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Abstract

This study deals with the topic of the poetics of Modern Arabic Feminine Narrative

Fiction in the last stage of its development during the last three decades, aiming at

clarifying and illustrating its basic features on both thematic and aesthetic levels.

The study is divided into four main chapters. Chapter One deals with the term

"feminine literature" and the controversy aroused by defining its concise conception. I

also expose the rejecting positions of the term by many critics in the Arab and the

western world, besides the attitude of the Arab female writers themselves regarding

this term, with pointing out the critique's and society's viewpoint about the literary

work of Arab women.

Chapter Two deals with the role of the Arab woman in the creative literary works

since the pre-Islamic period (Al- jahiliyya) to the present, attempting to explore the

roots of the feminine thought in the classical Arabic literature. In so doing, I reveal

the main stages in the development of woman literature in the modern era till its last

stage of development of rebellion against traditional literary conventions, which

constitutes the core of this study.

Chapter Three and Chapter Four constitute the applied part of the study. Chapter

Three follows up the main themes that are dealt with in modern narrative fiction.

Chapter Four deals with the artistic techniques, the stylistic devices, and the aesthetic

tools that are abundantly employed in narrative fiction.



Generally, the study deals with ninety-six novels written by Arab women, and sixty

collections of short stories written by female writers from various Arab countries and

more than twenty stories published here and there in newspapers and magazines, in

addition to some stories translated into English. The number of the writers whose

literary works are discussed in this study amounts to more than ninety female writers

so that the study will be thorough and comprehensive.

The term "feminine literature" emerged in the western world during the first half of

the nineteenth century, and it aroused a strong debate among critics. Some of them

rejected the term claiming that it leads to classifying literature according to sexual

criteria rather than objective literary ones, while others pointed at the difficulty in

defining it, due to its involvement with other terms which have political or social

nature.  Another group of female critics have adopted this term, believing that female

literature is different from male literature because it stems from territories

uncontrolled by patriarchal hegemony. Moreover, it expresses the woman's

experiences.

On the other hand, female writers themselves have expressed doubts about the term,

and expressed their objection to classify literary works as "feminine literature". In the

Arab world, the term encounters double complications and its variations have

increased, some of which are: "feminine", "female", "woman", "human literature,"

and so on. It has caused a debate, similar to the one which was created in the western

world, but without reaching a unanimously acceptable definition. The female writers

agree upon rejecting the classification of their literary works under the title "feminine

literature" and assume that this term has been created by the male literary doctrine

and domination, and they strongly opposed the underestimation of the female

literature that this term provokes. However, they have eventually accepted it,



encouraged by the female Arab critics who have urged them to be proud of the term

and not to forget their remarkable contribution to the enrichment of literary works.

I believe that feminine narrative fiction is the one which the woman writes when the

bonds of patriarchal literary conventions are shaken off her. Based on their own

experience in writing, Arab women make the woman's issue their primary concern,

and thus they thematically and aesthetically place female characters in the very center

of their literary work. At the same time, women adopt a rebellious attitude towards

men whom they displace, at best, at the margins of their literary work or, sometimes,

even expel them completely out of the text.

Chapter Two exposes the involvement of the Arab woman in the creative works of

literature, starting from the pre-Islamic period (Al-jahiliyyah) to the present day. I

have endeavored to point out the ups and downs in her literary works due to religious

or social factors, and emphasize her effective participation and status in the literary

experience during the renaissance, reinforced by voices calling for giving her social

and intellectual rights. This chapter also demonstrates the existence of the roots of

liberated feminine thought in the classical literary works of Arab women, when they

courageously demanded their disinherited rights in the presence of prestigious and

powerful characters.

Some women totally refused to get married claiming that marriage deprives them of

their freedom, and ruins their female identity. Others have gone beyond that and

demanded the right to get divorced because of their husband's impotence and their

desire to realize their sexual rights. All that leads us to think that some of the

principles women believe in today go back to the Arab cultural heritage. In the

renaissance, Arab woman's literature looked hesitant and reticent. Arab women

writers did not dare to publish the work they had written until they were encouraged

by movements, which called for giving them their entire rights, in addition to the



literature salons which they established and took part in, and the remarkable role the

press played in spreading their creative works of literature. During the sixties of the

twentieth century, women's literary works underwent a big development as a result of

various and numerous factors, among which is the increase in the academic education

of female writers. This development extended to the seventies and eighties until it has

reached its highest stage.

The modern literature of Arab women writers has undergone three basic stages: the

stage of imitating the canonical official literature from the half of the nineteenth

century till 1950; the stage of rebellion against patriarchal traditional contents, which

started in 1950 and lasted to 1980; and finally the stage of rebellion against the

patriarchal literary conventions, which had started to adopt their revolutionary

features since the eighth decade of the twentieth century and have continued to the

present.

In this stage, women were marginalized and deprived of their social and literary

rights, and therefore they were convinced of the legality of their fights. The feminine

Arab criticism attributes the appearance of this rebellious nature in the Arab feminine

narrative to numerous factors, of which the most outstanding ones are:

The first is men's control of different fields of life, including literary writing, and their

persistence to suppress women, and marginalize them.

The second is the increase of academic female authors in the Arabic world, and their

exposure to the achievements of western cultures and literature, which reinforced the

self confidence of the female Arab writers, and helped them to strongly object to the

control and conventions of men, and to depend on themselves in minding their own

business, and expressing their concerns and desires in their own style, which they

gained from their experience in life.



At the beginning of the third chapter, I discuss the term" Poetics", and the controversy

it arouses among researchers and critics regarding the difficulty in defining it and

clarifying its conception.

I eventually concluded that the term "Poetics" refers to the fundamental principles

according to which the literary work is formed on two levels: the technical and

content related one, and the general rules which organize its birth.

Before detailing the poetics of Arabic feminine narrative fiction, and dealing with the

signs of its technical and content related revolution, it is worthwhile mentioning

some remarks which might shed light on the conclusions we have reached in this

study, and the following are the important ones:

First and foremost, the conclusions presented in this study are basically based on the

thoughts and principles exposed in the studied texts of Arabic feminine narrative

fiction, in which the Arabic woman believes and strives to implement in real life. And

they have nothing to do with the autobiographies of female writers.

Another remark, not less important than the previous one, is that the literary works of

Egyptian female writers outnumber the other narrative texts handled in this study, for

some reasons:

Firstly, Egypt is considered the main center for the modern Arabic culture, generally

speaking. Secondly, the Egyptian woman had joined universities and scientific

institutions a long time earlier than her counterparts in the other Arab countries.

Thirdly, she enjoyed a wide space of freedom due to Egypt's exposure to the western

culture.



All these factors enabled the Egyptian woman to practice her literary experience

before other women in the Arabic world, and made her literary works more common

and widespread.

It is easy to notice a clear distinction among female writers, regarding the level and

severity of their rebellion against the patriarchal literary conventions.

An example of that are the Egyptian, the Lebanese, the Syrian and the Palestinian

female writers, who are more daring than their counterparts in the gulf countries

because of educational gaps among them, and probably because of other social and

political conditions.

The conclusions we present do not apply to the literary works of all female authors in

the Arab world, because some of them are either still writing according to traditional

literary conventions, or oppose the patriarchal literary contents, but rather in a

peaceful manner devoid of any revolutionary nature.

The most outstanding characteristics of the revolution in the modern Arabic feminine

narrative fiction is the great interest in the feminine nature, which is placed in the first

priority of the feminine narrative fiction, where the issue of women and their concerns

are in the center of their writing, and the woman hopes to control the management of

the universe, after the man had failed to do so due to his domineering nature.

She believes that time has come for him to quit his role, and for her to replace him

and build a happier world for humanity, especially after having acquired more self-

confidence and having refused to belong to the authority of man, and after having

rejected the manner of begging and pleading. Instead, she adopted a struggling

manner, characterized by challenge, rebellion and refusal of all patriarchal

conventions.



The feminine narrative fiction aims, first and foremost, at rebelling against men and

rejecting them. From this starting point, the Arabic female writers intensify the

presence of negative images of men in their fiction, in order to justify their aggressive

attitude towards men, who are depicted in the narrative as a source for women's

troubles and problems. Not only are they violent, abusive and cruel, but they are also

ready to put an end to women' lives. In addition to all that, they prevent the woman

from practicing her right to work, to study and even to talk. They consider her a mere

body created for their own pleasure, devoid of any mental ability. As a result, she

should expel the man out of her life, and stay cautious not to be a victim to his tricks

and deception.

The modern feminine narrative fiction endeavors to underestimate men and ruin their

traditional images. They are presented as shy, miserable, weak, humiliated and

impotent. Once their virility is ruined, they lose their arrogance and control.

On the other side of this negative and rejecting picture of men, the female character is

described as courageous, challenging and an initiator, believing in her own abilities,

proud of her femininity  and determined to realize her female identity and to establish

a perception of herself opposed to the one viewed by men. She sees herself as an

intellectual power and not just a physical entity.

One of the crucial conclusions this study reveals concerning ways of rebelling against

patriarchal control is the rejection of some women to the institution of marriage, for

the privileges it grants to the man, enabling him to abuse the woman's body.

Therefore, some female writers insist on rejecting marriage until they achieve their

goals, even via extreme ways, like running away, or committing suicide and so on.



The alternative the woman adopts instead of a husband is literary writing, which gives

her a wide space of freedom, and brings her to an ecstasy she had not felt before with

the man. In this way, the woman fulfills one of the main ideological principles she

believes in, which is: No place for despair! There is always a way out!

The writing of the modern woman is considered a penetrating feat. Through it, she

penetrates patriarchal taboos, or the so called "the prohibited trio": religion, politics

and sex.

These themes are the core of her writing, especially the theme of sex which is almost

present in all her narrative fictions. She no longer feels embarrassed to talk about sex,

and describe the erotic adventures of the heroines of her fiction, because she does

believes that this is her right as much as it is the man's right.

In fiction, the heroine appears to be an active player, initiating erotic activities in front

of the man, who appears impotent, unable to demonstrate sexual power of any kind

most of the time, despite her tiring effort to sexually arouse him. And when she is

certain of his impotence, she does not hesitate to look for an alternative to replace

him.

She either turns to masturbation, or to lesbian sex, which she uses as a sign of

rebelling against the man's authority and penetrating his taboos

The traditional Arab society surrounds the body of the woman with a halo of sanctity,

and therefore, demands her to cover it according to the rules of Islam and the social

conventions. However, the feminine narrative fiction uses the woman's body as  a

means to resist the Islamic and the social conventions. That is why the female

character intensifies her talk about her body, and the excitement she gets when she

touches it and looks closely at all its parts. The woman then declares that her body is

her own property, and she has the full freedom to handle it the way she likes. She



therefore, objects strongly to how the patriarchal society violates her body through

dilution surgeries, which distort her body and deprive her of achieving her sexual

pleasure.

The narrative fiction of the modern female writer is not restricted to dealing only with

her own private concerns; it is open, as well, to historical, political, religious and

cultural issues, in which she expresses her interest in her nation's concerns and the

concerns of the whole world. So, on one hand, she reinforces her feminine image and

on the other hand, she continues in her strategy to penetrate taboos, and undermine

the patriarchal supremacy over her.

She interferes in political matters, and criticizes the behaviors of her country's rulers

or even directs criticism towards some religious rules, and violates them for their

being discriminative against her.

In handling these public issues, the female writer uses the principle "from private to

public," which she applies in most of her literary works, where she starts to deal with

her own private issues, then turns to the concerns of her homeland and eventually she

reaches universal general issues.

In order to achieve the centralization of the female identity in the modern feminine

narrative fiction, and the rebellion against the patriarchal literary conventions, the

modern Arab female writer uses in her contents and her narrative techniques from her

own viewpoint, rather than from theories and rules which are perceived in her mind as

a typical patriarchal product. Therefore, the Arab female writer has cared for creating

new literary laws of her own, and destroying the prevailing patriarchal theories.

One of the most outstanding signs of the feminine fiction's rebellion against the

conventional artistic techniques is the domination of the female characters over the

whole text, whether as heroines or non heroines, major characters or minor ones.



Besides, females are given the main role. Male characters are moved to the text

margins where they appear weak, unstable, disable and an obedient tool. While their

main role is to serve the woman, the female characters are described as strong, active,

self-confident, initiators, open minded, independent, struggling, revolutionary and

reinforced by high education similar to that of the writer herself.

The feminine narrative cares for realizing the idea of the woman's domineering over

the universe, through her domineering over the world of the text. It is not satisfied

with the massive presence of female characters, but lays the responsibility of

narrating on a female narrator in the first person singular.

Thus, the woman becomes the master of the text. She is the creator, the central

character and the narrator who is in charge of narrating the events. Through her

control over the text, she hopes to control the real world!

Choosing the first person female narrator to tell contents prohibited in the view of the

patriarchal institution confirms the revolutionary nature of the feminine narrative.

This prominent employment of the first person singular necessitates artistic and style

related techniques, which match the nature of this person, such as the monologue

instead of the dialogue, the confession style, the style of flashback and every thing

that belongs to the techniques of the consciousness stream.

The feminine language employed in the feminine narrative forms one of the basic

tools to rebel against the literary patriarchal conventions. The woman uses a language

different from the conventional language, characterized by its attachment to the

woman's body, and its massive usage of erotic expressions, and its great interest in

poetic language, even if it leads to giving up the normative language.

The modern female writer has a strong desire to use romantic words and expressions,

and interest in mixing the literary language with the spoken one, in using an unclear



complicated language, in disregarding the grammar of the Arabic language and in

inserting foreign words, as a means of eradicating the sanctity of the conventional

Arabic language for its being the Arab man's product, besides the usage of a massive

ironic language which reflects the disparagement of the Arab woman from the Arab

man.

Among the outstanding techniques used in the feminine narrative to shake the

principles of the traditional narrative is the "Meta writing" phenomenon, which is

writing about writing. This technique gives the female writer a chance to move away

from many conventional techniques and contents and supports her in establishing new

literary conventions of her own.

The "meta writing" phenomenon appears in the feminine narrative in various forms,

such as: beginning the literary work with an introduction, in which the female writer

relates to the importance of writing in her life, and uses a similar step inside her

narrative text, so that she sometimes turns to describing the process of writing this

narrative, and criticizing it or other literary works. This way, the female writer plays

double roles: she writes the text and criticizes it at the same time.

The idea of resisting the other/ the man controls the female narrative on two levels:

the technical and the content-related one. One of this resistance signs is reflected in

the writer's rejection of theory of the literary genre, and her determination to

undermine it, and depend in her writing on her own life experiences.

Among the styles she employs the technique of intertextuality to undermine that

theory by inserting various types of expressions, and mixing different literary genres

in the same text. This manipulation leads to the loss of the original literary genre and

instead creates "a hybrid genre" or what is called "non-genre". In addition, the writer

employs the techniques of poetry in her narrative text in order to create a new type of



narrative, which has been called by the Egyptian writer and critic "Edward Al-

Kharrat: "the story- the poem".

In many cases, the female writer borrows patterns and forms from poetry for her text

making it look like a poem, rather than a prosaic text. She also draws some tools,

elements and techniques from the art of theater until the story turns into a play.

Besides, she inserts paragraphs from the classical Arabic prose into her modern

narrative.

The modern feminine narrative fiction is based on numerous artistic styles and

techniques, which ensure it to penetrate the basis of the theory, and undermine the

limits of the literary genre. The most prominent ones are: the usage of diaries or

letters style.

Many female writers employ the technique of flash back in order to break the

horizontality of the narrative, and the technique of intertextuality, which undermines

the limits of the literary genre by introducing different texts to the original one, which

the writer derives from various fields of knowledge. Through that, she emphasizes her

deep thought and high level of education.

Not only is the feminine narrative satisfied with rebelling against the patriarchal

literary conceptions, but it also tries, in many cases, to undermine the traditional

conception of the plot, and disrupt or hide the threads of that plot until the text

reaches what is called "a plot with no events". In order to achieve this, she adopts

many techniques such as: inserting poetic segments into the narrative text with no

correlation between them; mixing imagination with reality, employing weird or

legendary elements, and depending on the complicated surrealistic style and likewise

of modernized experimental techniques, which increase the ambiguity of the text and

subsequently make it harder for the reader to get to the central thread of the plot



We should mention here that these styles and techniques that are employed in the

female narrative are not exclusive to the feminine writing, since they are prevalent in

the canonical official narrative as well. However, what makes them particular

characteristics of the feminine narrative consists of two components: first, the

intensive employment of these techniques and styles; second, the ability of the female

writer to take advantage of these techniques as tools for rebelling against the man, and

undermining the rules and conventions he had established.

From the aforementioned, it seems that the Arabic feminine narrative fiction has risen

to a very high level thematically and artistically, and accordingly, has placed the

female writer in an esteemed status in the literary life

Therefore, this matter requires that critics and researchers should reconsider the

creative literary works the Arab woman writes, and change the criteria according

which they have judged the Arab woman's literature in general.
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