

defence of his novel, Wilde writes “What Dorian’s sins are no one knows.  He who finds them has 

brought them” (Wilde, 2000, p.267) His defence of the novel accounts for public aversion to the 

artist.  Society blames artists for undermining and subverting morality.  This aversion is rooted in 

the danger that the artist presents to social institutions insofar as he reveals the hidden and 

subversive tendencies that exist in all men.   

 

  It is much easier to identify Basil’s subject position than those of Dorian and Henry.  

Basil’s connection to the portrait stops when he gives it up for Dorian.  Unlike Dorian, Basil proves 

to able to cut his relationship with the portrait and distance himself from it.  He succeeds in 

dissociating himself from the picture through his adoration of the model more than the work.  It is 

through this dissociation from the painting that he saves himself from it.  He managed to develop 

immunity against it and restrains from a total immersion into the painting that proves lethal in the 

case of Dorian.  Basil detaches himself from the portrait in accordance with his vision of both art 

and life.  Too much involvement in evil is what Basil rejects. 

 

The fragmentation of the artistic self in the novel is a defensive tactic whereby Wilde clears 

his novel of all charges of immorality.  This is most seen in Basil’s relation to his work and to 

Dorian.  His subject position in relation to the portrait does not solve the issues of morality and 

authorship. Oates (1980) comments that the equivocation of the book leaves the reader with the 

feeling that the book is unfinished since what the reader can possibly get from the novel is “this 

sense of something riddling and incomplete”( p.420).  This gainsays any accusation of immorality.   

  

    The second subject position is Lord Henry Wotton. His attachment to the picture is equally 

harmless in that he manages to keep his distance from the painting.  Most of his reactions to it are 
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lived vicariously in his influence upon Dorian Gray.  He is the observer whose remarks complete 

the painting and whose words to Dorian while sitting for Basil help finish the work.  It is somehow 

difficult to see Henry as the creator of the work. This is mainly because his influence on Dorian is 

only temporary and soon disappears in the novel.  He is merely an external spectator. Lord Henry 

is more interested in Dorian the man than the portrait. His connection to Dorian is established early 

in the novel. Lord Henry is highly cynical. His cynicism detaches him from the material world, 

but when he meets Dorian he finds in him a valuable occasion to invest his theory of a life devoted 

to the pursuit of pleasure and the repudiation of pain.       

 

The third subject position is Dorian Gray’s. His position is the most complex.  When he 

exchanges places with his portrait he draws a boundary between Dorian the person and Dorian the 

‘model’ of the portrait.  The two Dorians are opposites.  Basil himself is aware of the differences 

between the two.  Jealous of the growing friendship between Dorian and Lord Henry, Basil resorts 

to the picture- which he still has at that point of the novel- for consolation.  He reassures himself 

that he has not lost his best friend saying that he is staying with “the real Dorian” (Wilde, 1994, 

p.65). The expression ‘real Dorian’ implies both a disparity between the two and the fact that 

Dorian is changing under the influence of Henry. The same awareness appears again, twenty years 

later when Basil is shown his own portrait in its deformed aspect.  At this point he sympathizes 

more with the man than the portrait and offers to destroy his creation.   

 

Unlike Henry’s and Basil’s, Dorian’s investment in the portrait is absolute.  Gomel makes 

an interesting point about his investment in the portrait noting that it “Both Basil and Henry want 

to have the picture; Dorian wants to be the picture.” (Gomel, 2003, p.82). By exchanging places 

with his picture, Dorian aspires to immutability and immortality.  In contrast to Basil’s original 

intention to make the portrait the expression of his aesthetic principle, Dorian sees in it the image 

of the man he wishes to be.  His subject position betrays the one intended by Basil.  He strives to 

be the man he sees in the portrait-both immortal and immutable- and he does not realize that he 

has parted with his humanity in the process.  In so doing, Dorian fails to understand both life and 

art. His search for identity has led him to misperceive the real nature of art as a balance between 

the author and the subject. On the contrary it leads him to misperceive the real nature of 

individuality, which is based on the interaction between contradictory and contingent drives and 

desires.  

 

Dorian’s troublesome relation with his body is commonly understood as a giving away of 

his ‘soul’.  If the soul is understood in the traditional way as that spiritual substance that inhabits 

the body and is opposed to it, then this understanding is invalid.  It is not the soul that he abandons 

in the novel, it is the body.  What he transfers to the picture is not his soul but the burden of the 

corporeal.  I think that those critics who argue that Dorian has given up his soul for the picture 

base their findings on some of Dorian’s statements like when he invites Basil at the end of the 

novel-after twenty years of the painting- to look at his ‘soul’.  They read Wilde’s use of the word 

soul in Cartesian terms.  However, the word soul in the novel is used rather equivocally.  It ceases 

to be the opposite of the body and comes to designate a whole set of subjectivity with the picture 

representing Dorian’s body, self and mind together.   

http://www.awej-tls.org/


AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume, 3 Number 1. February 2019    

If Looks Could Kill: Looking through the Artist’s Lenses in Oscar                             Ghazel                                                          
 

  

Arab World English Journal for Translation & Literary Studies                                                                      

ISSN: 2550-1542 | www.awej-tls.org 
142 

 

 

 

The interaction of these different elements in the makeup of Dorian’s character is Wilde’s 

settlement of the question of body and soul.  Dorian’s behaviour in the novel reflects the novel’s 

concern with the dichotomy of the body and the soul, the psyche and the physical appearance.  

When Dorian makes his decisive wish “if the portrait could change, and I could always be what I 

am now” (Wilde, 1994, p.35), he is perfectly aware of the dangers of the interaction between the 

psyche and the physique.  This awareness is indeed well grounded, as the reader will later learn in 

the incident when Dorian discovers the photos of his ancestors.  The narrator maintains that the 

faces of his family members reflect the effects of both their passions and crimes.  His wish to 

remain young while the picture grows old and ugly testifies to his insistence to escape the physical 

and psychological consequences of age, change and decay.  This allows us to contradict the 

common conception that Oscar Wilde promotes immorality in the novel.  What upsets Dorian is 

not morality, but mortality and decay.  The wish spares Dorian the bad consequences of old age 

and experience.    

 

 The wish has a liberating effect for Dorian as it frees him from the manacles of the 

corporeal.  He seeks to be able to enjoy the perfection of desire without the burden of the body 

swaying upon him.  Getting rid of the corporeal allows him to devote his life to the pursuit of 

pleasure.  As soon as he is free from the reality of the corporeal, Dorian engages in a series of 

crimes that will culminate in his suicide.  The liberation of his soul has immunized Dorian against 

the devouring effect of time and loss.  He leads an immaterial existence. Dorian has beaten time 

in the struggle to remain young.  However, his new immaterial existence turns out to be boring 

and unfulfilling.  That Dorian thinks of his identity in terms of immortality is seen in one passage 

in the novel that describes his sorrow for the decay of the baubles he collects.  The narrator informs 

us that “no winter marred his face or stained his flower-like bloom.  How different it was with 

material things” (Wilde, 1994, p.67).  

 

  Dorian’s disappointment with his giving away of his material substance is clear in his last 

meeting with Lord Henry when he affirms that “the soul is a terrible reality.  It can be bought and 

sold and bartered away.” (Wilde, 1994, p.222).   Dorian’s remark indicates that he has now realized 

that by exchanging places with his portrait, he has ‘bartered away’ not only his soul, but also his 

humanity.  He is now what he has always wanted to be: young, unchanging, beautiful, but also 

soulless. He, now, despises the emptiness of his artistic soul and resents the presence of his 

decaying portrait.  Both reflect a growing restlessness about the boredom of his life and will 

culminate in his murder of Basil Hallward.  

 

 Dorian’s killing of Basil can, thus, have more than one implication. To start with, he kills 

him at a moment when he starts to experience the disappointment and the emptiness of his life.  

By having his wish granted, Dorian suffers the consequences of his identification with what he 

considers ‘his ideal soul.’  It makes sense, then, to argue that he puts all the blame on Basil for his 

disillusionment.  It is Basil-after all- who has initially seduced him with the painting of his ideal 

self.  Second, the killing of Basil partakes of Dorian’s authorship concern.  He hates Basil less for 

having seduced him with the painting than for competing with him over the creation of the 
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painting.  It is only when the painter is killed that Dorian’s full identification with, and creation of, 

the portrait can be established.  He considers Basil his artistic rival.  

 

   The killing of Basil has some affinities with the suicide of Sybil Vane earlier in the novel. 

As it has been suggested by several critics, Basil’s interest in Dorian is sexual. Therefore, Dorian 

is responsible for the killing of the two people who are indeed in love with him; Basil and Sybil 

Vane.  Sedgwick comments on Dorian’s killing of Basil saying that he kills the man “who dares 

to want him as a man rather than an image” (Sedgwick, 1990, p.67). The suicide of Sybil Vane is 

driven by the same interest to separate his ideal and immortal self from his decaying and mortal 

body.  Basil is murdered when he expresses his adoration of his unchanging beauty (which is an 

expression of his desire) and Sybil is abandoned and driven to kill herself when she admits to 

Dorian that “she prefers the real Dorian to the fairy-tale Prince-Charming.” (Wilde, 1994, p.58). 

By killing Basil and leaving Sybil, Dorian is being faithful to his initial attempt to constantly regard 

himself as the “gracious form” of Basil’s own work. (Wilde, 1994, p.35) 

 

 The next step in effacing the physical reminders of his corporeal existence-after the murder 

of Basil and the suicide of Sybil Vane- consists in destroying the portrait.   The portrait is the last 

object that reminds him of what he was, and possibly hampers his full appreciation of his 

immaterial self.  This takes place in the murder scene at the end of the novel when he stabs the 

portrait with the same knife he used to kill Basil.  The stabbing of the portrait reveals his insistence 

to extinguish any sign of his second self.  The narrator describes his destruction of the portrait as 

an attempt to get rid of his past: “he looked round and saw the knife that had stabbed Basil 

Hallward.  It would kill the past, and when that was dead he would be free” (Wilde, 1994p. 255) 

 

Conclusion 

The three subject positions discussed in relation to the portrait bear significant evidence to 

the dynamic forces underlying aesthetic autonomy.  They illustrate the fragmentation of the artistic 

soul in the process.  However, the   discussion of authorship in the novel raises the same question 

in relation to Oscar Wilde.  In other words, to what extent does Oscar Wilde identify with his own 

work? The tendency to draw a parallel between Dorian Gray and Oscar Wilde is not novel. A 

metonymic reading of the painting acknowledges the complexity of the correspondence between 

the writer and his characters.   Wilde’s recourse to multiple subject positions reveals the authorial 

project of contextualization. He is keen to find a theoretical context for the novel where any 

charges of immorality become irrelevant.  By distorting the artistic subject between the painter, 

the sitter and the audience, Wilde divides the responsibility for the content of art between these 

three subjects.  The meaning of the picture (and the novel at large) is determined by the audience.  

The interaction of multiple dynamic forces in the creation and the reception of the work of art not 

only divides the artistic responsibility, but also creates a virtual context for the novel.   

 

 Aesthetic autonomy implies that the artistic merit of the novel is not determined by its 

relation to reality, but by its aesthetic value.  Accordingly, accusing the novel of undermining 

Victorian morality is indeed redundant.  Even if the novel presents the reader with two opposing 

moral directions, it promotes none of them.  Basil’s righteous principles in both life and art cost 
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him his death, and Dorian Gray’s indulgence in evil proves equally lethal.  The three subject 

positions advocated in the novel foreground an amoral context for it and are at the heart of Wilde’s 

aesthetic vision.  Through this multiplicity of creators, Wilde positions his novel outside the sphere 

of morality.   
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Abstract  

The translation of Pre-Islamic Arabic poetry into English is assumed by translators themselves to 

be their Gordian knot given the ensuing lexical, phonological, semantic and cultural variances 

existing between the two languages. The present paper aims at accentuating the way(s) diverse 

socio-cultural configurations can impinge on translators’ strategy of literalism. With this objective 

in mind, the paper probes Arberry’s translation venture in approaching Imru al Qays’ Mu’allaqa 

by investigating the pivotal roles culture and ideology fulfill in maneuvering the translator’s word 

choice. The approach adopted while investigating such postulation is a critical discourse analysis 

perspective steeped in Van Dijk’s (2004) model of probing ideologies to six of al-Mu’allaqa’s 

most culturally challenging lines of verse. Within the confines of this work, ideology unfolds to 

be highly salient in shaping the course of Arberry’s rendition of the text through destabilizing his 

literalism.   
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Introduction 

Sir William Jones was the first English orientalist to venture into the translation of al-Mu’allaqa 

in 1783, though his endeavor is believed to be fragmentary. (Ibn Salim Hanna,1966). Other 

subsequent translation projects include that of Caussin de Perceval in French and W. Ablwardts in 

German. However, these were met with much reticence by Arberry (1905-1969), who held that 

those attempts were an “unwholesome depiction of the Arabian original; being chiefly 

“paraphrases” rather than translations” (Arberry, 1957). Having said that Imru’ al-Qays’Mu’allaqa 

is so boastfully marked with such poetic and ethno-cultural insignia that no translation enterprise 

would thrive “to convey the masterly sweep” of it”(Faris, 1966, p.43), Arberry embarked into 

presenting the English readers with an unembroidered copy of it. Assumed to be the finest among 

many translations of al-Mu’allaqa, Arberry engaged in the text with a high degree of poetic 

sensitivity whose aim boils down to: “how best to convey in his own idiom the impression made 

upon his mind by words uttered 14 hundred years ago, in a remote desert land, at the first dawn of 

an exotic literature” (Arberry, 1957, p. 60). 

 

      The present paper has as a major purpose: unraveling what goes over and above Arberry’s 

rendition of one of the most poetically and culturally reverberating poems, i.e.Imru’al-

Qays’Mu’allaqa. Put differently, this paper aims at demonstrating that Arberry’s cultural affiliation 

intervenes in his translation making him visible, and shattering, thus, his strategy of literalism 

which a priori suggests a sheer invisibility of the translator. I am, thereby, proposing concepts that 

are referentially significant to the implementation of the present investigation. The first working 

concepts I underscore are that of translation and ideology. A special attention is also accorded to 

the notion of equivalence and its manifold implications. In relation to this, I, then, try to tie up 

those concepts with my practical part where I investigate the potentiality of the influence of 

ideology on Arberry’s literalism as substantiated in six selected lines of verse while using Van 

Dijk’s model of probing ideologies. 

Translation scope 

A myriad of definitions are bestowed on translation as a subject field, a process and a product. 

Thus far, one that echoes best the scope of this paper is Nida and Taber’s:“Translation consists of 

reproducing in the receptor language the closest natural equivalence of source language (SL) 

message firstly, in terms of meaning and secondly, in terms of style”(1982, p.12). Such a definition 

prioritizes meaning including its entire contextual undertones over the structure of the text. It also 

emphasizes the way meaning transpositions across languages and cultures come to carry with them 

all of the blemishes that may mark, in a manner of speaking, a neat and tidy translation, in default 

of corresponding linguistic and cultural configurations. In consequence, translators, no matter what 

translating strategies they espouse, are nudged to navigate through the uncharted potentials that 

their languages open out, including meaning possibilities that bring into play cultural and 

ideological assumptions. The quality of openness in the texture of language which is manifest in 

its ability to take in new meanings and make old meanings wear new uses sends to the notion of 

equivalence in translation and the manners it has been defined and redefined. 
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      Equivalence, as Baker contends, in her influential book In Other Words (2011), is a rather 

relative concept since it is predisposed by a variety of linguistic and cultural elements. 

Accordingly, she distinguishes between word-level and above word level and full and partial 

equivalence. These levels actually, are as manifold as levels of language operating at expression 

scale “formal or natural equivalence” (Nida, 1964; Catford, 1965; Pym, 1998) or signification 

scale “dynamic, textual or directional equivalence” ( Nida, 1964; Catford, 1965; Pym, 1998). At 

this point, culture, as a system of abstractions and materializations of those abstractions become 

manifestly potent as regards what type of equivalence is imminent. Notwithstanding its 

elusiveness, the contextual or localized perception of culture is essential to producing an adequate 

translation strategy from that culture’s perspective. 

     The narrative of translation, indeed, spreads out a multitude of translation strategies 

propounded by different translators and scholars in the discipline, chiefly, Nida (1964);Seguinot 

(1989);Newmark (1981);and Harvey (2000). Speaking of translation strategies or methods, 

however, drives us to summon up fewer types. Those fall roughly under the banner of two axes: 

1) domestication also interchangeably referred to as paraphrase or dynamic equivalence (a target 

text-oriented approach) and 2) literalism also referred to as foreignism, metaphrase or formal 

correspondence (a source text oriented approach). (Catford 1965; Venuti, 1998; Nida, 1964; 

Newmark, 1981). 

     It is worth remembering that Arberry’s translation strategy is ostensibly source text-based since 

he refuses to detribalize and uproot al-Mu’allaqa to merely gratify the conformist taste of his own 

English culture. In other words, through his literalism, Arberry, initially, intended to convey a 

factual reproduction of al-Muallaqa. Yet, his procedure was disrupted by his own cultural and 

ideological affiliations which were all the most visible through the lines he produced. 

Ideology  

Being as elusive asthe concept of culture, ideology has hoarded numerous definitions from the 

most to the least innocent ones. Notwithstanding, I have chosen Van Dijk’ definition as the most 

pertinent to the present study since it is the one germane to its scope. Outlining their socio-

cognitive function, Van Dijk (2006) describes ideologies as:  

 

…more fundamental or axiomatic...They control and organize other socially shared beliefs. 

Thus, a racist ideology may control attitudes about immigration…Hence, ideologies are 

foundational social beliefs of a rather general and abstract nature. One of their cognitive 

functions is to provide ideological coherence to the beliefs of a group and thus facilitate 

their acquisition and use in everyday situations. Among other things, ideologies also 

specify what general cultural values (freedom, equality, justice, etc) are relevant for the 

group (p. 116). 

Van Dijk (1995) also identifies critical discourse analysis as ideology analysis. He asserts, 

“…ideologies are typical, though not exclusively, expressed and reproduced in discourse and 

communication…” (p.17).   It is important to note at this point that translation becomes a prolific 

ground where ideologies are discursively transferred, re /produced and re/shaped. 
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Research tools 

Within the confines of this paper, an analysis of the English rendition of six ideologically 

confrontational lines of verse of al-Mu’allaqua is undertaken. The selected extracts intend to show 

the ideologically driven poetic and ethnic impetus of the poem and the manner such impetus is 

carried over, with a prominent maneuvering tinge, by Arberry. A critical discourse analysis 

perspective- Van Dijk’s (2004) model of investigating ideology more particularly- is implemented 

for the capacity it offers in disintegrating the text to expose the embedded ideological charge within 

it.  

 

      Van Dijk contends that ideologies are built upon terms of a square whose edges draw 

attention to: emphasizing our good things; de-emphasizing our bad things; emphasizing the others’ 

bad things; de-emphasizing their good things. Interestingly, the requisites- as propounded by Van 

Dijk-that enter into such socio-cognitive model of analyzing ideology are many. Strong among 

them, we have: 

Categorization: the manner wherein we categorize the world or a group of people either positively 

or negatively, though, it is more negative than positive as a practice, based on overgeneralizations, 

half-truths, or even lies. Often, categorizations are subjectively and stereotypically construed. They 

also correlate mostly with the concepts of “othering” (about treating with alienation a person or a 

group pertaining to a different culture as inherently different) and “stereotyping” (about 

typecasting a group or a person on the basis ofover simplified or exaggerated statements).We tend, 

for instance, to pigeonhole the other to specific features such as “lazy”, “aggressive”, “effeminate”, 

“violent”, “beautiful”, “smart”, and so forth. 

      The notion of categorization prompts us to bring to the fore two other notions that Van 

Dijk outlined, namely, “negative other representation” and “positive other representation” which 

occur when categorising people as out-groups and in-groups in a complementary or secondary way 

to the self-glorification. In gender discourse, for instance, we often speak of the language used in 

hegemonic masculine groups and societies about women and men. This language is believed to be 

reductionist and pejorative when used to describe women, but positive and gratifying when used 

to describe men. Inextricably related to categorization and negative or positive other representation 

is the notion of “lexicalization”. 

Lexicalization: can be defined as the conscious or unconscious use of negative expressions to 

depict something or someone. Lexicalization is a fertile ground of ideological expression. A case 

in point is the connotations that the binary set “suicide bomber” versus “sacrificial victim/martyr” 

triggers off when depicting the same person but from different perspectives. In this relation, Van 

Dijk (1995) contends: 

To refer to the same persons, groups, social relations or social issues, language users 

generally have a choice of several words, depending on discourse genre, personal context 

(mood, opinion, perspective), social context (formality, familiarity, group membership, 

dominance relations)and socio-cultural context (language variants, sociolect, norms and 

values. Many of these contexts are ideologically based…Racist or sexist slurs directed at 
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or used about minorities and women, directly express and enact relationships of power 

abuse…” (p.25). 

Counterfactuals: about things set in opposition with the current facts. Counterfactuals are 

endorsed arguments laid down in relation to particular views expressing dissimilar presentations 

of genuine facts. The sentence “if men had no eyes, they could not see” is an instance of a 

counterfactual simply because men do have eyes. Counterfactuals link to the above stated concept 

of categorization when it draws upon categorizations based on half-truths or lies. 

Euphemism: the use of less offensive terms to describe something or someone. Euphemism is also 

defined as the substitution of unpleasant or offensive words for less direct innocuous ones. The 

point of using euphemisms is to decrease negative emotions. In Algerian Arabic dialect, for 

example, we have words and expressions like “rah biin jadding  xalqah” (he is in God’s hands), 

“lqa mulaah” (he met his Lord) to point out somebody’s decease. Likewise, in English, we have, 

“pass away” and “called to the internal sleep” for dying. 

Metaphor: the different naming we accord to the animate or inanimate, often other than their initial 

ones.  Metaphor, generally, works efficiently when the interactions share the same culture. It can 

be, therefore, a means of nurturing and feeding intimacy. When someone produces a metaphor, 

the recipient of this metaphor will explore the producer’s intended meaning by deploying certain 

strategies. Chief among them, drawing on the cultural background they both have in common. If 

somebody says “Oliver Cromwell was the bête noire of Charles I and the Monarchy in general”, 

the hearer can understand such metaphor only if certain conditions are met. Metaphorical meaning 

construal here is built upon the assumption that the recipient knows through reading in 

Encyclopedia Britannica, for instance, about Oliver Cromwell (1599-1658) as the moving spirit of 

the Civil War, the one behind the execution of Charles I (1648) and eventually the foundation of 

the Republic. Interestingly, when a person’s or a group’s features are metaphorically exaggerated 

in either negative or positive ways, we call it a “hyperbole”. 

Hyperbolic statements: profusely feed on metaphors, yet, they can also, literally speaking, amount 

to simple overstatements or exaggerations. Consider the following statement: 

“I like all types of pasta, but Algerian traditional pasta ‘couscous’ is the best in the world.” 

This is a case of an exaggerated hyperbolic statement based on a subjective and personal judgment. 

Vagueness: nebulous expressions used in order not to provide enough information or accurate 

meaning. Vagueness can be intentional or unintentional. Importantly, the motives behind the 

intentional use of vagueness range from self-protection by detaching oneself from certain 

circumstances to a lack of information about a given context, passing by informal settings where 

preciseness is not always sought after.  
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Implementing Van Dijk’s Model on Arberry’s Translation of Imru al Qays’ Mu’allaqa: an 

analysis of sixlines of verse 

 

1. Line of verse one 

 قفا نبك من ِذكرى حبيب ومنزل

 بسقط اللوى بين الدخول فحومل

qifaanabki min ðikraa ḥabibin wamanzilin       biṣiqṭi el liwabajna al daxuli faḥawmali 

Halt fiends both! Let us weep, recalling a love and a lodging 

By the rim of the twisted sands between Ed-Dakhhol and Haumal  

 

This line of verse as mentioned earlier or couplet is an example of the Nasib (nostalgic yearning 

for the bygone days) segment which marks the opening of al-Mu’allaqa.It is the poet’s longing for 

his beloved’s campground with all the reminiscences it triggers off. “Qifaa” is a dual imperative 

of the Arabic verb “waqafa” meaning “stop” or “stand up”. Interestingly, Arrbery’s translation 

“Halt friends both!” is the nearest equivalence to qifaa where “both” expresses duality added to 

the verb halt. It is worth mentioning that this dual imperative sends also to the use of the dual 

pronoun in Arabic in reference to one person or a group of people. One such example is when 

Allah orders Malik, the Hell fire custodian in the Chapter of في جهنم كل كفار عنيد ‘ألقيا ' ,ق(Throw into 

in hell every obstinate blasphemer) (translation mine). 

 

      Clearly, rhythm, here, is prioritized over rhyme since Arberry decides to choose the blank 

verse procedure. Besides, the verse consists of iambic pentameter (ten syllables; five short and five 

long). This renders best the Arabic long verse. It is noteworthy that the blank verse also known as 

the un-rhyming verse is a literary device which consists of iambic pentameter. Having no fixed 

number of lines, un-rhymed iambic pentameter suits best long narrative poems of reflective and 

dramatic characters. 

      At content level, Arberry’s rendition of “ṣiqṭi el liwa” as “the rim of twisted sands”, 

although a literal reproduction of the original, is not the finest. Because tribal aura is essentially 

safeguarded by place referents’ names- in spite of the same name having other possible meaning-

reputably known as the lexicon of nostalgia, it would be more resonating to keep such lexicon by 

way of transferring the word into the alphabet of the target language known as transliteration. 

      Lexicon of nostalgia, in fact, is one of the hallmarks of al-Mu’allaqa which resists any form 

of domestication. Note that domestication as a target text-oriented strategy aims at toning down 

the foreignness of the source text by accentuating the familiarity the target language reader has 

with the constituents of his language and culture and invoking such constituents in the translation. 

Domestication is set in opposition to foreignization (a source-text based translating approach) that 

breaches the aforementioned familiarity between the text and the target reader in favor of a more 

faithful rendition of the text. (Venuti, 1995: 2000). 

      At the apex of such lexicon of nostalgia, names of places (villages, rivers, valleys, and 

mountains), and types of plants that grow where the beloved’s tribe once dwelt, are found. These 
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names as Stetkevych (2003) states are “key elements of the Arabic poetic lexicon”(p. 101). 

Interestingly, instead of preserving such lexicon as substantiated in the expression of “ṣiqṭi el 

liwa”, Arberry rather broke the expression into its constituents and translated each separately using 

the broader phrase “twisted sands”. This is precisely what might be regarded as “counterfactual” 

in Van Dijk’s words. Arberry’s alternative of literal translation, actually, weakens the effect such 

expression could have had, had it been transliterated, creating a gap between the original 

expression’s content, intent, and effect and the manner it has been carried across. The effect that 

the place referents produce in the original with all the wholeness they impart is lost in the literal 

translation by Arberry as it dissects it into commonplace common and non specific terms. 

2. Line of verse five 
 وقوفا بها صحبي على مطيهم 
 يقولون ال تهلك أسى و تجمل 
wuquufunbihaa saḥbi ʕalayyin matijjihumjaquuluunalaatahlak?asanwa tadʒammali 

There my companions halted their beasts awhile over me 

Saying, “don’t perish of sorrow, restrain yourself decently” 

 

Arberry’s version displays the features of the traditional metrical form of the target language, 

opting for simple syntax and vocabulary while stressing the rhythm. The expression “  َمِطيَُّهم” 

(matiyyihum) means “their riding animals”, "أسى” (?asan) means the “grief”, and  “تجّمل” 

(tadʒammali) means “be attributed with patience and calm”. This is a poet’s vivid portrayal of his 

own agony exacerbated by his recollections of his beloved. His spectators are his animal riding 

companions to his beloved’s campgrounds. 

 

      Arberry’s translation of this line seemed unprejudiced as he, through this dramatic 

depiction, succeeds to render the image in its most natural style with literalism being preeminent 

in enshrining the verse’s particular Arabian frame of mind. However, Arberry only loosely 

translates the expression “  َمِطيَُّهم” (matiyyihum) as “their beasts” while the nearest formal 

equivalence to the expression in English would be “their mouns”, since not all beasts are to be 

riddenwhilst all mounts are. Arberry’s word choice of “beasts” instead of “mounts” or “horses” 

may fall under what Van Djik names “negative other representation”. Even if such choice was not 

driven by prejudice, it ultimately yielded to it. This representation, even if unintended or 

unconscious, may be akin to a fairy book tale of “beast riding” men who are essentially “the 

villains” because “the heroes” are for the most part “horse riders”. It also further instills the 

stereotypical image that the west has about the exotic Arabian men and their cultures, and nurtures 

their fantasies about them. 

3. Line of verse eleven 
 و يوم عقرت للعذارى مطيتي
 فيا عجبا من كورها المتحمل 
wajawmaʕaqartu lilʕaðaaraamatijjatiifayaaʕadʒaban min kuurihaa ?almutahammali 

And the day I slaughtered for the virgins my riding beast  

And oh, how marvelous was the diving of loaded saddle 
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This line of verse is crafted to serve the “faxr”(self-glorification and pride)theme which was one 

of the major themes in Arab pagan poetry along with al-Madh (Eulogy),al-Hija (Satire), al-Ritha 

(Elegy), al-Wasf (description), al-Ghazal (Amatory verse) to cite some. Arberry tries to convey 

the poet’s sense of pride using the English iambic pentameter and rhythm without rhyming. Again, 

here, referring to the ridden animal as a beast fosters such sense of alienation partaking into that 

clichéd praxis of men riding beasts as rough, and hence, of the Arab man as a rough. This recurring 

figure implies that Arberry’s use of the term was not naïve, but instead, was full of ideological 

insinuations. While Arberry’s choice of literalism is largely foreseen as his modus operandi, his 

version is punctuated by his own ideological affiliation that he is induced to pursue. Van Dijk 

(2004) also refers to such type of representations as “lexicalization”. Another instance of 

lexicalization in this verse is the rendering of the term “للعذارى” (lilʕaðaaraa) as “the virgins”, even 

though; a more accurate cultural equivalence would be “the beautiful women” or “the desired 

women”. 

 

      The term “عذارى” (ʕaðaaraa), here, occurs with the conventional metaphor of “beautiful 

women” which is very frequent in Arab culture. Besides, how could the poet assume the “women” 

to be virgins when he already had an erotic escapade with them earlier? Once more, Arberry’s turn 

of phrase is skewed by formulaic representations or rather misrepresentations of the other, making 

him override and suspend other impending conventional meanings of the same word. 

4.Line of verse twelve 
 فظل العذارى يرتمين بلحمها
 و شحم كهداب الدمقس المفتل
faḍalla lʕaðaaraajartamiinabilahmihaawaʃahmin kahudaabi?addimaqsi ?almufattali 

And the virgins went on tossing its hacked flesh about 

And the frilly fat like fringers of twisted silk 

 

Through this line of verse, Arberry tries to bring about a further vivid image of the poet’ self 

glorification and indulgence with the “virgins”. The translator is so absorbed by the utility of his 

translation procedure that he downplays the role context may have in navigating through the 

possible meanings a word can set off. This is evidenced, over again, in his translation of the 

expression (jartamiinabilahmihaa) as “tossing its hacked flesh about” whereas a more accurate 

translation would be “passing its hacked flesh among them”. Arberry’s literalism and disregard of 

contextual meanings, another time, locks his translation venture in, through the “negative 

representations of the other” tinge as this rendition may suggest that the poet and his companions 

were so naïve and extravagant that they played with the meat instead of eating it.  

 

5. Line of verse forty three 
 أال رب خصم فيك ألوى رددته
 نصيح على تعذاله غير مؤت
?ala rubbaxasminfiki?alwaradadtuhunasihinʕala taʕðaalihi  ɣajra mu?tali 

Many’s the stubborn foe on your account I’ve turned and thwarted 

Sincere though he was in his reproaches, not negligent  
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Arberry’s version deconstructs the source text into its semantic and syntactic units and tries to 

conform to formal patterns of the target text poetic style. Thisis accomplished by using variable 

stressed rhythmic units which buttresses the aura Arberry wants to recreate in the most faithful 

way possible to the original one. To this aim, Arberry converts the term “ٍم ِ …أل َوى  into”َخص 

“stubborn foe” which may be seen as an exaggerated form of its connotation “stubborn disputing 

opponent”. The translator’s word choice of “foe” in the context of arguments might produce a 

stereotypical image of the Arabs in the minds of non Arab readers. This is precisely what Van Dijk 

calls categorization. 

 

6. Line of verse sixty five 

 فأدبرن كالجزع المفصل بينه
 بجيد معم في العشيرة مخول
fa?adbarna kaldʒizʕi lmufassalibajnahubidʒiidin muʕamin fii lʕaʃirati muxwali 

Turning to flee, they were beads of Yemen spaced with cowries 

Hung on a boy’s neck, he nobly uncled in the clan  

 

In this line of verse, the poet describes how the horse goes through the herd while hunting and thus 

the herd spreads all over like a cut in a piece of  jewelry made of beads, and he uses the simile of 

jewelry on the nobility neck to glorify the significance of the herd in pursuit. Manifestly, Arberry 

opts for a typical poetic style in rendering the source text verse demonstrating the features of 

traditional metrical English poetry. The two lines move smoothly opting for an iambic pentameter 

by arranging iambi adapting the target text metrical system and paying more attention to rhythmic 

patterns in terms of stressed and unstressed syllables. Arberry translates “ َِول  ”ُمعَّمٍ في العَشيرَ ة ِ ُمخ 

(muʕamin fii lʕaʃirati muxwali) as “he nobly uncled in the clan”. The problem arises from the 

English version of the Arabic words “ َّعم” (ʕam) for “paternal uncle” and (xaal) اَل  for “maternalخ 

uncle. The translator overlooks the nuances existing between both terms as he combines them into 

a single English word “uncle”. Another concern relates to Arberry’s translation of the word 

 as “clan” which may be seen as declassing compared to the more high-status (alʕaʃira?)”العَشيَرة“

term “tribe”. A clan is a sub-group, which is “socio-familistic” in essence, within the larger and 

stronger political body referred to as “tribe”. Although both terms may be mystifying, the 

translator’s wording is doomed to being “counter-factual” due to its stereotypical content. The 

term “tribe” comes out as more fitting into the self-glorification disposition of the lines of verse. 

 

Conclusion  

The preceding lines have shown the intricate manners through which ideology, culture and 

translation intersect in Arberry’s rendition of al-Mu’allaqa. In the course of his translation venture, 

Arberry attempted, on the one hand, to develop a natural poetic translation instantiated in the blank 

verse formula, usually with no rhyme, yet, with a regular metrical pattern, whereby he seeks to 

conform to orthodox English poetics. With no intention to preserve the rhyme and metre of the 

source text, Arberry’s version appears to be concerned more with preserving the semantic and 

syntactic features of the original than retaining the structure and overall figure of the poem 
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unbroken. To this end, Arberry breaks down the text into units and operates a literal transformation 

of lexical units, similes and expressions individually. 

 

      On the other hand, by carefully trying to literalize the text, he downplayed, on occasion, 

the fact that words may have more than one literal meaning which can be acquired by virtue of 

codified metaphorical extensions and polysemous sense relations. It is noteworthy that the 

conventional uses of language are multiple and the selection from among them is made possible 

through the particular context they feed off. Arberry’s translation enterprise along with the source 

text oriented strategy he espoused was driven by his intention to define the text “as an unparalleled 

artifact with the wholeness of the tribal and cultural fundamentals contained within it”, 

(Benneghrouzi, 2016, p. 181) and “to enshrine the spirit and soil of al-Mu’allaqa with the entire 

poetic and tribal momentousness its lines set off” ((Benneghrouzi, 2016, p. 187).However, the 

nuisance emanates from its reliance on stereotypically lexicalized Arabic words/expressions taking 

them at face value and its accidental nonadherence to the very socio-cultural constitute 

maneuvering one among other word/expression choices.  

      One immediate corollary of this attitude in approaching the text is the assumption that 

numerous translated expressions fall into formulaically predisposed discourse which is one of the 

most frowned upon linguistic practices as it hinges upon stereotypical categorizations. At this 

juncture, the translators’ ideological and cultural affiliations impinge on their translation strategy 

and word choice since these affiliations participate plentifully in the discrepancy between the 

original text and the translated one. It is particularly critical discourse analysis which helps unravel 

such unhinged discourse influencing readership. Thus, Van Dijk’s (2004) frame of reference 

proved relevant to Arberry’s translation as it sustained the probability of ideological manipulation 

of discourse in translation.  

Phonetic scripts used for transliteration in Arabic adapted from the Arabic International 

Phonetic Alphabet 

 

Vowels 

/a/  أ  /u/  أ /i/  إ 

 

 

Note that length is expressed by doubling the vowels, i.e., /aa/;/uu/;/ii/. 

 

Consonants  

B ب M م J ي 

T ث N ن H ه 

D د F ف X خ 

K ك L ل ʃ ش 

Q ق R ر dʒ ج 

Z ظ W و ḍ ض 

ṣ ص ẓ ز θ  ث 
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Abstract 

This study has attempted to investigate the use of cohesive devices in Wordsworth poetry. It has 

aimed to understand the role of stylistics analysis in shaping the meanings of literary texts. In 

addition to explain how cohesion can contribute to interpreting and understanding poetry. The 

significant of the study is based on the fact that it contributes to the understanding of how linguistic 

and stylistic analysis of a text can be used, extensively, to clarify features and meanings in texts. 

Nine poems were selected to represent Wordsworth poetry. The poems were selected randomly. 

Cohesive devices were identified in the poems and analyzed using the content analysis technique. 

They were analyzed quantitatively. The analysis revealed a number of interesting results, namely: 

All types of cohesive devices were used in the poems selected for the purpose of the study 

(reference, substitution, ellipsis, conjunction and lexical cohesion). There were some variations in 

the use of some devices; in that certain devices were used at a very high rate of frequency compared 

to others. The main function of the use of cohesive devices within the poems was to help the poet 

express romantic values. Based on the results obtained, the study suggests the following: First, it 

would be interesting, for further studies to conduct more studies on the coherence of English 

literary discourse. Second, it is worth to investigate cohesive devices of the sociolinguistic aspects 

within poetry, as poetry is an important area whose genre contains impressive socio-cultural 

meaning.  
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Introduction 

The study of English language through the medium of literature by conducting linguistic studies 

in literary discourse has gained popularity in recent years.  On the basis of the fact that literature 

is shaped from language, linguistic studies of literature enable researchers to find out the structures 

and the forms that are used in literature to express various ideas via language.  Simpson (1997), 

points to the fact that: the linguistic resourcefulness which typifies much literary discourse create 

a valuable nexus for exploring forms, structures and concepts. Such linguistic studies of literary 

discourse assist the audience to have a profound understanding and insight of literary texts. 

Cummuming and Robert, (1983) state that comprehending literary texts is achieved through the 

comprehension of their language structure because literature is made of language. Consequently, 

readers or listeners reveal something of amazing complexity and depth in language by shedding 

light on various linguistic aspects in a literary discourse. 

 

       Nowadays, one of the standards that are used in interpreting a text is the investigation of 

cohesive devices within a text. The concept of cohesion was introduced by Halliday and Hassan 

(1976). They argue that the concept of cohesion is a semantic one; it refers to relations of meaning 

that exist within the text, and that defines it as a text. Cohesion occurs when the interpretation of 

one element in the discourse is dependent on that of another. So, cohesion shows how semantic 

relationships are set up by lexical and syntactic features called cohesive devices. Cohesive devices 

play a vital role in the production and interpretation of texts. They are introduced in the taxonomy 

of cohesion by Halliday and Hasan (1976). This taxonomy categorizes cohesive devices into 

reference, substitution, ellipsis, conjunction and lexical cohesion.  

     The present study attempts to investigate the use of cohesive devices in Wordsworth poems. 

The process of the investigation will be introduced in the research methodology of this study.  

 

Statement of the problem 

Linguists view that linguistic studies of literary discourse attempt to solve problems that encounter 

learners in understanding literary texts. Learners of literature may find vagueness of interpretation 

of literary work presented by literary critics.     

   

     This study attempts to inspect the ability of linguistic models in interpreting and analyzing 

literature. Cohesive devices are considered as one example of linguistic elements which help to 

account for ideas and visions that are embodied by different writers in literary works. These 

cohesive devices function in different aspects to voice the intended meanings in a text such as 

expressing oneself, comparison, addition and contrasting. So, this research attempts to investigate 

cohesive devices in Wordsworth poems. The study will apply the model developed by Halliday 

and Hasan (1976), in the analysis of the selected poems, used as data for this study.  

 

Aims of the Study 
          This study aims to achieve the following objectives: 

1. To understand the role of stylistics analysis in shaping the meanings of literary texts.  

2. To explain how cohesion can contribute to interpreting and understanding poetry. 
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3. To realize the role of cohesive devices in shaping and understanding the ideas conveyed 

by authors of literary discourse 

 

Significance of the study 

This research attempts, first, to contribute to an understanding of how linguistic and stylistic 

analysis of a text can be used, extensively, to clarify features and meanings in texts, in general, 

and in literary texts, in particular. Secondly, this research attempts to serve as a model to 

investigate linguistic patterns in various types of discourse. Furthermore, it is likely to motivate 

future researchers to undertake studies in other linguistic domains of literary texts. In addition, the 

study would probably be of great beneficial to learners and teachers who are interested in literary 

texts, generally, and poetry, particularly. It may, also, help learners attain better understanding and 

knowledge of cohesive devices used in literary texts.   

 

Research questions 

The present study attempts to answer the following questions:   

1 What types of cohesive devices are used in Wordsworth poems? 

2. Are there any variations in the density of using cohesive devices in the selected poems? 

3. How do cohesive devices contribute to creating and understanding meanings in the selected 

poems? 

 

Theoretical framework and literature review 

 Stylistics 

 Stylistics analyzes texts linguistically by emphasizing the salient linguistic patterns characterizing 

them. Scholars argue about stylistics in different ways. Widdowson (1989), states that stylistics is 

the study of literary discourse from a linguistic orientation. Leech and Short (1981) define stylistics 

as the study of style. In other words, literary stylistics should explain the relation between style 

and literary function. They also, add that the main aim of stylistics is to explore the meanings and 

to understand the linguistic features of the text. Carter (1997), argues that stylistic is a link 

discipline between linguistic and literature. According to these definitions, it is obvious that 

stylistics is concerned with describing and analyzing different linguistic patterns and features of 

discourse. The above discussion highlights the role of stylistics in understanding texts; functioning 

as a bridge between literature and language.  

 

Levels of Stylistics Analysis 

Stylistics analysis includes the following levels: 

 

Lexical Level 

This level is concerned with the use of vocabulary in language. It studies the function of direct and 

figurative meanings, and the way in which the contextual meaning of a word is realized in the text. 

It looks at the choice of specific lexical items in a text, their distribution in relation to one another, 

and their meanings. 

 

Syntactic Level 
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Syntactic analysis investigates the sentence construction. It displays how words combine together 

to make phrases and sentences. 

                                                            

Graphological Level  

This level deals with writing mechanics such as full stop, quotation marks, hyphen, comma, 

semicolon, colon, capitalization and question mark. It also, includes spacing, bold prints, small 

prints and italics. 

 

Morphological Level 

Morphological analysis can be applied by highlighting the violation of the usual combination of 

morphemes within a word; such as the plural of uncountable nouns like milks and waters. 

 

Phonological Level 

This level concerns with the sound patterns, rhyming scheme, alliteration, consonance, assonance 

and vocalizing of words.  

 

Pragmatical Level 

Pragmatics studies the ways in which context contributes to meanings. It works at the level of 

meanings and how audience understands texts. 

 

Cohesive devices 

According to Connor (1984), cohesive devices signal relations among sentences and parts of a 

text. A unified text, based on this definition, is established through the use of cohesive devices 

which link the parts of the text together and enable the reader or the listener to comprehend its 

meanings. Halliday and Hasan (1976), say that cohesive devices are the elements which achieve 

the essential semantic relations of any passage of speech or writing to function as a text. Thus, the 

interpretation of any item is dependent on the reference to another. If cohesive devices are removed 

from a text, the text may confuse the reader and hinders his understanding of its meanings. 

Therefore, cohesive devices play a semantic role in the creation of a unified meaningful text.  

 

Types of cohesive devices 
Halliday and Hasan (1976), presented a taxonomy of cohesive devices including five types. These 

devices are explained in the following section. 

 

Reference 
Reference cohesive devices are the words which can be interpreted and understood by referring to 

other expression or words in a text or outside the text. When the interpretation of the reference lies 

outside the text, in the context of situation, the relation between the reference and the information 

outside the text is called exphora. Whereas, the relation is said to be endophora when the reference 

refers to something else within the text and is regarded as contextual relation. 

 

 

Types of Reference  
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 Halliday and Hasan (1976), classify reference cohesive devices into three types: personal, 

demonstrative and comparative. Personal reference is the reference function in speech or writing 

situation, through the category of person. Demonstrative reference is used to point to a location. 

Comparative reference is indirect reference by which an item is compared with an item or similar 

to an item within the text or outside the text. 

  

Personal 

Reference pronouns are: I, you, we, he, she, they, it and one, grammatically, function as subject 

pronouns. The reference pronouns 'you', 'it' and 'one' function, both, as subjects and objects in a 

sentence. Me, us, him, her and them are used as object pronouns. My, your, our, his, her, their, its, 

one's are used as adjective determiners. Mine, yours, ours, his, hers, theirs, it's are categorized as 

possessive determiners.  

 

Demonstrative 
Demonstrative reference include: this, these that and those, here, now, there and then..  

 

Comparative  

The comparative reference consists of: same, identical, equal, similar and additional. Identically, 

similarly, likewise, so and such are adverbs. Other comparatives which are classified as adjectives 

are: other, different and else. They express difference. Differently and otherwise also express 

difference but their word class is adverb. The final division of comparative is: better, more, etc. 

They are used as comparative adjectives. Moreover, more, less and equally are adverbs.  

 

Substitution  
Substitution is the replacement of one item by another. It is necessary to distinguish between 

substitution and reference. Substitution is a relation between linguistic items; such as words or 

phrases; whereas reference is a relation between meanings.  

 

Types of substitution  
 In English the substitute may function as a noun, a verb, or a clause. So, substitution has three 

types: nominal, verbal and clausal. 

 

Nominal substitution   

The substitute one / ones always functions as head of a nominal group, and can substitute only an 

item which is itself the head of a nominal group. The noun, which is substituted, is a count noun. 

In the nominal group, one substitutes a thing which is typically a person, creature, object, 

institution or abstraction of some kind. 

  

Verbal substitution 

The verbal substitute in English is do. It operates as head of a verbal group in the place that is 

occupied by the lexical verb; and its position is always final in the group. In the verbal group, the 

substitution form do (with its morphological forms does, did, done, doing) expresses a thing which 

is typically can be an action, event, or relation. 
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Clausal substitution 

 In clausal substitution, what is presupposed is not an element within the clause but an entire clause. 

The words used as substitutes are so and not.  

 

Ellipsis 
Ellipses are very similar to substitution. Substitution is the replacement of one item by another. 

While ellipsis is the omission of an item. It can be expressed as substitution by zero.   

In ellipsis, there is something left unsaid. What is left unsaid, of course, is understood by the reader. 

Ellipsis devices are classified into nominal, verbal and clausal as explained in the following: 

 

Nominal ellipsis  

Nominal ellipsis means ellipsis within the nominal group. The structure of this nominal group 

includes a head with optional modification. The modifying elements include some items which 

precede the head and some which follow it.  

 

Verbal ellipsis 
Verbal ellipsis means ellipsis within a verbal group. An example of this type of ellipsis can be: 

 Did he see the doctor? Yes, he did. 

The verbal group in the answer, did (in yes, he did) is an instance of verbal ellipsis which stands 

for saw the doctor. 

 

Casual ellipsis 
Clause in English expresses various speech functions, such as statement, question, response, etc. 

Consisting of modal element plus propositional element. For example: 

The man was going to buy a car from the company. 

(modal element) (propositional element) 

 

Conjunction 

Conjunction is a semantic relation in which what is to follow is systematically connected to what 

has gone before. Conjunction can be classified into four categories: additive, adversative, clausal 

and temporal. 

  

Additive 

This group of conjunction consists of the following items: 

(a) Simple additive relations which may express either the external or the internal type of 

conjunctive relation. This includes: 

Additive: and; and also, and…….too 

Negative: nor; and……not, not…..either, neither 

Alternative: or; or else 

(b) Complex additive relations that express internal conjunctive relation. This one has the function 

of emphatic relation. The elements of this group are: 

http://www.awej-tls.org/


AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume, 3 Number 1. February 2019   

Investigating Cohesive Devices in Wordsworth Poetry                                            Abd Allah                                                     
 

  

Arab World English Journal for Translation & Literary Studies                                                                      

ISSN: 2550-1542 | www.awej-tls.org 
163 

 

 

 

 Additive: further (more), moreover, additionally, besides that, add to this, in addition, and another 

thing 

 Alternative: alternatively 

(c) Complex additive relations which express internal conjunctive relation and is considered as de-

emphatic: 

Afterthought: incidentally, by the way 

(d) Comparative internal conjunctive relations: 

Similar: likewise, similarly, in the same way, in (just) this way 

Dissimilar: on the other hand, by contrast, conversely 

(E) Appositive internal conjunctive relation: 

Exemplificatory: for instance, for example, thus.  

 

Adversative 

Adversative relation means contrary to expectation. Conjunctive relations of adversative type are 

categorized into four classes. The first class is the adversative relations which mean 'in spite of'' 

include yet, however, nevertheless and despite. The second one is the contrastive relations that 

mean 'as against' and 'as against that' include but, however, on the other hand, in fact, as a matter 

of fact, to tell the truth, actually and in point of fact. The third is the corrective relations which 

comprises 'not…but', instead, rather, on the contrary, at least and I mean. The fourth category is 

the dismissal relations that consists of in any case, in any event, in any way, in either case, in either 

event, in either way, whichever…., anyhow, at any rate and however that may be.  

 

Clausal  

The conjunctive relations of the clausal type form a chain of cohesion. They include the following 

words and phrases: so, thus, hence, therefore, consequently, accordingly, because, because of this, 

for, for this reason, on account of this, it follows, on this basis, as a result (of this), in consequence 

(of this), arising out of this, for this purpose, with this in mind, with this in view, with intension, 

to this end, then, in that case, that being the case, in such an event, under those circumstances, 

under the circumstances, otherwise, in respect, in this respect, in other respect, in this connection, 

with regard to this, aside, and apart from this. The conjunction clausal cohesive devises can be 

used to express purpose, reason, result and condition.  

 

Temporal 

Temporal conjunctive relation is the process by which successive sentences, in time, of a text are 

linked together. This type of conjunctive relations is subdivided into three groups. First, simple 

sequential temporal relations and simple simultaneous relations. The sequential relations include 

then, next, afterward, after that and subsequently. The simultaneous relations include then, just 

then, at the same time, simultaneously, earlier, before then (that), and previously.   

Secondly, complex immediate temporal relations which are divided into these relations: 

immediate, interrupt, repetitive, specific, durative, terminal and punctiliar. The words and phrases 

which these relations include are as follows:    

 Immediate relations: at once, thereupon, on which, just before. 

 Interrupt relations: soon, presently, later, after a time, some time earlier, formerly.  
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Repetitive relations: next time, on another occasion, the last time, on a previous occasion 

Specific relations: next day, ten minutes later, ten minutes earlier 

Durative relations: meanwhile, all this time 

Terminal relations: by this time, up till that time, until then,  

Punctiliar relations: next moment, at this point/moment, the previous moment 

Thirdly, sequential and conclusive temporal relations. Sequential relations incorporate first…then, 

first…next, first….second, at first, then and secondly. Conclusive relations contain finally, at last, 

in the end, as a final point, in conclusion and eventually. 

 

Lexical cohesion 

In lexical cohesion, lexical items are semantically related to other lexical items in a text. Lexical 

cohesion is divided into two categories:  

                                                                          

Reiteration 

Reiteration is a form of lexical cohesion which involves the repletion of a lexical item or the use 

of a general word to refer back to the lexical item.  Reiteration includes: same word repletion, 

synonyms, superordinate and general word. 

 

Collocation 

Collocation cohesion is achieved through association of lexical items that regularly co-occur. 

There is, obviously, a systematic relationship between a pair of words such as boy and girl which 

are related by a particular type of oppositeness.  

 

Methods  

Data Collection 

     Materials 

The materials of this study are nine poems from Wordsworth poetry. The poems are samples of 

the English poetry of the romantic period (1757-1822).  

Procedures 

To achieve the objective of this study the procedures adopted were as follows: Nine poems of 

equal length, from Wordsworth poetry were selected. The use of cohesive devices in these poems 

was investigated.  

 

Analytical framework of data  

The analysis of the data of the present study was based on the taxonomy of Halliday and Hasan, 

(1976) of cohesion; in which cohesive devices were counted and analyzed. Halliday and Hasan's 

template presents five parameters for classifying cohesive devices: references, substitution, 

ellipsis, conjunctions and lexical cohesion. These cohesive ties are subcategorized by Halliday and 

Hasan (1976) as follows: 

1. Reference are categorized into personal, demonstrative and comparative. 

2. Substitution are divided into nominal verbal and clausal. 

3. Ellipsis are grouped into nominal, verbal and clausal. 

4. Conjunction are classified into additive, adversative, clausal and temporal. 
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5. Lexical cohesion include reiteration and collocation.    

The data of this study will be ratio data because they involve the counts and the possibility of 

computing cohesive ties used in the poems and compare them across the poems. 

  

Data Analysis, Discussion and Interpretation. 

Data Analysis 

The data analysis of this study will be shown in tables and with the distribution of the frequency 

of the five cohesive devices as appearing in the poems under investigation. This statistical analysis 

will highlight the significant differences and similarities between the use of the cohesive ties. 

 

Table 1. Distribution of Cohesive Devices in the Poems 

                                                     Number                                Percentage 

Reference                                     166                                       41.5% 

Substitution                                  14                                         3.5% 

Ellipsis                                         25                                          6.25% 

Conjunction                                 134                                        33.5% 

Lexical Cohesion                         61                                          15.25% 

Total                                             400                                        100% 

________________________________________________________________________ 

In table 1, results have shown that reference occurred with the highest frequency with percentage 

of 41.5%, followed by conjunction 33.5%, lexical cohesion 15.25%, ellipsis 6.25%,, while the 

least cohesive ties used in the poems were substitution 3.5%. This is because the poems show that 

the poet is in mutual communication with different figures in nature and individuals in order to 

convey his believes. So, he used reference more than other device.  

 

Table 2. Distribution of Reference in the Poems  

                                                       Number                                 Percentage 

Personal                                          136                                        81.9% 

Demonstrative                                5                                            3.05% 

Comparative                                   25                                          15.1% 

Total                                               166                                        100%   

________________________________________________________________________                       

Results in Table 2 has shown that personal reference had the highest frequency of use 81.9%, 

followed by comparative 15.1%. Demonstrative scored the least frequency 3.01%. 

 
Table 3. Distribution of Substitution in the Poems 

                                                       Number                                 Percentage 

Nominal                                          7                                           50% 

Verbal                                             1                                           7.14% 

Clausal                                            6                                           42.9% 

Total                                               14                                         100%  

Table 3 shows that nominal substitution had the highest frequency of occurrence in the poems 

50%, followed by clausal 42.9%, whereas verbal registered 7.14% as the least device used. 
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Table 4. Distribution of Ellipsis in the Poems   

                                                       Number                                 Percentage 

Nominal                                         10                                           40% 

Verbal                                             2                                             8% 

Clausal                                            13                                           52% 

Total                                                25                                          100% 

 Table 4, explains that clausal ellipsis had the most occurrence of usage in the poems 52%. Next, 

nominal scored 40%, while the least one was verbal 8%.   

 

Table 5. Distribution of Conjunction in the Poems 

                                                      Number                                 Percentage 

Additive                                         82                                           62% 

Adversative                                    25                                           18.7% 

Clausal                                            6                                             4.5% 

Temporal                                         21                                           15.7% 

Total                                               134                                         100% 

 

Results in table 5 point out that additive had the highest frequency in the studied poems 62%. 

Then, adversative scored the second ratio of frequency 18.7%, followed by temporal 15.7%. 

Clausal had the least use in the poems 4.5%.  

 

Table 6. Distribution of Lexical Cohesion in the Poems 

                                                       Number                                 Percentage 

Reiteration                                      49                                          80.3% 

Collocation                                      12                                         19.7% 

Total                                                25                                         100% 

 

     Finally, table 6 shows that reiteration scored the highest percentage of using lexical cohesion 

80.3%, Collocation was found to score less frequency 19.7.  

 

Discussion  

This section will discuss and interpret how cohesive devices function in the poems of Wordsworth. 

It will also present the frequency of the cohesive ties in these poems. 

 

     Cohesive devices, in Wordsworth poetry, are considered as one of the images that shapes a 

particular atmosphere in which the poet and the reader share similar feelings and experiences. 

These feelings and experiences indicate the poet's and the reader's viewpoints towards the world.  

 

 

Reference Devices 
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Reference had 41.5% of frequency in Wordsworth selected poems, as shown by table 1. Reference 

ties are categorized into three divisions: personal, demonstrative and comparative. Wordsworth 

used these devices as shown below.  

 

Personal  

The frequency of personal devices in the studied poems was 81.1% as shown by table 2. 

Wordsworth exploited these ties so as to serve his endeavor to create a public ideal image of the 

world of his feelings and sensibility. His poem 'Daffodils' comprises 'I', 'they', 'their', 'them', 'my', 

'me' and 'mine' as personal reference items. In this poem Wordsworth depicts a scene when he was 

wandering alone like a cloud floating above hills and valleys, he saw a field of daffodils. He 

describes the daffodils as the stars that shine. These flowers were stretched in a never-ending line 

along the margin beside a bay; shaping a very attractive sight. Like other romantic poets, 

Wordsworth describes the beauty of nature which is highly considered in romantic poetry. 

 

                     I wandered lonely as a cloud 

                     That floats on high o'er valleys and hills, 

                    When all at once I saw a crowd, 

                    A host, of golden daffodils; 

                    Beside the lake beneath the tree, 

                    Fluttering and dancing in the breeze. 

 

                    Continuous as the stars that shine 

                    And twinkle on the milky way, 

                    They stretched in never-ending line 

                    Along the margin of bay: 

                    Ten thousand saw I at a glance, 

                    Tossing their heads sprightly dance. 

                     

                    The waves beside them danced; but they 

                    Out-did the sparkling waves in glee: 

                    A poet could not but be gay, 

                    In such a jocund company: 

                    I gazed – and gazed – but little thought 

                   What wealth the show to me had brought: 

                   

                   For oft, when on my couch I lie 

                   In vacant or in pensive mood, 

                   They flash upon that inward eye 

                   Which is bliss of solitude; 

                   And then my heart with pleasure fills, 

                   And dances with the daffodils. 

 

Demonstrative  
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      The percentage of demonstrative in Wordsworth selected poems is 3.01% as shown in table 2. 

Demonstrative devices are used by Wordsworth in his poem 'Three Years She Grew in Sun and 

Shower' in which he depicts nature as a child. In this poem, Wordsworth, highly, appreciates nature 

as man's best educator. The demonstrative devices, used in this poem, are 'this' and 'that' which 

appear in the following lines.' This' refers to 'she' which indicates the nature; while 'that' refers to 

the fawn. 

                  Three years she grew in sun and shower, 

                  Then Nature said a lovelier flower 

                  On earth was never shown; 

                  This child I to myself I take; 

                  She shall be mine and I will make 

                  A lady of my own. 

     

                  She shall be sportive as the fawn 

                  That wild with glee across the lawn 

                  Or up the mountains springs; 

                  And her's shall be the breathing balm, 

                  And her's the silence and the calm 

                  Of mute insensate things. 

 

Comparative  

Comparative devices had the lowest frequency among Wordsworth selected poems 15%, as 

presented by table 2. 'She was a Phantom of Delight', is one of Wordsworth poems that includes 

'like' and 'else' as some examples of comparative cohesive devices. This poem is addressed to his 

wife, Mary, which is essentially a poem of love and celebration. Wordsworth portrays his love as 

the vision of delight, with star-like eyes. He also realizes that she is characterized by the cheerful 

dawn qualities. Wordsworth used the comparative reference 'like' so as to compare his wife with 

twilight; when the sun descends. In addition, he used the comparative reference 'else', to point to 

other charming aspects his love has. The stanza, below, shows these two examples of comparative 

reference. 

                She was a phantom of delight 

                When first she gleamed upon my sight; 

                A lovely Apparition, sent 

                To be a moment's ornament; 

                Her eyes as stars of Twilight fair; 

                Like Twilight's too, her dusky hair; 

                But all things else about her drawn 

                From May-time and the cheerful Dawn; 

                A dancing Shape, an Image gay, 

                To haunt, to startle, and way-lay. 

 

 

Substitution Devices 
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The ratio of substitution was found to be only 3.5% as suggested by table 1. Substitution devices, 

as explained above, are classified into three types: nominal, verbal and clausal. Each one of these 

has been used by Wordsworth. 

 

Nominal  

Nominal substitution, as explained in table 3, had 50% of frequency in Wordsworth's poems. An 

example of nominal substitution use can be noticed in his poem 'Strange Fits of Passion Have I 

Known'. In this poem Wordsworth describes his journey to his darling's cottage in an evening 

moon. He emphasizes the symbols of nature such as a rose and the moon. Wordsworth intends to 

say he would like to tell his love about the strange fits of passion that he feels towards her. He 

points to his beloved by the word 'lover' in the first stanza, as shown in the lines that follow, but in 

the second stanza he describes her as 'a rose'. 

 

                         A strange fit of passion have I known: 

                         And I will dare to tell, 

                         But in the lover's ear alone, 

                         What once to me befell. 

 

                          When she I loved looked every day 

                           Fresh as a rose in June, 

                           I to her cottage bent my way, 

                           Beneath an evening-moon. 

 

Verbal  

Table 3 displayed that verbal substitution was used by 7.14% in the selected poems. Verbal devices 

appear in Wordsworth's poem 'Expostulation and Reply' which is an argument between 

Wordsworth and his good friend Matthew. The dialogue between the two friends is based on which 

is better: 'learning from books' or 'learning from nature' by experiencing the world where someone 

lives. Matthew is enquiring that Wordsworth wastes his time sitting on an old grey stone in order 

to speculate nature to find some answers instead of reading books written by scholars who were 

old and/or dead. Wordsworth replied saying that he found more value in learning from nature than 

learning from books. The verbal substitution which is used in this poem is the verb 'spake', meaning 

speak, in stanza (4) replaces the verb 'ask' in stanza (8) as seen in the poem. 

 

                "Why, William, on that old grey stone, 

                 Thus for the length of half a day, 

                 Why, William, sit you thus alone, 

                 And dream your time away? 

 

                 "Where are your books? – that light bequeathed 

                  To Beings else forlorn and blind! 

                  Up! up! and drink the spirit breathed 

                  From dead to their kind. 
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                  "You look round on your Mother Earth, 

                   As if she for no purpose bore you; 

                   As if you are her first-born birth, 

                   And none had lived before you!" 

                           

                   One morning thus, by Esthwaite lake, 

                   When life was sweet, I knew not why, 

                   To me my good friend Matthew spake, 

                   And thus I made reply: 

           

                  "The eye – it cannot choose but see; 

                    We cannot bid the ear be still; 

                    Our bodies feel, where'er they be, 

                    Against or with our will. 

 

                    "Nor less I deem that there are Powers 

                     Which of themselves our minds impress; 

                     That we can feed this mind of ours 

                     In a wise passiveness. 

 

                     "Think you, mid this all mighty sum 

                     Of things for ever speaking, 

                     That nothing of itself will come, 

                     But we must still be seeking? 

 

                    "—Then ask not wherefore, here alone, 

                    Conversing as I may 

                    I sit upon this old grey stone, 

                    And dream my time away," 

Clausal  

Clausal substitution had the highest frequency in Wordsworth selected poems as shown by table 

3, which was 42.9%. This substitution type is used by Wordsworth in his poem 'Three Years She 

Grew in Sun and Shower'. The clause 'This child I to myself will take' is replaced, in the second 

line of the same stanza, by the clause 'She shall be mine'. In this poem Wordsworth emphasizes 

the role of nature in bringing up man and educating him. 

                  Three years she grew in sun and shower, 

                  Then Nature said a lovelier flower 

                  On earth was never shown; 

                  This child I to myself I take; 

                  She shall be mine and I will make 

                  A lady of my own. 

Ellipsis Devices 
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The frequency of ellipsis in Wordsworth's selected poems scored only 6.25% as presented in table 

1. The use of ellipsis, with some examples of Wordsworth poems, is explained below. 

 

Nominal  

Nominal ellipsis, as table 4 showed, scored 40% in the selected poems. One example of nominal 

ellipsis is seen in his poem 'Daffodils'. The second stanza begins with the line: 'Continuous as the 

stars that shine', the reader will know that the word daffodils is omitted from the line. So, he or she 

will understand that the poet intends to say that 'daffodils are continuous. 

 

                     I wandered lonely as a cloud 

                     That floats on high o'er valleys and hills, 

                    When all at once I saw a crowd, 

                    A host, of golden daffodils; 

                    Beside the lake beneath the tree, 

                    Fluttering and dancing in the breeze. 

 

                    Continuous as the stars that shine 

                    And twinkle on the milky way, 

                    They stretched in never-ending line 

                    Along the margin of bay: 

                    Ten thousand saw I at a glance, 

                    Tossing their heads sprightly dance. 

 

           Verbal                                                                                                                       

The frequency of verbal ellipsis in the poems, was 8% as shown by table 4. Verbal 

ellipsis are used in the poem 'She Was a Phantom of Delight', In this poem Wordsworth 

expresses his feelings towards his beloved. It is understood that the verb 'look like' is 

omitted from the line: 'Her eyes as the stars of Twilight fair'. Therefore, in order to create 

cohesion, the reader perceives the line as: 'Her eyes look like the stars of Twilight fair. 

                She was a phantom of delight 

                When first she gleamed upon my sight; 

                A lovely Apparition, sent 

                To be a moment's ornament; 

                Her eyes as stars of Twilight fair; 

                Like Twilight's too, her dusky hair; 

                But all things else about her drawn 

                From May-time and the cheerful Dawn; 

                A dancing Shape, an Image gay, 

                To haunt, to startle, and way-lay. 

Clausal  

Clausal ellipsis, as table 4 displayed, had the highest frequency in the poems 52%. Clausal ellipsis 

are used in Wordsworth poem 'A Character' which describes the dynamics of both human and 

society. Wordsworth talks about the contrasts that coexist in one human; his bustle and his 
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sluggishness, his weakness and his strength, his pleasure and his gloom, etc. The poet wonders 

how nature could ever find space for all these disparities. The contrasts do not only exist in one 

human but between different people in a society. The clausal 'I marvel' is omitted from the first 

line of the second stanza as can be noticed below. 

 

                I marvel how nature could ever find space 

                For so many strange contrasts in one human face: 

                 There's thought and no thought, and there's paleness and gloom 

                And bustle and sluggishness, pleasure and gloom. 

                 

                There's weakness, and strength both redundant and vain 

                Such strength as, if ever affliction and vain; 

                Could pierce through a temper that's soft to disease; 

                Would be rational piece – a philosopher's ease. 

 

Conjunction Devices 

The frequency of conjunction used in the poems was 33.5%, as suggested by table 1. Conjunction 

devices are divided into four classes: additive, adversative, clausal and temporal. Models of these 

conjunction types with some explanations are presented below. 

 

Additive 

The ratio of using additive in the poems, was 61%, as shown by table 5. Wordsworth emphasis on 

describing nature is observed in his poem 'By the Seaside' in which the additive 'or' and 'and' are 

used as two items of conjunction cohesive devices. This poem depicts an exploration of natural 

beauty by the seaside. Wordsworth describes a sense of calmness where everything such as the 

sea-fowl and waves, is coming to rest.  

 

                   The sun is couched, the sea-fowl gone to rest,  

                   And the wild storm hath somewhere found a nest; 

                   Air slumbers – wave with wave no longer strives, 

                   Only a heaving of the deep survives, 

                   A tell-tale motion! Soon will it be laid, 

                   Stealthy withdrawings, interminglings mild 

                   Of light with shade in beauty reconciled – 

                   Such is the prospect far as sight can range  

                   The soothing recompence, the welcome change. 

                   Where, now, the ships that drove before the blast, 

                   Threatened by angry breakers as they passed; 

                   And by a train of flying clouds bemocked; 

                   Or, in the hollow surge, at anchor rocked 

                   As on a bed of death? Some lodge in peace, 

                   Saved by His care who bade the tempest cease; 

                   And some, too heedless of past danger, court 
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                   Fresh gales to waft them to the far-off port 

                   But near or hanging sea and sky between, 

                  Not one of all those winged powers is seen, 

                 Seen in her course, nor mid this quiet heard; 

                 Yet oh! how gladly would the air be stirred 

                 By some acknowledgement of thanks and praise, 

                 Soft in its temper as those vesper lays 

                 Sung to the Virgin while accordant oars 

                 Urge the slow bark along Calabrain shores; 

                 A sea-born service through the mountains felt 

                 Till into one loved vision all things melt: 

                 Or like those hymns that soothe with graver sound 

                 The gulfy coast of Norway iron-bound; 

                 And, from the wide and open Baltic, rise 

                 With punctual care, Lutherian harmonies. 

                 Hush, not a voice is here! but why repine, 

                 Now when the star of eve comes forth shine 

                 On British waters with look begin? 

                 Ye mariners, that plough your onward way, 

                 Or in the haven rest, or sheltering bay, 

                 May silent thanks at least to God be given 

                 With a full heart; our thoughts are 'heard' in heaven. 

 

Adversative  

Table 5, showed that adversative frequency, in the poems, was found to be 18.7%. Wordsworth's 

poem 'By the Seaside', includes 'but' and 'yet' as two examples of adversative conjunction. The 

poem describes the loveliness of nature with all its images; depicted in the sun when it is couched, 

the sea-fowl going to rest, the calmness of wild storm and the waves that are no longer going to 

strive. The lines below show models of adversative device. 

 

                   As on a bed of death? Some lodge in peace, 

                   Saved by His care who bade the tempest cease; 

                   And some, too heedless of past danger, court 

                   Fresh gales to waft them to the far-off port 

                   But near or hanging sea and sky between, 

                  Not one of all those winged powers is seen, 

                 Seen in her course, nor mid this quiet heard; 

                 Yet oh! how gladly would the air be stirred 

 

Clausal 

Clausal conjunction had a frequency of 4.5% as seen in table 5. In the poem entitled 'A Night-

Piece', Wordsworth is still expressing his admiration of nature and his feelings towards it. In this 

poem, the poet talks about the sky that spreads over with continuous clouds and are whitened by 
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the light of the moon as well as the small and sharp stars shinning in the deep vault of  heaven with 

equal delight. Thus, Wordsworth gives pleasure and enjoyment to the reader. The word 'so' is an 

example of clausal conjunction that is used in this poem as in the lines below. 

                   ------ The sky is overcast 

                   With a continuous cloud of texture close, 

                   Heavy and wan, all whitened by the Moon, 

                   Which through that veil is indistinctly seen, 

                   A dull, contrasted circle, yielding light 

                   So feebly spread, that not a shadow falls, 

                   Chequering the ground -- from rock, plant, tree, or tower. 

 

Temporal 

Temporal conjunction, according to table 5, scored16%. In the poem 'By the Seaside, the words: 

'soon', and 'now' are some patterns of temporal conjunction used. 

                   The sun is couched, the sea-fowl gone to rest,  

                   And the wild storm hath somewhere found a nest; 

                   Air slumbers – wave with wave no longer strives, 

                   Only a heaving of the deep survives, 

                   A tell-tale motion! Soon will it be laid, 

                   Stealthy withdrawings, interminglings mild 

                   Of light with shade in beauty reconciled – 

                   Such is the prospect far as sight can range  

                   The soothing recompence, the welcome change. 

                   Where, now, the ships that drove before the blast, 

 

Lexical Cohesion 

The frequency of this type of cohesive devices has been found to be 15.25% as explained by 

table1.The two divisions of lexical cohesion, as aforementioned above, are reiteration and 

collocation. Each one of the divisions is highlighted below. 

 

Reiteration 

Reiteration was used with the ratio of 80.3%, as shown by table 6. In the poem 'Foresight',  there 

are some patterns of reiteration devices which include repetition of the words 'blossom', 

'strawberry', 'primroses', 'daisies', 'pansies' and 'daffodil', besides the use of general terms for these 

words: 'flower' and 'fruit'. All these items of reiteration, of course, are images of nature which 

Wordsworth emphasizes in all his poems. The reiteration devices are used in the poem below. 

 

                  That is work of waste and ruin – 

                   Do as Charles and I are doing! 

                   Strawberry-blossom, one and all, 

                   We must spare them -- here are many: 

                   Look at it -- the flower is small, 

                   Small and low, though fair as any: 

http://www.awej-tls.org/


AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume, 3 Number 1. February 2019   

Investigating Cohesive Devices in Wordsworth Poetry                                            Abd Allah                                                     
 

  

Arab World English Journal for Translation & Literary Studies                                                                      

ISSN: 2550-1542 | www.awej-tls.org 
175 

 

 

 

                   Do not touch it! Summers two 

                   I am older, Anne, than you. 

 

                   Pull the primroses, sister Anne! 

                   Pull as many as you can. 

                   -- Here are daisies, take your fill; 

                   Pansies, and the cuckoo flower: 

                   Of lofty daffodil 

                   Make your bed, or make your bower; 

                   Fill your lap, and fill your bosom; 

                   Only spare the strawberry-blossom! 

 

                    Primroses, the spring may love them— 

                    Summer knows but little of them: 

                    Violets, a barren kind, 

                    Withered on the ground must lie; 

                     Daisies leave no fruit behind  

                     When the pretty flowers die; 

                     Pluck them and another year 

                     As many will be blowing here. 

 

                     God has given a kindlier power 

                     To the favoured strawberry-flower. 

                     Hither soon as spring is fled 

                     You and Charles and I will walk; 

                     Lurking berries, ripe and red 

                     Then will hang in every stalk, 

                      Each within its leafy bower; 

                      And for the promise spare the flower! 

 

Collocation 

The frequency which collocation had was 19.7%, as shown in table 6. In the poem 'Three Years 

She Grew in Sun and Shower' 'earth and heaven', 'silence and calm' are two patterns of collocation 

devices used. The poem shows how nature brings up and educates man. 

                 Myself will to my darling be 

                  Both law and impulse: and with me 

                  The girl in rock and plain 

                  In earth and heaven, in glade and bower, 

                  Shall feel an overseeing power 

                  To kindle or restrain. 

                    

                  She shall be sportive as the fawn 

                  That wild with glee across the lawn 
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                  Or up the mountains springs; 

                  And her's shall be the breathing balm, 

                  And her's the silence and the calm 

                  Of mute insensate things. 

 

Conclusion, Findings and Recommendations 

     This study has attempted to achieve the following objectives: 

1. To understand the role of stylistics analysis in shaping the meanings of literary texts.  

2. To explain how cohesive devices can contribute to interpreting and understanding poetry. 

3. To realize the role of cohesive devices in shaping and understanding the ideas conveyed 

by authors of literary discourse. 

 

      By investigating the use of cohesive devices in Wordsworth poetry, the study has tried to 

find out and document every occurrence of these cohesive ties used in the texts, under 

investigation, and calculate their occurrence in order to see if there are differences in their use 

among the poems. Wordsworth has been chosen because he is considered as one of the best known 

romantic poets, as critics claim. Moreover, his poetry is characterized by expressing the values of 

his time such as the political freedom and appreciating nature, individuals and society. Then, the 

function of these devices in the poems is given special consideration.  

 

      As aforementioned by the statistical analysis in table 1, regarding the types of cohesive 

devices used in the texts, it was found that all types of cohesive bonds have been used. The 

cohesive devices adopted were Halliday and Hasan's (1976) taxonomy mode which includes 

reference, substitution, ellipsis, conjunction and lexical cohesion. Results pointed that there were 

some variations of the density of use of the cohesive ties across the different poems used as data 

for the present study. Data analysis showed that reference had the highest frequency in the poems 

41.5%, followed by conjunction 33.5%, lexical cohesion 15.25%, ellipsis 6.25% and substitution 

registered 3.5% which was the lowest percentage of use in the poems studied. The results also 

indicated that the use of ellipsis and substitution in Wordsworth poetry tends to be so limited. 

 

Findings 

Based on the results, the researcher managed to draw the following findings:  

1.All types of cohesive devices were used in the poems selected for the study. They included 

reference, substitution, ellipsis, conjunction and lexical cohesion. This finding answers question 3 

in research questions. 

2. There were variations found in the types of cohesive ties used in the poems selected for the 

current study in terms of their frequency of occurrence in the poems. This point is found to be the 

answer of question 2 in research questions. 

3. The function of using cohesive devices was to assist the poets express beliefs and values. This 

final finding answers question 3 in research questions.  

4. Reference had the highest frequency of use in the poems 41.5%. Among reference subcategories, 

personal reference registered the highest rate of occurrence in the poems studied 81.9%. 

5. The lowest ratio of cohesive devices use was registered by substitution 3.5%. 
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Suggestion for Future Research 

The researcher suggests the following for future research: 

1. It would be interesting to conduct more studies on the coherence of English literary discourse. 

2. It is worth to investigate cohesive devices of the sociolinguistic aspects within poetry, as poetry 

is an important area whose genre contains impressive socio-cultural meaning. 

3. Using other models rather than Halliday and Hasan's, (1976) model in investigating cohesion in 

discourse, such as Hoey's (1991). 
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Abstract: 

Identity, in one of its understanding, signifies a set of characteristics that make up a person’s ethical 

faithfulness to, identification with, and pride of one’s origin, tradition, and culture. Remaining true 

to one’s identity and being faithful to the core values of one’s culture is a complicated matter when 

it comes to a black living in white society like America, where color and racial identity are 

rudimentary prerequisites in self-definition and naming. Philip Roth’s novel entitled The Human   

Stain (2000) shows how some black figures undress their black identity to wear the prestigious       

white one to go onward with life as full selves, to have access to all the privileges the whites enjoy,  

and, above all, to live without the specter of race and the decisiveness of epidermal signs. The 

novel calls into question and revision such essentialist notions as other, class,andrace by describing 

the crises the subject or self undergoes in the light of racial prejudices, center-periphery relations, 

and class stereotypes. The present paper, then, addresses the act of self-abdication the protagonist, 

Silk Coleman, carries out to overstep the feeling of otherness and to dodge racial discrimination. 

The paper looks into the notions of selfhood and Otherness by negotiating the definition of the self 

and the distortion it undergoes in its encounter with the Other . The study aims at revealing, 

primarily, the effects of Black racial-passing, a common phenomenon in American society of the 

first half of the twentieth century, on familial relationships and cultural heritage.  It also reveals 

the weight of gender and class discrimination in the individual’s identity formation and well-being.  
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Introduction  

Otherness is a specter that haunts individuals, communities, whole cultures, and races. It has to do 

with inscribing or associating inferior qualities with specific categories of society because of race, 

sex, color, or class. The phenomenon manifests itself in the form of bigotry which excludes certain 

categories in society from standard definition and prevents them from economic and social 

privileges. In her article entitled “ The Representation of the Indigene”, Terry Goldie (1995) 

suggests that "since Fanon's Black Skin, White Masks (1952), it has been a commonplace to use 

'Other' and 'not-self' for the white view of blacks and the resulting black view of themselves" (p. 

233) and that, Goldie, carries on,  "presumably the first instance in which one human perceived 

another as Other in racial terms came when the first recognized the second as different in color, 

facial features, and language’ (1995, p. 235). In this understanding, Otherness is defined in 

relationship to the individual’s imperfectability, deficiency, and lack of certain qualities and 

values. Besides, it touches upon his ethical bearing as well as his social standing, but more 

importantly, considers the individual as an object rather than a subject. 

 

      Juxtaposed with Otherness is the notion of the self or the subject. The latter is a form of 

identification which is defined in opposition to and conflict with the non-self. In this 

understanding, selfhood shows signs of perfection, wholeness, and upward mobility at the cultural 

and social levels, and encompasses categories of high ethnical descent and powerful gender 

belonging. In the philosophical discourses of enlightenment, the notion of selfhood is confined to 

the white European male subject. This favoritism in definition and conceptualization excludes 

basic defining elements of human identity including race, ethnicity, class, and sex. On this Mihaela 

Dumitrescu (2001),   writes:  

 

Modernism, otherwise so obsessive about subjectivity in all its forms, has failed to give 

a satisfactory answer to the question “what is the ‘I’, and what exactly makes it what it 

is?” Such a failure is easy to understand if we take a broader perspective and consider 

the ideological, social framework (modernity), not just its strictly aesthetic correlate 

(modernism). The very paradigm of modernity relies heavily on the idea of universal 

reason and of social progress achievable through advances in knowledge, as illustrated 

by the “grand narratives” (or“grands récits”, Jean-François Lyotard’s terms) of the 

Western world….the metanarratives of modernity have one major flaw: they aim – 

along the lines of the Enlightenment and of Western philosophical traditions – to define 

a generic human  nature and destiny without taking into account the individual, the 

particular, the local, the different, the Other.(p. 11) 

 

Discussion 

Philip Roth’s third novel in The American Trilogy, The Human Stain (2000), delves into the 

notions of identity, Otherness, racism, and center-periphery relations. The text is filled with 

references to forms of essentialism—race, class, and gender—upon which a struggle for definition, 

naming, and equality do emerge. The present paper addresses the notion of identity by highlighting 

the relationship between self-making and the socially and culturally constructed identity. It reveals 
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the struggle for naming and definition for socially and racially disadvantaged groups in white 

American society of the first half of the twentieth century.  

  

      The Human Stain is set in America of the 1990s, but, through a series of flashbacks, the 

narrative regresses in time to the first half of the twentieth century, precisely to New Orange of the 

forties. The novel, thus, is conscious of two historical events associated with the two different 

periods of time it portrays; the issue of racial-passing characteristic of the forties and the political 

correctness typical of the nineties or what the narrator Nathan Zuckerman calls “an enormous piety 

binge, purity binge” (Roth,2000,  p. 2) in reference to one major event of the decade; the 

impeachment of President Bill Clinton followinghis affair with Monika Lewinsky. 

 

      The novel tells the life as well as the death story of Silk Colman, an African-American 

classics professor and dean at the Athena college of New England, who passes to a white Jew to 

live without the specter of race and the authority of skin color. To firsthand appearances, as it 

comes out at the outset of the novel, Coleman is a high-status man, well-versed in the classical 

literature. Yet, Coleman has been “misjudged, misused, besmirched” (Roth, 2000, p. 20) and 

accused of racism by his colleagues at Athena because he referred to two absentees in his class, 

who revealed to be of African-American descent, as ‘spooks’. Following this crisis which 

destroyed the academic career, Coleman resigns from Athena and resorts to a local novelist, 

Nathan Zuckerman, to weave his story. Still, melancholically distressed by the death of his wife 

and the loss of his prestigious academic career, Coleman enters into a romantic relationship with 

a custodian woman half of his age, Faunia Farley, an affair which Dephine Roux, Coleman’s 

college at Athena, has used to unleash rumors to taunt his reputation. The novel ends with the 

death of Coleman and Faunia in a car accident caused by Faunia’s ex-husband, Les Farley. 

 

      The Human Stain capitalizes upon the protagonist’s tragic demise not only through his 

doomed death, his tragic fall into the doomed tartar, but through feigning a white identity that 

tarnished his family and his race.  Coleman Silk’s racial passing to a white Jew to dodge the 

decisiveness of racial discrimination and to live a more liberating and fulfilling life turned against 

his expectations and ruined his life dreams; he ends up being considered a racist white man and 

dies for his choice of Jewishness at the hands of an anti-Semite, Lester Farley. 

 

      The Human Stain opens with an epigraph from Sophocles’ “Oedipus the King,” and thus 

it thematically and formally imitates the traditional Greek tragedy. The epigraph reads Oedipus 

‘words asking “what is the rite of purification and how shall it be done.” (Roth, 2000, x). As an 

answer, Creon replies Oedipus’ question saying “by banishing a man, or expiation of blood by 

blood.” (Roth, 2000, x). The epigraphs underscores the essence of Roth’s text, The Human Stain 

by referring to the tragic end Silk Coleman has met and the shame he has brought to his family 

through his racial-passing. Like Oedipus, the King in Sophocles’ play, Coleman Silk, in Roth’s 

The Human Stain, is rewarded the Hawthornian Letter of shame and disgrace as a result of his act 

of impersonation. Oedipus Rex believed that he had spared himself the crime of murdering his 

father and marrying his mother, only to find at the end that his thought has failed him. Similarly, 

Coleman espouses the Greek hubris to conduct a racial passing to white Jewishness, only to die at 
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the end for such a choice.  Both figures, Coleman and Oedipus Rex, have tried to affect their 

doomed destiny in pursuit of what Elaine Safer calls “people’s idealist desire for purification,” 

(2006,p.124)and have discovered that fate is inescapable and any attempt to change or evade it 

results in fatality. Safer, (2006) writes:  

 

Coleman feels that his color stains him in a society where being the other, an Afro-

American, makes one the object of prejudice. His desire for purification- and thus for 

freedom- convinces him to pass as white. Just as Oedipus believes that he has escaped the 

destiny of marrying his mother and killing his father, so does Coleman assume that he has 

avoided the fate of a black man by passing as white. (p. 124). 

 

In the philosophy of the French modernist philosopher Jean Paul Sartre, the freedom of choice is 

the engine that drives and directs the plotline of the individual’s life. Being free, the individual can 

affect his destiny and overturn the reality of class, culture, and race conditions granted at birth. 

Yet, alongside his assertion of human freedom, Sartre gives the reverse side of that notion in what 

he calls facticity’, the factual background upon which, many believe, freedom and choice cannot 

be worked out. He begins his section on “Freedom and Facticity” in Being and Nothingness (1956) 

with a recognizable statement on determinism, saying: 

 

I am not “free” either to escape the lot of my class, of my nation, of my family, or even to 

build up my own power or my fortune or to conquer my most insignificant appetites or 

habits. I am born a worker, a Frenchman, an hereditary syphilitic, or a tubercular. (p. 619) 

 

Nevertheless, Sartre argues that the notion of facticity is just an excuse taken for granted by man 

to justify his impotence and frailty. For him, the human being is not bound by such background 

factual realities as class, race, or language; rather he is endowed with freedom and choice to decide 

upon his destiny in life. In another context, in accordance with Sigmund Freud’s notion of the 

unconscious recurrence of unwanted and buried experiences, the postmodernist philosopher 

Jacques Derrida underscores the uncertainty of the effacement of the stain and its plausible 

recurrence after erasure.  He (2008), writes: 

 

Granted, every human can, within the space of doxic phenomenality, have the 

consciousness of covering its tracks. But who could ever judge the affectivity of such a 

gesture? Is it necessary to recall that every erased trace, in consciousness, can leave a trace 

of its erasure whose symptom (individual or social, historical, political, etc.) will always 

be capable of ensuring its return? (pp. 135-36) 

 

The philosopher seems to agree on the impotence and inability of the human being to exercise 

choice in this context. For Derrida, the ability to judge the successful effacement of a trace or stain 

oversteps the scope of human knowledge, erudition, and choice. Accordingly, Derrida also seems 

to contradict Sartre’s view on free will and determination by emphasizing the interference of 

destiny, or the chance of changing the plotline of specific actions and events.  
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      Born to an African-American origin, Coleman silk is granted right from birth, in the view 

of the white society’s judgment, an inferior race and class and viewed, to use Toni Morrison words,  

as “a fabricated brew of darkness and otherness” ( 1992, p. 38).Yet, in the dream of liberating the 

self following the Sartrian “exhilarating notion of freedom” (Roth, 2000, p. 138) to challenge pre-

destiny and determinism, Coleman passes to a white Jew and spends the whole of his life feigning 

an identity other than his; “he had served out his stint and did his time as a white” (Roth, 2000, p. 

182); he also secured a white wife, white children, and a prestigious academic career at Athena 

college of New England community.Coleman’s decision to pass to a white Jew has a long history 

with his family’s experiences and exposure to bigotry and social exclusion while living in East 

Orange in the 1940’s America. Nathan Zuckerman , the novel’s narrator, suggests that “Even in 

the East Orange he had not escaped the minimally less malevolent forms of exclusion that socially 

separated his family and the small colored community from the rest of East Orange—everything 

that flowed from what his father called the country’s Negrophobia” (Roth, 2000, p. 103).  

 

      Here, in Coleman’s father’s viewpoint, the notion of ‘Negrophobia’ is accounted for by the 

blacks’ skin color and the inferiority of the black race and culture, what he calls “the presumption 

of intellectual inferiority. Somehow or other, if not directly by words, then by facial expressions, 

by tone of voice, by  impatience, even by the opposite—by forbearance, by wonderful display of 

humaneness” (Roth, 2000, p. 103).  

 

      In his book Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority (1991), Levinas discusses the 

relationship between the self and the Other.  Levinas argues that the self and Other do not make 

up a collectivity in which the I, the self, can take in the Other to it. For him “the absolutely other 

is the Other. He and I do not form a number. The collectivity in which I say ‘you’ or ‘we’ is not a 

plural of the I. Neither possession nor the unity of number nor the unity of concepts links me to 

the stranger. The stranger who disturbs the being at home with  oneself (p. 39). The failure of the 

I to include, possess, and absorb the Other into its context is accounted for by “the strangeness of 

the other, his irreducibility to the I, to (his) thoughts and (his) possessions…a calling into question 

of the exercise of the same” (Levinas, 1991, p. 39). 

 

     ` As black Others, Coleman and members of his family cannot be embraced, considered, 

and accepted by the East Orange white people because, as in Levinas’ understanding, they are 

irreducible to each other and “cannot be totalized”  (1991, p. 35). Instead of promoting brotherly 

love, co-existence ,and attempts towards reconciliation and sympathy, the East Orange academic 

and religious institutions have begged off any contact or rapprochement between the two races; 

laws decree “prejudice in academic institutions against colored students” (Roth, 2000, p. 86) and 

read that  : 

various services and Sunday schools for the colored (will) be conducted, outside basic 

church law, in the colored families’ houses. Later, the swimming pool at the high school 

was shut down by the school superintendent so that the white kids wouldn’t have to swim 

with the colored kids (Roth, 2000, p. 122). 
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Almost all members of the Coleman’s family have been victims of racism and bigotry and, in the 

vanguard, Coleman’s father, Mr. Silk. After the loss of his optical business in the depression time 

of the thirties, Coleman’s father declines to accept the meanest job that is “in no way 

commensurate with his professional trainings” (Roth, 2000, p. 86) as a college graduate to meet 

the needs of his family; he worked as “a waiter in dining car” (Roth, 2000, p. 93) and there he “had 

to put up with insults and prejudicial treatment” (Roth, 20000, p. 103). Like the father, Coleman’s 

mother, the most ‘intelligent’, ‘knowledgeable’, ‘reliable’, and capable’ of all the Newark hospital 

nurses (Roth, 2000, p. 86) of the New Orange,  as the Jewish Dr. Fensterman suggests,  was the 

least to be respected, valued and  to be considered for entitlement to the position of  the head of 

nurses.  

 

      Racial oppression reaches its extended breadth and exaggerated phase with Coleman Silk. 

Unlike Mr. Silk, Coleman’s father, who copes with Otherness through ignorance or what Coleman 

calls “defenselessness”, Coleman could not accept to be relegated to the background of society 

and be judged by the color of his complexion.  He even wonders how his father “has taken this 

shit? In one form or another taken shit like this in that dining car every single day! In  that dining 

car every single day!” (Roth, 2000, p. 109). Coleman’s experience of racial discrimination has 

started early in his life: as a boy studying at New Orange high school, with all the academic 

prowess and the dexterity he shows, being “an enthusiastic, quick-witted boy and a straight–A 

student” (Roth, 2000, p. 103), Dr. Fensterman suggests to Coleman to be graduated as 

“salutatorian” by getting B’s in the finals in return for “an interest-free , nonreturnable loan of 

three thousand dollars” (Roth, 2000, p. 87)  and thus giving his son, Bert , the opportunity to be 

graduated as valedictorian.Moreover, as a sailor at the Norfolk naval base in Virginia at the close 

of World War II, Coleman witnessed firsthand experience with bigotry when he is thrown  out of 

the navy as  “his name didn't give him away as a Jew—because it could as easily have been a 

Negro's name”(Roth, 2000, p. 16). Still, at Howard, the black university he attended to fulfill the 

dream of his father, Coleman has confirmed that again he is a “Negro” when refused to be given a 

hot dog at Woolworth in Washington D.C. Upon this, Coleman concludes that “in the East Orange 

high class valedictorian, in the segregated South just another nigger…the impact was devastating. 

Nigger—and it meant him” (Roth, 2000, p. 102).Still, while dating the white Icelandic girl, Steena 

Pallson, thinking to wed her,  Coleman brings her to his parents’ home for dinner, believing that 

love outdoes racial prejudice and stereotypes. Yet, on their way back home from the East Orange 

to New York, Steena tells Coleman that she “can’t d o it..she raced alone from the train as though 

from an attacker  and did not phone him  or even try to see him ever” (Roth, 2000, p. 125). 

 

      Disappointed by Steena’s behavior and tormented by the life of segregation he has 

experienced wherever he goes; in the East Orange neighborhood, the East Orange high school, 

Washington D. C, at the navy and even at Howard, Coleman makes it up to choose “the future into 

his own hands rather than leave it to an unenlightened society to determine his fate—a society in 

which more than eighty years after emancipation proclamation, bigots happened to play to large a 

play to suit him” (Roth, 2000, p. 120).Coleman undresses his black identity to spare himself the 

feelings of Otherness and the process of objectification from the white subjects. Critical race 

theorist Cheryl Harris suggests that:   
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Becoming white meant gaining access to a whole set of public and private privileges that 

materially and permanently guaranteed basic subsistence needs and, therefore, survival. 

Becoming white increased the possibility of controlling critical aspects of one’s life rather 

than being the object of others’ domination. (1996, p. 277)  

 

In his battle for emancipation proclamation, the black historical narrative to attain equality with 

the whites and his ownnarrative to shirk the authoritative voice of the ‘weness, Coleman didn’t 

spare a means to reach his aim. In the first occasion, as a boxer, Coleman feigns a white Jewish 

identity to get a “four year scholarship to Pitt” (Roth, 2000, p. 98) by telling the Pitt Coach that he 

is white, he is “neither one thing nor the other. He is Silky Silk. That’s enough” (Roth, 2000, p. 

98). Then, in another occasion, Coleman fights an African-American man and was not ashamed to 

call him nigger. More important than all these, against his parents’ wish to marry a light-skinned 

girl of a prestigious black family, Coleman weds the white Iris Gittelman to carry out his “first 

large payment,”(Roth, 2000, p. 136) in invigorating  his plan.  Nevertheless, Coleman’s racial 

passing is not only a decision to undermine Otherness and the feelings of inferiority associated 

with his race, rather he aspires towards what Toni Morrison calls “the human freedom—the thing 

coveted most of all” (1992,  p. 37), and what himself calls “freedom of the raw I,” a liberating 

power that refuses to assimilate and respond to the dictates of the ‘We’ and the ‘they’ categories.He 

(2000) suggests:   

 

With both bulwarks gone—the big brother overseas and the father dead—he is repowered 

and free to be whatever he wants, free to pursue the hugest aim, the confidence right in his 

bones to be his particular I. free on a scale unimaginable to his father. As free as his father 

had been unfree. Free now not only of his father but of all that his father had ever had to 

endure. The impositions, the humiliations. The obstructions. The wound and the pain and 

the posturing and the shame—all the inward agonies of failure and defeat. Free instead on 

the big stage. Free to go ahead and be stupendous. Free to enact the boundless, self-defining 

drama of the pronouns we, they, I.  (p. 109)  

 

Here, in the above quotation, Coleman highlights the coming of I on the stage to play its history 

and authority against the voices of the other, and praises the promising prospects the subject, the 

I, would access and realize.  The struggle between the me and the us, in Coleman’s 

conceptualization, is the struggle between self-assertion and the socially constructed identity or 

self. He seems to support the myth of self making  which  eulogizes individual potentialities to 

craft his lot. He resembles Fitzgerald’s the great Gatsby and Emily Bronte’s Heathclif  who has 

raised himself  from dust and carried their own entitlement to  prestigious social belonging and 

identities.   He carries on saying:   

 

You can’t let the big they impose its bigotry on you any more than  youan let the little they 

become a we and impose its ethics on you. Not the tyranny of the us and its us-talk and 

everything that the wewants to pile on your head. Never for him the tyranny of the we that 

is dying to suck you in, the coercive, inclusive, historical, inescapable moral we with its 

insidious E Pluribus unum. Neither the they of Woolworth nor the we of Howard instead 
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the raw I with its agility. Self-discovery. Singularity. The passionate struggle for 

singularity. (Roth, 2000, p. 108)  

 

Still, for Coleman, the struggle between the “I” and the “we” and his journey towards freedom and 

enlightenment, as it is apparent in other instances in the novel, entails liberating his imprisoned 

Eros against the preconceived logistics of tradition, righteousness, and authenticity. Coleman 

seems to back up the cathartic exaltation of emotions over the bog of rationalism, morality and a 

search for meaning and significance. He suggests:   

 

The obligation to subject my life to hers and its vagaries. Its vagrancy, its truancy. Its 

strangeness. The delectationof this elemental Eros. Take the hammer of Faunia to 

everything outlived, all the exalted justifications, and smash your way to freedom.  

Freedom from the stupid glory of being right. From the ridiculous quest for significance. 

From the never ending campaign for legitimacy. The onslaught of freedom at seventy one, 

the freedom to leave a lifetime behind—known also as the aschenbachian madness. (Roth, 

2000, p. 171)  

 

Following the racial passing act, Coleman effaces the difficulties that bump up his intellectual 

progress and he exalts his notion of freedom and self-assertion. It is also met with grievous 

consequences. His mother’s warning words reading that “all his attempts to escape will lead him 

back to where he begun” (Roth, 2000, p. 140) have come true as late in his life, Coleman was 

accused of racism at Athena. Viewing him as a rascal threat to the ideals of freedom, democracy, 

and equality following his use of a racial epithet to describes two African-American students in 

his class, the intellectuals at Athena force him out of the academe to purify the white race from his 

racist thoughts.  Still, Coleman’s act of self-invention and cultural effacement have resulted in the 

tearing up of the notion of the family,  the dissolution of relational ties and the loss of the cultural 

heritage as a reference to belonging, naming and identification for posterity. Coleman did not only 

kill his mother, preventing her from her grandsons but also killed his sons by his concealment 

stories about their grandparents and cousins beings German Jews with whom he lost contact ever.  

His children could not understand their father self-invention story about their ancestors which 

leave them unconfident, unsure of their present and their past. 

 

      The class is another basic element in the constitution of human identity and the continuous 

struggle between self and Other.  Class, like race, divides society into what Paul Virilio calls the 

“haves, and the have-not” (1997, p. 74) and set about discomforts and contradictions in terms of 

social advantages, social ease and mobility. Class manifests itself through forms of deprivation, 

dispossession and even oppression which is worked out on certain categories of the social order. 

In the World of The Human Stain, Faunia Farley, Coleman’s Viagra, represents the dispossessed 

category, ‘the wretched of the Earth’, in Fanon’s words. Faunia works as a custodian at the Athena 

College and labors in one of the prairies as a part-time farmer to pay the fees of her rent. Faunia 

experienced a traumatic childhood, being rejected by her mother and continuously humiliated, 

victimized and beaten by her stepfather. In his description of Faunia, Coleman tells Nathan 

Zuckerman that she “has been exiled from the entitlement that should have hers. Declassed…a 
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stepfather undid her, upper bourgeois undid her” (Roth, 2000, p. 28).  Escaping the oppression of 

her family, Faunia first left home and then married an ex-Vietnam vet in the hopes to change her 

destiny, but “all that they had together  was trouble” (Roth, 2000, p. 29) and ended in separation 

and  her two children have been “ asphyxiated in the heater fire” (Roth, 2000, p. 53).  In its 

reference to the different social classes to which the two lovers Colman Silk, Ex-dean at Athena 

College, and Faunia Farley, a custodian at the college door, belong,  the text involves, apart from 

racial passing, class passing.  Roger Ebert writes that The Human Stain “involves two different 

kinds of passing: Crossing the race line, and the class line. Coleman and Faunia must deal with 

each other despite their lack of common references, education, background, assumptions, manners 

of speech, tastes and instinct” (2006, p. 305).  

 

      Sex is another form of Otherness in The Human Stain. It manifests itself through the kind 

of “social castration”, to use Sandra Gilbert’s and Susan Gubar’s word, that certain women 

experience under the marriage institution, through love affairs and as single women exploited by 

married males. Barbara and Castellano Turner (1994)affirm that men and women are seen as 

different "in personality traits, in physical characteristics, in interests, in occupational roles and 

status levels, and in many other ways" (p. 95). In this view then, women are not innately inferior 

but society, as Simone De Beauvoir suggests, amounts to their inferiority. She writes:  

 

One is not born a woman but rather becomes a woman. No biological, or economical fate 

determines the figure that the human female presents in society; it is civilization as a whole 

that produces this creature...only the intervention of  someone else can establish an 

individual as an other...the child would hardly think of himself as sexually differentiate. 

(1994, p. 267) 

 

We have referred above to class as one of the ordeals in Faunia’s miserable life. Yet, Faunia is 

also a victim of patriarchy. Because of her miserable situation, men, Coleman suggests, “have 

beaten a shit out of her” (Roth, 2000, p. 171); all what Les Farley did “was to make her his 

punching bag” and all that the other men did “was to make her whore or one among them” (Roth, 

2000, p. 161). In marriage, Faunia was not well off.  Lester Farley, she tells Coleman, “regularly 

beat her up. Beat her black and blue” (Roth, 2000, p. 29). Still, working as waitress in Florida, 

retired businessmen asked her for“ a few nights a week” in return for “ nice apartment, nice cloth 

and a nice new Pinto and charge accounts at all the Bal Harbor clothing shops and at the jewelry 

store” (Roth, 2000, p. 160).  

 

Professor Delphi Roux, Coleman colleague at Athena, is another oppressed female figure in the 

novel. Delphine Roux, according to Nathan Zuckerman, has been graduated from ‘Ecole Normale 

Supérieure de Fontenay’ and has “read the entire body of French literature” philosophy, English 

language and literary history (Roth, 2000, p. 188). Delphine’s feminist burden, in the text, is to 

free herself and her female colleagues and students from the sexist oppression of Coleman Silk. 

Identifying him with her ex-classicist professor with whom she had an “impassioned affair” (Roth, 

2000, p. 186), but who turned to be “playing seduction against her” (Roth, 2000, p. 187), Delphine 

considers Coleman as a menace to her and other female lives. Her trouble with Prof. Silk started 
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when an attendee of Prof. Silk’s Classical tragedy courses, Elina Mitnick, complains to Prof. Roux 

that Mr. Silk’s choice for Euripîdes’ Hippolytus and Alcestis are “degrading to women” (Roth, 

2000, p. 184), and calling Mr. Silk to her Office to see into the matter proved to be a failure as he 

disregards their feminist perspectives, both of them.  The issue is worsened when another student 

of Prof. Silk, Tracy Cummings, hurries to Pro. Roux “close to tears, barely able to speak, baffled 

at having learned that, behind her back, Professor Silk had employed a malicious racial epithet to 

characterize her to her classmates” (Roth, 2000, p. 193). Prof. Roux has forwarded the affair to the 

new dean of the faculty because she knows that calling Prof. Silk to her office to discuss the matter 

will be useless, simply because any other “upstart female daring to inquire into his conduct, yet 

another woman whose concerns he must trivialize should he deign even to address them” (Roth, 

2000, p. 193). After Coleman’s resignation from the Athena College, Prof. Roux discovers Mr. 

Silk’s love affair with the poor, Faunia Farley, and confirms her doubts about Coleman’s 

misogynist intentions. As Zuckerman suggests: 

 

When she read of the illiteracy that limited Faunia to performing only the most menial of 

janitorial tasks, she understood that Coleman Silk had managed to unearth no less than a 

misogynist’s heart desire: in Faunia Farley he had found someone more defenseless even 

than Elena and Tracy, the perfect woman to crush. For whoever at Athena had ever dared 

to affront his preposterous sense of prerogative, Faunia Farley would now be made to 

answer. (Roth, 2000, p. 194)  

 

Still, thinking over the affair between Coleman and Faunia, Delphine ends up reading Coleman’s 

behavior not only as a kind of playing, but also a form of revenge on her.  For her, Coleman takes 

Faunia as a playing toy to exercise his revenge upon her, suggesting “ seething at the thought of 

the viciousness that could make of this dreadfully disadvantaged woman who had already lost 

everything a toy, that could capriciously turn a suffering human being like Faunia Farley into a  

playing only so to revenge himself on her”( Roth, 2000, p. 195). Greatly intimidated and vexed by 

Coleman’s deed, which she reads as defamation and an encroachment upon women, Faunia Farley 

and her, Prof. Delphine writes an anonymous, unsigned letter to Mr. Silk which threatens to 

denounce him publically and which reads: 

 

Everybody knows you are 

Sexually exploiting an abused, 

Illiterate woman half your age.  (Roth, 2000, p. 38) 

 

Surely Roth’s inclusion and description of Delphine Roux and Faunia Farley is paramount and line 

up with the text’s broader theme of otherness, which extends to the female figures in the novel. 

Roth painstakingly meticulous focus on Delphine Roux, her status at Athena and her role in the 

academe is significant in the context of the political purity characteristic of the American Academy 

of the 1990s. .Even though her name is inspired from the Greek priestess of Delphi, Delphine Roux 

represents all that the priestess of Delphi is not and her academic community at Athena is far 

removed from Plato’s academe at Athena in Greece. Delphine’s  active role in condemning 

Coleman as racist following his use of a racial slur confirms the political righteousness or 
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purification typical of the American academe in the nineties and which lead to the impeachment 

of the president ,Bell Clinton in the Congress. The issue of purification, of ridding society from 

racism and imperfection, in Roth’s understanding, is symbolic as any attempt to work it out results 

in failure. Roth wants to suggest, as Faunia confesses at the close of the novel, that “we leave a 

stain, we leave a trail, and we leave our imprint. Impurity, cruelty, abuse, error, excrement, semen” 

(Roth, 2000, p. 242).  He rejects human perfectibility and utopian thinking and behavior:  He is 

seemingly reconciled to the inevitability stained creatures that we are. Indeed, Roth’s enemies “are 

utopian perfectionists in the disguise of rapid anti-communists, frenzied cultural radicals, self-

righteous feminists, puritanical politicians and guardians of political correctness” (Levine 

&Papasotiriou, 2005, p. 234). 

 

Conclusion  

The Human Stain takes into consideration the issue of identity and comments on such essentialist 

concepts as self, other, race, sex, and class. The text as a whole is reading in the way notions of 

race, class, and otherness contribute in the formation and the disturbance of the human identity. 

While, at some points, the text confirms some individuals’ acceptance, identification, and harmony 

with the race, the class, and the gender to which they affiliate, at others, it shows instances and 

attempts at dodging and transcending these essentialist notions which become hinders to their 

progress in life. Considering racial passing, the narrative exposes the advantages and the 

disadvantages associated with the phenomenon. By passing to a white Jew, the protagonist of the 

novel, Coleman Silk, closes the door to his past and identity, separates from what he is handed at 

birth, and challenges the authority of the “ they and “ we”, to usher , in return, into the realm of 

the I and self-dominance. Coleman’s racial passing to a white subject has provided him a future 

crowned with a prestigious academic career at the Athena College, middle class social life, and a 

white family. Yet, his choice is also met with and paid back by an accusation of racism and bigotry. 

Roth wants to suggest that the human stain, which in the text directs at the individual’s rejection 

and abnegation of one’s identity and past,  is never effaced; its recurrence and re-emergence to 

remind you of it, to torment you and, may be, to teach you, is always plausible.  

 

      Still, through class and sexism, Philip Roth shows the difficulties and the troubles the 

socially disadvantaged groups face daily in their battle for definition and survival.  Again, as is the 

case with race,   class and sexism are forms of Otherness, upon which the aforementioned 

categoriesare excluded from standard definition and entitlement to social mobility and equality. 

The text is laced with the social ills such as the misery, the deprivation, and the dispossession poor 

people endure daily and it makes references to the subjugation and oppression of the female figures 

under marriage and through love-relationships.  
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Abstract: 
This paper examines the philosophical discourse of the Enlightenment as totalitarian and relativist. 

This simply means that the subject is a discussion of the way the poststructuralist/ postmodernist 

thinkers (J.F. Lyotard, M. Foucault, J. Deleuze, J. Derrida, […] ) write about the Enlightenment 

thought and modernism compared with the way the supporters of Enlightenment (Jürgen 

Habermas, Colin Davis, Immanuel Kant […] ) write about the poststructuralist intellectuals. 

“Totalitarian ethics” connotes the absolute, classical, logocentric, metaphysical and grand forms 

of knowledge.  However, “relativist politics,” refers to the gesture of revising these absolutist 

ethics by adopting the aesthetics of difference and multiplicity.  The assumption is that this 

discourse is regarded as authoritarian, absolutist and ineffectual since it abuses, betrays, and finally 

rejects the “other.”  Accordingly, tow fundamental questions crop up: What sense should be given 

to the “totalitarian ethics?”  In what way can it be argued for the relativist politics of an absolutist 

discourse?  To unmask these blind spots, first, the Enlightenment discourse needs to be addressed 

in order to discover its most “sublime and metaphysical ideals.”  Significant consideration is given 

to Kant and Hegel.  Second, the analysis is directed to show how the intellectual trajectory of the 

postmodern thought devalues, attacks and finally proves that these ethics are “intellectually empty 

and morally dangerous.”  To justify this claim, careful attention is paid to J.F Lyotard, J. Derrida, 

G. Deleuze and M. Foucault. Crystallizing the missed connections between these ‘loving 

paradoxes: absolutism/relativism’ reveals the possible, striking and hidden overlaps.  In line with 

the previous findings, the ultimate conclusion the paper draws is that the philosophical discourse 

of the Enlightenment is totalitarian and relativist as it represents an “unfinished project” of 

Enlightenment to borrow the term from J. Habermas.   
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The Enlightenment Philosophical Discourse: Totalitarian Ethics or Relativist Politics? 

1.1 Introduction: 

This paper addresses the missed encounters between the poststructuralist intellectuals and the 

Enlightenment Supporters.  What does one thought know about the other?  In what way does one 

accuse the other?  Before unmasking these blind spots let’s first highlight this opposition by 

referring to two missed encounters.  The first is traced by Davis (2004) as follows: 

 

In the early 1980, it was proposed to hold a conference in the US to bring together Foucault 

and Habermas.  Foucault died before arrangements for the Conference could be finalized, 

but the failure to stage an encounter between Habermasian critique and Foucauldian 

genealogy is perhaps not only due to the circumstantial reasons.  Habermas and Foucault 

even differ in their accounts of how the conference came to be proposed and what was to 

be its subject. (p. 50)   

The second, Davis, (2004), informs, is: 

The dialogue between Habermas and Derrida is no more successful.  In long foot notes in 

his books Limited Inc. and Memoirs pour Paul de Man, Derrida has expressed his anger at 

Habermas's misrepresentation of his views with unusual frankness (Derrida, 1990, p. 244-

247).  Habermas accuses Derrida of a “performative contradiction” because he uses the 

tools of subject-centred reason in order to convict it of being authoritarian (Habermas, 

1987, p. 184).  Derrida in turn finds a performative contradiction Habermas in that he 

purports to give a rational discussion of Derrida's views without any apparent effort to find 

out what they are or to understand them.  (p. 50) 

These passages from Davis's After Postructuralism (2004) envision the tension that governs the 

introductory account of this issue.  The word “tension” means the fundamental incompatibility 

between Jürgen Habermas (1929- ), the defender of the Enlightenment thought, and Derrida, M-

Foucault, (1926-1984) J. F. Lyotard (1924-1998), the supporters of the poststructuralist thought, 

upon the very project of the Enlightenment.  In fact, there is, on the one hand, Jürgen Habermas 

who identifies the project of the Enlightenment as a process without a final point rather than a 

single identifiable event.  Consequently, being similar to the human nature that is characterized by 

the “forward stepping,” the process of the Enlightenment remains an unfinished project, open-

ended without a final destination. Habermas, (1987) suggests that this project is misrecognized, 

attacked, abandoned but finally and unexpectedly rediscovered.  In other words, “The 

postmodernist thinkers are entrapped within the habits of thoughts they wanted to abandon” (p. 

309).  On the other hand, there is a powerful critique to the project of the Enlightenment as a grand 

narrative.  Referring to the crisis of knowledge in the highly developed societies, Lyotard, Foucault 

and Derrida Launch a sharp attack against the terrorist, totalitarian and logocentric Western 

philosophical tradition. 

The possible reconciliation between them seems daunting.  Habermas's repudiation of 

Poststructuralism and Derrida's and Foucault's great doubt about totalitarian projects “avoid 

genuine dialogue; and the meeting of minds; or at least the softening of opposition, which occurs 
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in Habermas's appreciation of Foucault's essay on what is Enlightenment turns out to be one more 

missed encounter” (Davis, 2004, p. 50).  The opponents misread each other, and more strikingly, 

accuse each other of incompatible understanding of key terms (Davis, 2004, pp. 109-110).  The 

absence of a common philosophical ground upon which they can meet and discuss their issues can 

only aggravate the assumption that their partial agreement about a few concepts is ironically based 

on false assumption. 

1.2 Grand and Totalitarian Ethics of the Enlightenment: 

1.2.1 J.F. Lyotard: The Crisis of Knowledge 

Let’s investigate the arguments of the poststructuralist intellectuals, and show how they are 

only used to debunk the classical grand authoritarian narratives of the Enlightenment.  The point 

the researcher hopes to achieve is to prove the illegitimacy of the counter arguments of the 

Enlightenment supporters from a poststructuralist perspective. Lyotard deploys the crisis of 

knowledge in the highly developed societies which generates another crisis of ethics and politics.  

In this way, he asserts that the crisis of narratives fundamentally stems from the domination of the 

scientific discourse which might be regarded as the product of the Enlightenment/modernist 

thought. Examining the condition of knowledge in the postmodern context, Lyotard attacks the 

Enlightenment/modernist narratives with its totalitarian values, rationality, logic, reason 

throughout which the hero of knowledge works towards a good ethico-political end-universal 

peace.  Lyotard, (2004b) suggests that the logic of the Enlightenment has already lost its own 

credibility and legitimacy: 

 

The classical narrative function is losing its functors, its great hero, its great dangers, its 

great voyages, its great goal.  It is being dispersed in clouds of narrative language elements-

narrative, but also denotative, perspective, descriptive, and so on.  Convoyed within each 

cloud are pragmatic valences specific to its kind.  Each of us lives at the intersection of 

many of these. (p. 124) 

The technological transformations, according to Lyotard, can be expected only to have a 

considerable impact on knowledge since there is an emergence of a new: informatics, visual image, 

new channels, computer language, and sophisticated machines.  Following this, there will be 

suppliers of knowledge/ producers on the one hand and users of knowledge/ consumers on the 

other hand:  

Knowledge is and will be produced in order to be sold; it is and will be consumed in order 

to be valorized in a new production: in both cases, the goal is exchange. Knowledge ceases 

to be an end in itself; it loses its ‘use-value.  (Lyotard, 2004, p. 125) 

Lyotard satirically undermines the Enlightenment promises of equality, freedom, science as 

vocation and politics as emancipation.  He claims that the Enlightenment project promised utopian 

ideals to humanity but tragically introduced imperialistic and terrorist agendas.  Referring to the 

trial of the king during the French Revolution, in December 1792, Lyotard (2004a) notices that the 

Enlightenment has already began with a crime, the execution of the king, the execution of the word 

of God and the exclusion of the other: 
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When the head of Louis XVI was cut off in January 1793 in the place de la Révolution, 

God was the one whose word was cut off.  The republic […] can only be founded upon a 

deicide; it begins with nihilist assertion that there is no other.  Are these the beginnings of 

an orphaned humanity?  (p. 186)  

Is this the promise of the Enlightenment project?  Is this the freedom that the reason, the ethics and 

the values of the Enlightenment are expected to introduce to people?  Is this the right sort of 

humanism? 

Do we need to recall these well known things?  [Lyotard ironically reminds us that] 

Obviously, they must be recalled for the benefit of our adversaries.  Their interest in 

consensus is surely not wholly republican in nature; it is also in the interest of the system 

[…] in the interest of its calculations which Baudelaire called ‘prostitution.’ (p. 186) 

Living under the previously described conditions of knowledge, the intellectual is no longer to be 

a happy writer.  The projects of reason, equality and freedom, to which he is supposed to expose, 

are identified with the system's interests and its totalitarian agendas: “The intellectuals are called 

upon by the system to make public proclamations; for the sole reason that they know a little better 

than others how to make use of language to restate the urgency of consensus”. (p.188) 

Lyotard accuses the Enlightenment projects for being totalitarian and utopian.  Its classical 

discourses of ethics and reason have been already retreating for the benefit of the scientific 

discourse.  In the Postmodern context, the states are no longer conflicting over the ethics, values 

[…] (a fact that Habermas fails to recognize) rather they are fighting for the control of the 

information.  It seems clear that, to Lyotard’s mind, the one who has a direct access to the 

information is the one who has the power to decide, the political power. 

Knowledge and power are simply two sides of the same question: who decides what 

knowledge is, and who knows what needs to be decided?  In the computer age, the question 

of knowledge is now more than ever question of government. (Lyotard, 2004b, p. 128) 

Following this reading, the social relationships are no longer based on a theory of communication 

(as Habermas and Kant do believe) but on a theory of games and interests.  Our duty, as players 

within the system with games, is to accept the principles of the game.  Being a good player, to 

Lyotard, is to know how to refute the classical form of knowledge. 

1.2.2 Michel Foucault: the Enlightenment’s Totalitarian Discourse 

Michel Foucault adapts a genealogical strategy and an archaeological method to deracinate 

the assumptions of the Enlightenment thought.  The deployment of a genealogical strategy allows 

Foucault to argue that the history of peoples and even the history of knowledge is characterized by 

a constant struggle between different powers, which keep trying to impose their own will to truth.  

Being against the totalizing discourses, the grand systems, synthesis, or ideologies that dominated 

the modern thought and practices, this method helps Foucault rediscover the origin of these 

struggles.  It also led to the rediscovery of the fragmented, subjugated, local and specific 

knowledge, the knowledge of the marginalized individuals or groups.  The logical implications of 
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these immediate findings are that Habermas and before him Kant fail to consider these 

assumptions/realities: differences and cultural specificities of social groups and people in general, 

the ever-changing condition of knowledge, concepts […].  The crisis of modernity, Foucault 

admits, lies in its failure to recognize the discourses of the marginalized or repressed categories. 

 

It might be recognizable that Nietzsche’s thought has decisively influenced Foucault's 

genealogical strategy.  In that, Foucault argues, following Nietzsche, that those who have power, 

those who establish rules and set political agendas, own history.  Foucault thus asserts that those 

who establish rules change ethics and values for their own benefits.  Law as Nietzsche reminds us 

is “the calculated pleasure of relentless.  It is the promised blood, which permits the perpetual 

instigation of new dominations and the staging of meticulously repeated scenes, of violence” 

(Foucault, 2004a, p. 78).  This scene of violence keeps repeating throughout the history of 

humanity and thus: 

Humanity does not gradually progress from combat to combat until it arrives at universal 

reciprocity, where the rule of law finally replaces warfare;  humanity installs each of its 

violence in a system of rules and thus proceeds from domination to domination. (2004a, p. 

78)   

A good genealogist for both Foucault and Nietzsche is the one who rediscovers the structures of 

thought, the épistèmes, the layers of knowledge and consequently is going to decentre the 

"totalitarian and terrorist” principles of the Enlightenment. 

It might be argued that Foucault has changed his critical views concerning the 

Enlightenment in his article “Qu’est-ce que les Lumières?” (1984)  in which he discussed what he 

believed to be the significance of Kant’s (1784) “What is Enlightenment.”  In fact, Foucault 

assumes that the Enlightenment can be seen as a process that releases us from immaturity.  It might 

present the conditions to escape spiritual, institutional, ethical and political immaturity.  By the 

term immaturity, Foucault simply means to follow the other and not to think freely and responsibly.  

While paradoxically Foucault, with Kant, are encouraging us to think and to have the courage to 

use one’s own understanding “Dare to think, have the courage, the audacity to know” (Kant, 1991, 

p.  54), implying that men “must” participate collectively since they are at once elements and 

agents of a single process.  Foucault genuinely claims that “by looking at it [Enlightenment] in this 

way, it seems to me we may recognize a point of departure: the outline of what one might call the 

attitude of modernity” (Foucault, 2004a, p. 45).  By acknowledging the significance of Kant’s 

thought in this way, Foucault can now portray himself as a thinker in the Enlightenment tradition. 

This conclusion seems hasty and over generalized.  The point behind this is that Foucault 

still accuses Kant of contradiction at two levels: political and critical.  Foucault, first, believes that 

guarantying a free and public reason, as Kant announced, will certainly end up with a political 

problem.  Foucault rises the question “How the audacity of reason and therefore criticism can be 

exercised in day light in the postmodern context?” (2004a, p. 5).  This is the first contradiction.  

The second contradiction is that while Kant believes that criticism is practised in the search of 

universal values, Foucault assumes that “Criticism is a historical investigation into the events that 
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have led us to constitute ourselves and to recognize ourselves as subjects of what we are doing, 

saying [and] thinking (p. 50).  Consequently, thinking blindly with Kant would lead only to the 

return of the most dangerous tradition.  This deviation from Kant, although carefully read, is not 

welcomed by the enlightenment supporters since Foucault is still accused of the unhealthy 

genealogical and archaeological assumptions: “Revising the Enlightenment project in the light of 

his own concerns, [Foucault] endorses a critique which will be genealogical in its aims and 

archaeological in its methods (Habermas, 1993, p.103).  He thereby appropriates the 

Enlightenment by turning it into something which Kant would not have recognized(Davis, 2004, 

p. 47). 

1.2.3 Jacques Derrida: Logocentrism and Illusion 

Jacques Derrida decentered the established canons of Logocentrism.  Logocentrism, as 

being the logic of identity and non-contradiction which is deeply rooted in the Platonic 

metaphysics of sameness and presence, seems to be problematical in the postmodern context.  

Derrida refers to the term “Différence” which means both to differ/ to postpone and different, that 

is, not the same.  This, indeed, allows Derrida to assert that reality and meaning are to be 

understood in terms of difference rather than identity and in terms of perpetual deferment rather 

than eternal presence.  Drolet, (2004), proffers: 

 

Derrida works on the assumption that traditional philosophy, in delivering a coherent 

comprehensive and definitive portrayal or account of a given work or philosopher's 

thought, is a kind of conjuring trick.  Deconstruction, however, shows the failure of a 

work's attempt at representation and, by implication, the possibility of a comparable failure 

by any such work, or by any text whatsoever (Hoy, 1985, p. 44).  It exposes traditional 

philosophy as illusory. (p. 23)  

Building upon the Nietzschean thought reiterates the sense of difference by asserting that there is 

no return of the negative.  The eternal return, to Derrida's mind, is the reproduction of becoming 

which might be seen as the other facet of being and deferring.  The negative, which can be 

understood interchangeably with the classical and totalitarian thought of the Enlightenment, 

expires at the gates of being.  In the very beginning of his article, “Dionysus and Zarathustra and 

conclusion,” Drolet (2004) overtones his philosophy of becoming, being and multiplicity:  

The lesson of the eternal return is that there is no return of the negative.  The eternal return 

means that being is selection.  Only that which affirms or is affirmed returns.  The eternal 

return is the reproduction of becoming but the reproduction of becoming is also the 

reproduction of becoming active: child of Dionysus and Ariane. In the eternal return being 

ought to belong to becoming, but the being of becoming to belong to a single becoming 

active. Nietzsche’s speculative teaching is as follows: becoming multiplicity and chance 

do not contain any negation; difference is pure affirmation; return is the being of difference 

excluding the whole of the negative. (p. 111) 

Understandably enough, it is quite obvious that Deleuze is deciphering the classical thoughts of 

unity, sameness and the totalizing canons of the Enlightenment.  Deleuze's critical views of the 
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modernist ethos should not be understood without taking into consideration his philosophical 

assumptions.  Thus, in order to begin to assess the Deleuze’s claims of difference, it will be 

methodologically necessary for us to understand what is to be a Deleuze’s claim, that is, it will be 

necessary to understand what Deleuze is doing when he does philosophy.  Then, philosophy, for 

Deleuze, is the project of being, becoming and multiplicity, that is, of creating, arranging and 

rearranging of perspectives: 

[…] a philosophical theory is an elaborately developed question […] it is not the resolution 

to a problem […] but the elaboration of the necessary implications of a formulated 

question. It shows us what things are, or what things should be, on the assumption that the 

question is good and rigorous. (Deleuze, 1991, p. 106) 

Accordingly, it is quite possible to announce that Deleuze's attack on classical philosophy is much 

more like his attack on the authoritarian thought of the Enlightenment.  Deleuze, echoing Derrida 

and reinforcing Nietzsche, shows his deep doubt about grand narratives and their assumptions.  

The researcher is aware that the argumentation for the futility of the totalitarian thought of the 

Enlightenment might be attacked from another perspective.  In that, it might be proposed that the 

poststructuralist intellectuals themselves do not agree about a common project/theory that is 

oriented against the most sublime ideals and values of modernity.  Therefore, they are still 

attacking each other, accusing each other of misreading or misunderstanding of certain concepts. 

Therefore, their contribution to the poststructuralist project remains unequal.  Seen from this 

perspective, the supporters of the Enlightenment project may claim that they are discovering a 

major weakness upon which they start their criticism. 

3.1 The Unfinished Project of the Enlightenment 

3.1.2 Misleading Paths: Derrida on Foucault 

Let’s examine this assumption, and refute it at a second stage. 

Investigating Foucault's reading of the Cartesian Cogito “I think therefore I am,” Derrida 

declares that Foucault falls in the traps of classical reason.  He asserts that Foucault should read 

the history of madness by the language of madness, from  

within madness and not from the position of reason.  Foucault's obstinate determination to 

avoid the trap is probably his maddest aspect of his project as he announces that he is indeed 

writing the archaeology of that silence which is the history of madness.  Derrida answers by raising 

a contradiction in the argument of Foucault “[B]ut, first of all, is there a history of silence?  Further, 

is it not archaeology, even of silence, logic, that is, an organized language, a project, an order, a 

sentence, syntax, a work” (Derrida, 1990, p.  89)?  Derrida suggests that there must be a revolution 

against reason (the classical reason) in accordance with the Hegelian Law, (pp. 94-95) and that it 

is the meaning of history that should be investigated first.  Derrida comes out with the conclusion 

that Foucault describes a history of decision, division and difference; he does not take a position, 

does not show his eagerness to change, therefore, and does not take the project of Poststructuralism 

further.  He remains neutral.  That is his problem. Foucault, in his own turn accuses Deleuze of 

reversing the Platonic philosophy and, thus, remains imprisoned at the centre of the classical 

western philosophy (Foucault, 2004b, pp. 161-165).  
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These charges and accusations might be used by the supporters of the Enlightenment to 

debunk the poststructuralist thought. However, seen in the light of the spirit of the poststructuralist 

principles, they will not fit their aims since difference, multiplicity, opposition within a form of 

unity, to recall Spinoza, is a fundamental assumption to Derrida, Foucault Deleuze, Lyotard and 

the others. The Enlightenment supporters might, therefore, investigate new areas to find out 

possible weaknesses and self-contradictions of their opponents, and thereby install their criticism.  

This is, indeed, the focus of the second part of this paper. 

3.1.3 Colin Davis: Derrida Misleading  

Let’s begin the argumentation with Colin Davis's view, though long yet interesting, which 

sums up the opponents’ counter claims.  Davis, (2004) puts it as follows: 

 

A series of damaging allegations is repeatedly made against post war French thought and 

more specifically Poststructuralism and postmodernism. They celebrate a decentring of the 

subject or death of man which denies human agency and freedom ;their anti-foundationally 

condemns them to a sterile relativism ; they are nihilistic and irrationalist; they can provide 

no basis for an ethics because they do not accept the universality of any values ; they are 

concerned with the abstractness of theory to the point that they allow no place for practice 

and no conceivable application to the world which common sense tells us we inhabit ; they 

denigrate and undermine all knowledge, belief and serious intellectual endeavor; 

politically, they are ineffectual and reactionary; and their rhetorical and terminological 

complexity only serves to mask their lack of real substance . French theory is too hard to 

read and too trivial to bother with. It has more to Fashion than serious intellectual enquiry, 

and it is of more interest to literary critics than do with to real philosophers. (p. 1) 

 

Before analysing these arguments, a remark should be made first: Davis's voice suggests that he is 

an Enlightenment supporter.  Underpinning his critical position helps assess his views objectively 

later on.  Davis argues that Derrida's philosophy does not make any meaning/sense.  His reading 

of De la Grammatologie, for instance, allows him to prove that it is a mixture of stories, theories, 

philosophies, meanings, and truths which does not end up with a specific conclusion.  De la 

Grammatologie “was a heady mix of detailed interpretation and daring generalizations about 

meaning, truth and the history of philosophy” (Davis, 2004, p. 2). Undermining Derrida's thought 

is apposed with celebrating Kant's insight and coherence from another perspective.  Unlike 

Derrida's nonsense theories and fragmented thought, Kant draws the contours of his thought: 

assumptions, ideals, aims, methods, by investigating the scope of our knowledge through his four 

famous philosophical questions “What can I know?  What ought I do? What is a human being” 

(Kant, 1996, pp. 7-35)? 

Davis states that Kant is a touchstone not only in the Enlightenment thought, but also to 

any one trained in philosophy in France. Derrida, Davis argues from within Derrida, himself 

justifies the fact “Whether one follows it or whether turns aside from it, Kant is the norm” (Derrida, 

1990, pp. 81-89). And again “[The reference to Kant is what] guarantees and legitimizes the 

philosophical dignity of a discussion” (pp. 81-89). 
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Habermas's The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity (1987), Davis argues, is a serious 

and powerful critique of the poststructuralist thought.  In that, it demonstrates Derrida's and 

Foucault's failures to establish philosophical norms of their own, that is, separated from the 

common philosophical traditions of the Enlightenment.  More strikingly, Habermas proves that 

“in political terms, Poststructuralism is ineffectual or even reactionary" (Davis, 2004, p. 35). 

Accordingly, rather than depicting it – Poststructuralism- as a reactionary radical form of thought, 

Habermas places it in the philosophical traditions of the Enlightenment. In this sense, Habermas 

assumes that the Enlightenment project is a process with no final end, a process of ceaseless 

becoming, to recall Deleuze. Its aim is “to develop objective science, universal morality and Law, 

and autonomous art according to their inner logic [the aim of this being] the enrichment of every 

day life” (Habermas, 1993, p. 103). 

Lyotard famously rejects Habermas's argument considering the book as a mere story. He 

argues that a story which wants to be more than one possible story among the others.  To my sense, 

Lyotard's rejection of Habermas's argument is so simplistic if not “stupid.”  The point is that he 

does not even try to examine it and then refute it by showing its weak arguments; he rejects it 

simply because of its totalizing claims. Logically, Habermas seems to be more convincing.  He 

assumes that the story of modernity/Enlightenment begins indeed, with “promising beginnings and 

[faced] wrong turns” (Davis, 2004, p. 36). Hegel's concept of modernity is a significant/ telling 

argument in Habermas's thought as he clearly states that “modernity [is not only the moment which 

we currently occupy] is the last stage in History,” (Habermas, 1987, p. 7) and that philosophy is 

the child of that time.  Philosophy comes back only in the end of "the happenings of the day," like 

the owl of Minerva, to bring back the world to our home and to make us feel satisfaction (Stern, 

2002, pp. 9-50). 

3.1.4 Jürgen Habermas: The Unfinished Project of the Enlightenment: 

Back to Habermas's critique of both Derrida and Foucault, the unfinished project of the 

Enlightenment is therefore obvious. “Derrida's critique of metaphysics has not shaken itself free 

from the search for foundations,” (Davis, 2004, p. 38) on the contrary he assimilates the literary 

discourse with the philosophical discourse “and there by levels the distinction between philosophy 

and literature [which] relieves philosophy of the duty of solving problems, and so it dulls the sword 

of the critique of reason” (Habermas, 1987, p. 210).  Derrida, as seen in the beginning of this paper, 

is accused of being locked within a “performative contradiction” as he is using the very tools of 

reason to undermine reason itself. Foucault, like Derrida, remains within the habits of thought he 

wants to abandon.   “In Habermas's account, he is unable to think through the aporias of his own 

approach well enough to provide a convincing justification for the privileged place accorded to his 

own genealogical approach” (Davis, 2004, p. 39).  Like Derrida, Foucault does not move far away 

from his starting point. 

 

More strikingly, he establishes a whole philosophy that has a genealogical design and an 

archaeological method without bothering himself to establish or even to think about pure 

foundations for him.  It is only towards his late life that Foucault discovers the serious mistake he 

has already committed.  He suddenly acknowledges the legitimacy and the need for re-reading 

Kant's Enlightenment since it presents realistic, rational and humanistic projects to both 'M'an and 
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philosophy.  Habermas argues, at this level, that Foucault's and Derrida's deconstructionist 

thoughts have been ceaselessly attempting to destroy the Enlightenment and the modernist most 

sublime ethics and values.  However, they paradoxically and ironically come back to recreate it 

after their attempts of criticism. 

Habermas, like Hegel, wants to bring back the world to us, but in his own way.  His purpose 

behind praising and defending the Enlightenment project is not to abandon it through revising its 

values, nor is it to debunk its ideals of reason, morality, freedom, and progress. 

On the contrary, he endorses these values. To make progress with the unfinished project of 

modernity entails confronting the problems posed by Hegel and solving them better” 

(Davis, 2004, p. 39).  Habermas wants to make the Enlightenment aware of its “wrong 

turns,” that is, “enlightening the Enlightenment about its own narrow mindedness. 

(Habermas, 1987, p. 302)  

Deeply influenced by its humanistic ideals, Habermas neglects “the paradigm of self-

consciousness, of the relation to self of a subject knowing and acting in isolation and proposes 

instead the paradigm of mutual understanding, that is, of the intersubjective relationship between 

individuals who are socialized through communication and reciprocally recognize one other” 

(Davis, 2004, p. 40).  Within this strategy, Habermas suggests that the poststructuralist thought/ 

enterprise will add nothing to the modernist project.  Habermas unsurprisingly seems to be telling 

“his own story” of the Enlightenment, and that his own methods and tools will assure the 

possibility of completing this project. 

It might be argued, against Habermas, that both Foucault and Derrida pay too much 

attention to the status of Kant and therefore their rejection of the Enlightenment project is a 

rejection of its foundations themselves.  In this, Foucault, as seen before, has read Kant carefully 

and is aware of his debt to him, and yet he is fully aware of his strategic deviation from the Kantian 

version.  In Du Droit de la Philosophie Derrida confesses that the Kantian legacy seems to be in 

all (Derrida, 1990, p. 83) what we learn, what we internalize how we argue and how we think 

about our philosophical exercises.  Derrida admits that “We must still read Kant, turn to him, 

thematize the phenomenon of his authority, and, therefore, over canonize him” (Norris, 1990, pp. 

194-207).  The immediate implication of this is that Kant is to be given much more respect rather 

than too little.  Christopher Norris accuses Habermas of misreading, misunderstanding and, 

therefore, misplacing both Foucault and Derrida.  He argued that the two philosophers should not 

be read outside the context of the Kantian legacy since doing so would not give them their right of 

objective assessment.  Habermas's answer is that they are merely reproducing that very legacy in 

a new fashion and without showing their own philosophical foundations.  Habermas states that he 

is interested in the foundation, the origin and he does not care about the details.  Once again he 

finds himself accusing Derrida of “performative contradiction.” 

3.1.5 Habermas on Max Weber: The Instrumental Reason and Humanism 

Habermas's arguments find their better illustration in Max Weber's thought of the 

instrumental reason as a vocation to human being.  Working from within the autonomy of the 

Enlightenment and modernity, Weber questions the position of the vocation of the ‘instrumental 
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reason’ / ‘science’ within the total life of humanity. Unlike the poststructuralist intellectuals who 

negatively depict the presence of the science / practical reason in human life, Weber assumes that 

science – the means of the progress of humanity- should have ethical and political values.  

Thinking with but also regulating the utilitarian views of the Enlightenment and modernity 

concerning the very function of practical reason, Weber proposes that its real value “lies in its 

capacity to clarify and inform value choices.”  Weber aptly argues for this side by claiming that 

science should “engender human progress or the qualitative advancement of life” (Weber, 1992, 

p. 182).  Nicolas Gane intensifies the idea.  Weber argues that we should employ science to help 

tackle the practical and technical problems of our day. So that science serves us in the leading of 

our lives and not vice versa.  Weber thus argues that “an ascetic ideal of science does not need to 

engender the further ossification of humanity, for if it is used responsibly, science would act as 

our servant” (p. 62). The implication of this is that the theoretical reason and ethics of the 

Enlightenment should not be rejected or betrayed, as poststructuralist intellectuals did, rather they 

should be carefully referred to as touchstone of progress and humanism. Once again Weber (1992) 

reminds that: 

 

[F]or civilized man death has no meaning.  It has none because the individual life of 

civilized man, placed into an infinite progress, according to its own imminent meaning 

should never come to an end; for there is always a further step ahead of one who stands in 

the march of progress. (pp. 139-40,357) 

Once again and unsurprisingly enough, Lyotard rejects the argument regarding it as a mere 

totalitarian story among the other stories of the Enlightenment.  The point behind this is that the 

instrumental reason would only lead to tragic conflicts about the act of possessing the scientific 

information. The one who has the information is the one who decides, the one who has the political 

power. 

3.1.6 Inconsistent Stories of Poststructuralism: Picard, Barthes, Sokal and Bricmont 

Colin Davis argues for the futility of the poststructuralist intellectuals from within their 

own theoretical edifice.  He assumes that criticizing them from within their “stories/logic” and 

underrating their claims would save him of being accused of telling the same classical story.  

Therefore, if they are to criticize him, they are, indeed, criticizing their own stories of nihilism and 

meaninglessness.  For this purpose, Davis refers to two fundamental instances.  The first is the 

intellectual debate between the Racine expert Raymond Picard and Roland Barthes.  While the 

second is of Alan Sokal's and Jean Bricmont's criticism to postmodernism.  Davis argues that the 

weaknesses of the poststructuralist methods appear once having a glance on Barthes's and Picard's 

major disagreements.  The two intellectuals, he informs us, keep exchanging charges in the light 

of their different readings of Racine's works.  Picard accuses Barthes's analysis of Leading to 

nowhere and ending with no meaning. Barthes, in Picard's views, is saying anything “n'importe 

quoi” wondering at the same time: how can the same set of texts produce such variant and 

sometimes opposite interpretations?  Picard concludes that the beginning of Barthes's reading, 

though has the aura of a deep remark, it ends up with total devoid of meaning.  Barthes in his own 

turn accuses Picard of being so classical that it would be so difficult for him to follow his theory 

“Devoting himself to patient, painstaking scholarship, Picard pays no attention to the rapid changes 
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which were taking place in literary criticism at the time when he was writing” (Davis, 2004, p. 11).  

The result of this debate is that there is no meaning, no conclusion; the researcher is no longer able 

to tell the difference between the correct, the incorrect, the right, the wrong, truth and lies.  In 

Picard's eyes Barthes is wrong, and in Barthes's eyes Picard is worse than wrong.  But the idea 

might be that “Picard does to Barthes pretty much what he accuses Barthes of doing to Racine” (p. 

17). 

Davis's argument is Sokal's and Bricmont's criticism to postmodernism/Poststructuralism. 

In this, Alan Sokal published an article in 1996 “Transgressing the boundaries; toward a 

transformative hermeneutics of quantum gravity “in a journal” dedicated to the social sciences.”   

The article is cheerfully welcomed as it is in lines with the poststructuralist ends.  “Shortly after 

its publication, Sokal revealed in a follow-up article that the previous piece was a hoax” (Sokal, 

1996, pp. 62-64).  The content and the details of the article are laughably wrong.  It is only 

published because it showed a great doubt in the humanistic principles of the modern age and 

indicated “a profound malaise in humanities departments in general” (Davis, 2004, p. 22). The 

immediate conclusion he achieves is that the poststructuralist use of scientific methods to prove 

their arguments can only reflect their ignorance of the laws and the rules of science.  In 1997, this 

conclusion is further proved by the publication of: Impostures Intellectuelles (by Alain Sokal and 

Jean Bricmont). “The book takes some of the best known modern French thinkers and claims that 

their numerous references to science are almost entirely meaningless, or at the ridden with error” 

(p. 22).  The point behind this is the poststructuralist thought is more than being worse, so 

dangerous to the students of humanities that we need to read it carefully or even to avoid reading 

it at all.  The French poststructuralist intellectuals, in Davis's and Habermas's thought, are taking 

the wrong path of the Enlightenment ideals.  It is regarded, therefore, as one of the wrong turns of 

modernity to borrow the terms from Habermas. 

4.1Conclusion 

Davis, Habermas, Sokal, Bricmont and many others behind them keep arguing for the 

demise of the poststructuralist thought or announcing the death of the Enlightenment ethics and 

values and their return in a ghost form.  Their claims might betray the truth if ever there is any.  

Their arguments might be another story within other stories among other stories to think with 

Lyotard.  But it is the duty of the younger generation of critics and of philosophy students to remain 

in a constant state of rediscovery of new stories of ghosts and betrayals. 

 

About the authors: 

Ramzi B. Mohamed MARROUCHI is a PhD student of Postmodern Jewish American 

Literature and Theories of texts in Sultan ZinalAbidin University, Malaysia. His doctoral 

dissertation: “Madness and Subversion in Saul Bellow’s World of Fiction: A Deconstructive 

Perspective” addresses the way Saul Bellow introduces a peculiar reflection on madness and 

subversion in the light of Derrida’s theory of deconstruction and Foucault’s assumption with 

regards to  episteme.  He is currently serving the University of Hail, College of Arts, Department 

of English, KSA. ORCID ID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1287-2143 

 

http://www.awej-tls.org/
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1287-2143?lang=en


AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume, 3 Number 1. February 2019                                                       

The Philosophical Discourse of the Enlightenment                            MARROUCHI & Azmi                                                      
 

  

Arab World English Journal for Translation & Literary Studies                                                                      

ISSN: 2550-1542 | www.awej-tls.org 
202 

 

 

 

Dr. Mohd Nazri Latiff Azmi is an associate professor of English language and literature at 

Sultan ZinalAbidin University, Malaysia. He wrote and published extensively on various fields 

of research ranging from literary studies to theories of texts and others. He is currently serving 

Sultan ZinalAbidin University, Faculty of Languages and Communication, Department of 

English, Malaysia.   

 
References  

Davis, C. (2004).   After Poststructuralism: Reading, Stories and Theory. London: Routledge. 

Deleuze, G. (1991). Empiricism and Subjectivity: An Essay on Hume’s Theory of Humane 

Nature.  New York: Columbia University Press. 

Derrida, J. (1990a).   Du Droit à la Philosophie.  Paris: Galilée. 

Derrida, J. (1988).  Mémoires pour Paul de Man. Paris: Galilée. 

Drolet, M. (2004).  The Postmodernism Reader.  London: Routledge. 

Foucault, M. (2004a).  Nietzsche, Genealogy, History. Trans.   Robert Hurleyetal in Michael 

Drolet, (ed.), The Postmodern Reader.  London: Routledge. 

Foucault, M. (2004b). Theatrum Phislosphicum.  Trans. Robert Hurley in Michael Drolet, The 

Postmodernism Reader. London: Routledge. 

Gane, N.  (2004). Max Weber and Postmodern Theory.  New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Habermas, J. (1993).  Modernity – an incomplete project.  In Thomas Docherty (ed.), 

Postmodernism: A Reader.  Brighton: Harvester Wheatsheaf. 

Habermas, J. (1971). Knowledge and Human Interest.  Boston: Beacon Press. 

Habermas, J. (1987). The philosophical Discourse of Modernity.  Cambridge: Polity Press. 

Dreyfus, H & Paul, R. (1986). What is maturity? Habermas and Foucault on What is 

Enlightenment? In David Hoy Couzens (ed.), Foucault: A Critical Reader. Oxford: Basil 

Blackwell.  

Hoy, D. (1985).  Jacques Derrida.   In Quentin Skinner (ed.), The Return of the Grand Theory in 

the Human Sciences.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Kant, I. (1991).   Political Writings.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

Kant, I. (1996). Critique of Pure Reason.  Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Company.  

Kelley, M. (1994).  Critique and Power: Recasting the Foucault/Habermas/Debate. Cambridge, 

MA, and London: The MIT Press. 

Lyotard, J. F. (2004a).   The Intimacy of Terror in Postmodern Fables.  In Michael Drolet, (ed.), 

The Postmodernism Reader.  London: Routledge. 

Lyotard, J. F. (2004b).  The Postmodern Condition: A report on Knowledge.  In Michael Drolet, 

(ed.), The Postmodern Reader. London: Routledge. 

Norris, C. (1990).  What is Wrong with Postmodernism; Critical Theory and the Ends of 

Philosophy. Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins University Press.  

Sokal, A. (1996).  A physicist experiments with Cultural Studies.  Lingua Franca.  London: 

Routledge. 

Stern, R. (2002).   Hegel and the Phenomenology of Spirit. London: Routledge. 

Weber, M. (1970).  Max Weber. London: Routledge. 

Weber, M. (1992).  The Protestant Ethic and the spirit of Capitalism.  London and New York: 

Routledge.  

http://www.awej-tls.org/


 

 

Arab World English Journal for Translation & Literary Studies 

ISSN: 2550-1542 |www.awej-tls.org 
203 

 

 

AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies, Volume3, Number1. February 2019                                    Pp. 203-218   

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awejtls/vol3no1.16  

 

Postmodern Cautionary Tale of Grassroots Democracy in Charles Johnson’s “The People 

Speak” 

 

  

Jakub Ženíšek 

International Territorial Studies, Metropolitan University 

Prague, Czech Republic 

 

 

Abstract 

Charles Johnson’s 2001 short story collection Soulcatcher was commissioned with the purpose of 

complementing a PBS series Africans in America: America’s Journey through Slavery, by way of 

imaginatively revisiting some memorable events, personalities and generic idiosyncrasies of the 

antebellum United States. The task of producing literary renditions of such an ideologically-

charged historical period is valuable in its own right, yet it puts considerable constraints upon the 

artistic autonomy of the writer. As an African American novelist and scholar, Charles Johnson 

straddles two mildly dichotomous positions in this respect. As a literary scholar, he has criticized 

the lingering tendency to read and appreciate black fiction as a sociological probe, thereby 

downplaying its own artistic merits. He particularly deplores the implicit inauguration of a black 

writer as a spokesperson for his or her race, which may have generated a panoptical reflex within 

the African American literary community. Johnson regards this reflex as inevitably conducive to 

tendentious writing which he summarily calls “racial melodrama”. The paper therefore examines 

one story from the Soulcatcher collection, namely “The People Speak”, which displays overt 

symptoms of ideological literature. The analysis first identifies some panoptical anxieties within 

the narrative, but it ultimately looks for intertextual echoes which go beyond the literal frame of 

the story. In doing so, the paper seeks to point out that Charles Johnson manages to retain a 

considerable degree of artistic autonomy even when dealing with what seems to be a one-

dimensional and baldly ideological topic. 
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Postmodern Cautionary Tale of Grassroots Democracy 

in Charles Johnson’s “The People Speak” 

 

 

“When the people lead, the leaders will follow.” 

Mahatma Gandhi 

 

 

Introduction 

Throughout his creative career, Charles Richard Johnson (1948- ) has worn an impressive number 

of hats. Having first tested his artistic mettle as a teenage cartoonist during the Black Aesthetic 

Movement of the 1960s, he eventually became an award-winning novelist and scholar. His most 

acclaimed novels, such as Oxherding Tale (1982) or Middle Passage (1990), ostentatiously borrow 

the tropes of black American lore but give them a new historiographic spin and philosophical 

dimension. As a prolific writer of postmodern fiction, a literary scholar and a professor of 

philosophy, Charles Johnson is uniquely poised to appreciate the developmental trajectory of 

African American literature on its path from sociological commentary and uplifting ideology 

towards artistic autonomy. That is why we will conclude by examining one of Johnson’s most 

palpably ideological short stories in order to demonstrate that he can retain a considerable amount 

of artistic autonomy even within such a one-dimensional and ideologically constrained venue.  

 

 Before we examine and exemplify his position on this subject, let us briefly survey this 

dichotomy between ideologically invested literature on the one hand, and racially disengaged and 

apolitical literature on the other, a dichotomy which has simmered within African American 

literary and artistic community for at least a hundred years, either as an uneasy symbiosis or open 

antagonism.  

 

Methodology 

It can be argued that the most undiluted ideological position in African American literature 

is panoptical in its essence. The term “panopticon” has come to stand for the ubiquitous 

normalizing public gaze as theorized by Michel Foucault in his 1975 book Discipline and Punish. 

The crucial or defining aspect of this mechanism resides in the fact that a group or community is 

kept in check by a self-disciplining reflex which is maintained regardless of whether the presumed 

monitoring gaze is actually present. Foucault abstracted his Panopticon construct away from 

Jeremy Bentham’s late eighteenth century concept of a circular prison system whose inmates, 

aware of the invisible monitoring gaze of the guards, reflexively invigilate upon each other. Jeremy 

Bentham conceived this prison as a physical entity, yet it actually yields itself to Foucauldian 

abstraction quite easily, because it was clearly born out of the neoclassical conviction that 

communal gaze keeps people from giving in to their brutish natures, even in the absence of actual 

law enforcement.  

 

The Foucauldian panoptical reflex can be used across a wide range of social and literary 

scenarios. Panoptical paranoia may be regarded as a legitimate preemptive stance by any 
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underprivileged or maligned group as a response to the fact that, as Foucault points out, “all the 

authorities exercising individual control function according to a double mode; that of binary 

division and branding (mad/sane; dangerous/harmless; normal/abnormal)”, which kick-starts a 

slippery slope of stigmatization and surveillance (Foucault, 1995, p. 199). That is also why the 

principle seems applicable to the African American community and its literary output, where the 

dialectical tension between one’s artistic leanings and the implicit browbeating of the communal 

gaze can be regarded as a perennial theme.  

 

Panopticon as employed within this paper is meant as an analogy of the ubiquitous white 

gaze as a formative influence which tends to create a defensive knee jerk reflex within African 

American literary and intellectual community. The normative self-disciplining gaze is typically 

internalized by the African American middle class, whose values and anxieties align with 

mainstream American values, by means of assimilationism and gentrification. As Robert Bone 

points out in one of the earliest syntheses of African American literature, this middle class segment 

dominated the African American literary output especially in the early development stage of 

postbellum America. It can also be argued that a huge portion of black American literature up to 

the late 19th century relied primarily on white readership, and was therefore panoptically induced 

by the white gaze. The main thrust of our argument tends to echo Robert Bone’s position which 

perceives the ideological leanings of early African American literature as an artistic footnote to 

the socially upward aspirations of the black middle class. The dominant ideology of this literary 

discourse was social uplift, underscored by literary attempts to counter negative essentialist 

stereotypes and insinuate the assimilationist notion that the “Talented Tenth” within African 

American middle class could buy into the American dream ideology. The most appropriate literary 

vehicle for this kind of didactic message was novelistic melodrama, a genre that looked painfully 

outdated when juxtaposed against the realistic and naturalistic milieu of the 1880s. This early 

literary anachronism arguably set back the developmental trajectory of black American literature, 

at least for some time (Bone, 1965, p.15).  

 

This panoptical self-vigilantism was eventually disrupted by the arrival of Harlem 

Renaissance literature in the modernist decades of the 1920s and 30s. And yet, the old self-policing 

paradigm did not go without a fight. An iconic clash between the two took place in the middle of 

the most prolific Modernist decade of the 1920s, when E. B. Du Bois’s attacked Claude McKay’s 

1928 bestselling novel Home to Harlem on the grounds that it was much too open about black 

sexuality and in effect encouraged white readers to stereotype African Americans as sexually 

unrestrained people (Cooper, 1987, p. 244). 

 

The universalist artistic maxims of Charles Johnson 

As has been pointed out, Charles Johnson is one of the most recent detractors of this 

entrenched expectation that black fiction should be read as a sociological probe. He has frequently 

articulated his resentment concerning the way in which the white critical establishment saddles 

African American writers with the task of “interpreting the black experience”, thereby coercing 

them into the position of spokespeople for the race (Johnson, The Role, 2003, p. 85). This position 

can be extended to accommodate Johnson’s discomfort with any African American literature 
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which “focuses on the black experience from a limited, restricted or essentialized perspective” 

(Conner & Nash, 2007, p. xii). However, his claim that African American writing should rise 

above the overtly political “racial melodrama” and ideological tendentiousness (Johnson, 1988, p. 

22) sits uneasily next to some of his writings which seem to deliberately assume the very panoptical 

position he criticizes, at least on surface reading. The close-up analysis of this paper consequently 

focuses on one of his ideologically commissioned short stories, by way of establishing whether 

even the most racially invested and sociologically anchored stories by Charles Johnson align with 

his proclaimed artistic maxims. 

 

The choice of Charles Johnson as a practical case in point for this type of inquiry also 

ensues from his liminal position as both a literary scholar and a novelist. Charles Johnson is, by 

his own estimate, the only African American writer of fiction who has written a “book-length 

critical work of aesthetics” (Johnson, 2007), thereby straddling the dual occupation of a major 

novelist and a literary theorist. And it is precisely this amphibious quality, along with Johnson’s 

endorsement of autonomous art, which explains the choice of this author as the focus of our 

analysis.  

 

The focus on a piece of short fiction is dictated by the fact that Johnson himself sees the 

short story as a more formulaic and didactic medium than a novel. In his essay “Progress in 

Literature” (2003) he traces the development of Anglo-American short story from Poe’s “On the 

Aim and Technique of the Short Story” and “The Philosophy of Composition”, through to its 

formulaic ossification at the turn of the 20th century (Johnson, 2001, p. 124). By virtue of their 

brevity, short stories are considerably more conducive to formulaic and tendentious synopses than 

novels, which Johnson explicitly acknowledges by claiming that “there is always a structure, 

always a formula” in a short story (Levasseur & Rabalais, 2002, p. 267). This is why an 

ideologically commissioned short story is the best narrative material for ascertaining the degree to 

which Johnson the writer abides by his own scholarly principles. 

 

           Some of Johnson’s stories are clearly more conducive to ideological readings than others. 

His 2001 collection Soulcatcher stands out in this respect, having been conceived as 

complementary material for a 1998 TV series Africans in America: America’s Journey through 

Slavery which WGBH Educational Foundation created for PBS. The ask of producing literary 

renditions of the slavery period in the United States inevitably shackles Johnson’s creative 

autonomy, and in turn invites ideological readings. We should also account for the fact that 

Johnson selected the thematic stories in the Soulcatcher from a vast plethora of antebellum sources 

(Johnson, 2001, p. xii), and in so doing he could certainly exercise his own ideological preferences. 

That is why the stories in this collection are especially interesting as a litmus paper for ascertaining 

his authorial autonomy. 

 

          In order to put Johnson’s impartial writerly dictum to a test, the analyzed story needs to be 

overtly prone to sociological emphasis and antithetical racialism, the combined input of which 

Johnson describes as “racial melodrama”. However, if the analysis establishes that even this 

overtly antithetical and racialist story also contains intertextual significations and allusions beyond 
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its literal meaning, then we may conclude that Johnson has made good on universalist principles 

even in the most unlikely circumstances. 

 

“The People Speak” as a case in point 

“The People Speak” from the Soulcatcher collection is a short story which recreates the 

earliest separationist tendencies within the African American community. It takes us to an all-

black gathering of three thousand people in a Bethel church in Philadelphia in 1807, where an 

emblematic vote is being cast as to whether the black people should leave America and settle in 

Africa, or whether they should stay and try to get along in their bumpy and uneven relationship 

with the white majority, within the historical context of the fledgling American republic. The 

proposal has been made by the “newly created American Colonization Society”, and is debated 

during a “tempestuous meeting” which takes up almost the entire day”, finally ending with “a 

historic vote that will no doubt be decisive – if not fateful – for the future of all people of African 

descent” in the USA (Johnson, 2001, p. 67).  

 

We immediately learn that the Society had the endorsement from the then US president, 

James Madison, and also his predecessor, Thomas Jefferson. More specifically, the foundation of 

what was effectively an expatriation movement was “endorsed with enthusiasm” by these two 

leading white statesmen of the era. The official mission statement of the society is to “redress the 

evils of exploitation visited upon Negroes in Africa, and to establish on that continent a homeland 

for American people of color” where they would be “free from white persecution” and could 

“pursue their interests without interference”. Thus, the Society immediately establishes itself not 

only as a refuge for underprivileged black people in the American North (Pennsylvania, in this 

case), but also as a potential bulwark against the white colonial “scramble for Africa”, which 

seemed to have been already underway within the self-sustaining hermeneutics of Johnson’s story, 

as it in fact was, in the early 19th century. 

 

 The decision-making of those gathered in the church is underlain by a dilemmatic question 

as to whether the African American people, “once released from bondage”, are likely to ever be 

“accepted in or assimilated by American society” (Johnson, 2001, p. 68). The dilemma is not just 

presented to the congregation in a summary statement. The purpose of the meeting is to stage a 

debate on this proposition, wherein “the most prominent leaders and luminaries” from Philadelphia 

will express their opinions, thus publicly endorsing either the “stay” or “leave” position. These 

luminaries include “maritime entrepreneur Paul Cuffe”, who presumably recorded the story, 

several influential reverends and self-made entrepreneur James Forte, who has been asked over by 

the Colonization Society by way of “swaying Philadelphia’s Negroes to the idea of leaving 

America”. It is at this point that we get a glimpse of the power balance in this “pro” and “con” 

antithesis. Since the people congregated in the church (plus the non-attendees they may potentially 

represent) need to be swayed, it is logical to assume that the majority is either reluctant or outright 

hostile to the emigration plans. This rift between the position of the leaders and the widely shared 

position of the ordinary people does not explicitly reveal itself until the very end, yet the word 

“sway” can be seen as deliberate foreshadowing (Johnson, 2001, p. 68). 
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The first speaker, Mr. Forten, reminds the congregation about his own rags-to-riches life 

story and his American patriotism, also invoking the contributions of the black people to America, 

singling out the case of Crispus Atticus, a black soldier who was the first American victim to die 

in the War of Independence. And yet, “despite our contributions to this country”, he concludes, 

“we have not been – and perhaps will never be – accepted as white citizens”. Upon this conclusion, 

he bids the congregation to take their chances “in the land of their forebears” (Johnson, 2001, p. 

69). He is awarded by a long round of applause, as is the speech of the next person, shipping tycoon 

Paul Cuffe, a Quaker philanthropist who has founded a school for African American children and 

used his fleet to help some black people migrate to Sierra Leone, free of charge. A much older 

man than Forten, he ponders matters from the perspective of a person who may not live another 

year, as he reminds his audience before making a case for emigration. 

 

We struggled together thirty-seven years ago to protest taxation of our people when we 

have no representation.[…] Jefferson[…] and others like him have always envisioned the 

United States as a white man’s nation, irrespective of our deep and enduring contributions 

to its economy, its culture, and its precious Revolution.[…] Can [the white man] ever 

relinquish his desire to be dominant? Can you ever forget the horrors of our history in this 

country at the hands of white men?[…] Leave America to the white man. A far greater 

and nobler civilization beckons, if we but have the courage to answer its call (Johnson, 

2001, pp. 70-71). 

 

Apart from the bitter remembrance of African American grievances, Cuffe is envisioning free 

African Americans returning to their native continent, “benighted by centuries of slavery and 

oppression”, and elevating it to its rightful place within humankind. He is also awarded by 

“thunderous applause”. These two luminaries are followed by more speakers, some of whose talks 

are interrupted by shouts from “raucous” people in the audience. Eventually, presiding Reverend 

Allen calls for order and concludes with the following exhortation: 

      

Future generations will judge us by our sobriety. Our wisdom – or the lack of it. We are 

voting on […] which direction all our people will take in the future [and] your decision 

carries as much weight for the direction of this nation as that of the white men who 

assembled at the Constitutional Convention (p. 72). 

 

In ten minutes, the ballots are collected and counted, after which Rev. Allen announces the verdict. 

“You, the people, have voted unanimously against the position of your leaders[.] You have 

rejected returning to Africa. Whatever our future will be, you have decided it will be here, on these 

shores.” (Johnson, 2001, 73; emphases added). 

 

In a simple literalist and historicist reading, this story is written in a palpably ideological 

vein. It invokes panoptical anxieties, both within black community (“future generations will judge 

us”) and in response to the white establishment which apparently envisions America “as a white 

man’s nation”. Johnson’s (or Cuffe’s) verbally terse rendition of the events does not make it 

perfectly clear whether this conviction is just presumed by the speaker (in which case it would 
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constitute panopticism) or whether the observation has been gleaned from circumstances or even 

outright revealed by members of the white elites which Cuffe might have had a close contact with 

(which would not constitute panopticism). This information is not verifiable either with reference 

to the story or the real-life historical counterparts (as a last resort). However, several late 18th 

century US politicians were very explicit about the US as a “white man’s country” (Ford, 2002, p. 

147). 

 

With such a sociological theme as the central plotline, rehabilitating the artistic autonomy 

of the story would entail a search for connotative meanings and allusions that do not instantly 

reveal themselves. Let us not draw interpretive conclusions from the event as it would have seemed 

to its participants. Instead, let us step back and treat it as a document that has been recorded for 

somebody to read it, as it in fact was done by Paul Cuffe, according to the narrative. In this case, 

we may choose to appreciate the intertextual nuances of the exhortative appeal of the story, not 

within the story.  

 

Allusion no. 1: A yardstick of grassroots democracy 

Given the fact that Johnson himself calls this story’s vehicle “a mock-newspaper article” 

(Johnson, 2001, p. xiv), thereby inviting us to think of “The People Speak” as a hybrid piece of 

documentarism and his own literary aplomb, we may attribute some extra-textual significance to 

the factual circumstances of the story. This does not necessarily imply that Johnson doctored the 

facts he presents, but rather that he might have picked this particular historical event with regards 

to its larger context of early 19th century United States.  

 

In the quoted fragment of his speech, Paul Cuffe mentions the fact that his fellow African 

Americans bled in the “precious” War of Independence, declared ostensibly because of 

unwarranted taxation, yet they themselves had to protest taxation when they had no representation. 

This paradoxical point, arriving less than halfway through the story, can be seen as the dominant 

theme gesturing towards the presumed white reader in an exhortative panoptical stance.  

 

The fledgling American republic of 1807 was a nominal democracy, or rather self-

governance, to use the standard coinage of the day used in contrast to monarchism. However, we 

need to realize that only a miniscule percentage of the population could exercise their right to vote, 

due to institutional chauvinism and stringent property qualifications. In fact, even as late as the 

early 1820s, only one quarter of white Americans could vote (Robertson, 2010, p. 81). If we factor 

in the nonexistent voting rights for women, it leaves us with staggering 87 or 88 per cent American 

people who had no impact whatsoever on their political representation in the early 19th century. 

This closet elitism of the Founding Fathers, judging by modern-day criteria, and the lingering 

undemocratic momentum which lasted until the racially preferential Jacksonian democracy of the 

1830s, has been explored by left-leaning American historians (Beard, 1986), as has been the racial 

exclusionism that lasted for another century. Ironically, the subsequent arrival of Jacksonian 

democracy did bring the expansion of poor electorate by loosening property qualifications, yet this 

was in fact an empowerment of poor white population at the expense of otherwise eligible free 

black men (Ford, 2001, pp. 137-145). 
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Juxtaposing the story against these historical circumstances, it can be read as a covert 

challenge of these undemocratic practices prevalent in early 19th century United States, not only 

in relation to African American population (which is overtly mentioned in the story), but also in 

relation to the disenfranchised class of white people. As the title of the story deliberately drives 

home, the people have spoken. Despite the warmly received advice from propertied luminaries of 

the African American community, the ordinary black Philadelphians “voted unanimously against 

the position of their leaders” (Johnson, 2001, p. 73). This act of defiance does not only provide a 

rather chastening denouement of the story, but also, in a panoptical sense, parades a cautionary 

message of grassroots democracy in the face of Jefferson’s and Madison’s elitism cloaked in 

democratic rhetoric. 

 

This seems to be an intentional signification, as attested to by the fact that Johnson 

deliberately overplays the all-embracing democratic emphasis, insinuating that the decision-

making of the assembly might have been to some degree a joint venture of men and women, even 

though the pre-voting exhortation of Reverend Allen specifically addresses the assembly as 

gentlemen, making it clear that the ballots are only going to be submitted by the male attendees. 

Johnson himself explicitly pleads guilty of intentionally exaggerating the democratic mandate of 

the congregation in a footnote on the very first page of the story. 

      

Fiction often changes the facts for dramatic effect. […] There were no women present, 

and the actual vote was by choice, not paper ballot. The author hopes readers of this 

tale can forgive the liberties taken with facts in order to conjure up a moment in time 

with feeling (Johnson, 2001, p. 67). 

 

While the phrasing of Johnson’s caveat emphasizes writerly autonomy and steers clear of ideology, 

his deliberate en-gendering of the story may seem rather conspicuous. By deliberately and a-

historically adding women to the picture, Johnson significantly increases the all-embracing 

commonality and democratic legitimacy of the final decision, even though there is no textual 

evidence that the women present in any way influenced the voting procedure. Yet even without 

that authorial intervention, the decision of the leaders in “The People Speak” to abide by the verdict 

of the congregation commoners (i.e. not even their legal constituency) shows a respect for 

democratic principles that stands as a real challenge to the official US pro-democratic rhetoric of 

that period. 

 

The appeal of the story as a template of bottom-up democracy has larger meanings when 

juxtaposed to the scholarship of Robin Kelley, Manisha Sinha, Michael Parenti and other historians 

and political scientists who emphasize the nature of American democracy as a developmental 

process happening in opposition to the establishment rather than a creed inherited from the 

Founders who were presumably endowed with visionary foresight. To these left-leaning scholars, 

the iconic struggles of the abolitionist or suffragist movement are just minor blips on a trajectory 

from aristocratic privilege towards hard-earned substantive democracy, as opposed to shallow 

procedural democracy of a state dominated by oligarchy and corporatism that “makes no provision 
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for popular representation, no public forum for debate and decision, no elections, no 

institutionalized democratic checks to hold decision makers accountable” (Parenti, 2011, p. 161).  

If we see the historical development of the African American community through this prism, it 

could be argued that the black Americans, due to their legislatively and customarily sealed bottom 

position on the income and civil rights scale, have frequently functioned as a catalyst of grassroots 

push for democracy from below, which eventually also benefited many other underprivileged 

groups. This is in fact an argument implicitly made by Kelley & Lewis (2000), using the 

postbellum South as a case in point. 

 

Newly freed men and women sought to create a civil society in which the role of the 

government was to provide land for landless ex-slaves, protect all its citizens from 

violence and exploitation, make education and basic public services available to all 

irrespective of race or economic status[…] As a result of this vision of democracy, 

Congress passed [not only] the 13th Amendment to the constitution, abolishing slavery, 

[but also] the 15th Amendment enabling black men and poor white men the right to vote 

without property qualifications (Johnson, 2001, pp. vii-viii). 

  

Drawing on this active participation of black people in the process of shaping American 

democracy, we may even think of Martin Luther King’s hope that the American nation will “live 

out the true meaning of its creed” in his “I Have a Dream” speech as an overly diplomatic remark 

towards the American establishment of the 1950s. After all, democracy is not a creed but a process, 

and African Americans have often acted as its contributors rather than beneficiaries. In fact, King’s 

reasoning on the subject largely aligns with Kelley and Lewis, namely his conviction that African 

Americans “have illuminated imperfections in the democratic structure that were formerly only 

dimly perceived, and have forced a concerned re-examination of the true meaning of American 

democracy” (King, 2009, p. 310). 

 

Allusion no. 2: Bridging the class divide 

Another indirect cautionary signification within Johnson’s “The People Speak” can be 

attributed to Paul Cuffe’s reference to his “taxation without representation” struggle mentioned 

earlier in the story. Leftist historians like Howard Zinn tend to see the “no taxation without 

representation” banner of the American War of Independence, ostentatiously fought against the 

Stamp Act of 1765, as a pretext rather than a substantive issue, as the added taxation was a 

negligible financial burden for the average colonial American. When cast in this light, the 

American Revolution would seem like an elitist takeover, not a spontaneous grassroots revolt 

originating within the ordinary population. The ostentatious remark on “taxation without 

representation”, paired up with the refusal of the congregation to do their leaders’ bidding, 

therefore offers one more nuanced panoptical hint to be appreciated by the white gaze.  

 

The final exhortation of Rev. Allen can be subsumed within the same line of argument. 

When he is reminding the congregation that their “decision carries as much weight […] as that of 

the white men who assembled at the Constitutional Convention”, this explicit juxtaposition also 

speaks very much in favor of the black gathering in Bethel, when seen through the leftist prism of 
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substantive versus procedural democracy. As Parenti and Zinn remind us, the notable white 

citizens who gathered in 1787 in Philadelphia to draft the constitution of the new republic, 

discussed issues that concerned the entire nation, and yet, only very privileged people could take 

40 days off to discuss political matters. The obvious result was that some substantive issues 

pertaining to the larger American population were, in the absence of the less fortunate, adjudicated 

through the lens of wealthy classes, despite the objections of some delegates that the “sentiments 

of the people ought to be consulted” lest they see the new republican establishment as “the 

semblance of monarchy” (Yates, 2014). Regardless of these dissenting voices, the ensuing 

legislation reflects this aristocratic bias (Zinn, 1980, p. 91). Compared to this elitist ivory tower 

assembly drafting of the American Constitution, the Bethel gathering again makes the leaders and 

the rank and file share the same floor and make joint decisions, as opposed to the elitist decisions 

of the Constitutional Convention gathering made in absentia, at least from the perspective of the 

ordinary postcolonial Americans.  

 

Allusion no. 3: An anti-colonialist appeal  

In addition to this black agency motif of grassroots democracy, the story touches on one 

other issue also that can be read as panoptical gesturing towards the white gaze of the 19th century, 

namely colonization. Paul Cuffe, the keynote speaker of the Bethel assembly, describes the 

envisioned process of colonizing Africa in very benign terms. 

      

Our great energies, talents and love would be better applied, I think, to the nurturing of a 

democracy on the continent of our origin. Visit Sierra Leone, if you dare. I have. And it 

gladdened my heart to see Negroes who possessed every freedom this [American] 

republic withholds from us (Johnson, 2001, p. 71). 

 

Even the simple fact that the ordinary black Philadelphians were not lured in by this pastoral 

recreation the Promised Land, a respite from their domestic oppression, can be read as an indirect 

panoptical signification towards the white American gaze. The emigration plans of Johnson’s 

black Philadelphians have a precursor in the American foundational myth, even though the analogy 

would probably have been lost on some of the presumed white readers in the 1800s. However, a 

discerning modern-day reader can see a distinct analogy with the story of the Pilgrim Fathers, the 

17the century Puritan settlers in New England whose legacies lingered on the American northeast 

coast for centuries to come. Like the Pilgrims, the black leaders in Johnson’s story envisage a 

journey across the ocean and settling in a new land, in an attempt to escape persecution in the old 

country which “withholds freedom” from them. The analogical overtones of this plan are further 

reinforced by the paradigmatic nature of the original Puritan transatlantic pilgrimage, which many 

of its protagonists saw as a reenactment of the Hebrew exodus from Egyptian slavery. Incidentally, 

this redemptive project turned out to be a stepping stone towards the self-entitled arrogance of the 

Manifest Destiny. As succinctly resumed by Stephanson (1995), the “Puritan reenactment of the 

Exodus narrative revolved around a powerful theology of chosenness” whose Messianic thrust 

turned out “to be decisive for the course of colonialisation as well as for the later American self-

concept” (p. 5). The white American alignment of the Exodus story with Manifest Destiny 

obviously goes very much against the liberationist associations that the biblical narrative 
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historically evoked in the African American community. As Eddie Glaude (2000) points out, even 

the early phase of the Great Migration, or the founding of all-black towns in Kansas and Oklahoma, 

were perceived as re-enactments of the Old Testament story (p. 4). 

 

Perhaps even more strikingly, the pastoral beneficence of the black Philadelphian 

luminaries towards the native Africans in Johnson’s story was also prefigured by the Pilgrim 

Fathers. In the following anecdotal characterization, Native American biblical scholar Richard 

Twiss recreates the context in which one of the early settler groups set sail to America. 

      

Biblical narratives were formally used to justify the civilization of the new world 

beginning in 1629 with the striking of the Great Seal of the Massachusetts Bay Colony as 

Puritans prepared to depart England to America. The seal’s central figure was an Indian 

man holding a bow in one hand an arrow in the other, naked except for some appropriately 

placed leaves. From his mouth flowed a ribbon with the words “come over here and help 

us” a reference to the apostle Paul’s “Macedonian call” (Twiss, 2009, p. 69). 

 

When read against this telling parallel, the decision of the Bethel congregation may be seen not 

only as an anti-elitist gospel of substantive bottom-up democracy, but also as a cautionary message 

against well-meaning but potentially toxic colonialist condescensions. We must not forget that the 

notion of ex-slave settlement in Africa was not just a figment of imagination. The failed historical 

attempt of the Province of Freedom colony in Sierra Leone 1787 provides a chastening historical 

counterpoint to Paul Cuffe’s eye-moistening account of the African west coast. The relatively more 

successful attempt in Liberia in 1821 can, in retrospect, be classified as an act of colonization with 

many of its ugly connotations (Everill, 2013, pp. 19-31). In fact, the idea of an ex-slave colony in 

Africa was understood as a stepping stone towards a colonial venture by many mid 19th century 

white abolitionists. Everill describes this mix of messianism and mercantilism in his 

comprehensive study Abolition and Empire in Sierra Leone and Liberia. 

           

Benjamin Coates, an American anti-slavery activist and international businessman, 

declared in 1851 that he hoped to spread American influence throughout Africa through 

the formation of the ‘United States of Africa’. This was not a new idea. It echoed the words 

of a Liberian governor Jehudi Ashmun in the 1820s, who called for the creation of a new 

American in Africa. This theme was taken up again by American Colonization Society 

(ACS) advocate Elliot Cresson in the 1830s, who described his plans for the continent to 

become the ‘Empire of Liberia’. Anti-slavery, to these men, was a universal and 

expansionist idea (Everill, 2013, p. 1; emphasis added). 

 

The intertextual resonance of “The People Speak” may also pertain to other American fiction, as 

the theme of African expatriation as an antidote to US racist oppression makes a sporadic 

appearance in late 19th century and early 20th century American literature. The white literary 

muckraker of the abolitionist movement, Harriet Beecher Stowe (1852), made one of her central 

characters in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, the technological prodigy George Harris, argue fervently in 

favor of uplifting African colonialism. 
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On the shores of Africa I see a republic […] formed of picked men, who, by energy and 

self-educating force, have [...] raised themselves above the condition of slavery. […] Let 

us […] see what we can do with this new enterprise, and the whole splendid continent of 

African opens before us and our children. Our nation shall roll the tide of civilization and 

Christianity along its shores, and plant there mighty republics, that, growing with the 

rapidity of tropical vegetation, shall be for all coming ages (Stowe, 1852, pp. 377-8). 

 

George Harris’s musings are similarly entrepreneurial as those of Paul Cuffe, as he is envisioning 

“picked men” pursuing the “enterprise” that will “roll the tide of civilization” in Africa, which will 

quickly grow into fruition thanks to the equatorial climate. By envisioning an African republic, 

George Harris seconds his expatriate tendencies by arguing that an exhortation voiced by an entire 

nation is more likely to be heard than the pleading of an underprivileged individual. 

                

[L]et me go and form a part of a nation, which will have a voice in the councils of nations, 

and then we can speak. A nation has a right to argue, remonstrate, implore, and present 

the cause of its race, which an individual has not (Stowe, 1852, p. 378). 

 

It is important to note that George’s pan-African musings arrive towards the end of Stowe’s 

bestseller, thereby significantly tempering or even swaying its dominant tone.  

 

Johnson’s story nominally takes place in the early 19th century, it is therefore clearly not 

informed by the most visible rift between the nationalist and assimilationist view in the African 

American community, embodied by the animosity between W.E.B. Du Bois’s assimilationist uplift 

and the nationalist self-reliance of Marcus Garvey’s Back-to-Africa movement. And yet one has 

to bear in mind that the separationist position in African American public thought and literature 

was frequently formulated in collusion with not in opposition to the messianic US foreign policies. 

One of the few 20th century authors who chose to render the topic was Eric Walrond in his short 

story “A Senator’s Memoirs”. Walrond’s story envisions a sovereign black state that can compete 

with Europe and America, established through the efforts of UNIA, with Marcus Garvey as the 

state’s president. The story is narrated by a senator from Congo who sees the state as the combined 

result of human effort and divine providence. This can also be read as a redemption narrative which 

the American audiences would unwittingly associate with the American foundational story.  

 

Many of these examples, especially when juxtaposed to the American foundational story, 

point to the fact that the separationist back-to-Africa tendencies can be seen as implicitly 

colonialist and exploitative. This is why the resounding “no” of the Bethel community also carries 

larger anti-colonialist significance. 

 

In lieu of a conclusion 

“The People Speak” addresses two major panoptical topics which are directly invoked within the 

story, namely the fully panoptical notion that the eyes of the entire black nation are upon the 

congregation, and the shared understanding that the white establishment “enthusiastically 
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endorses” their “repatriation” to Africa. The panopticism remains virtually unchanged no matter 

whether we read the story as a historical narrative without any intertextual significations, or a 

document to be read by a third (white) party. As has already been insinuated, the general plot and 

theme of the story is rather conducive to the summary label as tendentious literature. “The People 

Speak” is ostentatiously rendering a historical event, and in doing so it also addresses two major 

panoptical topics which are directly invoked within the story, namely the fully panoptical notion 

that the eyes of the entire black nation are upon the congregation, and the shared understanding 

that the white establishment “enthusiastically endorses” their “repatriation” to Africa. 

 

However, this is only true if we insist on the literalist reading. If we read the story in 

juxtaposition to the larger context of American history, we may see it as a subversive analogy 

rather than pedestrian rendering of a historical event. The subversiveness of the event described in 

the story resides in the fact that the entire voting process abides by much more stringent democratic 

procedures than the ones upheld by the white establishment of that era, thereby providing an 

indirect egalitarian challenge to the elitist white gaze. The story does suggest that there may be a 

considerable material chasm between the leaders and the commoners, yet the possible vested 

interest of the leaders does not prevail, in a perfect paragon of democracy which is both 

ostentatiously procedural (the ushers collect the ballots in plain sight, under the scrutiny of the 

entire congregation) and substantive (the majority opinion prevails). 

 

A similar challenge resides in the final decision of the assembly not to join in the colonizing 

mission of its community leaders. Given the fact the American establishment was about to go full 

steam with its Manifest Destiny mission in the early decades of the 19th century, the decision of 

the assembly to reject colonization can be also seen as an indirect subversive signification on the 

predatory US expansion westwards. 

 

Since almost none of these challenging parallels are overtly stated in the story, they all 

summarily qualify as indirect signification, which amplifies the polyvalent and multidimensional 

quality of the story, thereby also boosting its artistic autonomy. The only direct reference to the 

white establishment as a yardstick for comparison takes place towards the end of the story, when 

the assembled voters are reminded that their verdict will be at least as important for American 

future as the decisions of the Constitutional Convention were two decades earlier. In view of the 

ostentatiously democratic proceedings of the assembly, it would not be surprising if Johnson chose 

to further reinforce the democratic appeal by having women vote alongside the men, even though 

this would be in flagrant denial of reality. As it is, Johnson allows us to draw our own conclusions 

from the story, while admitting in a footnote that the meeting was in reality only attended by men. 

 

“The People Speak” is a story whose perfunctory literalist reading lends itself to very 

ideological and narrowly racialist interpretations. However, if we think of the story not as a story 

to get engrossed in, but as a document for discursive reading within its historical context, this 

prism yields interesting indirect significations, which may legitimately be seen as redemptive as 

far as the tendentiousness of the story is concerned. This alone would lead to the conclusion that 

the story, ostentatiously commissioned as an appendage to a TV documentary on the legacy of 
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slavery in the US, is more readily appreciated as playful historiographic metafiction, not a 

documentary. Charles Johnson (2001) ostentatiously takes the backbone of his story from a real 

source, identifying it as “A NEWS ITEM from the Philadelphia Liberator” (p. 68). In so doing, he 

appears to be relegating his own literary licence to the background, which makes the account 

slightly less compatible with postmodern historiography or the New Journalism, as Johnson’s story 

is written in a scrupulously descriptive journalistic style, with very minor rhetorical inflations on 

the part of Paul Cuffe, the person who is presumably relaying his eye-witness account of this event. 

On the other hand, Johnson himself undermines the account in an explanatory footnote, admitting 

that Cuffe in reality learned of the meeting by letter. This, along with all the other authorial 

acknowledgments of tampering with the original story, inevitably puts “The People Speak” within 

the realm of historiographic pastiche based on the notion that history as we know it is part fiction, 

emplotted from scarce and ambiguous factual record. 

 

It can therefore be argued that even this short piece of historically-grounded fiction attests 

to Charles Johnson’s allegiance to artistic autonomy as his primary compass, regardless of how 

narrowly framed and ideologically commissioned his creative pursuit may be on certain occasions. 
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Abstract 

The relationships between the literary texts have recently occupied the center of debate and 

discovery in the literary sphere. With a so ancient a practice as intertextuality; influence, allusion 

and quotation seem to smolder the old assumptions about originality and creativity. Therefore, 

this paper attempts to explore the utilization of intertextuality in the novel entitled The Lonely 

Londoners (1956) by the Trinidadian postcolonial writer Sam Selvon (1923-1994). To do so, a 

survey on the provenance of intertextuality is displayed, with reference to its pioneers who 

claimed that the text is a heterogeneous combination of texts, namely Kristeva and Bakhtin. 

Additionally, the article introduces several models of the concept that are relevant to the analysis 

of the aforementioned novel along with a brief overview on the cultural and social parameters 

leading to its creation. This inquiry shows that The Lonely Londoners textually intertwines with 

a few works of the literary canon, biblical characters and eminent legal cases via some names of 

its characters, in addition to other direct quotations. As this paper submits, the audience should 

reach a rational stance on the use of intertextuality in the postcolonial novel to relate to 

universally shared images about racial prejudice and alienation. 
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The Ghost of Windrush Past: Intertextuality in Sam Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners 

(1956) 

      Throughout the long history of literary marvels, the notions of originality and innovation 

were always debatable and controversial: Hints were thrown to trigger remembrance of a certain 

magnum opus; Characters’ names were employed to resuscitate scenes from glorious plays and 

poems followed the ancient Greek tradition to honor and allude to the very first poets. All of the 

above contributed to the belief that was mainly endorsed by the poststructuralists, declaring that 

“the literary word is an intersection of textual surfaces rather than a point (a fixed meaning), as a 

dialogue among several writings” (Kristeva, 1986, p. 36). The aforementioned claim led to the 

coinage of a new term which denotes that no text can exist as a self-sufficient whole, namely 

intertextuality. The features of this supposedly new concept were in the good company of a 

plethora of allusions and absolute resemblances in some elements of the literary works, and the 

theory of intertextuality gained considerable momentum as it found its niche in the contemporary 

literary milieu.  

 

As far as postcolonial literature is concerned, renowned literary figures attempted to write 

in the colonizer’s language, thus writing to the western canon. Therefore, cases of allusions and 

references to the pillars of British literature are omnipresent in the postcolonial writing sphere, 

not as mere imitations but rather disguised shapes, especially after some of these writers migrated 

to Britain by dint of the latter’s need for its Commonwealth subjects, as it was in the post-war 

reconstruction phase. The marking point of the proverbial migration is the arrival of the SS 

Windrush Empire to Essex, England in 1948, carrying a large number of Caribbean people who 

formed their own community in Britain afterwards, and were the main inspiration and topic for 

the Trinidadian writer Sam Selvon in his novel The Lonely Londoners (1956). This paper aims to 

give an overview of intertextuality and its use and utility in The Lonely Londoners by examining 

some of the linguistic and semantic features of the literary text. 

Intertextuality: Axioms and Originators 

Before digging deeply in analyzing the novel and the occurrences of intertextuality, it would be 

necessary to define the term and its revolutionary aspect. It has been mentioned, by formalists 

who embraced the theory of textual autonomy, that the literary text is considered as an 

autonomous entity, and that its component elements were interdependent without having an extra-

textual layer. In the same vein, Eichenbaum (1925), one of the exponents of New Criticism, 

mentions: “The school of thought on the theory and history of literature known as the Formal 

method derived from efforts to secure autonomy and concreteness for the discipline of literary 

studies” (p. 308). However, this view was opposed by one of his contemporaries, namely Mikhail 

Bakhtin. The latter was recognized, albeit lately, as the founder of the first grounds of 

intertextuality. One cannot fail to mention that Bakhtin was not directly implicated in the genesis 

of intertextuality but his revolutionary ideas contributed to the articulation of intertextual theories 

of others. For Bakhtin, it is the dialogic part of a language which “frontal areas class, ideological 

and different clashes, divisions and chains of importance inside society” (as cited in Allen, 2000, 

p. 21). Bakhtin emphasizes the idea of 'otherness' in words. Since the words we select in both 

discourse and composing have an otherness about them and in light of the fact that they have a 
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place with explicit discourse classes, it is unavoidable for the words to shoulder the hints of past 

articulations. Bakhtin's emphasis on 'otherness' is connected with the hypothesis of intertextuality 

under the assumption that the significance of each word or articulation is framed through the 

speaker's connection to other individuals, other individuals' words and articulations and the 

explicit culture experienced in an explicit time and place. This leads us to his dialogism which is 

straightforwardly related with intertextuality. Bakhtin points out the dialogic idea of language, 

alluding to Dostoyevski's books: 

 

Thus, at the very beginning of the novel the leading voices in the great dialogue have 

already begun to sound. These voices are not self-enclosed or deaf to one another. They 

hear each other constantly, call back and forth to each other, and are reflected in one another 

(especially in the microdialogues). And outside this dialogue of “conflicting truths” not a 

single essential act is realized, nor a single essential thought of the major characters (1984, 

p. 47). 

 

What Bakhtin wanted to assert is that the words – that represent the ‘voices’ - carry a layer of 

their social and cultural dimensions, as it was argued by Terry Eagleton that “Bakhtin shifted 

attention from the abstract system of langue to the concrete utterances of individuals in particular 

social contexts” and that “language was seen as inherently ‘dialogic’: it could be grasped only in 

terms of its inevitable orientation towards another” (2008, p. 101). In Bakhtin’s study of 

language, the pivotal point is the “addressivity” of the word and utterance. As he states: “[a] 

characteristic feature of the letter is an acute awareness of the interlocutor, the addressee to whom 

it is directed. The letter, like a rejoinder in a dialogue, is addressed to a specific person, and it 

takes into account the other’s possible reactions, the other’s possible reply” (Bakhtin, 1984, p. 

97). In this line of thought, the total of the utterances is a set of “responses to previous utterances 

and are addressed to specific addressees” (Allen, 2000, p. 21).  

 

Dostoevsky's 'dialogical standard' is counterposed to the 'monologism' (single-thought talk; 

additionally named 'homophony' – single-voice) normal for customary composition and thought. 

In monologism, one transcendental standpoint or awareness dominates the whole field, and in 

this way incorporates all the meaning practices, belief systems, qualities and wants that are highly 

regarded. Anything immaterial to this viewpoint is considered unnecessary or excessive in 

general.  

 

In the chapter entitled “Discourse in the Novel” of his abovementioned book, Bakhtin sheds 

light on the contrast between the novel – representing prose – which is dialogical, and poetry, 

which is not. In verse, language is imagined as unitary and, consequently, the articulation shows 

up as independent, with no connection to different expressions outer to it. The artist completely 

accepts his/her discourse demonstration and sees each word as his/her own, as an unadulterated 

and direct articulation of his/her expectations. The author, then again, does not reject the 

expectations of others as they are available in each expression, and permits heteroglossia to enter 

his/her work, subsequently making an interesting aesthetic item out of such a decent variety of 

voices (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 297-98). Composition and verse are, at that point, the aftereffect of 
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contradicted inclinations: one is outward and prompts majority and variety (the novel), the other 

is centripetal and is related with the unitary and the single (the wonderful sorts). This de-

concentrating drive that portrays the novel records, from the earliest starting point, for its parodic 

quality and its restriction to any sort of power. While poetry adds to the social and political 

centralization of the verbal and ideological universes, the novel has, from its starting points, a de-

stabilizing capacity that restricts it to the official language. Contemptuous, same as the carnival, 

the novel ends up being the incendiary and freeing sort of the highest order. 

 

Bakhtin’s philosophy is said to be the basic building block of intertextuality, and his works 

were, conveniently, interpreted by the Bulgarian-born French semiotician Julia Kristeva, who had 

the highest esteem for Bakhtin’s ideas for their revolutionary value. The former wanted to employ 

the latter’s ideas denouncing the supposedly faulty belief about the self-contained meaning of 

texts – what he called “monologism” – against the bourgeois credo of autonomy of individual 

consciousness. For Kristeva, Bakhtin speaks to the likelihood of introducing and opening 

linguistics to society: “Bakhtin situates the text within history and society, which are seen as texts 

read by the writer, and into which he inserts himself by rewriting them” (Kristeva, 1986, p. 36). 

It is this process of “rewriting” – as Kristeva Claims – that increases the deniability of the 

existence of an original text. In other words, Kristeva proposes – in her concept of intertextuality 

- the text as a dynamic site in which social procedures and practices are the focal point of 

examination rather than static structures and items. Furthermore, she argues that "each word (text) 

is an inter section of other words (texts) where at least one other word (text) can be read" (1980, 

66). 

 

There are always different words in a word, different messages in texts. The idea of 

intertextuality requires, along these lines, that we comprehend writings not as independent 

frameworks but rather as differential and authentic, as a process that follows and inherits tracings 

of otherness, since they are molded by the reiteration and change of other literary structures. In 

the same vein, Kristeva (1986) introduces the concept of intertextuality: “any text is a mosaic of 

quotations; any text is the absorption and transformation of another” (p.37). To put it in simple 

terms, intertextuality is a term to show that all writings, regardless of whether composed or talked, 

whether formal or informal, whether aesthetic or mundane, are in some ways identified with one 

another. 

 

Intertextuality is, quintessentially, a method for representing the role of literary and extra-

literary materials without response to conventional thoughts of creation. It subverts the idea of 

the content as an independent, hermetic totality, foregrounding, in its stead, the way that all 

abstract generation happens within sight of different writings; they are, essentially, palimpsests. 

Kristeva’s ideas find an echo in the works of Roland Barthes, who announced “the death of the 

author”. For the latter; it is the reality of intertextuality that enables the text to appear:  

Any text is a new tissue of past citations. Bits of code, formulae, rhythmic models, 

fragments of social languages, etc., pass into the text and are redistributed within it, for 

there is always language before and around the text. Intertextuality, the condition of any 
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text whatsoever, cannot, of course, be reduced to a problem of sources or influences; the 

intertext is a general field of anonymous formulae whose origin can scarcely ever be 

located; of unconscious or automatic quotations, given without quotation marks (Barthes, 

1981, p. 39) 

Along Barthes’ lines, writing is dependably a cycle which is likewise a re-emphasis, a re-

composing which frontal areas cover the hint of the different writings in both intentionally and 

unwittingly places and displaces.  

Though it saw the light in the Old World, the concept of intertextuality found fertile grounds 

in the American literary circle. The eighteenth century carried with it a revaluation of creativity 

as the main genuine indication of a writer’s virtuoso. It was then that the idea of influence 

emerged, consequently bearing, from the earliest starting point, the seeds of a methodology 

identified with, at the end of the day not the same as that of intertextuality. From an intertextual 

point of view, there is no chance to get of viewing inventiveness as an attribute as appreciated by 

either writers or readers. T. S. Eliot was maybe the first to indicate that the most individual parts 

of a writer’s work might be those in which his/her predecessors are all the more vigorously 

present (1971, p. 784). While the idea of convention had regularly prompted interpreting a writer's 

work based on the opinions of those that had gone before it, it was likewise Eliot's development 

to affirm that impact moves in two ways: when contemplating a work one must think about what 

has preceded it, however, one should similarly know about the way that was crafted by the dead 

artists changes, and enhances its significance in the light of what has been composed by later 

writers. Despite his certain effect on the thoughts of the New Criticism, T. S. Eliot, an exceptional 

figure with regards to innovator verse, qualified along these lines the New Critics' perspective of 

art as an independent entity, a total framework dependent on the connection between pictures, 

rhythm, sounds, and so forth., which decide its structure. Such a methodology, which returns to 

the sentimental people and is identified with the thoughts clarified by Symbolism and 

Modernism, embodies the position that later hypotheses of intertextuality have endeavored to 

undermine. It can thusly be said that Eliot's semi-intertextual thoughts regarding the concurrence 

of all works of writing and the ceaseless procedure of re-altering the relations among them are 

shockingly avant-garde.  

 

As the concept of intertextuality flew over the Atlantic, it provided explanation and brought 

to the light some ambiguous cases in American literature. For instance, Walt Whitman’s poem “I 

Hear America Singing” (1867) is alluded to in Langston Hughes’ poem “I, Too” (1926). These 

two writings are interlinked by the reference to America, and Langston Hughes' poem can be 

comprehended as a straightforward reply to Walt Whitman’s. Besides, one cannot completely 

understand why Langston Hughes utilizes the word “too” in the event that they have not perused 

Walt Whitman's poem:  

I, too, sing America. 

 

I am the darker brother. 

They send me to eat in the kitchen 

When company comes, 
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But I laugh, 

And eat well, 

And grow strong. 

 

Tomorrow, 

I’ll sit at the table 

When company comes. 

Nobody’ll dare 

Say to me, 

“Eat in the kitchen,” 

Then. 

Besides, 

They’ll see how beautiful I am 

And be ashamed-- 

 

I, too, am America. 

 

 “I, Too” (1926) 

 

Last but not least, it is noteworthy that the usage of intertextuality transcends the horizons of 

literary studies to find some currency in other fields such as media psychology, and it was 

imported in the discipline of critical media to examine popular genres. Furthermore, other 

theorists such as Umberto Eco, Jacques Derrida, Harold Bloom, Michael Riffaterre and Gérard 

Genette have their own intertextual theories. 

 

 To sum up, it is safe to say that Kristeva adopted Bakhtin’s ideas and redeployed them 

over the universal literary circles, though the practice of intertextuality existed decades if not 

centuries before their breakthrough, and the amalgam of the aforementioned scholars’ findings 

and theories contributed to the construction of most postmodern literature as one that requires 

intertextual readings. Yet, Kristeva’s proverbial “mosaic” took many forms and shapes that 

modeled intertextuality in an abundance of types.  

 

Models and Types of Intertextuality 

After Kristeva’s assumption that no text is self-born became the currency of the literary realm, a 

compatriot of her own, namely Gerard Genette, widened the study area of Kristeva, refining that 

belief by calling it “transtextuality” and defining it as the connection between a text and different 

writings, and he subdivided this type into five categories where intertextuality was only one kind. 

Intertextuality includes quotation, collage, and allusion, and it is divided by Genette into three 

large categories: implicit or explicit; covert or overt; hidden or open: “intertextuality as a stylistic 

device reflects “the transtextual relations a text may have with others. This interrelation is realized 

by means of quotation and allusion” (Genette, 1997, p. 434). The upcoming entries explore the 

three main facets of Genette’s “transtextuality”. 
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1. Quotation 

Genette argues that “intertextuality is a device that lets one text be rewritten in another text; 

intertext is a whole set of texts that appear in a work, regardless of whether it relates to a work in 

absentia (in the case of allusions) or include it in praesentia (in the case of quotations) (1997, p. 

9). One can infer from the above extract that quotation is a subtle form of intertextuality that 

showcases the “mosaic of texts” in its clearest manifestation. In addition to that, Piegay-Gros 

(2008) calls quotation “the emblematic form of intertextuality, as it best shows the process of 

incorporating one text with another one” (p. 9). Quotation as intertextual means is typical of the 

texts that are described by collision and fragmentation. As the reader dives into the text, quotation 

immediately sparks their attention, but its interpretation may be harder and requires the reader’s 

erudition. She states: “Indeed, the choice of the quoted text, its volume, implementation methods 

and the meaning that it acquires when incorporated into a new context are extremely important 

components of quotation decoding” (p. 12). Despite the explicit nature of quotation, it still goes 

far past its customary functions; it has “to be authoritative and ornamental. Entering a novel, 

quotation fully integrates into written structure and themes of the work” (2008, p. 86) 

 

On a different stream of thought, quotation and allusion differ not only in their recognition, 

but also in their use by the writer. Nodier (1828) emphasizes that “quotation itself only indicates 

the average erudition; though successful allusion bears the stamp of a genius” (p. 50). In a similar 

vein, Fateeva (2007) believes that by resorting to quotation, the author appeals to the 

reconstructive intertextuality, registering the unity of "own" and "alien" texts; in case of allusion 

constructive intertextuality is implemented, which organizes borrowed items in the single 

semantic and compositional structure of a new text (p. 129).  

 

2. Allusion 

The allusion is one of the most widely discussed forms of textual interrelations; it can be of 

paramount importance, indeed cardinal, in the construction of comic writings. Furthermore, it has 

been stated that “wherever allusions occur some excursion into parody is possible; the parodic 

line often begins with the allusive point” (Simpson, 2014, p. 247). As far as imitation is 

concerned, parody copies the style of a specific writer or type with conscious extravagance for 

comic impact. The parodic allusion is then “a stylistic device in which one text incorporates a 

caricature of another, most often, popular cultural text…that seeks to amuse through 

juxtaposition” (Walter, 2000, p. 12). Pasco (2002) states that allusion is not a genre, but is rather 

a mode, a strategy, a device that occurs in all genres. He adds: “Allusion is a metaphorical 

relationship created when an alluding text evokes and uses another, independent text” (p. 247). 

 

A simple example of an allusion might be to mention someone who “flew too close to the 

sun’ and not providing any more detail. A few perusers realize this must be an implication to the 

legend of Daedalus and his child Icarus. Daedalus was a supernaturally talented craftsman who, 

at one event, fabricated two arrangements of wings out of plumes stuck together with wax, so he 

and his child could escape imprisonment. In spite of being cautioned not to fly excessively high, 

Icarus, normally energized by his new-won capacity, went too close to the sun, the wax softened, 

his wings broke down, and he dove to his demise in the sea.  
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3. Collage 

Endorsing the belief that the text is a “mosaic of quotations” denotes the existence of 

collage in postmodern poetics of intertextuality. It is defined as a “purposeful reassembly of 

fragments to form a new whole and it is, undoubtedly, an active element in many postmodern 

texts” (Kundu, 2008, p. 448). 

 

As Bakhtin’s very first ideas of intertextuality were deemed revolutionary, the practice of 

collage is of no lesser esteem. In his essay “The Object of Post-Criticism”, Olmer (2008) states: 

“By most accounts collage is the single most revolutionary formal innovation in artistic 

representation to occur in our century” (p. 2). It diminishes the narrative expectations, astonishes 

the reader while requiring him/her to fill in the gaps, make determinations, and perform 

associations just from the ramifications of connection between regularly unique components. 

 

Having contacted upon the idea of intertextuality regarding postmodern style, one singled 

out quotation and allusion for their linguostylistic appearance. Engaging the reader's recognition, 

the post-structuralist idea of intertextuality significally stands to decipher postmodern 

composition. The growing extent of collage and allusion joined by a mixing system of 

composition underscores the intertextual structure as a distinctive trait of postmodern writings. 

Consequently, one can safely mention that those techniques inspired postcolonial writers, 

especially the ones who endeavored to excel in the colonizer’s language and to exploit every 

single linguistic/stylistic feature to write back to the canon as a manner of assuming one’s place 

as an independent, yet influenced entity in the literary sphere.  

 

The Lonely Londoners: Background and overview 

To understand the messages and visionary aspect of The Lonely Londoners, one needs to 

shed light on the social and cultural parameters of the era. In June 1948 the SS Empire Windrush 

touched base at Tilbury Docks in England toward the finish of a venture from Jamaica that 

conveyed around 500 West Indians to Britain. The British Nationality Act prior that year had 

conceded free access to Britain for all Commonwealth subjects, as the administration attempted 

to select additional work to encourage national recreation after the Second World War. This 

prompted a huge increment in the settler populace of England, for the most part from the 

Caribbean, India and Pakistan. In spite of the fact that the Windrush brought the principal 

significant vagrant flood from the Caribbean, it was not until the mid-1950s that others followed 

in vast numbers, with more than 100,000 vagrants touching base between 1954 and 1958.  

 

Amid the war, somewhere in the range of 10,000 West Indian servicemen were situated in 

Britain. As Robert Winder has stated, the gathering offered to these servicemen was commonly 

friendly; those West Indian fighters presented on RAF bases, for instance, “were embraced as 

friends by their neighbours; some even resolved to come back once the fighting was over” (2004, 

p. 330). The story was altogether different, however, for some, who came back and other people 

who made their first adventure to Britain in the early post-war period. They encountered 

separation. Customary work and average lodging were frequently elusive, leading observers to 

say that the living standards for the Caribbean immigrants were very low at that time. 
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In the midst of such tribulations, Sam Selvon migrated to England. The child of an Indian 

father and a Scottish-Indian mother, Selvon had a generally agreeable white-collar class 

childhood. In the wake of serving in the Trinidadian Navy, Selvon was employed at newspapers 

and scholarly magazines in Port of Spain, Trinidad. He moved to England in 1950, he justifies 

his migration by his avoidance of “being lulled into complacency and acceptance of the carefree 

and apathetic life around me” (Selvon, 1995, p. 58). The renowned Trinidadian writer’s encounter 

with West Indian migrants rendered him aware of the cultural and linguistic diversity and richness 

of the Caribbean people on the one hand, and of the disjunction between their illusionist 

expectations and real experience on the other.  

 

When Selvon was asked about the process of writing his novel, his reply was really 

fascinating. He uttered: “I had written the narrative in English and most of the dialogues in dialect. 

Then I started both narrative and dialogue in dialect and the novel just shot along.” (1973, p.2). 

The meaning of the expression “shot along” is quite literal as he finished the novel in six months, 

thus heralding the genesis of a milestone in English literature, one that incorporated vernacular 

language and Standard English in a very subtle and artistic fashion. 

 

The Lonely Londoners reflects the life of the Caribbean community in London in post-war 

Britain. It is, indeed, a novel throughout which the reader gets accustomed to the other side of 

London, one that was hidden from the daydreaming people of the Commonwealth. After right 

around thirty years, developing disappointment with England drove Selvon to immigrate to 

Canada in 1978. His literary fame presented to him various honors and scholarly posts in England, 

the West Indies and Canada. Selvon came back to Trinidad in 1993, to die the following year of 

lung ailment (Ramchand, 1985, p. 21). The renowned Trinidadian writer employs a variety of 

techniques that made his novel a marvel, and textual interrelations with the western literary canon 

are discernible in his lines.  

 

Intertextuality in Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners 

Selvon’s novel does not orbit around one proper protagonist but rather a set of thoroughly 

distinct characters: Moses Aloetta is a Trinidadian veteran who lived for ten years in London, and 

he helps new immigrants out. He is regarded as the glue that holds the group of characters 

together. On a bleak winter evening, Moses goes to Waterloo’s gate to meet a newly arrived 

immigrant from their native Trinidad, one Henry Oliver, who was later baptized by Moses as “Sir 

Galahad”. The encounter between the two characters appeals to the reader by invoking a typical 

image of London, and summons, conveniently for this entry, a remarkable literary figure that was 

previously mentioned in these lines for its contributions to the practice of intertextuality. 

 

Selvon greets the reader with an allusion to T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land while describing 

Moses’ meeting with Henry Oliver, his statement: “One grim winter evening, when it had a kind 

of unrealness about London, with a fog sleeping restlessly over the city”, it evokes remembrance 

of Eliot’s “Unreal city, / Under the brown fog of a winter dawn” (Selvon, 2010, p. 23, Eliot, 1971, 

p. 60-1). The purposes of such encapsulation are striking; the similitude does not only lie in the 

fact that both texts are fragmentary and attempting to twist the voices across the works, but also 
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to their experiment with language: Eliot employed a multitude of languages in his poem while 

Selvon harnesses a variant of the Trinidadian dialect. Moreover, Selvon’s evocation of The Waste 

Land recalls the latter’s exploration of alienation of the western metropole, using it as a means to 

appropriate the sentiment of alienation amongst the West Indian characters of his novel. The 

textual relation with a so eloquent a work as The Waste Land has inevitably stimulated an 

intelligent appreciation of the novel among its readership, as it triggered universally shared 

images of estrangement. 

 

On a distinct line of thought, Selvon alludes to the Bible and the Arthurian legend by the 

very appellations of his characters: Moses and Sir Galahad. Through artful allusions, Samuel 

Selvon's The Lonely Londoners grapples Moses' portrayal in scriptural history and Henry Oliver's 

portrayal in the Legend of the Round Table. Subsequently, the novel builds a piercing outline of 

how the abusive condition of 1950s London influences Moses' and Henry Oliver's lives.  

 

Like his scriptural partner, Moses' unselfishness and his definitive voice add to his 

portrayal as a visionary. As indicated by the Abrahamic religions, Moses (PBUH) valiantly 

drove the Exodus of Israelites from four hundred years of subjugation in Egypt over the Red Sea 

to Mount Sinai where the Ten Commandments were revealed to him from God. 

Correspondingly, Selvon's Moses drives outsiders who gotten away from the financial 

subjugation of the West Indies for the Mother Country. In this specific story, “it is the equivalent 

delicate heart that have [Moses] now on the transport to Waterloo to meet a fellar name Henry 

Oliver. He doesn't know how he was continually getting in position this way, making a 

difference individuals out” (p. 25). Selvon's Moses communicates hesitance like what the 

scriptural Moses (PBUH) felt at the point when God approached him through the consuming 

shrubbery to lead the Israelites.  

 

While Moses' portrayal represents the fallout of foundational segregation, Henry Oliver's 

character improvement in The Lonely Londoners demonstrates the procedure through which 

London's threatening condition decreases foreigners' defiant resolve. After meeting Henry 

Oliver, Moses names him “Sir Galahad” (Selvon, p. 35). In Arthurian legend, Sir Galahad was 

the child of Lancelot and was known as “the most perfect and noblest knight in King Arthur's 

court” (Currin, 2004, p. 12). The possibility of knighthood alone implies the Middle Age 

standards of gallantry, as Henry's relationship with the most noteworthy portrayal of these goals 

coaxes the readers to reason its significance. From Moses' perspective, this unexpected moniker 

features Henry's rashness instead of his fortitude. He considers Henry to be the “sort of fellar 

who does never like individuals to think they unaccustomed to anything, or that they are 

outsiders in a place, or that they don't know where they going” (Selvon, p. 38). At the end of the 

day, Henry's excitement strikes Moses as presumption given his numbness of the societal 

complexities in London. Then again, Henry bears a few likenesses to Sir Galahad when he tells 

Moses: “I know you mean well telling me all of these things, but papa, I want to find out for 

myself'” (p. 41). Despite the fact that reckless, Henry's determination displays his courageous 

want for experience. Like an Arthurian knight, Henry declines to enable the chances to debilitate 

him. 

http://www.awej-tls.org/


AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume, 3 Number 1. February 2019    

The Ghost of Windrush Past: Intertextuality in Sam Selvon’s  Belaid &  Reguig-Mouro                                                   
 

  

Arab World English Journal for Translation & Literary Studies                                                                      

ISSN: 2550-1542 | www.awej-tls.org 
229 

 

 

 

Nevertheless, Henry’s Holy Grail does not transcend the borders of his long-awaited 

city; once he ventures out into London, his courage dissipates. Hence, Sir Galahad's social 

noteworthiness gives an advising complexity to Henry's character. On his approach to anchor a 

vocation, Henry ends up overpowered by the remote condition that he was unprepared to face. 

Around him, Henry saw “a kind of fog hovering...sun shining, but Galahad never see the sun 

look like how it looking now. No heat from it, it just there in the sky like a force-ripe orange. 

When he look up, the colour of the sky so desolate it make him more frighten” (p. 42). The 

inclusion of ‘Galahad’ here instead of Henry's genuine name builds up further how Henry dreads 

the direct opposite of Sir Galahad's legacy, as his mind was crowded with the fateful yet 

metaphorical question: Has Galahad met his Waterloo? While Henry Oliver may not show 

Arthurian dauntlessness, his warm acknowledgment of Moses' direction after this occurrence 

exhibits his valiant nature. All things considered, Henry's communication with London's 

hostility molds him into an increasingly open disciple of Moses' tutelage. 

 

Sam Selvon did not allude only to individuals from the religious or folkloric corpora, but 

he also mediated his ideas of social injustice and discrimination by referring to the legal field, 

namely by the character Bart. The latter tries to pass himself off as a “Latin-American” (p. 46) 

due to his lighter skin. His name hints to one Bartolomeo “Bart” Vanzetti, the companion of 

Nicola Sacco, with whom he was controversially sentenced to death and executed in 1927, after 

an awry armed robbery in the early roaring twenties of America, thus becoming the core of one 

of the largest causes célèbres in modern history. 

 

Bart always attempted to identify with Southern Americans and avoided his black 

companions, he does look around as much as to say: “I here with these boys, but I not one of 

them, look at the colour of my skin”’ (p. 47). The moderately amusing tone offers a path to a 

darker state of mind as Bart experiences racial prejudice, ironically depicted as “the old 

diplomacy” (p. 48). Similarly, historians claim that anti-immigrant bias and the spirit of anti-

Italianism are the main reasons behind Sacco and Vanzetti’s indictment. Furthermore, Bart’s 

increased exposure to discrimination is joined by a physical decay for he refused to eat, 

expressing a manner of protesting against that wrongful practice. This may be a juxtaposition of 

his Italian-born American counterpart’s deeds, as Bart Vanzetti and Nicola Sacco initiated a 

hunger strike in their last year of incarceration. 

 

There is another shift of tone once Bart recoups from his illness, and the focal point of 

the account moves to his fixation on his white girlfriend, Beatrice. The latter disappeared and 

Bart plunged into a desperate search for her. His pointless scan is rendered movingly, with 

elevated feeling and diction, while maintaining the Caribbean colloquial story voice:  

He must be comb the whole of London, looking in the millions of white faces walking down 

Oxford Street, peering into buses, taking tube ride on the Inner Circle just in the hope that he 

might see she. For weeks the old Bart hunt, until he become haggard and haunted (p. 51). 

Beatrice symbolizes Bart Vanzetti’s lost freedom; Both Bart and Vanzetti are in agony and lost 

what they desired the most,  but that agony – as the revolutionary singer Joan Baez chanted in 

her song “Here’s to You” in 1971 – is their triumph. 
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Additionally, the character of Beatrice may speak to a case of the significance of naming 

in the novel in connection to the canonical literary tradition with which it allures. Beatrice 

imparts her name to Dante's (1265– 1321) guide through Paradise in the last book of his epic 

poem “Divine Comedy” (1307– 21). The effect on Bart of his Beatrice's vanishing could be 

regarded as a disruption of Dante's Beatrice job, in that Bart descends into an individual hellfire 

as a result of losing her.   

 

Last but not least, it is noteworthy to indicate that one can observe Selvon’s novel in a 

complex intertextual negotiation with more canonical forms of literature; it encompasses various 

allusions and quotes that hint to famous cases or characters in a variety of fields. Such abundance 

of signs adorned the novel with an extra aesthetic layer; the very same signs are stated by Eco 

in his debut novel The Name of the Rose (1980):  

 

The good of a book lies in its being read. A book is made up of signs that speak of other 

signs, which in their turn speak of things. Without an eye to read them, a book contains 

signs that produce no concepts; therefore it is dumb (p. 255).  

 

An appropriate interpretation of those intertwining signs has shown that Selvon skillfully 

conveyed the themes of alienation, illusion and racial prejudice via the techniques of 

intertextuality. 

 

Conclusion 

This paper provided a survey about intertextuality and attempted to explore the 

intertextual dimensions between The Lonely Londoners and other canonical works using 

allusion and quotation. With that said, one cannot help but assert that Sam Selvon, with his 

Dickensian style and crafty use of both language and dialect, has successfully used the textual 

correlations in The Lonely Londoners as the frisson that kindled the fire of appreciation among 

his readers. It is also worthwhile to mention that just two years after The Lonely Londoners first 

appeared, racial tensions erupted into violence in both Notting Hill in London, and Nottingham; 

a disturbing aspect of the British society that sounds as distant in time as Scrooge’s Ghost of 

Christmas Past, yet, the British people, natives and immigrants, never ceased to have Great 

Expectations for their future.  
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Abstract 

Much has been said about myth, especially in relation to poetry. Contemporary studies have also 

revealed modern poetry’s immense interest in myth. However, only dispersed references to the 

potential impact the use of myth in poetry may have on nationalism have been made. Moreover, 

the complex interweaving of poetry and myth has been probed only in general terms, disregarding 

sundry aspects. Thus, this article investigates some issues pertaining to myth and poetry. 

Specifically, it interrogates the relationship between poetry and myth, both of which are cogently 

interwoven to the extent that we can hardly disassociate them. This interrogation attempts to 

question the role of the ubiquitous presence of myth in the poetry of William Butler Yeats. To 

meet this objective, this article explores the Cuchulain myth in his poems. It contends that Yeats 

uses this myth both as an artistic device that echoes the struggle of Irish nationalists and a means 

that enhances resistance. 
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Introduction 

A myth may encapsulate many of the cardinal values or virtues that characterize a certain culture. 

While the Egyptian Sky God Ruler, Amon-Re, for example, epitomizes fertility, the Norse God, 

Balder, personifies light and purity. Similarly, Marduk the Babylonian, Zeus the Greek, Jupiter the 

Roman, Dagda the Celtic, Indra Vishnu Shiva the Indian, and many other mythical figures, 

permeated the past and may be ubiquitous in literature. This ubiquity stands for humans’ need to 

understand an outwardly mysterious world. Though they appertain to different historical eras and 

various geographical settings, myths share a common search for understanding. 

 

Despite its complexity, a myth is a simple and down-to-earth tool. It is a tool since it aims 

at understanding the mysteries that govern the world; since it attempts to appease the potential fear 

that may torment humans as tormented creatures doomed to suffer; since, most importantly, it 

conveys the general truths that characterize a particular culture.  The use of myth may also stand 

for an unconscious human drive, or rather need, to explore the paranormal as a means to get rid of 

the bitter monotony of the normal. 

 

      Such tormenting worries, infinite questions, and incessant attempts have resulted in 

countless myths that have gradually enriched universal culture. Due to the variety and boundless 

questions the former point raises, this article will content itself with studying myth in poetry. It 

will, though, cast light on some of the prevailing functions of myth; more light will be thrown on 

the way Yeats employs myth, particularly Cuchulain myth, in his poems. Any related or subsidiary 

issues will be fertile ground for investigation. 

 

Myth’s Multitudinous Functions 

A myth is an ancient story told to explain natural phenomena or delineate the genesis of a people.  

Hamilton (1982) elucidates that myth is an: 

  

explanation of something in nature; how, for instance, any and everything in the universe 

came into existence: men, animals, this or that tree or flower, the sun, the moon, the stars, 

storms, eruptions, earthquakes, all that is and all that happens. (p. 19) 

 

A substantial myth, accordingly, is the one that tries to answer man’s questions. It is 

neither a sacred book nor a historical record, but an echo of ceaseless human endeavors 

to explain what surpasses the ordinary. This is why most myths are full of redoubtable 

creatures, amorphous beasts, deformed bodies, anomalous events, and wrathful gods 

and goddesses. 

 

      This omnipresence mirrors a fervent desire to know everything. The creation, for instance, 

has fed humans’ imagination and propelled them to explore several punctilious methods for the 

sake of understanding. The result of such an ardent determination is the invention of narratives as 

diverse as those miscellaneous questions for the sake of unveiling the “natural, social, cultural, and 

biological facts” (“Myth and Mythology”, 1985, p. 711). This is regardless of both space and time, 

for the primary function of a myth is an explanation. In this vein, John Milton (1608-1674) 

http://www.awej-tls.org/


AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume, 3 Number 1. February 2019    

 The Cuchulain Myth in the Poetry of W. B. Yeats                                                     Touzani                                                         
 

  

Arab World English Journal for Translation & Literary Studies                                                                      

ISSN: 2550-1542 | www.awej-tls.org 
234 

 

 

 

expounds: “First there was Chaos, the vast immeasurable abyss / Outrageous as a sea, dark, 

wasteful, wild” (as cited in Hamilton, 1982, p. 63). These lines show the Greek thoughts regarding 

the beginning of the world, the Creation. In the inception, there was nothing but “Chaos,” silence, 

nothingness; then, the miracle took place. Aristophanes, the Greek poet, explains: 

 

   ... Black-winged Night 

Into the bosom of Erebus dark and deep 

Laid a wind-born egg, and as the seasons rolled 

Forth sprang Love, the longed-for, shining, with 

wings of gold. (cited in Hamilton, 1982, p. 63) 

 

Thanks to the birth of “Love,” “Chaos” fell apart paving the way for light. Hesiod, the Greek poet, 

throws light on what came after.  He expounds:  

 

    Earth, the beautiful, rose up, 

Broad-bosomed, she that is the steadfast base 

Of all things. And fair Earth first bore 

The starry Heaven, equal to herself, 

To cover her on all sides and to be 

A home forever for the blessed gods. (cited in Hamilton, 1982, p. 64) 

 

The myth here fulfils the function of explanation. The Hellenic myth in the preceding lines, as well 

as in other Roman, Norse, or Celtic narratives, revolves, most of the time, around explaining the 

origin of the world. 

 

      Once this puzzle is demystified, other interests take place and lay bare themselves to the 

outside world. The function, therefore, shifts enormously to play social and cultural roles 

embedded in reinforcing, strengthening and disseminating a culture’s beliefs and customs. 

 

      Understanding the world and how it functions is therefore not everything, for myth offers 

certain ideologies hidden in a narrative form whose main function is to protect the self through 

defending the cultural characteristics of a certain community. In addition, the myth remains fraught 

with elements that can be shaped to meet infinite human needs. Here, myth presents itself as a way 

of thinking. Raffaele Pettazzoni, the historian of religion, presents mythical thinking to be “at once 

logical and illogical, rational and irrational, encompassing the totality of modes of human 

awareness … myths arise from the human situation in a particular cultural-historical context” 

(cited in Long, 1983, pp. 702-703). Such a “situation,” he explains, is all the time replete with 

“existential anxiety,” which requires a sort of emotional or rather intellectual discharge manifested 

in the creation of myth. In order to cast more light on this issue, Pettazzoni distinguishes three 

levels of cultural development. The first phase covers the “hunting and gathering” stage; the 

second encompasses the “agricultural stage, which ushers in ‘civilization’,” while the third 

comprises “more complex forms of “agricultural stage” (cited in Long, 1983, p. 703). Each of the 

aforementioned stages owns a number of myths characterized by a set of dominant features of the 
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era; that is to say, “animal myths in the first stage, fertility myths in the second, and savior myths 

in the third” (cited in Long, 1983, p. 703). This categorization shows that each stage has its own 

myths, whose functions and contents are inspired by the main worries of the inventors, or 

mythmakers, and tainted by their perspectives towards the outside world which is, in itself, affected 

by the overwhelming interests of the concerned era. 

 

      There are other functions whose degree of importance remains somewhat relative due to 

the absence of consensus on the value and role of myth. Despite this relativity, the common and 

preponderant one is this remarkable propensity to explain the rules that govern the existence of 

both humans and the world. This role is apparently central regardless of the type and stage of each 

myth. Yet, this necessitates studying the relation of myth to form. This relation will constitute the 

main topic of the second part of this article. 

 

Myth in/and Poetry 

A quick review of mythology reveals that almost each great literary work, basically the classics, 

is marked by a wide and rich presence of myth through interweaving plots and characters with 

mythical deities and paranormal events in spite of the genre of the work. However, poetry has also 

been the main medium noted by its profuse functions. In addition to its basic role as an artistic 

genre par excellence, poetry plays a critical role through putting a premium on both the function 

and value of myth. 

 

      Thus, how does poetry deal with myth and to what extent does it succeed in dealing with 

major myths that characterize a certain historical era? To shed more light on this issue, the present 

section will cover two eras. While the first part regards conventional poetry, the second one tackles 

modern poetry. 

 

      There is broad consensus about the close relationship between poetry and myth. The latter 

is used in poetry more than any other genre. Poetry, as Vincent Buckley (1983) points out, is the 

“most myth-saturated of all the artistic forms” (p. 259). This has always been the case be it in the 

past or in the present. Ancient Greeks, for instance, portrayed their most important concerns in 

poetry. When those concerns were dealt with or transmitted through sculpture or painting, “their 

outlook was still largely shaped by their poetical education and the principles which it implied” 

(Bowra, 1957, p. 177). Since myth reflected a colossal part of the Greek concerns, it was 

automatically and artistically incorporated in their poetry.  

 

      By the same token, it is thanks to Ovid, the Roman poet, that classical Latin myths have 

survived and inspired numerous generations afterwards. There are, certainly, other ancient writers 

and poets whose contributions are of great importance; yet, Ovid is comparatively the leader, if 

not the pioneer. Ovid wrote his tales during the reign of Augustus, the Roman Emperor, and it is 

noticeable that his tales are told at great length and that they cover nearly all the myths that existed 

and which might be reported by other poets or writers. 
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      However, it is important to mention Ovid’s own point of view regarding the myths he 

reported in his poetry. He wrote: “I prate of ancient poets’ monstrous lies, / Ne’er seen or now or 

then by human eyes” (cited in Hamilton, 1982, p. 21). Yet, he tried to mollify his readers: “Never 

mind how silly they are. I will dress them up so prettily for you that you will like them” (cited in 

Hamilton, 1982, p. 21). His way of dressing those myths is very successful though he did not 

personally believe in what he reported. The same tales, however, represented mere reality for other 

ancient Greek poets, such as Hesiod and Pindar. The former claimed that the Muses told him: “We 

know how to tell falsehoods like the truth, and we know, when we choose, how to speak the truth” 

(Bowra, 1957, p. 145). It is, accordingly, a tough task to make a clear-cut demarcation between 

truth and reality when one deals with a subject as dubious as this. Despite the aforementioned, 

Ovid’s contributions are of great value; the focal point remains the same notwithstanding the 

obvious ambiguity generated owing to the previous discordant views: poetry is a conspicuously 

efficient means to deal with the endless concerns that hinge on a myth. 

 

      In addition to Ovid, other ancient poets expressed the same concerns in their poetry, the 

most important of whom is undoubtedly Homer, who is particularly known by his eminent works 

The Iliad and The Odyssey. These works are replete with events related to Troy. In contrast with 

Ovid who did not believe in the stories he reported, Homer’s position towards this subject remains 

unknown. Yet, the early Greeks believed that poetry should carry a certain element of truth (Bowra, 

1957, p. 145). 

 

      Another great poet is Hesiod known particularly by his two poems “Works and Days” and 

“Theogony.” Unlike the first poem which attempts to show human beings how to live a good life 

while enmeshed in the web of a rough world, the second one concerns mythology par excellence. 

This poem reflects Hesiod’s questions about the creation of the world as well as the generation of 

the gods. It is, in other words, an early attempt to understand the nature of whatever surrounds the 

existence of human beings. 

 

     Pindar’s position in ancient Greek poetry is also an interesting one. Pindar’s odes are very 

famous; they were written during the splendid national festivals the Greeks organized in honor of 

the winners. The recurrent motif in those odes is a myth. Yet, what is noticeable about his poetry 

and his use of myth appertains to his diligent efforts to report no stories apart from those he 

believed in. If, for instance, a  

 

story told that Apollo heard some news from a raven, Pindar corrected it; for he knew that 

Apollo, the lord of prophecy, needed no raven to tell him anything. He felt, indeed, that the 

old stories contained much that was false, and that is why he was never fully sympathetic 

to Homer. Of whom he says: ‘On his falsehood [Homer’s] and his winged cunning / A 

majesty lies. Art tricks and deceives us with tales. / And blind is the heart of the multitude 

of men.  (Bowra, 1957, p. 145)  
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Despite this comparatively acerbic remark, both Pindar and Homer are two foremost figures and 

major representatives of ancient Greek poetry whose basic feature is the use of myth regardless of 

its relative degree of credibility. 

 

     There are many other ancient Greek poets, like Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides; Latin as 

Apuleius who is the only writer who tells the famous story of Cupid and Psyche; and Roman like 

Catullus and Horace, both of whom incorporate myth in their poetry though in different ways. 

These poets, the aforementioned ones, and others deal with myth as any other component of the 

daily. What matters is not the credibility of a certain reported myth but, rather, the frequent 

presence of myth as a recurrent motif in ancient poetry, basically Greek poetry, as the present 

section has attempted to show. The foregoing facts display that the use of myth in ancient poetry 

tends to report facts said to have happened in a timeless past rather than to comment on or allude 

to them in a symbolic way. This statement gives birth to a new question which concerns the 

function of myth in modern poetry. 

 

      If the main feature that characterizes the use of myth in ancient poetry is most of the time 

mere reporting of old stories and events, recent poetic trends have altered their use of myth. Myth, 

for instance, is a motif in Milton’s poems. Paradise Lost, as an example, is laden with numerous 

myths thanks to the poem’s 

 

rich deployment of classical mythology [which] comes dangerously close to the sort of 

embellishment where the familiar references require the stock response, although that 

response implies a highly civilized pleasure in the reference for its own sake, a form of 

connoisseurship. (Righter, 1957, p. 27)  

 

For instance, John Milton’s following verses are emblematic of this concern: 

  Nightly I visit: nor sometimes forget 

 

  Those other two equalled with me in fate, 

  So were I equalled with them in renown. 

  Blind Thamyris and blind Maeonides, 

 

  And Tiresias and Phineus, prophets old. (cited in Lerner, 1975, p. 84) 

The poet employs classical mythology as he compares himself to “Thamyris”, “Phineus”, 

“Maeonides”, and “Tiresias,” the prophet believed to foretell the future. The presence of these 

names in this poem, unlike the erstwhile poets, aims at enriching, enforcing or exercising a certain 

impact, or a “sort of embellishment” as Righter explains. 

 

      Moreover, one can refer to Barthes who goes farther when he avows that any literary work 

will have its own mythical scope due to its presence as a form of speech. Quite similarly, Righter 

explains that it is used deliberately as a “means of depending and enriching a poem or narrative” 

(Righter, 1957, p. 28). A conspicuous example can be found in modern literature in general, for 

most writers use myth to enrich their works. Yeats, for example, as will be clarified in the next 
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part of this article, profits a lot from the richness and variety of classical and Irish myths, all of 

which offer various dormant potentialities. 

 

     Another noticeable idea concerning the use of myth in modern poetry is the role of what may 

be termed “individualism.” There are many uses of myth in modern poetry; yet, each poem 

incorporates myth individually. Each poet’s inclusion of any myth is based upon the personal 

choice to rework the available elements so as to create a poem tainted by their own vision. The 

poems of both Eliot and Yeats are frequently marked by the presence of myth. Yet, one cannot say 

that these poets’ choice is methodical in spite of the presence of a set of common traits. Righter 

(1957) elucidates:  

 

First, whatever his purpose, point of view or whatever his historical source, for any writer 

his myth is inevitably chosen in response to the spiritual condition of modern man, to the 

very fact of existence in a post-mythological age. Second, it is a characteristic feature of 

such an age that no particular body of myth comes to hand naturally. (pp. 37-38)  

 

That is to say, if Ovid, Pindar, and Hesiod use myth in their poems to satisfy the immature needs 

of the premature or the “primitive” man, modern poets do the same through their assiduous 

attempts to meet modern concerns of the modern man through inventing new and congruous 

methods. Modern poets, for example, reshape myths to go with the new era and satisfy the new 

worries of the modern man. The variety of such methods emerges from the richness and multitude 

of those queries and depends on the individual perspective of the poet. The next part of this paper 

will investigate the motives of a famous poet, Yeats, in order to contextualize the presence of myth 

in his poetry. 

 

Yeats, Poetry, and Myth 

Yeats is a prominent figure in the Irish literary scene. His prolific pen and dexterous mastery 

touches almost every literary field. Yet, the most important point is his fervent belief that art and 

literature should serve the national interests of the country they belong to. This explains the 

presence of such beliefs that are scattered throughout his writings including both plays and poems. 

Most remarkably, he even “urged Irish writers to use Irish landscape, to take themes from Irish 

legends and sagas, to saturate their work in whatever was local and therefore intimate” (Ellmann, 

1983, p. 659). 

 

      Similarly, The Wandering of Oisin and Other Poems (1889), The Land of Heat’s Desire 

(1894), and The Wind Among the Reeds (1894) constitute his collections of his early poems based 

on his knowledge of Irish national heritage and his charming interest in mysticism. The Celtic 

Twilight, published in 1893, comes to crown his knowledge and interest. Additionally, and like 

many other Irish poets, his works aim at resisting each agenda that tends to swallow Irish national 

characteristics. This gives birth to his “insistence on a new narrative for his people, his anger at 

England’s schemes for Irish partition” (Said, 1994, p. 280). In his poem “Under Ben Bulben,” 

Yeats calls: 

  Irish poets, learn your trade, 
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  Sing whatever is well made, 

  Scorn the sort now growing up 

  All out of shape from the toe to top, 

  Their unremembering hearts and heads 

  Base-born products of base beds. (cited in Abrams, 1993, p. 1896)  

 

Obviously, Yeats follows suit. In “A Coat” his insistence and reliance on the presence of myth are 

conspicuous and direct: “I made my song a coat / Covered with embroideries / out of old 

mythologies” (cited in Abrams, 1993, p. 1896). His determination to benefit from the rich inherited 

local stock of folktales, legends and myths aims at creating a “coherent myth and indirectly a 

national continuity of feeling, a sense of national identity in depth” (Righter, 1957, p. 30). In “An 

Irish Literature”, Yeats affirms that the fountainhead of this determination is his belief in his 

foremost task to play an efficient role in enriching the “national literature” that would make 

“Ireland beautiful in the memory” (cited in Abrams, 1993, p. 1900). 

 

      Consequently, “The Madness of King Goll,” whose original title is “An Irish Legend,” 

and as the title shows, is based upon a local legend which reports the story of the madness of an 

old Irish king who hid himself in a valley in Cork like all other Irish madmen. The same thing 

applies to “Who Goes with Fergus?” which deals with the Irish king Fergus who voluntarily gave 

up his throne to Conchubar. “The Wild Swans at Coole” makes direct reference to Baile and Aillin; 

the myth says that both of them changed to swans. The same theme is found in an earlier poem, 

“Baile and Aillinn,” published in 1903. 

 

      Additionally, various mythical figures, either Roman or Greek, are widely scattered in his 

other poems. For instance, Venus, the Roman goddess of love and beauty, is referred to in “A 

Prayer for My Daughter” as “that great Queen, that rose out of the spray” (Cited in Abrams, 1993, 

p. 1882). His poem “Leda and the Swan” published in 1923 goes back to the Greek myth and to 

Zeus whose visit to Leda resulted in the birth of both Helen and Clytemnestra –in another version 

of Helen and Pollux (Hamilton, 1982, p. 41). The outcome of this birth is annihilation. In the same 

poem, “Leda and the Swan,” Yeats writes: “A shudder in the loins engenders there / The broken 

wall, the burning roof and tower / And Agamemnon dead” (cited in Abrams, 1993, p. 1884). Helen 

is also referred to, though indirectly, in his poem “Among School Children” where the poet dreams 

of “a Leaden body” (cited in Abrams, 1993, p. 1885). She is also mentioned in “Long-Legged Fly” 

published in 1937. 

 

      As this section has tried to show, Yeats refers to various myths including Greek, Roman 

and Irish, all of which are beautifully interwoven with his verses. Yet, one of his most eminent and 

most myth-saturated poems is undoubtedly “The Second Coming.” This work, which shows the 

poet’s position towards the “falling apart” of civilization, interweaves the Biblical myth with the 

Greek one. 

 

     As far as the first myth is concerned, Yeats uses many chapters of the Bible such as Revelation 

and Matthew 24; he uses “twice … the standard locution for announcing the vision of the day of 
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horror, is ‘at hand,’ to start the visionary second stanza” (Purdy, 1994, p. 75). The presence of the 

locution “is at hand” twice in the poem converges with the Biblical myth as it reminds the reader 

of the Bible which uses the same phrase twenty times. 

 

      In the same poem, Yeats also presents an emotive image of a “shape with lion body and 

the head of a man” (cited in Abrams, 1993, p. 1881). This horrific presentation is reminiscent of 

both Biblical and Greek myths. The first one refers to Ezekiel’s story in the Bible which mentions 

a daemonic creature that owns “four different faces: a human face in front, a lion’s face at the right, 

a bull’s face at the left, and an eagle’s face at the back” (Good News Bible, 1979, p. 799). The 

same image appears in Daniel’s book when Daniel dreams of: 

 

Four huge beasts came up out of the ocean, each one different from the others. The first 

one looked like a lion, but had wings like an eagle … the second beast looked like a bear 

standing on its hind legs. It was holding three ribs between its teeth … [The  third] 

looked like a leopard, but on its back there were four wings, the wings of a bird, and it 

had four heads … [The fourth] was powerful, horrible, terrifying. With its huge iron teeth 

it crushed its victims, and then it trampled on them. Unlike the other beasts, it had ten horns 

… (Good News Bible, 1979, p. 862) 

 

Like the poet’s “sight” which is troubled by the appearance of the deformed creature, Daniel is 

taken aback by these creatures that loom unexpectedly from the ocean. 

 

      The second source from which Yeats derives the image of the beast is the Greek myth 

presented in Oedipus the King written by Sophocles. This monstrous creature, the Sphinx, is the 

“daughter of Echidna and Orthus or Typhon,” it owns wings, a woman’s head, and a lion’s body 

(Mercantante, 1988, p. 597). It is also called Cherubim, “the Hebrew plural of ‘cherub’” 

(Browning, 1996, p. 391). The latter “occurs 91 times in the Hebrew Bible. It denotes the Israelite 

counterpart of the Sphinx known from the pictorial art of the ancient Near East” (Toorn, Becking, 

& Host, 1995, p. 362). According to this myth, the mission of the Sphinx was to destroy Thebans 

because of their inability to solve her inscrutable conundrums which propelled most people to 

remain inside Thebes. Her riddle was: “What creature … goes on four feet in the morning, on two 

at noonday, on three in the evening?” (Hamilton, 1982, p. 257). This riddle stood as the 

fountainhead of death, but Oedipus, being quite a wise man, defeated her. “Man,” he said. “In 

childhood he creeps on hands and feet; in the manhood he walks erect; in old age he helps himself 

with a staff” (Hamilton, 1982, p. 25). This poem, like many others, shows his “interest in mystic 

religion and the supernatural,” both of which serve him enormously since they simplify his task 

thanks to the limitless symbolic richness each source offers (Drabble, 1995, p. 1104). The effect 

of the use of both Biblical and Greek myths is commensurate with that of another national myth, 

the Cuchulain. The way Yeats deals with this myth in his poetry and its dimensions compose the 

main concern of the last part of this article. 
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 Yeats and the Cuchulain Myth 

  Cuchulain is one of the main heroes in Irish mythology. Yeats employs this figure quite frequently 

in most of his works, including both poems and plays. The former category contains “The Death 

of the Cuchulain,” (1892) which was rewritten as “Cuchulain’s Fight with the Sea” (1915), and 

“Cuchulain Comforted” (1939) whose original title is “The Death of the Cuchulain.” The latter, 

which refers to the second category, includes On Baile’s Strand (1903), The Goldon Helmet 

(1908), At the Hawk’s Well (1916) and The Only Jealousy of Emer (1919). The poet’s use of the 

Cuchulain myth in these works shows his endeavors to profit from the empowering capacities 

national heroic characters offer. 

 

      The Cuchulain myth revolves around Cuchulain, one of the main heroes of Ulster cycle in 

Irish mythology. Cuchulain, as he appears in this cycle, is the “son of Dechtire, sister of King 

Conchobar of Ulster, and the son god Lug” (“Cu Chulain”, 1983, p. 308). His beauty and strength 

are described as incomparable. His real name is Setanta whereas Cuchulain (“watchdog of 

Cullan”) was given to him as a result of his bravery which enabled him to kill a savage watchdog 

and take care of guarding the house and the kingdom in its place (“Cu Chulain”, 1983, p. 308). 

During the Cattle Raid of Cooley (Tain Bo Cualnge), Maeve, Queen Medb of Connaught, made 

an effort to steal the supernatural brown bull of Ulster. Cuchulain, however, stood by his 

countrymen, resisted the attack alone thanks to his immunity to the magic spell which engulfed 

the entire country and rendered the Irish no more than prisoners of their debility (“Cu Chulain”, 

1983, p. 308). This brave and glorious image characterizes Cuchulain’s presence in each work 

which deals with this outstanding hero, be it prose or poetry. 

 

      Cuchulain, the champion of Ulster, appears in many stories and versions all of which are 

fraught with deeds and signs of incontrovertible gallantry reminiscent of classical myths. Yeats, 

by the same token, devotes a number of his poems to this Irish hero. In “The Secret Rose,” the 

main concern of Yeats is the idea of beauty embedded in and symbolized by the “Rose.” In this 

poem, like in “The Rose of the World,” Yeats talks more precisely about the platonic idea of 

beauty. Beauty, he writes, is a “secret rose,” an “inviolate” one; it is something which people seek 

everywhere in “the Holy Sepulchre,” in the “wine-vat,” and “among pale eyelids”; its “leaves 

enfold” everyone, ranging from the “ancient beards,” “king Conchubar” to Cuchulain who “met 

Fand walking among flaming dew / By a grey shore where the wind never blew, / And lost the 

world and Emer for a kiss” (cited in Abrams, 1993, p. 1870). Cuchulain’s presence in this poem is 

entirely symbolic. Its weight is nearly equal to that of Conchubar. Yet, the presence of both 

characters is quite significant. Yeats deals here with a neoplatonic idea and yet he makes use of 

the Irish heritage to remind the reader of the Irish heroes: Conchubar, Cuchulain, and Caoilte who 

“drove the gods out of their liss” (cited in Abrams, 1993, p. 1870). The same hero, Cuchulain, 

fulfills the same symbolic function in his poem “The Circuss Animals’ Desertion.” Yeats writes: 

“And when the Fool and Blind Man stole the bread / Cuchulain fought the ungovernable sea” (cited 

in Abrams, 1993, p. 1894). Thus is Cuchulain, brave, shining, and ready to stand in front of each 

threatening danger. 
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Rafroidi clarifies that Cuchulain is a “rediscovery of the Romantic period,” found particularly in 

Charlotte Brooke’s Reliques (1983, p. 137). The latter contains rich references to “Conloch” or 

“the Lamentation of the Cucullin over the body of his son Conloch” (Rafroidi, 1983, p. 137). 

Though some writers, especially poets, concentrate more on the sentimental sides of such heroes 

and avoid, either intentionally or unintentionally, the other sides particularly the tragic one, other 

poets, such as Austin Clarke, do not: 

 

  Terrible within the West! 

  Flaming among those kingdomless sea-mountains, 

  And bound by storm against the stupendous cliffs, 

  Forth sprang Love, the longed-for, shining, with 

  Cuchullin shone! (cited in Rafroidi, 1983, p. 137) 

 

Rafroidi (1983) elucidates that great mythical names, and down to John Millington Synge, are 

female such as Roisin Dubh, Kathleen niHoulihan, and Deirdre of the Sorrows. Thus, for 

“Cuchulain to come to his own again required a wider and more profound knowledge and a 

popularization of his high deeds, together with an adequation of his destiny to the tendencies, 

experiences and needs of a different generation” (p. 138). 

 

      The Cuchulain poems of Yeats, especially “Cuchulain’s Fight with the Sea,” fall under this 

category. This poem interweaves “knowledge,” which Yeats finds in Standish James O’Grady’s 

History of Ireland, with “popularization” demonstrated in the main objective of writing this 

particular poem. The poem describes the heroic deeds of Cuchulain redolent of the poet’s belief in 

his primary task to make the old Irish heroes alive again, heroes such as Fion and Oisin. 

 

      Such endeavors to rediscover Irish heroes aimed at giving a push to the literary movement 

in an era of intense turmoil manifested in the provoking position the British Empire took towards 

Ireland. The success of the literary movement, fomented by the rediscovery and, henceforth, the 

“popularization” of the Cuchulain myth is what Ireland needed then. Like the Siegfried myth which 

met Germany’s ardent thirst for a hero to face the French, the rediscovery of the Cuchulain myth 

was received with feelings of great approval and splendid comfort, for its representation restored 

the Irish national dignity. For example, George Russell’s reaction to such a noteworthy rediscovery 

is an interesting one since he compares this rebirth with a man “who suddenly feels ancient 

memories rushing at him, and knows he was born in a royal house, that he had mixed with the 

mighty of heaven and earth and had the very noblest companions” (Rafroidi, 1983, p. 139). 

      

The difference, however, lies in reception itself. Rafroidi (1983) states:  

 

Thus did Yeats reinvent Cuchulain not only for self-expression but also 

as the ritual of lost faith, in the hope of re-creating a heroic age for 

Ireland and resuscitating an all-round, Parnell-like chief: ‘warrior, 

aristocrat, political leader and visionary’. (p. 142).  
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As a poet, one of the major tasks of Yeats is to contrive to nurture those diligent efforts whose 

target is to promote the representative and symbolic functions of the rediscovered myth as an initial 

step towards “re-creating” a comparatively similar era. Then would come the role of the politician, 

the nationalist, the rebel, and why not the layman? The sole discrepancy resides here. For example, 

Patrick Pearse, a schoolmaster, a poet, and a leader in the movement which attempted to restore 

the Gaelic language in Ireland, showed a different stand. Pearse “finally identifies himself with the 

hero in action instead of merely indulging a nostalgic mood, thus transmuting myth into an active, 

present force; before being ‘changed, changed utterly’ through martyrdom” (Rafroidi, 1983, p. 

142). This comparatively unforeseen “martyrdom” was literally instigated by his daring 

“identification” with Ulster’s champion. The latter’s overwhelming and empowering inspiration 

changed Pearse’s prosperous life totally devoted to fight British hegemony. Actually, it put an end 

to it in 1916. 

 

      In fact, Easter Monday of 1916 is a memorable day in Irish history, for it witnessed the 

start of a new phase of Irish national struggle against the British government. The latter was taken 

aback by an audacious insurrection launched by Irish nationalists. The revolt, though supported by 

Germany, proved to be mere fiasco and culminated in the execution of a number of mutinous 

nationalists such as Thomas MacDonagh and Major John MacBride in addition to the leaders of 

the rebellion, Patrick Pearse and James Connolly. The impact of such a bloody execution was 

saliently tremendous on Yeats, for it “moved him deeply after an initial shock of horror, when he 

thought it had destroyed his own life’s work” (Lyons, 1983, p. 217). Such agony, increased by his 

personal acquaintance with the main executed rebels, gave birth to his remarkable poem “Easter 

1916.” The latter mirrors, in a pitiful and detailed way, the whole scene starting from the incipient 

stages of the ambitious and courageous rising to the bloody aftermath shown in the ferocity of the 

intolerable execution of the freedom-seeking men. 

 

      Thus is the effect of the regeneration of the Cuchulain myth. It has always been the same. 

Cultural components, including myths, legends, folktales, rituals, beliefs and customs, compose 

most of the time the fountainhead of any heroic indulgence in the national interests of one’s own 

country. They do not only move and enhance a nation’s collective consciousness but, most 

importantly, they push it to take a positive stand. 

 

      The foregone has attempted to shed light on the functions and reception of Cuchulain myth, 

whose rediscovery in the beginning of the nineteenth century has redirected the intention of the 

concerned parties to the affluent aspects of a once influential, shining and inspiring heroic star. 

This reappearance in Ireland was necessary, if not mandatory, in a turbulent age whose main 

characteristic was political chaos engendered by a seemingly insidious imperial hegemony 

governed, indeed, by greedy and bigoted mentalities and policies. This chaotic disorder, lumping 

together freedom seekers and trouble makers and arrogantly repudiating to see the clear-cut 

discrepancy between them, paved the way for an effective presence of this myth, nourished the 

great and endless expectations of liberty worshippers, accentuated their fierce fight against 

freedom antagonists and led them, ultimately, to sacrifice their lives as a result of their axiomatic 

contravention. 
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Conclusion 

Nowadays, thrown in a topsy-turvy era noted by its bloody fatuous fights that make humanity on 

the verge of utter anarchy, new questions loom large to everyone since the turmoil that gives birth 

to those queries is no longer esoteric. Each worried member of society, especially the poet, is aware 

that there are few opportunities in front of human beings in an increasingly demythologized age. 

Within such circumstances, what can the revival of any myth, be it Greek, Roman, Irish, or Indian, 

represent? Each myth, no matter how preposterous it might seem, is indeed replete with 

empowering capacities that can fuel the daunted, the despaired and the difficult as the case with 

Patrick Pearse whose identification with the Irish hero pushed him to sacrifice his life for the sake 

of the inalienable prerogatives of his country. Such a wonderful national accomplishment, as it is 

reported in one of the best poems of Yeats, “Easter 1916,” is just an example since, historically 

speaking, there are many other cases. 

 

      Therefore, the current era necessitates the revival of the traditional interest in the study of 

cultural and national representatives, some of whom, if not the majority, are found in the rich stock 

of myths of each nation. This resuscitating, or awakening, if accompanied by the necessary means 

and carried by the appropriate capacities, will be sufficient as it will positively affect the dormant 

potentialities who will voluntarily take part in disseminating and enriching the multi-dimensional 

roles of those cultural and national myth-saturated representatives ripe for fulfilling the same 

functions as they have done all over the years. As a poet, whose borrowed references are frequently 

mythical, Yeats believes in a second chance, may be in his own Godot. He says: “Surely some 

revelation is at hand; / Surely the Second Coming is at hand” (cited in Abrams, 1993, p. 1896). Is 

it really “at hand”? 
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Abstract 

The plays of George Bernard Shaw offer criticism of modern societies and especially the 

glorification of war as in Arms and the Man. The present study investigates the usefulness of the 

application of Michael Halliday’s (2014) concept of “register” to Shaw’s Arms and the Man and 

uses a stylistic reading of the play to show how the term could yield important findings in the 

underlying meaning of the play. The research intends to identify the major components: field, tenor 

and mode in the play. The study shows that the concept of “register” can be applied to literary texts 

to explore the hidden meanings of the text and especially in Arms and the Man which deals with 

the glorification of war by statesmen.  The present study highlights the role of the concept of 

register in shedding light on literary texts especially modern plays. It offers a new reading of the 

play because the linguistic aspects are a reflection of the depth of the underlying meanings of the 

literary text. The study recommends that the concept of register should be used by literary critics 

as a means of literary analysis. 
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Introduction: 

George Bernard Shaw’s Arms and the Man received mixed critical since its production in 1894 

(Weintraub, 1992, p. 65). The play was published under the title “Pleasant Plays” and critics 

considered it as “Shaw’s first ‘pleasant’ play” (Di Yanni, 2005, p.  1291).  Srinivas (2014) 

discusses the importance and significance of the play as well as other plays by George Bernard 

Shaw in “The Early Plays of George Bernard Shaw: An Analysis.” Siddiqui and Raza’s (2012) 

study “Realism in Arms and the Man: A Comparative Study- Realism and Idealism” claim that 

Arms and the Man is a realistic play because of its elements (P. 48). In another study entitled 

“Sexism or Gender Differentiation and Class Differentiation in George Bernard Shaw’s Arms and 

the Man” the critical opinion focuses on “class and gender differentiation in George Bernard 

Shaw’s play Arms and the Man and find the disadvantages of these differences in society” 

(Azizmohammadi & Zohreh, 2014, p. 6).  Hasim’s (2015) study also entitled “The Defense 

Mechanism of Raina Petkoff in George Bernard Shaw’s Arms and the Man Play: A Psychoanalytic 

Approach” is a study that offers a psychoanalytical reading of Arms and the Man, and its purpose 

is “to analyze the major character’s personality based on the structural elements and 

psychoanalytic perspective of Sigmund Freud” (P.3). The present study investigates the major 

themes of Shaw’s Arms and the Man by applying Michael Halliday's concept of “register.” 

Moreover, a stylistic approach is important because literary stylistics is considered as synonymous 

to literary criticism and might yield a more accurate analysis of the power of language in giving 

meaning (Ogunsiji, Dauda, Daniel &Yakubu, 2013, p. 17). Thus, the study of the play from a 

stylistic perspective reveals the complexity of the play and its cultural appeal to a universal and 

international public. 

 

Bernard Shaw’s Arms and the Man: 

Bernard Shaw’s Arms and the Man is a distinguished play in terms of its themes and language. 

Greenblatt asserts that George Bernard Shaw “created a drama of ideas, in which his characters 

strenuously argue points of view that justify their social positions” (Greenblatt, 2006, p.1745).  

The play extensively uses figures of speech and symbols.  There is also the presence of many 

dialects that enrich the play. Moreover, the language of drama is different from other genres 

because it is not like poetry or fiction, as it is “designed to present its statements in a combination 

of action and words” (Ogunsiji, et al., 2013, p.  61). Therefore, a stylistic analysis will provide a 

better understanding of the underlying meaning of the text.  

 

George Bernard Shaw’s Arms and the Man can be understood by applying the concept of 

“register” as devised by Michael Halliday which is “defined as a ‘variety of language, 

corresponding to a variety of situations’” (as cited in Lukin et al., 2011, p. 187). This concept is 

helpful is analyzing Arms and the Man because it forms a link between literature and linguistics 

by focusing on the linguistic aspect of the text to yield meaning. The play is a skillful drama 

because it relies heavily on the use of language in moving the action forward. Moreover, the play 

is an example of how Halliday saw the concept and how “The development of the concept of 

register reflects a need to explain variation according to use and arises from a concern with the 

importance of language in action” (Lukin et al., 2011, p. 190). Drama is in its essence relies on a 

writer who intends to compose a play not only for reading but for acting, which means that the 
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words used should convey a sense of action. Therefore, a stylistic analysis becomes important 

because a significant element in a drama is dialogue and it is vital to show a dynamic interpretation 

of the internal struggles and intellectual ideas of the play. 

 

 Pragmatic stylistics involves an analysis of two levels: lexical-semantic level and syntactic 

level. Under the lexical-semantic level, an analysis deals mainly with word choice. A stylistic 

analysis also examines the communicative situation, talk turns, ellipsis, conjunction, lexical 

cohesion reference (which includes anaphoric and cataphoric). Moreover, the syntactic level 

involves defining sentences in terms of simple, compound, complex, and compound- complex 

sentences. Therefore, the lexical-semantic level and the syntactic level provide a comprehensive 

analysis of the text and a better understanding of audiences or readers. Arms and the Man is 

classified under “Pleasant Plays” (Srinivas, 2014, p. 159) because the play includes a sense of 

humor. The language is more complex and sophisticated to the general audiences of the theater. It 

presents to the reader and spectator an intellectual sensation. An analysis using the concept of 

"register" by Michael Halliday can be useful because “register” involves a study of “a variety 

according to use in the sense that each speaker has a range of varieties and chooses between them 

at different times” (Ogunsiji, et al., 2013, p. 99). In the play, for example, the mother, Catherine, 

uses a different dialect when she speaks according to the addressee and her actions are typical of 

some people who use different dialects and her “register” varies according to “topic, setting, 

participants, medium, etc” (Ogunsiji, et al., 2013: 98). Similarly, Catherine’s speech to her 

daughter Raina is different from her speech to Louka (the maid). The formal and informal level of 

the language sheds light on domestic stability and its relationship to ideology and social interaction 

because it highlights the role of the public sphere in shaping national identities.   

 

Arms and the Man is a play that deals with the idealization of violence in a humorous way.  

Greenblatt describes Shaw as one having “insistent rationality made some of his contemporaries 

view him as bloodless” (Greenblatt, 2006, p.1745). Shaw portrays in the play the idea that no one 

can win a war. The reason is that everybody in a war is a loser, even the triumphant ones because 

of sacrifices made in order to achieve a victory. Moreover, the narration becomes engaging to the 

audience because the play takes into account different perspectives. The scene denounces social 

conventions in favor of ambiguity so as to allow readers the ability to find a better value system in 

human interaction. Shaw also wants to emphasize the idea that war does not achieve any real 

solutions and that violence entails more violence and destroys countries and individuals. Shaw 

witnessed more than one war in his life. His experience taught him that people’s problems can be 

solved by negotiations and coming into close physical contact in order to come up with solutions. 

Shaw expresses the theme concerning war through the opinions of the protagonist Bluntschli on 

war. 

 

     Critics have pointed out the social aspects of Shaw’s literary work. The critical consensus is 

that “Shaw used the theater as a tool of social reform, presenting situations which challenged 

conventional attitudes, directing a stream of ideas at audiences, provoking while entertaining” 

(Alexander, 2004, p. 300). In Arms and the Man, for example, Shaw presents the characters as 

having different opinions about the war. The first opinion is by Raina who has an idealistic view 
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on war and considers herself as useless because she cannot take part in the war because girls are 

“faithless little creatures” (1.1.34). Her reaction raises a critical question on her feminine nature. 

The readers are left to consider the young lady as a product of modernization and as an anomaly 

in society. 

 

Stylistic Analysis: 

The choice of the vocabulary and structure emphasizes the general themes of the play. For 

example, Shaw is in the following dialogue trying to highlight an underlying meaning concerning 

the impact of war on civilians: 

 

LOUKA: if you please madam, all windows are to be closed and the shutters made fast. They say 

there may be shooting in the streets. (RAINA and CATHRINE rise together, alarmed.) The Serbs 

are being chased right back through the pass; and they say they may be run into the town. Our 

cavalry will be after them; and our people will be ready for them, you may be sure, now they are 

running away. (She goes out on the balcony, and pulls the outside shutters to; then steps back into 

the room.) 

CATHERINE (businesslike, housekeeping instincts aroused): I must see that everything is made 

safe downstairs.  

RAINA: I wish our people were not so cruel. What glory is there in killing wretched fugitives? 

CATHERINE: Cruel! Do you suppose they would hesitate to kill you- or worse? 

RAINA :( to LOUKA): Leave the shutters so that I can just close them if I hear ant noise. 

CATHERINE: (authoritatively, turning on her way to the door): Oh no, dear: you must keep them 

fastened. You would be sure to drop off to sleep and leave them open. Make them fast, Louka. 

LOUKA: Yes, madam. (She fastens them) (1.1.55) 

 

As the above quotation illustrates, Shaw decides to focus on three women; Louka, 

Catherine, and Raina. Catherine is “a middle- aged affected woman who is Raina’s mother” 

(McNabb, 2003: 2).  On the other hand, her daughter, Raina is “a young Bulgarian lady” (DiYanni, 

2005: 1292). All the characters have strained relationships:  the mother and her daughter, on one 

hand, and the housemaid on the other. The higher social role is indicated in the mother as her 

language tends to be official and imperative especially when she addresses Louka (the housemaid) 

through the use of imperative sentences. Her role is enhanced by the Yes\No replies of the maid.  

 

 In an earlier speech, Catherine and Raina were talking positively about war. They were 

very proud of their men and Raina felt that she was useless because she could not participate in 

the war efforts. But when Louka came and warned them, Catherine changed her behavior and 

language. Moreover, as they moved to discuss domestic things, the spectators could spot changes 

in Catherine’s attitude towards her maid Louka. Therefore, an analysis of the play requires 

applying the concept of “register” as a tool of analysis. According to Halliday, “register” includes 

that one should pay attention to identifying field, tenor, and mode. “Fiel”" can be generally defined 

as “to what is happening” (Ogunsiji, et al.,2013, p.102), and “field” according to Halliday refers 
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to “what is going on in the situation” (Halliday, 2014: 33). In the opening scene, Louka came in 

order to inform and warn Lady Catherine and Raina that there was a battle going on and that a 

surge of the enemies’ soldiers would invade people’s homes and that women would have to be 

aware and close all doors and windows. Lady Catherine was terrified after hearing this news, but 

her daughter Raina did not show any apprehensions. Because the story is set in the war period, the 

words and expressions used by characters are related to war and violence.  

 

The second aspect in discussing register is related to identifying “tenor.” The general 

definition of “tenor” is “the style of discourse” (Ogunsiji, et al. P.102). The conversation in the 

house at night between mother and daughter and the maid shows a level of informality because the 

mother wants to advise her rebellious daughter and draw her attention to the serious situation. In a 

crucial scene, the mother shouted: “Cruel! Do you suppose they would hesitate to kill you- or 

worse?” (1.1.51). Moreover, a military relationship seems to govern the relationship between Lady 

Catherine and Louka because it relies on the use of imperatives and the readers are aware that they 

are affected by the atmosphere of an ongoing battle.  

 

The third element in analyzing register is “mode.” The definition of “mode” is how a writer 

“emphasizes the channel of communication such as spoken or written” (Ogunsiji, et al., 2013, 

p.102). “Mode” is important in analyzing the play because any drama relies on performance. The 

frequent use of words for example” Oh, no,” indicates a fragmentation in the dialogue because 

ideas are not carefully articulated.  The play relies on frequent dramatic moments to highlight 

emotions that are intense. 

 

If we analyze the play’s discourse, we can find that the play is centered on the role of 

women in war.  There are three major characters who represent social classes: two ladies and a 

housemaid. The conversation starts with the requests made from the housemaid who uses if clause 

type sentences and the conversation ends with imperative questioning\ answering techniques that 

is used by Lady Catherine (the mother). The idea that the window should be closed is articulated 

in different varieties according to social role and situation. There are eleven clauses in the 

conversation: two imperatives, two interrogatives, and seven informative sentences. Also, the 

cohesive ties in the text are an ellipsis, conjunction, and cohesion and reference. An example of an 

ellipsis can be illustrated in the following example:   

 

CATHERINE: Make them fast, Louka.  

LOUKA: Yes, [I'll make them at once] madam. (1294) 

 The ellipsis indicates a reduction in speaking or a kind of shortening sentences in the speech that 

affirms her prompt response to the command.  The second example is on the use of conjunctions 

which adds emphasis to the spoken discourse. The play maintains a level in the lexical cohesion 

that strengthens the meaning embedded in the text as in the following example:   

RAINA: I wish our people were not so cruel. What glory is there in killing wretched fugitives? 

CATHERINE: Cruel! Do you suppose they would hesitate to kill you or worse? (1294) 
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The writer uses pronouns and references to achieve cohesion in the text. The previous text 

is abundant in the use of references such as you, they and them. As an example, Louka uses “'they” 

to refer to the Serbs on more than one occasion. Another example from the text is the answer “If 

you please, madam,” which indicates that (You is a cataphoric reference to madam). On the other 

hand, Raina’s answer “Leave the shutters so that I can just close them if I hear any noise” is an 

example of an anaphoric reference, (“them” is an anaphoric reference to the shutters).  

 

At the lexico-semantic level, the use of words and expression reveal a lot of hidden 

meanings, for example, words such as windows, shutters indicate a world that is outside and full 

of danger. The choice of the word “fast” instead of “close” when the mother said: “Make them 

fast, Louka” (1.1.72) for the shutters which implies that the mother wanted the world to be tightly 

shut outside because she was worried about the security of her home.   

 

Similarly, there are words that indicate a conflict in the play such as shooting, fugitives, 

alarmed, chased, ready, cavalry, running away, safe, cruel, glory, and kill. The purpose of the use 

of particular words is to emphasize the main theme in the play which indicates that war is a serious 

event and has monumental social and political implications.  

 

The writer’s choice of the major characters as women is used to emphasize the simplicity 

of all domestic enthusiasts who believe that war is important because men fight for their 

motherland.  Shaw, therefore, reshapes the real image of war and treats war in a humorous way. 

Shaw relies heavily on Raina who is a romantic idealist. Srinivas (2014) asserts that “Shaw’s strips 

war of its heroism and love of its romantic glamour through the creation of a “chocolate-cream 

soldier” (p. 160). Therefore, the following encounter between Raina and the “chocolate-cream 

soldier” who readers later discover that his name is Captain Bluntschli and who could be described 

as “a Swiss officer in the Serbian army” (DiYanni, 2005, p. 1292). Thus, the encounter with people 

from different classes helps to show the false ideas about war such as the one Raina upholds. In 

this encounter, Captain Bluntschli shows a more realistic version of war and offers an alternative 

to specific social concepts that offer a more sensible interpretation because they are guided by 

reason. In the following example the language of each character shows a different perspective on 

war:      

 

RAINA (crouching on the bed): Who’s there? (The match is out instantly.) Who’s there? Who is 

that? 

A MAN’S VOICE (in the darkness, subduedly, but threateningly): Sh-sh! Don’t call out; or you 

will be shot. Be good; and no harm will happen to you. (She is heard leaving her bed, and making 

for the door.) Take care: it’s no use trying to run away. 

RAINA: But who-  

THE VOICE (warning): Remember: if you raise your voice my revolver will go off. 

(Commandingly) Strike the light and let me see you. Do you hear.... Excuse me disturbing you; 

but you recognize my uniform? Serb! If I’m caught I shall be killed. (Menacingly) Do you 

understand that? 
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RAINA: Yes. 

THE MAN: Well, I don’t intend to get killed if I can help it. (Still more formidably) Do you 

understand that? (He locks the door quickly but quietly.)  

RAINA (disdainfully): I suppose not. (She draws herself up superbly, and looks him straight in 

the face, adding, with cutting emphasis) Some soldiers, I know, are afraid to die. 

THE MAN (with grim good humor): All of them, dear lady, all of them, believe me. It is our duty 

to live as long as we can. Now, if you raise an alarm-  

RAINA (cutting him short): You will shoot me. How do you know that I am afraid to die? 

THE MAN (cunningly): Ah, but suppose I don’t shoot you, what will happen then? A lot of your 

cavalry will burst into this pretty room of yours and slaughter me here like a pig; for I fight like a 

demon: they shan't get me into the street to amuse themselves with: I know what they are. Are you 

prepared to receive that sort of company in your present undress? (1.2.91-117)     

   

The above quotation illustrates the concept of “field” which is essential in our 

understanding of the concept of “register.” On the other hand, “Field” according to Halliday is 

“what is going on in the situation” (2014, 33). The main characters are Raina and Captain 

Bluntschli and the conversation was going on at night. The rise in action begins when the Captain 

was seen hiding in Raina’s room. He began to threaten Raina not to make any noise or face death. 

Raina, on the other hand, did not seem to be afraid of him and her reaction confused him. What is 

interesting about this example, in particular, is how the participants react to war. This conversation 

symbolizes the first encounter between Raina and reality. Captain Bluntschli stands for reality. At 

the beginning of the conversation, the language is formal. The whole atmosphere is about war, and 

there is the use of the imperative and the reliance on commands which seem to be in decorum to 

the occasion. The particular use of language is crucial in emphasizing the main themes in the play. 

Moreover, the dialogue redirects Raina’s thoughts which are provoked by the forces of the outside 

world. Shaw points out to the public that domestic disapproval of the war and its gothic nature is 

important as a first step for the intervention and stopping the escalating aggression that most war- 

monger countries adopt as a policy. Moreover, the ferocity of the killing of innocent people in the 

desire to inflict extreme pain on the other party undermines any emotional ideas of nationalism 

that is used often as a pretext for loyalty to acts of savagery and aggression.  

 

Another major element in the study of “register” is “tenor.” According to Halliday (2016), 

“tenor” is defined as “who is taking part in the situation … status role” (p. 33). For example, 

Captain Bluntschli used at the beginning threats: “THE VOICE (warning): Remember: if you raise 

your voice my revolver will go off. (Commandingly) Strike the light and let me see you.” (1.2.98-

99). Therefore, the Captain’s desire for power is indicated by a strong form of diction. He is also 

portrayed as strict, stern and as capable of  an extensive use of the imperative to show his status as 

an officer because he can cast orders. He wants to dominate others by his presence. The young 

lady obeyed him, but she told him that she was not afraid which seems incongruous to her actions. 

The roles of victim and victimizer are left to challenge readers’ expectations. 
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The nature of the dialogue changed as the characters were revealed to be a man and a 

woman. The conversation began with a question from Raina When she repeated the question, the 

answer came immediately from Bluntschli, and he threatened her. Captain Bluntschli used two 

different varieties in this conversation; at the beginning, he threatened Raina, but then he spoke 

politely. The language also changed according to class, and, therefore, it changed from informal 

to formal.  

 

At the lexical-semantic level, there are many words that indicate threats and commands 

especially at the beginning of the conversation. Words such as (Don’t, call out, shot, harm, 

revolver, go off, menacingly, kill, soldiers, alarm, shoot, die, cavalry, burst, slaughter, demon). In 

this scene, Bluntschli used the word “slaughter” when he answered Raina question, and he 

imagined how Bulgarian and Russian soldiers’ would come to her room and kill him. The word 

“slaughter” indicates a sense of savagery and violence. He added “I know what they are” which 

indicates that some people enjoy war because they like violent acts. The word “slaughter” indicates 

they will kill him in order to be perceived favorably by other people. No one will ask about the 

morality or reason behind the killing because it is their duty to kill him. In fact, the dialogue 

between Raina and Bluntschli shows the universal themes in general, and especially the theme of 

violence in war. Shaw discusses the common ideas about war which are timeless and are often 

organized by politicians who are interested in implementing agendas that revolve around the 

interest of a minority elite in power. Srinivas (2014) comments on the characters in Shaw’s early 

plays and he states that “His characters exist, not merely as his mouthpieces, but because he has 

something very earnest to say through them” (p. 161). Shaw in his play wants to draw the 

audience’s attention to the horrors of war. Siddiqui and Raza assert that “Shaw wanted to entertain 

the people but with a serious message” (2012, p. 46). Shaw manages to reveal his message through 

the choice of characters and the dialogue. They are not politicians and the encounter between them 

is meaningful.  

 

The language between Raina and Bluntschli at the beginning was full of threats which 

suited the situation and occasion. Their language lacks clear statements, and sometimes they 

interrupted each other. For example, Raina interrupted Bluntschli while he was talking, and he 

used fragments and repetitions in his answer, such as, “all of them, dear lady, all of them”. The 

use of repetition adds more emphasis to the nature of their relationship. Here, Bluntschli wanted 

to inform Raina that being afraid of death in war is real and that all soldiers are afraid to die. The 

purpose of the conversation is to shatter illusions of war. 

 

 Thus, a stylistic analysis of the play shows that language is “a resource for making 

meaning; so the text is a process of making meaning in context” (Halliday, 2014: p.3). Another 

example from the play also yields a new meaning to war in the play:  

 

CATHERINE: Of course I shall be too delighted if (appealingly) Captain Bluntschli really wishes 

to stay. He knows my wishes. 

BLUNTSCHLI (in his driest military manner): I am at madam’s orders.  

SERGIUS (cordially): The settles it! 
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PETKOPFF (heartily): Of course! (3. 3.1319) 

 

The concept of “Field” in the scene can be illustrated as in the example when Captain Bluntschli 

came for the second time to Petkoff’s house in order to return the coat that Raina gave him when 

he came to her room. Lady Catherine did not want to make her husband Petkoff and Sergius 

(Raina’s fiancé) meet Bluntschli, because she did not want them to know about what happened in 

Raina’s room, but then she discovered that they already knew him. In fact, Petkoff asked Bluntschli 

to stay with him and he asked his wife Catherine to invite him as well. Bluntschli decided later to 

stay with them.  

 

As to the second component “Tenor”, there is an uneven distribution of characters in some 

of the scenes in the play; three men and a woman which indicates that there is no equality in the 

conversation. The language they use is formal because the characters are from the upper class. 

Therefore, the use of the formal language gives them more power and higher status. In one of the 

scenes, all the men were officers, but Lady Catherine spoke sarcastically to Captain Bluntschli in 

order to make him feel that he was lower than them which was not true because at the end of the 

novel Lady Catherine and her husband discovered that he was an upper class gentleman.  

Bluntschli knew that Catherine did not want him to stay and answered in his “in his driest military 

manner” as if Catherine was a commander by saying, “(I am at the madam’s order)” (1319). This 

also indicates that even Bluntschli himself did not want to stay, but he stayed according to orders.  

 

In the above example “Mode” is portrayed in Catherine’s speech at the beginning when 

she stated that he knew how to detect her true wishes which is ironic because both of them did not 

want him to stay. However, he realized that he could not refuse because of the presence of Petkoff 

and Surgus. Therefore, he agreed but in a way that made Catherine recognize that he did not want 

to stay. Sarcasm and irony are significant in the conversations because they illustrate the meaning 

of human interactions. Shaw, therefore, asserts his position as a skillful satirist who is able to use 

human interaction to highlight the predicament of modern society. 

 

The significance of the findings of the present study supports the accumulating evidence 

on the importance of using the concept of “register” which had not received sufficient critical 

attention in its application to literary texts. The concept of register entails that language is 

multidimensional and centers on the language of everyday use. Literary texts by definition use 

language which carries cultural significance as well as universal themes. The play focuses on 

national themes that use sensationalism to entice modern individuals in the arms race. George 

Bernard Shaw in the linguistic construction of the play manages to show the hypocrisy that 

promotes the idea of war.   

  

Conclusion: 

In conclusion, the present study followed a stylistic analysis of Arm and the Man by George 

Bernard Shaw according to the concept of the register to point out Shaw’s witty use of language. 

This study proves that literary dramatic texts rely heavily on language to elicit meaning. It also 

shows that the concept of the register is helpful in analyzing literary themes. Moreover, the use of 
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register helps in explaining the use of individual utterances and sentences to yield meaning to the 

audience. It gives a precise analysis of the literary work especially the language which helps 

readers to achieve a better understanding of Shaw’s satirical ideas on war and society in Arms and 

the Man. The readers at the end of the play through its careful construction feel the feeble notions 

that modern societies believe concerning political principles. In modern democracies, especially 

western ones, there is a discrepancy between social and political ideals and human nature. There 

is an unrealistic notion of idealism concerning war and Shaw shows the realities of war. Therefore, 

Shaw remains a humanist who is famously taught at most universities because he advocates the 

necessity of looking at politics as having a direct impact on individuals and the necessity of 

renouncing idealism.    

  

About the Authors: 

Dr. Raja Khalili Al-Khalili is an Associate Professor of English and American Literature at 

Hashemite University. She is the author of The Dialectic of Theatrical Space and Domestic 

Space in British and American Drama. She has also published a number of articles on English 

and American literature. ORCID Id https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0424-6895 

 

Juman Jameel has an MA in English Literature from Hashemite University. She recently 

defended her thesis entitled “Afrikaner’s Dilemma: Culture and Race in Alan Paton’s Too Late the 

Phalarope and Cry the Beloved Country: A Postcolonial Reading.”  

ORCID Id  https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2825-913X 

 

 

References  

Alexander, M. (2004). A history of English literature. New York: Palgrave Foundations. 

Azizmohammadi, F. & Tyari Z. (2014). Sexism and gender differentiation and class differentiation 

in George Bernard Shaw’s Arms and the Man. International Journal of Literature and Arts, 

2(1), 6-9.  

DiYanni, R. (2005) Literature: Reading fiction, poetry, drama, and the essay.4th ed., Boston: 

McGraw-Hill.  

Greenblatt, S. & Abrams, M.H. eds. (2006). The norton anthology of English Literature. 8th ed. 

Vol.2. New York: W. W. Norton and Company. 

Halliday, M.A.K. (2014). Halliday’s introduction to functional grammar. 4th ed., London: 

Routledge.  Web. 5th April.2017. 

Hasim, W. (2015). The defense mechanism of Raina Petkoff in George Bernard Shaw’s Arms and 

the Man play: A psychoanalytic approach. Muhammadiyah University of Surakarta. 

Web.8. May.2017. 

Lukin, A. et al. (2011). Halliday’s model of register revisited and explored.  Linguistic and Human 

Sciences, 4(2), 187-213.   

 McNabb, J. (2003). Arms and the Man by Bernard Shaw: A study guide. Canada: National Art 

Center.  Web. 19. Feb.2017.  

Ogunsiji, A. et al. (2013). Literary stylistics. Victoria Islands: National Open University of Nigeria. 

Web. 20 Feb.2017. 

http://www.awej-tls.org/
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0424-6895?lang=en
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2825-913X


AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume, 3 Number 1. February 2019    

George Bernard Shaw’s Arms and the Man: A Stylistic Analysis            Al-Khalili & Jameel                                                         
 

  

Arab World English Journal for Translation & Literary Studies                                                                      

ISSN: 2550-1542 | www.awej-tls.org 
256 

 

 

 

Simpson, P. (2004). Stylistics: A resource book for students. London: Routledge. 

Siddiqui, S. & Syed, R. (2012). Realism in Arms and the Man: A comparative study-realism and 

idealism. International Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences, 2(12), 44-49.    

Srinivas, C.S. (2014). The early plays of George Bernard Shaw: An analysis. Journal of 

Humanities and Social Sciences, 19 (12), 159-161.  

Weintraub, S. (1992). Bernard Shaw: A guide to research. Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania 

University Press.  

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.awej-tls.org/


 

 

Arab World English Journal for Translation & Literary Studies 

ISSN: 2550-1542 |www.awej-tls.org 
257 

 

 

AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies, Volume3, Number1. February 2019                                    Pp. 257 -275  

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.24093/awejtls/vol3no1.20  

 

 

 Modified proverbs in al-Maḥmūd’s Novel Muftaraq al-Maṭar (The Parting of the Rain) 

 

 

 

Huwaida Issa 

Department of Arabic, Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies 

 University of Leeds, United Kingdom 

 

 

Abstract 

This paper, which develops ideas in my Ph.D. thesis (Issa, 2014), identifies a number of modified 

proverbs in a modern Arabic novel, Muftaraq al-Maṭar, by the Syrian novelist Yūsuf al-Maḥmūd. 

The study delves into how different scholars define modified proverbs (also sometimes referred to 

as deformed proverbs or anti-proverbs). The researcher will study a sample of adapted proverbs, 

regarding their new representation, and the effect of formal changes on their meaning, especially, 

when compared with their original structure. The study focuses on how the use of proverbs in 

narrative helps to flesh out the material and cultural life of 20th century Syria. This is done mostly 

by re-contextualizing the adapted proverbs. In so doing, the paper also discusses the different 

techniques of modification identified by various researchers. Then the focus moves on Alan 

Partington’s (1998, pp.126-8) four techniques for modifying phrases: substitution, insertion, 

abbreviation, and rephrasing. This is followed by an examination of sixteen modified proverbs, 

which are classified into four groups, each one representing the implementation of one of 

Partington’s four techniques. Finally, the study examines the semantic effect of applying these 

techniques. 
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Introduction 

This paper examines the linguistic, semantic and cultural dimensions of a number of modified 

proverbs in Yūsuf al-Maḥmūd’s modern Syrian novel, Muftaraq al-Maṭar. This is achieved 

through studying these adapted proverbs in the light of Alan Partington’s four techniques for 

modifying phrases: substitution, insertion, abbreviation and rephrasing (Partington, 1998, pp.126-

8), and subsequently analyzing the semantic effects of these modifications on the new forms of the 

original proverbs. There are two possible outcomes of such adaptation:  it either gives the new 

proverb an opposite meaning to that of the original, thus setting up an antonymous relationship 

between the adapted proverb and its original form, or instead it establishes a relationship between 

the modified proverb and its original form that is synonymous or near-synonymous. 

 

Al-Maḥmūd uses modified proverbs to give credibility to his text. This is mainly due to the 

long history of proverbs, as described by the paremiologist (scholar of proverbs) Wolfgang Mieder 

(2004, p.xii), who mentions that proverbs are a long-standing cultural device which yields both 

codes of conduct and anthropological observations.  Al-Maḥmūd also uses modified proverbs to 

provide an authentic depiction of Syrian life and culture in the first half of the 20th century, thus 

giving further credibility to his narrative. Another function of these adapted proverbs is to highlight 

the specific characteristics of rural Syrian culture, fleshing out the cultural and material life that 

grounds the narrative. Moreover, the rich background of folkloric elements in Arabic novels, only 

scantily examined by current scholarship, demonstrates that techniques of adaptation and 

modification play a vital role in preserving and expanding the cultural roots that inform al-

Maḥmūd’s narrative. To conclude, proverbs make the narrative feel authentic, and they do so 

thanks to their enduring authoritative status, their inherent cultural specificity and the depth of the 

cultural background they implicitly refer to. 

 

1. Critical context of modified proverbs and their modification techniques 

I will, first of all, analyze the reception and modification of proverbs. Many scholars have studied 

modified proverbs in connection with theories of literary and cultural traditions, the role of 

semantics within a dystopian world, and the necessity for proverbs to be adapted in certain 

contexts. For instance, according to Mieder, modified proverbs (what he terms ‘anti-proverbs’) are 

“parodied, twisted, or fractured proverbs that reveal humorous or satirical speech play with 

traditional proverbial wisdom” (2004, p.28; cf. Mieder, 2003; Mieder & Litovkina, 1999). Mieder 

proposes various ways in which proverbs can be changed. One possibility is a slight difference in 

form between the original proverb and the modified one, as in the example provided by Mieder 

and Mieder (2004, p.314): “Do unto mothers” instead of “Do unto others”. Here the modified 

proverb has been changed by adding one single letter, but in other cases modified proverbs may 

deviate drastically from their original form. Therefore, reception is always a matter of adaptation 

to a new context.  

 

Furthermore, I will analyze how adaptation functions by relying on the old versions of the 

proverbs and the reader’s familiarity with these original forms. Mieder (2004, p.28) emphasizes 

the importance of the cultural dimension of proverbs for the reader, who seizes upon their original, 

authentic form in order to figure out the meaning of the new guise in which they sometimes appear 
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in the novel. According to Mieder (2004, p.28), it is highly likely that a reader familiar with the 

cultural background of a novel will identify the original proverb, despite its adaptation, even 

though, in some cases, a modified proverb may, in fact, convey an opposite meaning to that of the 

original. In this context, Mieder (2004, p.28), suggests that questioning the original form of the 

proverb through “adding a contradictory phrase beginning with the conjunction ‘but’” is one way 

of transforming a proverb. However, this modification or addition does not undermine the 

importance of the adapted proverb because this changed form is still able to serve a certain 

function. Mieder notes that with the existence of many transformations of the original proverbs, it 

is difficult to maintain the idea of the sacredness of the proverbs’ frames, forms or stable 

appearance. As Mieder (2004), argues: 

 

The fixity of proverbs is not as rigid as it once was believed to be. Unintentional 

variants have also been part of the use and function of proverbs, both oral and written. 

And yet, more often than not proverbs are cited in their standard traditional form to 

add some common sense to human communication (p.28).  

 

Overall, the adaptation of proverbs is necessary for them to remain operative in novel 

contexts. 

 

Martinez (2006), supports Mieder’s view about adapting proverbs to operate in certain 

contexts. In his article “Occasional Phraseological Synonymy” (pp.133-34), Martinez refers to the 

original, base forms of a phrase as “canonical phraseological units” (p.132), and examines the 

semantic connection between the original phrase and the adapted one. Martinez proposes that when 

there is a replacement of one word or more in a proverb, but the meaning remains the same, the 

new form can be called an “occasional synonymous unit”. According to Martinez (2006), “this 

type of occasional productivity is not directly related with the lexemes that take part in the process 

of substitution” (pp.133-34).  Rather, re-contextualization is the underlying reason for adaptation 

and transformation. This is highlighted by Martinez, who is interested in studying how a change 

of lexemes produces a “new synonymous creation” (2006, p.134). He also stresses the importance 

of the “contextualization of the original unit” (2006, p.134). This means that such a change is 

determined by the adaptation of the proverb to a new context. However, the original form of the 

proverb maintains its authority. Martinez (2006, p.134) explains the vitality of the context: “The 

contextual information is so important that sometimes the interchange of synonymous lexemes in 

a specific context yields an utterance which is semantically very distant from the original form in 

a specific context”.  

 

A similar view is taken by Naciscione (2001), who refers to the way in which proverbs are 

re-contextualized or re-written as “instantial use” (p.55). Martin (2011), further articulates this 

point, taking as an example “the clean sweep of the proverbial new broom” (p.185). In this case, 

although the structure of the original proverb “a new broom sweeps clean” has been modified, the 

meaning has not changed.  He also points out (2011, p.185), however, that modification may bring 

about a change in meaning such that the meaning of the modified proverb only to a certain extent 

overlaps with the canonical meaning of the original proverb. According to Martin (2011, p.185), 
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the workings of proverb modification can be summarized as follows. The speaker/writer first of 

all chooses a canonical proverb with a suitable meaning. Then, she/he alters one or more of its 

constituents in a way that changes its interpretation in view of its new wording. Nonetheless, the 

original proverb can still be recognized by hearers/readers, thus making both versions of the 

proverb overlap. This can be presented as follows: 1) original proverb; 2) new context; 3) semantic 

shift preserving or altering original meaning (semantic shift but also preservation of the “authority” 

of the original proverb). 

 

In order to analyze how re-contextualisation causes a semantic shift, various scholars have 

suggested different interpretive categories. According to Fernando (1996), there are four different 

ways to transform or adapt a phrase or an idiom: “substitution, addition, permutation and deletion” 

(p.54). These are explained as follows. Substitution involves exchanging one letter or word for 

another. Addition involves adding a letter, a word or even a phrase to the original proverb. 

Permutation involves having the same wording as the original proverb but in a different order. 

Finally, deletion means subtracting/extracting/removing a part of the original proverb. Partington 

(1998) similarly identifies four techniques for modifying a phrase: “substitution, insertion, 

abbreviation and rephrasing” (pp.126-8). In this paper, the researcher will make use of Partington’s 

classification, because it provides a clearer analysis than, for example, Zaikauskienė (2012), who 

has studied Lithuanian proverbs and their methods of modification, and is also clearer than the 

classification of Fernando, in fact partially revising Fernando’s categories.  

 

As noted, the first modification technique in Partington’s classification is a substitution. 

Partington (1998) defines this as: “homophone-to-heterograph or single phoneme alteration[s]” 

(p.126). Partington (1998) explains this further as follows: “one of the items of the original 

collocation is replaced by another, but the replacement must not change the phrase so drastically 

as to make the original unrecognizable to the text receiver” (p.126). Partington (1998) provides 

the following example: “‘Prints Charming’ for ‘Prince Charming’” (p.126). He (1998) explains 

that there are two types of substitution: “whole-word substitution” (p.126) and “grammatical 

substitution” (p.126). He (1998) provides the following example, which illustrates both types: 

“Murder of the cathedral” (p.126) for “Murder in the Cathedral” (p.126) (a verse play by T.S. 

Eliot). Here, replacing a whole word also entails a grammatical change. Likewise, Zaikauskienė 

(2012) states that substitution may entail a minor change in the original proverb. Such a shift, 

which does not affect the overall meaning of the canonical proverb (paremia), will generate a 

modified proverb, which is a variant of the original, basic proverb.  

 

Partington’s second modification technique is insertion, which occurs whenever “an 

element has been added to the original”.  Partington (1998, p.127), exemplifies this as follows: 

“‘Play up and play the word game’ [is the adapted form of the original phrase] ‘Play up and play 

the game’”. According to Zaikauskienė (2012), similarly, the most popular way of creating 

Lithuanian modified proverbs (anti-paremias) is a combination of equal lexical substitution (in the 

case of two-part proverbs) plus extension of the traditional paremia by a comment or reference – 

i.e. insertion, in Partington’s terms. Later in this paper, the researcher will present examples of the 
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modified proverbs which use Partington’s insertion technique (Zaikauskienė’s extension 

technique).  

 

Partington’s third modification technique is an abbreviation. This occurs whenever only 

part of the original proverb or traditional phrase is reproduced.  Partington (1998, p.127)   gives 

the example, “‘Lessons of another lost Arc for Britain’ recalling the film title ‘Raiders of the Lost 

Ark’ (and referring to the French horse race ‘Le Prix de L’Arc de Triomphe’).” 

 

Finally, Partington’s fourth modification technique classification is rephrasing. He defines 

this as a technique whereby the original form is made almost unrecognizable to the reader. 

Partington (1998, pp.127-28),   gives the following example: “England’s biggest rugby union club 

are prepared to conquer at the Stoop in Saturday’s semi-final […]”. Here, the phrase ‘conquer at 

the Stoop’ recalls the original phrase ‘She Stoops to Conquer’, the title of the well-known play by 

Oliver Goldsmith , but the radical change in meaning, structure, and context obscures its original 

form almost completely.  

 

Proverbs may undergo a semantic shift. This is mainly done in order to re-contextualise old 

proverbs in a new light or context. However, re-contextualising demands different categories to 

interpret it. This is relevant to this article, because it is useful to analyse how either obvious or 

more obscure cultural backgrounds flesh out the cultural life of 20th century Syria in al-Maḥmūd’s 

narrative. Therefore, the relationship to tradition established by the usage of proverbs is not direct 

but mediated by forms of semantic change that problematize the cultural roots of modern Syrian 

society. 

 

2. The function of modified proverbs in literature 

As noted, proverbs within al-Maḥmūd’s narrative serve to flesh out material and cultural life in 

the first half of 20th century Syria. This is achieved through the method of modification as both 

reception (rich cultural background, ancient roots) and adaptation (new context means new 

meaning, which can be either the same meaning revived or an ironical subversion of the original 

meaning). This view is supported by a number of critics, who argue that there is a purpose in using 

the modified form of the proverb instead of employing the original one. One of the functions is to 

serve a specific meaning in the context, where it seems odd to use the canonical proverb in this 

particular narrative space. The context may require clothing the proverb with new specific 

referents. Thus, in a certain situation and/or location in a literary text, the new proverb works 

perfectly, producing an occasional synonymous proverb (Martinez, 2006, 138). This point is 

reiterated by Naciscione (2010, p.41), who argues that Phraseological Units (PUs), such as 

proverbs, may appear in different forms or structures, and convey various meanings.  Naciscione 

(2010), speaks of the “instantial use” (p.41) of PUs, which works when the reader makes a 

connection between the “base form of the PU and the textual reality” (Naciscione, 2010, p.41).  

 

Szpila (2011) argues that when proverbs are placed in a literary context, it is relatively easy 

to play with their structure and meaning. He offers this explanation: “Obviously, literary language 

permits greater freedom in the creative manipulation of both the form and semantics of proverbs, 
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but the differences are perhaps only in quantity, not the quality of deployment” (p.173). Similarly, 

Martin (2011) argues that proverbs have the flexibility to adapt to the literary milieu of the text: 

“One of the most powerful social institutions that can be creatively modified in dystopian fiction 

is language, and within the vast linguistic realm, proverbs are particularly suitable for stylistic 

modification” (p.182). He also (2011, 185) argues that inventing new societies demands to find 

suitable new proverbs. Thus, in a literary work such as Huxley’s Brave New World, whose main 

theme revolves around a dystopian society, the original proverbs cannot fit the context without 

adaptation. Martin (2011) explains this as follows: “Proverbs, for the most part, reveal themselves 

as optimal tools for dystopian writers, since they are ubiquitous elements in folklore and most 

other cultural phenomena worldwide. Their canonical form, however, belongs to a particular 

society with a particular culture in a specific period of history. If authors are to create a fictional 

society in the near future, they need new proverbs of their own” (p.185). 

 

Martin (2011, p.186) examines the proverb in Brave New World uttered by the character 

Lenina: “A gramme in time saves nine”, which is modified from the original proverb “a stitch in 

time saves nine”. Here, Lenina replaces the lexeme “stitch” with the lexeme “gramme”, because 

this seems more appropriate to the context. Lenina is advising the importance of taking a dose of 

a drug to deal with sleep problems. It is obvious that the canonical meaning of the proverb does 

not change, but interconnects with the new one. Martin (2011) states that the modified proverb is 

used by the author to fulfil a specific intention:  

 

 Of course, a stitch in time saves nine potentially applies to a wider range of situations 

than Huxley’s creative exploitation of it. The fact that it is the canonical proverb which 

carries the most comprehensive meaning supports the argument that ad hoc 

modification usually performs a likewise ad hoc function such as supporting 

background information in the plot, as is the case here (p.186). 

 

The discussion of the appropriateness of proverbs to certain contexts is as vital in al-Maḥmūd’s 

novel as it is in Huxley. Like Huxley, al-Maḥmūd makes use of the lineal features of proverbs and 

adjusts them in a way that suits his theme. For example, the adjusted proverb  أوالد الحاره الشرقيه أكثر

 awlād al-ḥāra al-ŝarqiyya akṯar min al-ḥabb calā al-zētūn من الحب على الزيتون )المحمود، 1983، ص 44(.

(The children of the eastern quarter are more than olives on the olive trees) is derived from the 

proverb in its original form  ( 60، ص1، ج1953)فريحة،  من الهّم على القلب أكثر (More than worries in the 

heart). This expresses abundance or fecundity. Al-Maḥmūd modifies this general proverb into a 

very specific form to serve this specific situation in the narrative. In this scene, the author pictures 

how boys go to the neighbour’s olive grove and steal olives from the olive trees. Thus, he adds the 

words أوالد الحاره الشرقيه (the children of the Eastern Quarter) at the beginning of the proverb. This 

is to emphasise a certain location in his village, which serves the overall theme of the novel, as 

being a realistic one. Moreover, because the situation is about the olive season, al-Maḥmūd 

replaces the word  ّهم (worries) in the original proverb with the word حب (olives) in the modified 

proverb, and the word قلب (heart) in the original proverb with the word زيتون (olive trees) in the 

modified proverb. This example emphasises the role of modified proverbs in fleshing out the 

culture. 
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3. Modified proverbs and their formation techniques in Muftaraq al-Maṭar  

In this section, I will analyse modified proverbs in Yūsuf al-Maḥmūd’s novel Muftaraq al-Maṭar 

(‘The Parting of the Rain’). Al-Maḥmūd is a superbly expressive writer. This is in part due to his 

prolific use of proverbs and modified proverbs in comparison to other Syrian novelists.  The flux 

of proverbs and modified proverbs in this text illustrates the author’s phraseological repertoire, 

especially his use of these phrases not only to ornament his literary work but as a thematic device 

to stress certain social and cultural aspects of the life as lived along the Syrian coastline and in its 

rural hinterland, after the Ottoman occupation and the French Mandate, or even to portray certain 

characters or events. This is reflected in the contextual meaning of the sample proverbs, which are 

listed below. 

 

4.1 Discussion of modified proverbs in Muftaraq al-Maṭar 

This section presents sixteen modified proverbs in Yūsuf al-Maḥmūd’s novel. All the examples 

are taken from my thesis (Issa, 2014). Each set of four examples illustrates one of Partington’s 

modification techniques. Further discussion will be provided on the operation of modification in 

each modified proverb.  

 

4.1.1 Examples of Partington’s technique of rephrasing 

 

Example 1: 

Modified proverb: 

 (.332، ص1983لنأكل لحمه حيّاً حتّى ال نراه في المنام )المحمود، 

Lina’kula laḥmahu ḥayyan ḥattā lā narāhu fī al-manām 

 

Let us eat his living flesh so that we do not dream of him!  

 

Original proverb: 

 .(235، ص2001، البعلبكي، 12أيحّب أحدكم أن يأكل لحم أخيه ميتاً فكرهتموه!  )الحجرات: 

‘a-yuḥibbu ‘aḥadukum ‘an ya’kula laḥma ‘axīhi mayyitan fa-karihtumūh! 
Does one of you like to eat his dead brother’s flesh when you have hated him! 

 

Discussion 

The modified proverb is an adapted form of the Qur’anic sura, which refers to the act of “snitching 

on others”. However, the sense of the modified proverb is in sharp contrast to that of the original, 

which means: “to speak about a person while he is absent is not a good habit”. The modified 

proverb is presented in the imperative mood and encourages “eating one’s brother’s flesh”, while 

the original is in the interrogative, rhetorically indicating a rejection of this. The modified proverb 

also adds three words at the beginning a-yuḥibbu aḥadukum ‘an. in addition, it substitutes the 

adjective ḥayyan, which means “alive”, for the adjective mayyitan which means “dead”. It 

substitutes another lexeme fa-karihtumūhu with ḥattā lā narāhu fī al-manām. Finally, it substitutes 

the two lexemes laḥma axīhi for the lexeme laḥmahu. 
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On the literal level, both proverbs deal with “eating human flesh”. On the metaphorical level, 

the idea is backbiting and snitching – the modified proverb encourages backbiting, while the 

original one discourages people from it through the rhetorical use of the interrogative form. 

However, despite the reversal of the message in the modified proverb, the reader who has some 

knowledge of Islam can easily identify the original proverb. The writer has modified the original 

Qur’anic sura to fit the context of the situation and the conversation. In doing so, he has added a 

humorous flavour to the text and has given an idea about the habits and traditions of his milieu – 

how men in his village spend their evenings gossiping about others or sharing news of the other 

villagers. The technique used is Partington’s rephrasing. This modified proverb is antonymous to 

the original one. 

 

Example 2: 

Modified proverb: 

 (.42، ص1983أين ذبت مثل الملح )المحمود،

‘ayna ḏubti miṯl al-milḥ    
Where did you melt away like salt?  

Original proverb: 

 (.213فص ملح و داب )األسود،  

Faṣṣ milḥ ū dāb.  

(There was) a clove of salt but it dissolved.  

  

Discussion 
Both the modified proverb and the original mean “to disappear so quickly, just as salt dissolves in 

water”. The modified proverb begins with the interrogative adverb أين ‘ayna (where) and the past 

tense of the verb ḏāba (here in the form ḏub), plus the second person feminine singular suffix -ti. 

The verb form ḍubti is Standard Arabic, while in the original proverb the verb dāb is colloquial 

and occurs at the end of the proverb. The modified proverb ends with al-milḥ ‘the salt’ preceded 

by miṯil, while the original proverb begins with milḥ without the definite article al ‘the’, but 

preceded by faṣṣ, which is an amount of salt as small as the gem of the ring. The writer slightly 

modified the proverb to fit the context. However, although there is a change in the form of the 

original proverb, the modified proverb has not deviated from the overall metaphorical meaning of 

the original. According to Partington’s classification, the technique used in this modified proverb 

is rephrasing. Moreover, this modified proverb is semantically similar to the original. The two 

proverbs can be regarded as synonymous.  

 

Example 3: 

Modified proverb: 

  (.42، ص1983تبحثي فيها عن نجوم الّظهر )المحمود،  ال

uhrḏ̟-an nujūm alcī fīhā ṯLā tabḥa 

Do not look for the midday stars. 

Original proverb: 

 (.28، ص2008فرجاه نجوم الضهر )عبد الحميد، 

Farjāh njūm al-ḍihr 
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I will show the midday stars, or By God, I will show you the midday stars. 

 

Discussion 

The context of this modified proverb is that the mother Xadra al-cAli asks her daughter Xātūn to 

go to the water source and fill up the clay jug as soon as she can and without becoming distracted. 

The original proverb فرجاه نجوم الضهر   farjāh njūm aḍḍuhr (he showed him the midday stars) means: 

‘to beat someone until they are unable to distinguish day from night’. In the modified proverb, 

there is advice and a warning– not to search for stars at midday in order not to be distracted from 

one’s tasks, while the original proverb involves the threat of a beating that will make the person 

unable to distinguish day from night. The modified proverb is in the negative form, while the 

original in the affirmative. The original begins with the verb فرجاه farjāh (showed him), which is 

in the past tense and, in the original proverb, means ‘[he] tortured him’. cAbd al-Ḥamīd’s version 

(farjāh njūm al-ḍihr) is purely colloquial. The modified proverb begins with تبحثي فيها عن نجوم  ال

 The remaining lexemes, nujūm aḏ̟-ḏ̟uhur .(Do not look at it [the sky] for the midday stars) الّظهر 

‘the midday stars’ are shared by both proverbs. But the lexeme aḍ-ḍihr (midday) is in Colloquial 

Arabic in the original proverb, while it is in Standard Arabic in the modified proverb: aḏ̟-ḏ̟uhr. 

The modified proverb is used in a similar way to the original, because it involves the threat of 

beating Xātūn in case she gets distracted from fulfilling her task. According to Partington’s 

classification, the technique used in the modified proverb is rephrasing. The modified proverb is a 

synonym of the original one. 

 

Example 4: 

Modified proverb: 

 (. 425ص 1983المحمود ) ه!قاتل ّللّا الجوع ما أكفر

!akfarahmā ‘ cjū-allāh -Qātala al 
TT 

May God fight starvation for how it makes (the person) lose faith (in God)! 

 

Original proverb: 

 (.2007)الجعيثن،  لو كان الفقر رجالً لقتلته )قول لإلمام علي(

qataltuh-la rajulan  faqru-Law kāna al 
If poverty were a man, I would kill him. 

 

Discussion 

The context of the modified proverb is as follows: A pious man spent a night in a house in one of 

the local villages. When they offered him food, he did not like it. So, he went to sleep without 

eating anything. But later, at midnight, he woke up hungry, uttering this proverb.   Both the original 

proverb and its modified version refer to severe poverty and hunger.  

 

The original is attributed to the central Shia religious figure, Imam cAlī Bin Abī Ṭālib (600 

AD):   ًلقتلته لو كان الفقر رجال  law kāna al-faqru rajulan la-qataltahu ( 2007الجعيثن،  ). It means: “If 

poverty were a man, I would kill him”. It expresses the concern that poverty may lead people to 

disbelief, and other sins – adultery, theft or even murder. The original proverb involves a nominal 
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sentence. It begins with the conditional article law (if), followed by the imperfect verb كان kāna 

(was), and الفقر al-faqru (poverty). This is substituted by the lexeme الجوع  al-jūc (hunger) in the 

modified proverb, followed by the interrogative article mā followed by a noun, ending with the 

object pronoun suffix -hu (he) in هأكفر  akfarahu (how great an unbeliever is he). By contrast, in the 

original proverb al-faqru is followed by the predicate of the imperfect verb kāna, followed by the 

verb لقتلته laqataltuhu (I would kill it). Here, the basic verb form قتل qatal ‘killed’ is followed by 

two pronoun suffixes, – tu ‘I’, expressing the subject and -hu ‘it’, expressing the object. The verb 

with its subject and object are the apodosis (main clause) complementing the protasis (subordinate 

clause) in the first part of the conditional sentence. From this analysis, we notice that the new form 

of the proverb has a drastically different form to that of the original. According to Partington’s 

categorisation, the technique used in the new form of the proverb is rephrasing. The modified 

proverb is in effect synonymous with the original one. 

 

4.1.2 Examples of Partington’s technique of substitution 

Example 1: 

Modified proverb: 

 (.44، ص 1983أكثر من الحب على الزيتون ) المحمود،  ]أوالد الحاره الشرقية[

zētūn-alā alc habb-ar min alṯŝarqiyya] ak-ārah alḥ-[Awlād al 

 

[The children of the eastern quarter are] more than olives on the olive trees. 

 

Original proverb: 

 (.60، ص1، ج1953فريحة،) القلبلى أكثر من الهم ع

qalb-alā alc hamm-ar min alṯak 

[This thing is available in quantities] more than the heart’s worries (Frayḥa, 1953,   

p.60). 

 

Discussion 
In the novel, the author describes how in the olive season children go to their neighbour’s olive 

groves and steal the fruit. The original proverb is used to indicate the large number of 

preoccupations that perturb human beings. Similarly, the modified proverb describes the large 

number of children that come to disrupt and frustrate the farmers’ hard work. The modified proverb 

substituted three lexemes al-ḥabb, ᶜalā and az-zētūn for al-ḥamm and cal-qalb. All the lexemes in 

both the original and the modified version belong to the same grammatical category.  Both the 

proverb and its modified form express the same idea: abundance. Therefore, they are synonymous.  

The writer has made this slight change to the original proverb to fit the context better. According 

to Partington’s classification, the technique used in the modified proverb is substitution. 

 

Example 2 

Modified proverb: 

 (.541، ص1983)المحمود، ليس بالّشعر وحده ينمو التّفّاح! 

tuffāḥ-waḥdahu yanmū alr c ŝi-al-Laysa bi 
Apple trees cannot grow by poetry alone!  
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Original proverb: 
 (.4:4ليس بالخبز وحده يحيا اإلنسان )متى:

Laysa bi-l-xubz waḥdahu yaḥyā al-insān 
Man shall not live on bread alone (Matthew 4:4). 

 

Discussion 

The context of the original proverb is Jesus’ period of fasting in the wilderness. In the Gospel of 

Matthew, Satan tried to tempt Jesus by mocking Him and telling Him that if He really was the Son 

of God, He should turn stones into bread; but Jesus replied that his sustenance came from God’s 

words. The context of the modified proverb is that the character Musallim wonders whether his 

teacher’s apple trees grow better than other neighbouring apple trees because their owner is a poet, 

as if reciting poems to them could encourage them to grow. The poet, however, rejects Musallim’s 

speculation, by implicitly denying that his poetic words may have the same creative power as 

God’s Word. Although the words bi-š-šiᶜri, yanmū and at-tuffāḥ in the modified proverb replace 

the words of the original proverb, bi-l-xubz, yaḥyā and al-insān, the reader can recognize the 

original form of the modified proverb. Here the modification motivates the reader to think more 

about the sentence and ponder the original form. It catches the reader’s attention and makes the 

modified proverb more effective in the narrative context because it highlights the sense of humour. 

The technique used is Partington’s substitution. The two proverbs are antonyms of one other. In 

terms of Partington’s classification, the technique used in forming this modified proverb is 

substitution. 

 

Example 3: 

Modified proverb: 

 (.496، ص1983المحمود، مطرح ما يسري يهري )

Maṭraḥ mā yisrī yihrī  
Wherever it passes, it harms. 

 

Original proverb: 

 .(2003، 131مطرح ما يسري يمري )زيادنة، ص

Maṭraḥ mā yisrī yimrī  
Wherever it passes, it comforts. 

 

Discussion 

Umm-Maḥmūd has slaughtered the only cockerel among many hens, and cooked it for her guest 

and future son-in-law Nibrās. As a consequence, the hens are “unhappy” about losing their sole 

male boss, the cockerel. Therefore, they wish for those who eat the cockerel’s meat to suffer harm 

because of their unjust meal. Usually, the proverb مطرح ما يسري يمري maṭraḥ mā yisrī yimrī 

(wherever it passes, it comforts) is said by the host/hostess to a beloved guest, friend, or child when 

having his/her food. It is like a prayer that he/she may enjoy good health as a result of the meal. 

The lexeme yimrī in the original proverb is substituted by the lexeme yihrī in the modified one. 

Both the original and the substitute belong to the same grammatical category of 3rd person, 
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masculine, imperfect verb. Both verbs describe the effect of food on the human body – either it 

harms when it is not digested properly or it brings health when it passes easily. In terms of 

Partington’s classification, the technique used in this modified proverb is substitution. The 

modified proverb works as an antonym to the original one. 

 

Example 4: 

Modified proverb: 

  (.597ص  1983لليالها )المحمود ال تغنّي إاّل 

Lā tuġannī ‘illā li-laylāhā 
It only sings as it likes. 

 

Original proverb: 

 (.442، ص1978، 2كل من بغنّي على ليلو )قوشاقجي، ج

alā lēlū cKull man biġannī  

Each one sings as he like. 

 

Discussion 

Musallim says that people in his village gather to celebrate happy events such as weddings. This 

gives them a sense of autonomy and the feeling that life is worth living. This contrasts with their 

being oppressed by the landlord and the Beg. The proverb thus provides a metonymy of love and 

domesticity among people, and indicates that there is unity, love and good relations between 

people in this village. The original proverb is ‘Each one sings as he likes’. This means, by contrast, 

that each person has his own individual opinion which is different from that of other people, thus 

indicating disparity, disunity and disorder. This is opposite to the meaning of the modified proverb. 

This modification of the original proverb acceptable and usable, without any objection. 

 

The modified proverb begins with the negative particle lā, unlike the original one. The colloquial 

verb biġannī is replaced by the Standard Arabic verb tuġannī in the modified proverb, with the 

preposition min deleted. The preposition calā is substituted by the preposition li, preceded by the 

added exceptive particle illā ‘except’ with the pronoun suffix –hā added to the end of the lexeme 

to become li-laylāhā, which is Standard Arabic, while lēlū is colloquial Arabic. Here the writer 

does not use the original colloquial Arabic form of the proverb, despite the fact that this colloquial 

form is more in keeping with the peasants’ milieu. Rather, it seems that the narrator uses the form 

which he does on purpose, in order to show that Musallim is an educated man. In the modified 

proverb, there is a sense of unity among the villagers, while in the original there is a sense of 

disunity. In this case, the modified proverb works as an antonym of the original. In terms of 

Partington’s classification, the technique used in this modified proverb is substitution. 

 

4.1.3 Examples of Partington’s technique of abbreviation 

 

Example 1: 

Modified proverb: 

 (. 40، ص 1983الجمل ال يرى حردبته )المحمود، 

http://www.awej-tls.org/


AWEJ for Translation & Literary Studies Volume, 3 Number 1. February 2019    

                                                             
 

  

Arab World English Journal for Translation & Literary Studies                                                                      

ISSN: 2550-1542 | www.awej-tls.org 
269 

 

 

 

Al-jamal lā yarā ḥirdabbatahu 
The camel does not see his hunched back. 

 

Original proverb: 
(.351ص، 2008الجمل لو شاف حردبّته، وقع وانكسرت رقبته )عبد الحميد،   

Al-jamal law šāf ḥirdabbtuh, wiqic ū inkasrit raqubtuh 
Had the camel seen its hump it would have fallen and broken its neck. 

 

Note that of the four original forms of the proverb found in various sources I have 

chosen the one which is most commonly used on the Syrian coast. 

 

Discussion 

Xaḍrā al-cAlī addresses this proverb to her husband, who claims that Xātūn’s curly hair is lovely. 

This means that Abā Maḥmūd does not see this deficiency in his daughter, exactly as the camel 

cannot see the hump on his own back which shows the ugliness of his uneven body. Looking at 
cabd al-Ḥamīd’s original proverb, we notice that it is more extensive and expressed as a conditional 

form. The modified proverb is in the negative form and is an abbreviated version of the original– 

it mentions only the first half of the original proverb, with a slight substitution. In the modified 

proverb the lexemes lā and yarā are substituted for the lexemes law and šāf. The verb šāf in the 

original proverb is in the past tense and in Colloquial Arabic, while the verb yarā is in the present 

tense and in Standard Arabic in the modified proverb. It is easy for the reader to recall the original 

proverb. In this case, the modified proverb and its original are synonyms. According to 

Partington’s classification, the modified proverb uses the abbreviation technique. 

 

Example 2: 

Modified proverb: 

 (. 84 ، ص1983تغدّى وتمدّى )المحمود، 

Tġaddā ū tmaddā 
Have lunch and then lie down. 

Original proverb: 
((.221، ص1، ج1953تغدّ وتمدّ، تعّشى وتمّشى )فريحة،   

Tġaddā ū tmaddā, tc ašša ū tmaššā 
Have lunch and lie down, have dinner and take a walk. 

 

Discussion 

This is what Musallim and his brother, Abū Myzīad, say to their cousin, Ḥabīb, when he asks 

them to go back to work immediately after their lunch rather than taking a rest. The proverb 

means that a man should take a rest after having his lunch and not return to work immediately. 

 

The modified proverb is in an abbreviated form of the original– it mentions only the first 

half of the original proverb, with a slight substitution. The lexemes tcaššā and tmaššā are omitted 

in the modified proverb. In terms of Partington’s classification, the modified proverb uses the 
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abbreviation technique. However, the modified proverb and the original are synonyms, because 

they both recommend healthy eating habits. 

 

Example 3: 

Modified proverb: 

(.113 ، ص1983)المحمود،  ال تتدّخل بما ال يعنيك  

Lā tatadaxxal bimā lā yacnīk  
Do not interfere in what is not your business.   

 

Original proverb:  
(.672، ص 2، ج1953من تكلّم بما ال يعنيه سمع ما ال يرضيه )فريحة،   

Man takallam bimā lā yac nīh samic a mā lā yurḍīh 

 
Those people who talk about things that aren’t their business will hear things that 

they’re not happy with. 

 

Discussion 

Zainab’s husband asks his wife why the two brothers, Abu Miyzād and Musallim, came to his 

house. But Zainab asks him not to interfere in the matter. She utters this proverb in order to point 

out her contempt for her husband: this is not his concern and he should not bother about it. The 

modified proverb is an abbreviated form of the original – it mentions only the first half of the 

original proverb, with a slight substitution. The modified proverb is in the form of a prohibition. 

The lexemes lā and tatadaxxal are a substitute for man and takallama at the beginning of the 

original proverb. However, the most obvious change in the modified proverb is the omission of 

the second part of the original: samica mā lā yurḍīh. According to Partington’s classification, the 

modified proverb uses the abbreviation technique. Here, the modified proverb and the original can 

be regarded as synonyms. 

 

Example 4: 

Modified proverb: 

(.209 ، ص1983)المحمود،  تعشيت وتمشيت  

tcaššēt ū tmaššēt 

 

I had my supper and went for a walk. 

Original proverb:  
(.220، ص 2، ج1953تعّش وتمّش، تغدّ وتمد )فريحة،   

tc aššā ū tmaššā, tġaddā ū tmaddā 
Have supper and take a walk, have lunch and lie down. 

 

Discussion 

The modified proverb is in an abbreviated form of the original – it mentions only the first half of 

the original proverb, with a slight substitution. The modified proverb uses verbs in the past tense, 

with the first-person singular suffix -t on both lexemes in the modified proverb. By contrast, the 
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original proverb takes the form of a piece of advice. It is also more extensive than the modified 

one, with the extra words tġaddā, ū and tmaddā. According to Partington’s classification, the 

modified proverb uses the abbreviation technique. The modified proverb and the original are 

synonyms. 

 

4.1.4 Examples of Partington’s technique of insertion 

 

Example 1: 

Modified proverb: 

 (.88ص  1983ابنة العم، كما يقولون، عوراء )المحمود 

’awrāc, kamā yaqūlūn, ammc-Ibnat al 
The cousin, so they say, is one-eyed. 

 

Original proverb: 

 (.50، ص1995شقير، )بنت العم عورة 

awrac ammcalBint  
The cousin is one-eyed. 

 

Discussion 

Ḥabīb, Musallim’s cousin, says that Sacda, Ḥabīb‘s brother’s wife, is only good for singing at 

weddings. Then Kafa says: “Ask your God to have a woman like her”, quoting to him the 

proverb ibnat al-camm, kamā yaqūlūn, cawrā (the cousin, as they say, is one-eyed). Kafa’s point 

is that a person we are familiar with is always underestimated. People do not recognize her virtue 

and beauty, as if she was one-eyed. They prefer the stranger over her, even if that stranger is 

inferior to her in beauty and morals.  

 

The two proverbs can be regarded as synonymous. The modified proverb has two extra 

elements, كما يقولون   kamā yaqūlūn (so they say), but this addition is merely emphatic and does not 

affect the meaning of the original. The modified proverb is Standard Arabic while the original is 

colloquial. Both proverbs have the same metaphorical meaning. According to Partington’s 

classification, the modified proverb uses the insertion technique. 

 

Example 2: 

Modified proverb: 

(.115ص  1983)المحمود  لكن صوفتي أنا حمراء  

Lākin ṣūftī ‘anā ḥamrā’ 

But my own wool is red 

Original proverb: 

 (.395، ص1953، 2، ج1953)فريحة، صوفته حمرا 

ṣūftuh ḥamrā 
His wool is red 
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Discussion 

Sheikh Maḥmūd says that he does not have any luck with his aunt’s family, because they do not 

love him, no matter how faithfully he works for them. He refers to the proverbial redness of wool 

to indicate that he is not loved by people, but regarded with suspicion. In Syrian culture, “a person’s 

wool is red” is said in order to indicate that an individual is unloved and untrustworthy. The 

modified proverb has two extra elements, lākin at the beginning and ‘anā in the middle. There is 

also a slight substitution in the modified proverb, which consists in the addition of the )ء)  hamza 

to the word “ḥamrā’” and the substitution of -ī for -h (to change from “his” to “my”). However, 

this addition does not alter the meaning. The modified proverb is in Standard Arabic, while the 

original one is in colloquial. The two proverbs can be regarded as synonymous, but the modified 

one is more emphatic. According to Partington’s classification, the modified proverb here uses the 

insertion technique. 

 

Example 3: 

Modified proverb: 

(.215ص  1983)المحمود  ايه، عيش، يا كديش، حتّى يأتيك الحشيش  

ēh, cīš, yā kdīš, ḥattā ya’tīk al-ḥašīš  

 

Eh, donkey, live, till the grass comes to you 

Original proverb: 

 .(49، ص2008الحميد، عيش يا كديش تا ينبت الحشيش )عبد 
cīš yā kdīš, tā yinbut al-ḥašīš  

Live, you donkey, till the grass grows. 

 

Discussion 

The original proverb conveys a sense of procrastination and uncertainty: “when someone makes a 

promise, no one knows if she or he will keep it”. The pessimistic implication is that the promise 

will not be kept. The modified proverb has one extra lexeme ēh at the beginning, which emphasises 

procrastination.  There is also a slight substitution in the modified proverb, in the replacement of 

the word tā in the original with ḥattā. Another slight substitution is the use of the word yā’tīk in 

the modified proverb, replacing yinbit in the original. According to Partington’s classification, the 

modified proverb uses the insertion technique. The original proverb and its modified version have 

the same meaning. 

 

Example 4: 

Modified proverb: 

(.300 ، ص1983)المحمود، استفقاد الّرب رضى ورحمة   

Istifqād al-rabb riḍā ū raḥmih 
God’s trial is contentment and mercy. 

 

Original proverb:  
 .( 15، ص2008)عبد الحميد،  استفقاد الّرب رحمة     

 Istifqād al-rabb raḥmih 
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God’s trial is mercy. 

 

Discussion 

Illness took away the lives of many young men and women in the village. Therefore, the villagers, 

who believe in Fate and God’s will, surrender to their sorrows and grief by quoting this proverb. 

This is a proverb that references a specific Islamic subculture. It is usually said when a person is 

put into a difficult position, whether this health-related or financial, or even encountering death.  

This is mainly because those who have faith believe that everything is predestined and that Allah 

has the ultimate power over everything. The modified proverb is an expanded version of the 

original.  In the modified proverb, we find the insertion of the lexemes riḍā and ū. The rest of the 

modified proverb is similar to the original. However, this addition strongly emphasises the 

message of the original proverb. Therefore, the two proverbs are synonyms. According to 

Partington’s classification, the technique used in the modified proverb is insertion. 

 

5. Semantic relationship of modified proverbs to original proverbs in Muftaraq al-Maṭar  

I have applied Partington’s analysis of the four techniques of modification to sixteen examples. 

The first four cases illustrate the semantic effects of Partington’s rephrasing technique on modified 

proverbs. We can observe here that one modified proverb is an antonym of its original, and three 

are synonyms. In the case of modified proverbs which involve Partington’s substitution technique, 

the modified proverbs stand in only two different semantic relationships with their original 

proverbs: three are antonymous and one is synonymous. By contrast, the third group of modified 

proverbs, which involve Partington’s abbreviation technique, are all synonymous with their 

original proverbs, as are the last four examples, which involve Partington’s insertion technique.  

In these cases, the additional words in the modified proverbs merely function to provide a more 

emphatic statement of the message conveyed by the proverbs, but do not alter their fundamental 

meaning. 

 

6.  Conclusions 

The novel under investigation in this paper employs a large number of proverbs and modified 

proverbs. The study of the sixteen examples chosen shows diversity in the use of Partington’s four 

types of modification techniques. These examples illuminate different semantic relations between 

the modified proverbs and their corresponding originals: synonymy and antonymy. The great 

majority of the modified proverbs, thirteen out of sixteen, preserve the meaning of the original 

proverb. However, a few of the modified proverbs give an opposite meaning to that of the original. 

This is the case in three of the modified proverbs involving Partington’s substitution technique, 

and one of the proverbs involving his rephrasing technique. The four examples that use 

Partington’s insertion technique also convey a more emphatic message. 

 

Yūsuf al-Maḥmūd makes abundant use of proverbs and modified proverbs in Muftaraq al-

Maṭar. Such traditional formulas provide a strong expressive tool for the author to describe how 

characters communicate with each other, to depict the life of Syrians under the French colonial 

mandate, and to adapt a generic cultural background to a specific narrative situation. With great 

compositional skill, the writer creates a tapestry involving both tradition and innovation, deploying 
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different proverbs from various religious and folkloric sources and reshaping them to suit his own 

narrative. In this way, his prolific and creative usage of proverbial popular wisdom serves to 

express the complex relation of modern Syria to its cultural roots, combining affectionate 

traditionalism and ironic innovation. 
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