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of poetry is always paradoxical, as Cleanth Brooks and other
New Critics believe, and the method of art is always indirect
(See Brook’s article: “The Language of Paradox”). The reader-critic of
poetry is expected to contribute to the writing of the poem and
to complete the work of the poet. In the above reading of al-
Sabbah’s poems I have tried to explain the superficial fluctua-
tion in the poet’s attitudes and stances and have related it to the
different psychological states from which the poems arose. The
poet, like other human beings (and perhaps more than ordinary
human beings) has his/her moods and might reflect in his/her
poetry not only his/her attitudes, feelings, emotions but also
those of other people she/he knows or has read about. I would
not agre with critics who might assert that al-Sabbah is contra-
dicting herself, deconstructing her views, writing and then eras-
ing them. Even Simone de Beauvoir was accused of being a
submissive woman because of her love letters to Nelson Algren,
an American writer. A woman (or a man) could be submissive or
defiant provided she chooses to be so, not forced to be so.

As to the artistic value of al-Sabbah’s poems, it has been
asserted in the above discussion. Al-Sabbah, I believe, would not
agree with modernist poets who consider that poetry is just form
with little or no content. She would advocate a balance between
sound and sense (form and content) and would agree with T.S.
Eliot who considers that poetry which is just form or just con-
tent is not poetry (See: Faddul 165-173). Her poems display a
feminist position through a poetic form (imagery, rhythm, etc.)
and a poetic language that are typically feminine (the language
of a female body, senses, instincts). The unconscious of the
poet reveals itself through imagistic techniques (metaphors,
metonymys, etc) that condense and displace (Freud’s terms) the
repressed and that defamiliarize the experiences making them
more interesting to read and share.
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Concluding Remarks

In the above critical interpretation of al-Sabbah’s love poems
the approach employed benefits from feminist critical theory. A
feminist reading of the poems is justified by the introduction of
the book in which feminist issues are raised in a direct manner.
It is also justified by the poems in this book and by other poems
written by al-Sabbah in her other collections, Fi al-bad’ kanat
al ‘untha and Fatafit imra’ah. Al-Sabbah is evidently seriously
concerned with the liberation of the Arab woman from all the
fetters that have aborted her emotional, cultural and intellectual
development. She would agree with Feminist critics who all
recognize the political nature of writing. To these critics litera-
ture is part of the real; it reflects the real, creates the real and
offeres us alternatives to the real (Robbins 49-50). Feminists real-
ize that women have suffered from “physiological oppression or
the oppression of the body by virtue of its femaleness ... cultural
oppression (in which women are devalued into cultural objects,
rather than valued as subjects); and psychological oppression
(where women are denied masculine status, and often believe
in their own inferiority, because they lack masculine bodies and
minds).” Patriarchy which is behind these forms of oppression is
“at work, in the home, in the state, the church or other religious
systems, the law, education systems, the workplace, in culture
at large, and even in women themselves since they often inter-
nalize the values which they are fed by such powerful institu-
tions” (Robbins 50). Feminist writing should reflect this situation
and try to change it and create an alternative more just situation
for women.

The poems of al-Sabbah in Qasa’id Hubb, like the introduc-
tion she wrote aim to combat women’s oppression, but the tech-
niques employed in poetry are not those of prose. The language
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The persona asks her man on the tenth anniversary of their
love whether he could stand her for another year, stand her
never ending questions, never ending contradictions and never
ending foolishness, and stand “my heavy waves, impossible
requests and my emotions loaded with a thousand pounds of
dynamite” (122). She is not any longer a passive worshiper of
her man. She confesses that she has exhausted him, shattered
him and burned his nerves. He cannot travel without her since
he might be drowned if he comes close to the sea, might be
swallowed by the wolves in the woods and might lose hs vir-
ginity if he accompanies professional women (123)

In the final lines of the poem the persona addresses her
man:

You saint who taught me the alphabet of love from A to Z
Who drew me like a rainbow between earth and heaven
Who taught me the language of trees, rain and the blue
sea

Ilove you. (124)

In this poem the persona settles on the man of her choice,
the product, perhaps, of her dreams and her imagination. She
chooses to worship him, does everything to preserve his love,
but she also protects him, disturbs him and is not just a passive
worshiper. Love here is an exchange, and the man needs the
woman as much as she needs him. Both are vulnerable, and
their partnership renders them stronger in times of danger and
temptations.
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cere and more truthful than his mind and reason. His instincts,
unlike his reason, are not spoiled by the norms, traditions and
culture of a society that views woman as inferior or “other”
and treats her as such. The woman will keep resorting to the
instinctual in man until his mind is freed from the burderns of
a sexist culture that views woman as a body (a sex object) and
not as a thinking human being of equal rights and equal talents
with man. The pre-Oedipal phase, to employ the theories of
Freud and Lacan, is the phase of attachment to the mother for
both males and females; it is the phase of bliss. The instincts in
this phase are dominant. Males, when they enter the symbolic
phase or the world of the father (its laws, rules etc), distance
themselves from the authenticity of the mother’s world and put
on the masks of a patriarchal culture. They, however, retain
some remnants of instinctual spontaniety and authenticity. The
persona in this poem resorts to these traces of the mother in her
man and builds on them, hoping to share again the common
ground of matriarchy with him.

This poem, like some other poems in the book, is built on
an extended image (the hands) around which rotates several
other sub-images. This technique, as mentioned earlier, defa-
miliarizes the experiences and the objects and enhances the
artistic enjoyment of the reader.

The last poem is the persona’s reconciliation with man who
continues to be her saint (her Valentine), the maker of her time,
the master of her days. She worships him in her own way,
goes to his temple, offers him votive offerings and incense and
washes his feet with perfumes of bitter orange. He is her only
resort; all roads lead to him, all pigeons fly to his breast and
all the lovers of the world seek his blessings and await his
miracles (117-120).
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They are two great books she reads before going to bed, two
thick woods she seeks refuge in when depressed, two pieces
of wood she hangs to when almost drowning, two hearthes she
sits in front of when trembling of cold. The hands reconcile
her with their owner and wipe her tears when she cries. She
visits these hands, drinks coffee with them, tells them all her
secrets and problems and hands them a complete dossier of all
the emotional cases she filed against him and lost (108-110).

The persona highlights the duality between her man and his
hands. They behave in a civilized manner while he behaves in
a primitive way. They open thousand doors of dialogue while
he closes all doors (105). The hands side with her when their
owner behaves like an Arab dictator who does not acknowl-
edge different opinions, ideas or different sex or when he
behaves like a Sheikh of a tribe who speaks of consultation
and open dialogue but does not start a dialogue with anyone
and does not consult anyone (107).

The Arab man is schizophrenic in a sense. His hands are
peaceful, but he is fanatic; his hands are cultured, but he is of
a medium culture. They are flexible, but he is rigid and stiff;
they are modernist, but he is traditionalist (113).

The persona asserts that she befriended the hands of her
man before befriending him and that her relationship with
them is more elevated, nobler and deeper than her relationship
with him (112). She ends by thanking the hands for being her
house when exiled, her roof in times of tempest, her country
after the carpet of her country has been pulled from under her
feet (114).

The poet implies that the Arab man is a person with a
divided self. His senses and instincts are warmer, more sin-
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a new Arab man, but this man gives her no chance to do that
because he is still conceited, narcisstic, multi-faceted, over-
loaded with women or with poems. She is left with no other
choice but to proceed alone in her dangerous but rewarding
adventure.

This poem characterized by its original striking imagery
could be read as a response to Nizar Qabbani’s poem “Ikh-
tari” (Choose). In his poem, Qabbani challenges the woman
to choose between love and non-love, between dying on his
breast and dying on his poetry notebooks, between Paradise
and Hell. He also urges her to speak, get angry, explode,
plunge into the sea and to remember that love is a big confron-
tation, sailing against the current, crucifixion, torture, tears, a
journey in an endless space. He explains to her: “I have no
faith in a love/That lacks the zeal of revolutionaries/ That does
not demoish all walls/That does not strike like hurricanes”
(Ahla Qasa’idi, 13-15). The persona in al-Sabbah’s poem accepts
the challenge but cannot make the man who challenged her
share the adventure with her.

In the seventh poem, the persona who could not find the
man with whom she wanted to share her adventure could at
least find his hands (senses) and seek refuge in them. She
writes a letter to these hands that are more tender and better
understanding of the nature of women, their secrets and their
inner worlds than him. She had known the hands, admired
them, started a relation with them long ago in Paris. Being an
Arab woman loafing on the pavements of sorrow in Paris, she
could understand the movements of these hands, the lines and
forms they draw in the air. The hands have become the sandy
coast on which she sleeps when hit by the tempest, two palm
trees whose fruits nourish her when in labor pain (103-104).
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share her adventure with a new Arab man who, she hopes,
would be unlike traditional Arab men (symbolized by the
cloak-like woolen wrap of ‘Antarah bin Shaddad’). She wants
to escape from all the suffocating images of Arab life (my
bed made of the skin of camels, fable’s abdomen, teeth of the
Sheikh of the tribe, cups of Arabic coffee) and to proceed with
her man to the ultimate freedom. To her disappointment this
new Arab man is like a mirage. She describes him as a wan-
derer that cannot be seen by the eye, a gypsy who has married
the sea and travel bags. This man is ambiguous like myths,
unstable like mercury. Yet if this man is not realizable in real-
ity (“I am gambling on a man who will not come/And a horse
that will not win” (92)), the persona could still realize him in
her dreams (“I chew you in my dreams like a fruit” (93)) and
by just smelling his virility, she could give birth to twenty chil-
dren (93).

The persona is an extremist who hates compromises and
the medium in love and in poetry (“The worst kind of love is
the medium love/And the most cowardly poem is that which
holds the stick in the middle” (94)). The man she loves is
exhausted by his narcissism and his multiplicity, and she has
no chance with him. He is overloaded either with women or
with poetry. She finds him sleeping either with a new woman
or a new poem. She describes him as a Phoenician sailor who
has no stable ports, no stable addresses, no stable loyalties.
Finally, she describes him as a great actor conceited by his
fame. She has no hope even to get his signature because “I
arrive always late/After the curtains are lowered/Lights are
turned off/And the spectators have departed” (98).

The new Arab woman, the poet implies, longs to achieve
her new feminine identity and her new freedom together with
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her inner self and reflects her inner conflicts and suffering.

This poem, finally, is wordy and could be read as a parody
of some of Nizar Qabbani’s love poetry.

The sixth poem resumes the revolutionary stance and tone.
It starts with an original image: “I climb to the roof of the
moon to pick a poem for you/I climb to the roof of the poem
to pick a moon for you/I climb to horizons no woman before
me climbed to/And I committ words of love/No other Arab
woman committed before me/Or will ever committ after me”
(87). The persona in this poem has decided to go far in defying
her society and its moral code: “I get entangled with you/To
the point of no retreat/1 walk with you uncovered/Under the
rain of scandal/I proceed with you/To the last drop of lan-
guage/And the last drop of my blood/To deserve to be your
lover” (88).

The feminist agenda of the poet is clarified here: “I swerve
from the old (traditional) text of femininity/And I invent my
femininity the way I choose/I delineate my lips and determine
the colors of my eyes the way I choose” (91). These lines sum
up the strategy of the poet who wants to get rid of the tra-
ditional definitions of femininity and of womanhood and to
create her own alternative definition. She realizes that gender
identity is constructed and cultural, not natural or given. The
signifier (word, mark) woman could be joined to any signi-
fied (concept, connotation) human beings who are in power
choose. Men who have been in power have chosen negative
signifieds for the word woman, and it is time now to change
the situation since women have acquired more power.

The persona in the poem does not want to carry out her
project of redefining femininity alone. She rather wants ot
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The persona concludes that she discovered that Paris is her
man’s party not hers and that Paris would not welcome her
alone with beautiful flowers because “Paris loves us together.”
She addresses her man saying:

You master who plays with my destiny as he wishes
Who plans my travels as he wishes

I have carried a complete dossier to Paris
Containing all your violations and emotional crimes
But Paris tore off my papers and sided with you. (84)

The implications of this poem is that even Paris, a Western
city, is sexist and prejudiced. It sides with man and does not
recongnize the woman as independent. The woman, in this
poem, unlike many western feminists, cannot dispense with
man and create her own world (Amazon) either by herself or
with other women. She still sticks to the heterosexual and het-
eroemotinal code. She suffers because she cannot develop an
independent identity of her own and continues to be a supple-
ment to man.

Artistically the poem is an extended metaphor where Paris
is the central image occupying the entire space and where
many sub-images (cultural, artistic, historical, architectural
and natural aspects of Paris) branch from this central image
creating a galaxy of images, some of which are quite original
and striking. These images help defamiliarize Paris and pres-
ent it from a new perspective thus holding the reader’s atten-
tion and slowing the process of perception (see Shklovsky on
defamiliarization as an artistic technique).

Paris in the poem is a projection of the persona’s feelings
and psychological states. It assumes the colors and shades of
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Paris in this poem becomes the symbol and incarnation
of love; its architecture, streets, gardens, statues, clothes are
made for love. The persona, consequently, feels out of har-
mony with Paris. She cannot see the paris she knew with her
lover. Paris to her now is a destroyed city like Hiroshima, not
the city of arts, beatuy and culture she had known. In Paris, the
persona had learned with the help of her man how to discover
the dimensions of her femininity and of her freedom (67).

The persona then gives the details of her present failure trip
to paris. She had no real trip. She did nothing, bought noth-
ing, ate and danced with ghosts, cursed herself, her lvoer and
French writers. She shed a tear, remembering “the martyr of
divine love, my friend Mary Antoinette” (68-69) (Is it the blue
blood that unites the persona with this queen?) She felt cold,
imprisoned and bored. Nothing could console her, not even
“Paris-Match.” She needed desperately to call her lover, talk
to him to tell him: “You are my king, my love and the sun of
my days,” to shout as loud as she could “I love you,” and to
cry ceaselessly, but she retreated. The persona intended to tell
her man that the week-end she spent in Paris alone was trans-
formed into a dagger piercing her meat and a headache dig-
ging her forehead, but she was afraid he would become more
conceited, more narcisstic and would leave her hanging on the
ropes of her grief. (71-75) Her confession that she felt lonely in
Paris and that she missed him might make him rejoice at her
misfortune and dance over her ashes (78). She wanted to hide
in the trees of her lover’s voice, to get rid of the cold piercing
her bones and to hang to his arms to regain balance (“for with-
out you I am a bird with broken wings and a sinking boat”),
but, she adds “I was afraid you might bury me in the snows of
your negligence” (79)
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man by treating him like a child. Man has exploited the moth-
erhood feelings of the woman and started to behave with her
like a dictator. Simone de Beauvoir tried to compare the sit-
uation of women to that of other oppressed groups like the
black people in America. She realized that the woman’s situa-
tion is unique because women live dispersed among the males,
attached through residence, housework, economic condition,
and social standing to certain men - fathers or husbands - more
firmly than they are to other women (See: Introduction to the
Second Sex). She could have added that women, as al-Sabbah
said in this poem, are emotionally attached to men as well,
and this complicates more their situation and their struggle for
freedom and equality. We should add that al-Sabbah, being an
Eastern woman, cannot look at man as “other.” She, in the
first lines of this poem, realizes that man and woman are not
two separate entities (Am I myself or am I you?). The woman
here identifies with her man-lover, and the question of oppres-
sion and antagonism is marginalized because man and woman
are one. The conflict between the two is like an inner conflict
within the self. This stand distances al-Sabbah from feminists,
especially Western feminists.

The retreat from the feminist position is more evident in
the fifth poem. The persona in this poem decided to penalize
her child-lover by travelling to Paris alone, but she suddenly
realized that she was penalizing herself instead because Paris
would not welcome her alone. Everything in Paris (street
lamps, newspaper stands, statues in public gardens) was mock-
ing her and requesting her departure because she violated the
principles of the French constitution (61). Paris, the persona
realizes, is a musical melody played by two, a beautiful poem
written by a man and a woman (62).



93

persona in this poem asks herself certain childish questions to
which she can find no answers: “Am I your lover, your mother,
your queen, your possession? Am I myself or am I you?” (49)
The motherhood in her overwhelms all other emotions, and
this makes her worried about the health of her child-lover.
She buys him all the magic protections (amulet) to save him
from the frost of “blue eyes.” She behaves with him the way a
mother behaves with her child and serves him in a manner that
makes him feel like an emperor. She shows her affection to
him in a foolish manner like kissing him while his face is cov-
ered with shaving soap and sharing his tooth paste in moments
of “realist socialism” (56-55)

The persona realizes that her treatment of her child-lover
has turned him into a small dictator who benefits from her ten-
derness and her weak points and who, like a sadist child, plays
with her nerves the way he plays with a paper plane. She ends
by addressing him saying:

You chaotic child

Who tortured me much

Pleased me much

Iwill not penalize you

For the utensils you broke

The curtains you burned

The house cat you stiffled

1 do not blame you

For all this beautiful destruction
You brought about in my life

But ...I blame my motherhood (57)

The implictions of this poem is that the woman has spoiled
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towards exile, his face of the wilderness of her childhood, his
smell of the coffee in the cafeterias of Rome (39). The persona
longs to help this man whose lips have been cracked by the
salt of the sea and whose body has been dispersed all over
the continents after being pursued by the ships of pirates. This
man (apparently a writer-poet) travels from one place of exile
to another, sinks in the waves of black ink and is crucified on
writing paper. He is wanted dead or alive by all the dictators of
the third world (41-42). The persona longs to share in this man’s
suffering (“enter your open shirt/Your open wound”) and to
be part of his anguish, dizziness and beautiful death (43). She
wants to proceed with him to the end of madness, defiance and
femininity, to climb on board of his ship that acknowledges
no ports and no islands and to hide him in her breasts when
the tempest is so strong. She finally wants to share his destiny,
cither to be saved or to sink together with him (44-45).

The artistic techniques employed in this poem are those
employed in modernist poetry. Emotions and feelings are pre-
sented indirectly through an objective correlative, to borrow
T.S. Eliot’s terms. The wandering man-Sindibad embodies
the poet’s (and many women’s) feelings, longings, defiance,
revolt, wandering, exile, anguish and madness. The imagery
and diction in the poem combine the tender (sound of rain,
gray eyes, childhood) and the strong (defiance, madness, tem-
pest) to illustrate that a woman could be both weak and strong,
tender and defiant, submissive and revolting. Her writing could
be schizophrenic in a positive sense. It could subvert and
free itself from the system by liberating the desire from both
oppression and repression (See: Selden et al. 169-170 on Deleuze
and Guattari’s “Schizoanalysis”).

The woman-mother is the theme of the fourth poem. The
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And to avoid losing her blue blood
Her royal descent
And the right to live with you (36)

Is the persona ironic in saying this? Most probably she is.

Different interpretations might be given to the apparent
contradiction between this poem and the first one. One inter-
pretation is that poetry is not the product of a logical process
like prose. The psychological states of the poet which are
not always consistent or logical are depicted in poetry with-
out editing. T.S. Eliot, for example, has confessed that in his
poetry he expressed feelings he would not express in his prose
work, because in prose the writer is in control but not in poetry.
Another explanation might come from French Feminists who
explained that feminine writing “is exercised in a heteroge-
neous style that deliberately undermines all the hierarchical
orders of male rationalist philosophy by breaking from the
ideal of coherent meaning and good rational style” (Rivkin and
Ryan 530). A third interpretation is that the poet in this poem
and in other poems in this collection is flattering the man to
satisfy his pride after she herself has achieved freedom. It is
her choice to ask man form her and not something imposed on
her by man. Or it might be the return of the repressed and the
fear of being silenced, slaughtered or stiffled by the tribe.

The revolutionary posture is resumed in the third poem.
The persona in this poem is addressing a wandering exiled
man who becomes her double. The different senses, emotions
and feelings of the persona get involved in contemplating this
man. His voice reminds her of the sound of rain, his gray eyes
of September sky, his sadness of the sadness of birds travelling
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body parallels that of nature, and all the images in the poem are
drawn from nature. The female body encompasses all nature,
is actually nature. The semiotic (indefinite flux of impulses), to
employ Julia Kristeva’s terminology, characterizes a woman’s
language. It is inevitably associated with the female body and
the drives experienced by the child in the pre-Oedipal phase
before separation from the mother (qtd. in Selden et al. 141-142).
Luce Irigaray similarly explains that “woman’s writing is con-
nected with fluidity and touch, with the result that her ‘style’
resists and explodes all firmly established forms, figures, ideas,
concepts” (qtd. in Selden et al. 145). Women’s physical differ-
ences (birthing, lactation, menstruation, etc.) Irigaray argues,
make them more connected with matter or with the physical
world than men and give them “an identity and an experience
of their own, forever apart from male power and male con-
cepts” and abstractions (qtd. in Rivkin and Ryan 529). The lan-
guage of this poem embodies the characteristics distinguishing
woman’s writing as described by both Kristeva and Irigaray.
It is concrete, fluid, connected with matter and the physical
world and arising from a female body and a female experi-
ence.

In the last part of the poem, the persona addresses the man-
lover saying:

Your hands draw me to the compass of civilization
And I am raised at the cushions of your tenderness
Like a spoiled Turkish cat

That sleeps the whole day

And hides in your arms the whole night

Refusig to get out to the street

To avoid emotional involvement

With other cats
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are typically feminine expressing the power of the liberated
“Medusa.” The last image in the poem, a surrealist one, is
a good example of this power: “I will keep neighing/Like a
female horse over my papers/Until I nibble the world with my
teeth/Like a red apple” (28) The persona longs to encompass
the world, to swallow it and to revenge the long centuries of
deprivation, oppression and repression women have suffered.
Her voice, she hopes, will be heard all over the world, and she
will be recognized, seen, heard as a human being of transcen-
dence. She will create and establish an imaginative space for
herself in the universe of poetry.

The second poem, specially the last part, sounds like a
retreat from the revolutionary stance the poet assumed in the
first poem. The persona in this poem addresses the male lover
telling him that her femininity is formed with his hands the
way April is formed gradually, a tree at a time, a bird at a time
and a flower at a time. She urges him to love her more to have
her woods grow more leaves, her mountains get higher, her
lips get thicker and her poems get more mad (31). The man-
lover enables the persona to discover the geography of her
body: its hills, springs, and clouds. He makes her more fruit-
ful, varied, sweet, fertile and fabulous. My femininity, the per-
sona continues, is formed with your hands like a rainbow with
green, blue and orange colors. “When you complete my pic-
ture/I come out of your lips/Moistured like a rose/And trans-
parent like a poem” (32-35).

The imagery and the diction in this poem, like those in the
first poem, are typically feminine. The poet writes not only
with her mind but also with her body, her senses, her feelings
and emotions. It is an erotic poem that does not employ a
single mundane sensual term or image. The fertility of the
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from the pollution that has poisoned all rivers and thoughts
and has “aborted thousands of books and thousands of intel-
lectuals™ (22).

Writing, finally, is the persona’s way to express herself and
to say what she cannot say to her society that has been con-
spiring against femininity for fifteen centuries and that enjoys
listening only to male voices (cocks, horses, and oxen) (24).
It is her way to get rid of the masks she has worn and of the
“bundle of cheese and olives” that her mother has carried since
her breasts have assumed their round form (immanence) (25).

The last part of the poem raises an important issue concern-
ing woman’s writing and its difference from man’s writing.
Writing for man, according to al-Sabbabh, is a daily habit like
smoking and fishing. A woman, on the other hand, writes in
the same way she gives birth to a child and in the same enthu-
siasm she suckles her child. A man writes in his spare time,
but the woman writes in the days of her fertility when she is
overloaded with “lightning and equator fruits” (26-27). Helen
Cixous, a French feminist, has argued for a postive representa-
tion of feminimity in discourse she calles “écriture feminine.”
She calls upon women to put their bodies in their writing
as a means of liberation. The truly liberated woman, Cixous
explains, will say “I overflow .... Time and again ... I have felt
so full of luminous torrents that I could burst, burst with forms
much more beautiful than those which are put up in frames
and sold for a stinking fortune.” Woman, Cixous adds, must
uncensor herself, recover “her goods, her organs, her immense
bodily territories which have been kept under seal; she must
throw off her guilt” (qtd. in Selden et al. 143). We can easily trace
resonances and echoes of Cixous’ words in al-Sabbah’s poem
and vice versa. The imagery and diction employed in the poem
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related to the artistic aspects of al-Sabbah’s poems.

The first poem deals with the act of writing that serves mul-
tiple purposes for the poet. Through writing she can write-cre-
ate the text-lover the way she chooses. This text-lover is of her
own making. She draws the lines of his face as she wishes,
redraws them as she wishes and says words of love to them
when she wishes. The act of writing in this case is an act of
Pleasure (bliss) to use the terminology of Roland Barthes. The
text-lover is not transparent, and the poet is able to achieve the
deepest kind of pleasure from playing with him, manipulating
him and giving him the forms she chooses. The man here is
a writerly text to be produced (not just read). He is a “galaxy
of signifiers, not a structure of signifieds” (qtd. in Selden et al.
158-159).

Writing is not only a source of pleasure, it is also a kind
of exorcism and purgation. Al-Sabbah or her persona writes to
find an outlet for her inner floods, to get rid of the “electric
surplass that has burned my nerves and the lightening running
in my arteries” (17). She wishes to celebrate her first birthday
as a woman in love.

Writing, moreover, is the means to enter a fantasy world
and to enjoy a fantasy freedom. It is the means to escape from
a harsh reality, a safety valve that prevents the persona from
exploding and an only boat by which she can escape when
“swallowed by the tempest.” (20)

Writing is the persona’s way to defend her femininity and
to demolish the walls of the cities and the fortresses in which
women have been imprisoned and threatened with persecution
and death (21). It is the way to free her mind from the “thou-
sands of circles and squares” drawn around it and to escape
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(9). She realizes that the different aspects of culture are inter-
related and that the political, social and cultural dimensions of
the ideology of a certain society are closely related. Men have
monopolized not only the legal, political and economic privil-
iges but also the emotional initiative (10). Al-Sabbah intends
to break this monopoly and to regain her right to express her
emotions to the person she loves without experiencing feelings
of inferiority, persecution or violation of moral principles (9).
She realizes that a few Arab women have tried to break this
monopoly of emotions before her and have attempted to write
love poetry; however, love poetry by women written in Arabic
has remained timid, reserved, hesitant “scared of the curse of
society and the daggers of the tribe” (10). The writer assumes
that Arabs believe in democracy (do they?) as a basis of their
political systems and wonders why they do not apply democ-
racy in emotional relations as well.

Al-Sabbah ends her introduction by addressing Arab societ-
ies (specially men) asking them to allow the woman to express
her inner feelings and emotions, free the thousands of birds
caged in her breast, unlock her mouth and say words of love
to man without being slaughtered like a hen (12). She urges
them to allow the woman, even once, through history, to real-
ize the meaning of equality in love and to inhale the smell of
freedom (12).

Has the poet been able to express her inner feelings freely
in her eight love poems? Has she been less timid, reserved,
hesitant and scared than other Arab women poets? To what
extent has she been able to achieve “emotional democracy”
in this book? Are her love poems as radical and as ambitious
as her introduction-manifesto? The following discussion will
center around these questions together with other questions
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Sex). Feminists have provided ample examples to illustrate
this point quoting from male writers and thinkers belonging to
different cultures and different periods of history.

Su‘ad al-Sabbah, in her introduction, is mainly concerned
with the silencing of woman and the veiling not only of her
face but also of her voice. Arab societies, she explains, speak
out with only one voice, that of man, a salty stiff voice (6).
The Arab woman up till now is not allowed to express herself
freely. She still speaks with “half language, half voice, half
freedom” (7). The woman’s voice is still considered to be con-
spiring against the power of men and their rule. The “eloquent”
thinking woman is still considered as an abnormal phenom-
enon and a malady that needs to be treated with antibiotics
and other kinds of medicines (7). Western feminists have dwelt
long on this issue. They have explained that the thinking writ-
ing woman has been labelled by men as a mad woman or
a monster, whereas the woman who sticks to the traditional
status and role of woman as a housekeeper has been called an
angel.

Women, al-Sabbah makes clear, are kept in a state of imma-
nence just satisfying their instinctual needs (eating, drinking,
etc.) like animals. They are not allowed to attain transcendance
(culture) like men and to participate in the game of love (a
game designed to be played by two). A woman is not allowed
to answer a man who expresses his love to her in a language
that might be warmer, sweeter and more sincere than a man’s
language of love (8). Al-Sabbah calls for an “emotional equal-
ity” between man and woman since love is a human emotion
and is not liable to racist or sexual discrimination (8). She also
employs a political terminology demanding “emotional social-
ism” irrespective of any feudal, tribal or monopolist thought
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from a crimson heart. A lyre envelopes the heart, the hand and
the bird. This drawing combines three arts: music presented
by the lyre and the fingers of the hand, painting presented by
the colors, lines and movements of the drawing and writing
symbolized by the feather (pen). The heart inspires these three
forms of art presented in the picture as operating in unison.
The bird that emergers from the heart and that is held tenderly
by the writing hand is looking upward for freedom. It sym-
bolizes the inner “springs” of the poet who longs to express
her feelings and to free “the thousands of birds imprisoned in
her heart” (12). The poems, one may conclude, from looking
at the cover, are the outpourings of a woman’s heart longng
to express her innermost feelings and emotions that have been
long repressed and submerged, employing different artistic
techniques and materials.

The prose introduction of the book dwells on this issue
of repression from which the Arab woman has been suffering
throughout history and up to the present time. It makes clear
that the love poems that follow constitute an attempt to demol-
ish all the walls that have suffocated and stiffled the hearts
of Arab women. Women in general, and Arab women in par-
ticular, have been marginalized and deprived of their rights,
including the right to express their emotions in writing. Simone
de Beauvoir and other feminists have explained the situation
of women and the oppression they have suffered from due to
the image men have fabricated showing women as deficient
physically, emotionally and mentally and as subordinate to
men made to serve and obey them. Male legislators, religious
men, philosophers, writers and scientists have striven to show
that the subordinate position of women is willed in heaven
and advantageous on earth (See introduction to The Second
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I swerve from the old (traditional) text of femininity
And I invent my femininity the way I choose

I delineate my lips and determine the colors of my eyes the
way I choose

Qasa’id hubb (love poems) by Su’ad al-Sabbah comprises
an introduction-manifesto and eight poems. The introduction
clarifies the nature of the poems and the aim they intend to
achieve. It is more radical than the poems which present differ-
ent forms of how a woman would write love and which might
sound paradoxical and puzzling to their reader.

The drawing on the cover page gives a clue to the themes of
the book. It presents a hand with fingers resembling a musical
instrument holding a writing pen (feather) whose tail is made
of green leaves. From the hand emerges the head of a bird
whose peak is directed towards the leaves. The hand stems
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And does not invite me when I need her on my own
For she loves us when together ...
(S83)

An epiphany is reached at the end of al-Sabbah’s Poems
of Love when the conflict between a pure, perfect, unstained
female voice and a male trace, laden with centuries of authori-
tarian repression is resolved in the equanimity of the space
of writing. There, under the aegis of amorous discourse, al-
Sabbah peacefully, yet wilfully, accepts man only as a textual
necessity:

Today is Valentine s Day, the patron of lovers ...
AndIwill look, in the bookshops,

For a pen to offer you ...

And for beautiful sheets of paper that will make you love
to write ...

And for a briefcase where you can put your sheets of

paper ...

Iwill look for anything
That will spur you to write to me
And spur you to woo me ...
(S121)

Su‘ad al-Sabbah, in her Poems of Love, has been able, not
only to produce a genuine female voice where man is a neces-
sary but virtual #race, but also to create, by the same token, a
space of writing where a female amorous discourse can, after
centuries of silence, be represented and ultimately uttered.
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value. If the Arab woman is to free herself from male domi-
nation, she must also free herself from all other authoritarian
constructs. It is not Paris which constructs al-Sabbah, rather
it is al-Sabbah and what she represents for a female amorous
discourse which construct not only a virtual man but also a
virtual Paris.

Returning back from her journey, al-Sabbah surveys the
space she tried in vain to fill and confronts the reality of a writ-
ing which cares not for man-as-muse:

- who did you have dinner with, on Saturday night?
- with ghosts ...
- who did you dance with?
- with ghosts, too ...
- what did you do, then?
- I cursed myself ... and I cursed you ... and I cursed
Voltaire and Rousseau and Victor Hugo ...
(S69)

Discovering, finally, that man is necessary, even as the
female muse was necessary for male writers, al-Sabbah cries
out:

The most dangerous thing I discovered about my jour-
ney

Was that Paris is on your side

And not on mine ...

For she does not welcome me on my own

And does not meet me at the airport

With beautiful flowers ...

And does not come and visit me at the hotel
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Nor a flower blossoming on her own ...
Nor a cloud raining on her own ...
For Paris ... is a musical composition
Played by two
And a beautiful poem
Written by aman ... and a woman ...
(S62)

Paris also partakes of the imaginary landscape of writing,
and al-Sabbah realizes that, to live in Paris-as-text, in Paris
the space of writing, she has to abide by the basic rules of dis-
course, and shouts in anguish:

Why didn t I respect the traditions of this fabulous city?
(S65)

Paris, the fantasy of writing, the space where woman writes
herself and writes her amorous discourse with the help of a
voiceless yet necessary man, is but a metaphor for a white
space, a zero degree of writing:

Don t ask me details about my Paris journey
For there was no journey ...
And there were no travelers ...
(S68)

Paris is in fact any place where a female voice constructs a
space of writing and, as such, loses its western-like attributes.
Al-Sabbah’s Paris is not, as one may think, an avowal of west-
ern supremacy; on the contrary, it is the female space of writ-
ing which encompasses Paris and clothes it with discursive
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As virtual muse, man is allowed to travel, through al-Sab-
bah’s writing, from page to page:

What can I do for you?

You traveler ...

From diaspora to diaspora.

You, drowning in the waves of black ink.
And crucified on writing paper ...

(S42)

With all the above achieved, Al-Sabbah tries the ultimate
test of female freedom: the creation of a space of writing
where the male, even as a muse, is erased. She tries to rid her-
self of the last remnants of a male-dominated writing and she
metaphorically — and unsuccessfully — tries to escape from
her muse to Paris, the magical city of all cities:

When I decided to punishyou ...

And travel to Paris on my own

1did not know that I would be punishing myself
And commit the biggest mistake of my life ...

1 did not know that Paris would refuse me if alone ...
(S61)

It is clear that Paris stands for al-Sabbah’s space of writ-
ing, that Paris is where the writer’s voice is uttered. Not in
isolation, however, for she quickly learns that if man can
be silenced as voice, he, as muse, can never be completely
destroyed and must always assist, albeit as a virtual entity, in
the writing of amorous discourse:

For the beautiful architecture of Paris
Does not accept a woman having dinner on her own ...
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Eloisa, in Pope’s poem, similarly uses Abelard’s image and
name as a muse in order to provoke the inspirational frenzy
which builds her amorous discourse. Alone in the distant nun-
nery, alone in the darkness of her celi, alone with her vows
of silence and, finally, alone in a correspondence which only
outwardly provides her with a semblance of a person to talk to,
Eloisa conjures up a virtual Abelard who gives her, finally, her
due, as an unwilling muse:

Dear fatal name! rest ever unrevealed,

Nor pass these lips in holy silence sealed.

Hide it, my heart, within that close disguise,

Where mixed with God 5, his loved idea lies.

O write it not, my hand — the name appears

Already written — wash it out, my tears!

Invain lost Eloisa weeps and prays,

Her heart still dictates, and her hand obeys.
(Norton 2547, lines 9-16)

Al-Sabbah gets further than Eloisa and unequivocally
makes a real, definite, and final distinction between man as
male-in-the-world and man as inspirational muse:

I never mix

Between you and your hands

For they are peace-loving ... and you are hostile

And they are forgiving ... and you are a bigot ...

And they are educated ... and you are just mediocre ...

And they belong to water ... whereas you are rigid ...

I never mix

Between their modernism ... and your primitiveness
(S113)
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to the female, he becomes a muse. If Herodotus divides his
Histories into nine books, each bearing the name of a muse —
Clio, Euterpe, Thalia, Melpomene, Terpsichore, Erato, Polym-
nia, Urania, and Calliope, al-Sabbah puts her Poems of Love
under the aegis of a male muse, a virtual presence which
allows only the voice of woman to be heard:

For when I smell the odour of your virility
1 give birth to twenty children ...
(893)

Man as muse is actively sought by al-Sabbah for the poetic
inspiration he brings forth:

I have no luck with you.
For I find you either surrounded with women ...
Or surrounded with poetry ...
1 find you either sleeping with a new woman ...
Or sleeping with a new poem ...
(S96)

The muse’s hands, mentioned above, are what remain of
man:

Your hands ... are the two wonderful books
Inwhich I read before I go to sleep ...

(S108)

and
Thank you for the fatherhood of your hands ... sir
Thank you for them
(S114)
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You splash in the water there, yet stay stock still in
your room.

(31-32)

And what if, says al-Sabbah, man becomes, for once, the
virtual component of amorous discourse? What if he wears the
garb of virtuality and puts himself at the service of a female
voice who ultimately decides when to invoke and when to dis-
miss him? Al-Sabbah retains full freedom as to what she wants
to do:

For on the written leaf
Idraw your features
As T'wish
And I arrange them as I want ...
And I flatter them whenever I want ...
(S16)

And man, in al-Sabbah’s poems, ceases to exist as an indi-
vidual entity or even as a representative of his gender and sees
his body “scattered all over the continents” (S40) and, as such,
can never “be seen with the naked eye” (892). At times he loses
all his bodily existence and retains only his hands:

T'write this letter to your hands ...
For I have grown bored with writing to you ...
(S105)

But al-Sabbah’s utter destruction of man’s voice and his
virtualization as discursive entity is not gratuitous: the sacri-
ficed male fulfills an ancient magical role traditionally ascribed
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Without your being next to me
(S15)

Traditionally, woman has been put in the position of wait-

ing, of uttering and producing discourses of absences. Placed
in a virtual slot, she is removed from activity. Barthes says:

Historically, the discourse of absence is held by the
Woman: Woman is sedentary, Man is a hunter, a traveller.
The Woman is faithful (she waits), man is on the move (he
sails, he woos). It is Woman who gives form to absence
and elaborates its function, because she has the time to;
she weaves and sings; the Weavers, the canvas Songs
show, at the same time, the immobility ...and the absence
...(20)

As such, woman has only existed as a virtual entity, outside

and inside of amorous discourse. Walt Whitman, the cham-
pion of democracy between man and woman, gives us this poi-
gnant picture of woman as a virtual — and thus helpless —
agent who has to satisfy herself with being in the position of
an unseen, almost ghostly observer:

Twenty-eight young men bathe by the shore,
Twenty-eight young men and all so friendly;
Twenty-eight years of womanly life and all so lonesome.
She owns the fine house by the rise of the bank,

She hides handsome and richly drest aft the blinds of the
window.

Which of the young men does she like the best?

Ah the homeliest of them is beautiful to her.

Where are you off to, lady? for I see you,
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sistic power to which I can even sacrifice him, sacrifice
myself” (10). Su‘ad al-Sabbah indeed sacrifices the male on
the pyre of her amorous discourse and offers him in order
for her voice to be heard. Barthes speaks of the “locus” of a
voice, the locus of “somebody who speaks in himself, amo-
rously, face to face with the other (the beloved object) who
does not speak” (7) for, indeed, does al-Sabbah’s beloved
other really speak? Not only is he prevented from speech for
the very fact, technically speaking, that he is only a pronoun
with no textual reality, but also because he is not permit-
ted, even as a pronoun, to enter into any meaningful dialogi-
cal exchange. Al-Sabbah’s lover is always spoken to, never
speaking, never given a voice.

In fact, the love experience becomes, through the medium
of writing, a discourse of absence. Kristeva says that this expe-
rience forever ties the symbolic (what is forbidden, discern-
able, thinkable), the imaginary (what the I represents to sustain
and develop itself) and the real (this impossible where all
affects aspire to everything and where there is nobody to grasp
the fact that I am only a part). Strangled in this tight knot, real-
ity vanishes ...(16-17)

Where no reality exists, no other can exist either. Kristeva
raises the problem of the incarnation of the other in the amo-
rous text: “The beloved is not there, but I experience his body;
in the state of amorous incantation, I am united to him, sensu-
ally and ideally” (120). How this is felt by al-Sabbah can be
appraised when she writes:

For I can invoke you
Without your being here.
And I can touch you
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The important is what I write myself ...
Forwriting is, to me,

A dialogue I address to myself
Before I address it to you ...

(S15)

Indeed, in the amorous discourse, the other is only a device
in the narcissistic drive for voice. And the representation of
the other, in the case of al-Sabbah, the male, succumbs to the
female voice. Barthes masterfully says:

Amorous discourse smothers the other, who finds no
place for his own voice beneath this massive speech.
It is not that I prevent him from speaking; it is that
I know how to slide the pronouns: ‘I speak and you
listen, therefore we are’ ...(The other is disfigured by
his mutism, like in those horrible dreams where some
loved one appears to us with the lower part of his face
totally erased, devoid of a mouth; and I, who speaks,
am disfigured too: the soliloquy makes of me a monster,
an enormous tongue.) (198)

The monstrosity Barthes speaks about is that of a voice
which becomes so self-centered that it ceases to be accepted
as “normal” and, as I have shown above, becomes the
“scandal” of a female speech which puts itself in the center
and, what is more, also in the periphery. Kristeva says that
in love, “ ‘I’ has been another” (13) and what this means
as well is that the other has always been “I” in an amorous
discourse which is a “[h]ymn to the total gift of oneself
to the other” but at the same time a “hymn to the narcis-
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Not only is the voice self-reflexive but it also ignores the
other and, here, in al-Sabbah’s poetry, the other is man who
loses his manhood to become a mere poetic device. Bakhtine’s
monologism comes to mind, not only because poetic discourse
is monologic and authoritarian, given without compromise to
one intention, absolute and oblivious of the other (17), but also
in the context of a female writing which wilfully chooses to
be uttered irrespective of man’s essence. Al-Sabbah’s contri-
bution to the Bakhtinian dialogue resides precisely in this fact,
that a monologism which was uni-dimensionally linked to the
writing of poetry becomes a gender monologism which, alone,
can give woman back her voice. Monologism, in this context,
becomes necessary. Bakhtine beautifully says:

In poetic works, language fulfills itself as indubitable,
peremptory, encompassing all. Through it, through its
internal forms, the poet sees, understands, meditates.
When he expresses himself, nothing in him requires the
needto call for an “other” or “foreign” language. The
language of poetic genre is a Ptolemaic world, alone
and unique, out of which there is nothing, and nothing
is needed. (108)

As such, al-Sabbah’s writing, like all poetic language —
but more so because it is the voice of a woman who decides,
consciously, to posit herself in a center where the male, for
once, is at the periphery — becomes a narcissistic dialogue
where the beloved is but an excuse:

I'write this letter to you
And I don 't expect an answer.
Your answer doesn t really matter.
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Wondering about the newly-discovered power of the writ-
ten word, she exclaims:

Heaven first taught letters for some wretch's aid,
Some banished lover, or some captive maid;
They live, they speak, they breathe what love inspires,
Warm from the soul, and faithful to its fires,
The virgin's wish without her fears impart,
Excuse the blush, and pour out all the heart,
Speed the soft intercourse from soul to soul,
Andwaft a sigh from Indus to the Pole.
(Norton 2547-48, lines 51-58)

But the amorous language, in order to achieve its full
strength, in order for Kristeva’s “impossibility” to become a
possibility of writing, has ultimately to look back at itself, to
re-enter into its own game of writing and come back afresh
with salvational power. If man has ignored the other, the
woman, in his discourse, why can’t the woman, says al-Sab-
bah, do the same? She asks: “Why can man play with the
leaves of love on his own without giving woman the chance
to participate in the game and try her luck?” (s8). Why not,
indeed, become the center again, the long-forgotten center?
Kristeva speaks, in this context, of an “I” which is not, para-
doxically, the same as the ego:

Love is the time and space where “I” permits itself to be
extraordinary. Sovereign without even being individual.
Divisible, lost, annihilated; but also, through the imagi-
nary fusion with the beloved, equal to the infinite spaces
of a super-human psyche. Paranoid? I am, in love, at the
zenith of subjectivity. (14)
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The female voice, like long-imprisoned “electrical sur-
plus,” has to find an outlet. It is not surprising, then, that the
most famous correspondence in the history of literature is that
between Heloise and Abelard. And it is not surprising either
that this correspondence is of an amorous nature, a correspon-
dence between lovers. And it is obvious, to any perspicacious
reader, that Abelard’s letters, when compared to those of Helo-
ise, are almost devoid of any human passion or even of gen-
uine concern or emotion. Abelard’s interests rest in making
sure that Heloise is, in the seclusion of her nunnery, materially
comfortable. Beyond this, not much. And it is against such a
wall of silence, even coming from a lover, that Heloise writes
and makes her voice heard even now, centuries later. Alexan-
der Pope, in his poem “Eloisa to Abelard,” perfectly under-
stood Heloise’s plight and has her (he calls her Eloisa) write
the following as a response to her lover, in words not dissimi-
lar to al-Sabbah’s own mentioned above. It is interesting to
notice that it is writing, with Eloisa and with al-Sabbah, which
fills the lover’s absence and which creates a space where wom-
an’s voice can be uttered:

Invain lost Eloisa weeps and prays,
Her heart still dictates, and her hand obeys.
(Norton 2547, lines 15-16)

Only writing can help her out of her prison of stone, a pris-
oner of a system which does not allow women to live their
lives:

Yet write, oh write me all, that I may join
Griefs to thy griefs, and echo sighs to thine.
(Norton 2547, lines 41-42)
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monologism and dialogism, Aesthetics and the Theory of the
Novel, differs from both Kristeva and Barthes and writes that,
in poetic genres,

literary conscience ...is entirely realized in its lan-
guage;, it is entirely immanent to it, expresses itself in it
directly and spontaneously, without restrictions or dis-
tances. The language of the poet is his own. He finds
himselfin it in all his entirety, without sharing. He uses
each form, each word, each expression in their direct
meaning (“‘without quotation marks, ”’ so to speak), that
is to say, like the pure and spontaneous expression of
his aim. Whatever the “verbal sighs” suffered by the
creating poet, the language of the work created is an
obedient instrument, totally appropriate to its author §
design. (108).

Whether the amorous discourse is an “impossibility”
or a “coded disorder” or the “obedient instrument” of the
poet, it remains that writing, especially for al-Sabbah, is
a powerful flow that tries to break free from centuries of
oppression:

Iwant to write ...

To get rid of my inner floods ...

That have destroyed all my dams.

I want to get rid of the electrical surplus
That burns my nerves ...

And of these lightnings

That run in my veins

And can find no way out

(S17)
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Iwant to write ...
To break free from thousands of circles and squares
Which they have drawn around my mind ...
And to get out of the belt of pollution
Which has poisoned all rivers
And all minds ...
(S22)

Barthes’ description of the imagery of amorous discourse
fits into a more female model of writing. In fact, the amorous
text is the work of “agitated” female spirits:

Every figure explodes, vibrates alone like a sound cut
Jrom any melody — or repeats itself again and again,

like the motif of a hovering music. No logic links the
figures, nor determines their contiguity: they are out of
the syntagm, out of the narrative; they are Erinyes [in
Greco-Roman mythology, one of a group of goddesses
of vengeance]; they get agitated, bump into each others,

calm down, come back, go away, with no more order than
a fly of mosquitoes. The amorous dis-cursus is not dia-
lectical; it revolves like a perpetual calendar, an ency-
clopedia of affective culture. (Barthes 10)

Implicitly agreeing with Kristeva, Barthes keeps amorous
discourse on a level distinct from any other discourse: “the
lover speaks in sentence packets, but he does not integrate
these packets into a higher level, into a work; it is a horizontal
discourse: no transcendence, no saving grace, no novel (but a
lot of romanesque)” (11).

However, Mikhail Bakhtine, in his monumental study on
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the impression of finally talking, for the first time, for
real. But is it really to say anything? (12)

In such a dilemma, the writing of love, of its words and let-
ters, becomes equated with an evil that has to be borne inside
the writer (Kristeva 15) and, as I will be showing throughout this
paper, it is against such an evil, both outside and inherent to the
process of writing itself, that al-Sabbabh is set out to battle.

Roland Barthes, in his magisterial Fragments of an Amo-
rous Discourse, is aware of the intrinsic difference between
amorous discourse and any other discourse. He announces in
his introduction:

It matters little, at the end, that the dispersal of the text is
rich here and poor there, there are empty places, many
figures stop short; some others, being hypostases of all
amorous discourse, have the rarity — the poverty — of
essences ... But the one who holds this discourse and
divides its episodes does not know that a book will be
made of it; he does not know yet that as a straight cultural
subject he must neither repeat himself, nor contradict
himself, nor take the whole for the part; he only knows
that what comes to his mind at such and such a moment
is marked, like the trace of a code. (8)

In a text where passion is the mot d’ordre, disorder is de
rigueur and the amorous voice, through the medium of the
text, is almost free from the constraints of language. What is
written tries to approximate what is felt. Al-Sabbah equates
the unnecessary dryness of discourse with a male concept of
authority:
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As she gives birth ...
And with the same excitement ...
As she donates her milk.
(S26-27)

Such is the pent up energy stored inside her, and inside
every woman deprived of voice, that she does not hesitate to
present herself in animalistic terms:

1 will keep neighing
As amare above my leaves ...
Until I bite the earth
Like ared apple ...
(S28)

Julia Kristeva, in her Stories of Love, says a propos of the
Bible’s “Song of Songs” that in the poem, for the first time
ever, woman speaks to her king, husband, or God (126). And it
is interesting to note that this first time, this birth, is marked by
a language of love, by an amorous language. Yet this language,
paradoxically, is “[i]mpossible, inadequate, immediately allu-
sive when one would want it the most direct; amorous lan-
guage is a flight of metaphors: it is literature” (9). But it is
as such, as an impossible language, that amorous discourse
becomes a challenging of language itself, a challenge “of its
univocality, of its referential and communicative power” (10).
A kaleidoscopic voice, amorous discourse defies time:

Vertigo of identity, vertigo of words. love is, on the scale
of the individual, this sudden revolution, this irremedi-
able cataclysm about which one talks only later. On the
spur of the moment, one does not talk of it. One has only
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Twant to write ...

And abort thousands of books ...
And thousands of intellectuals
(S22)

The female voice is, from the very beginning, problema-
tized in no uncertain terms. Writing is the way to break free
from the hold of a colonizing aggressor:

Iwant to write ...

To defend every inch of my femininity ...

Occupied by a colonizer

Who has yet to leave ...

Forwriting is the means

For me to break what I was not able to break ...
(S21)

The desire to write is equated with birth and reaches its
paroxysm when al-Sabbah draws a critical distinction not only
between two genders, but also between two modes of writing.
She says:

Accept my apologies ...

IfIam moody ... and nervous ...
And savage of words ...

Writing, to a man,

Is a daily habit like smoking ...
Andfishing ...

But for awoman ...
She writes the same way
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(qtd in Huughe 867), and the written Arabic language cannot pos-
sibly be the language of women (Huughe 870). Indeed, attempts
by Arab women to transgress the established male voice can
only be understood as betrayal (Fayyad 147). To the Kuwaiti
poetess Su‘ad al-Sabbah, writing in Arabic,

[i]f woman's right of normal speech is refused, and
hated, and treated as strange in the bloated male societ-
ies, then speaking of love, in these societies, is seen as a
great scandal, and as a sin. (S5)

and
[t]he Arab society still regards...woman s voice as a con-
spiracy against the rule of man and his supremacy, and
sees the “literate” woman as an abnormal or pathologi-
cal case to be treated with medicine and antibiotics. (ST)
Yet, al-Sabbah presents her poems as “poems of love that
know no boundaries” (S5), for the female voice, long associ-
ated with notions of shame and honor, has now to emerge from
a “long dumbness” (S6) and woman has to re-use her voice,
training it like a long-forgotten tool (S6).

Su‘ad al-Sabbah’s strategy, in her Poems of Love, is to
invert the traditional male handling of voice and to create an
amorous language which, through its monologism, achieves a
narcissistic quality where the beloved male is represented as
essentially absent, a virtual muse in woman’s space of writing,
allegorized here in another virtualized western city, Paris.

Amorous language is what Poems of Love is about and
it is, before anything else, a written language. “I want to write”
is the most recurring line in the collection and the birth of writ-
ing, coupled with the death of the authoritarian male concept
of discourse, is heralded at every corner of the book:
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Love has unbound my limbs and set me shaking,
A monster bitter-sweet and my unmaking.
(Sappho, Higham 211)

It is known that the West did not pay any significant atten-
tion to modern Arabic literature until after World War 11, and
that women figures were very few to be recognized as such.
Atika al-Khazraji, labeled as “the uncrowned queen of modern
poetry” by S. A. Khulusi, and Nazik al-Mala’ika were two
of the most famous Arab women poetesses (Altoma 8). In the
contemporary arena, Nawal al-Sa'dawi has become one of the
most translated Arab writers, male or female (Amireh 216).

Yet, according to Susan Darraj, Arab women’s voices
have been subjected to a western feminist gaze that has tried to
impose its own representations of what a woman voice should
be, not necessarily out of a feeling of superiority, but some-
times out of ignorance. In fact, many American women, as
Darraj suggests, would be surprised to know that Arab fem-
inism has a long and impressive history. Figures such as
Fay Afaf Kanafani, Hanan al-Shaykh, Fatima Mernissi, Ahdaf
Soueif, Leila Sabbar, and Huda Sha'rawi, have duly diagnosed
gender inequality in Arab society.

From Lebanese writers like Nadia Tueini, Venus
Khoury-Ghata, and Emily Nasrallah, to Moroccan novelists
like Jamila Debéche, Aicha Lemsine, and Mina Boumedine, to
Assia Djebar’s liberation of the Algerian woman, Arab women
writers have staunchly held their own voice against indiffer-
ence, disregard, and outright castigation. To Djebar, a woman
who writes within an Arab culture is just one thing: a scandal
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of the whole collection may be summed up as the combina-
tion of the erotic with the ideological in a harmonious poetic
texture wherein the female is made to feel fully equal with
the male ‘other’ — indeed, she discovers in him motherly and
fatherly dimensions.

This is a profound experience — an involvement with iden-
tity, with social, cultural and artistic dimensions — which Soad
El-Sabah has vowed to elevate and to communicate to the
‘other’. Perhaps, she might have thought, the experience will
change the present state of man, and redirect his steps towards
civilization and love: perhaps it will take him back to nature,
remove those barriers standing between his body and real sen-
sations, between his heart and real ‘pulse’, and between his
eyes and real vision. Can there be a more fruitful means than
poetry for the expression of a human experience intensified to
the point of involvement — which alone enables the poet to be
truly creative and to grasp the truth?
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speaks. In the text of the poem, however, she goes back to
the indivisible love partnership: she has none but him, and he
none but her. She elaborates, however, giving minute details of
the love-scene, using the Western Valentine legend in handling
her theme. She identifies her lover with that love Saint who
represents Nature, culture, liberation from captivity, creativity,
invariance and enfranchisement. Ultimately, however, she sees
in him only joy, love, and the language of fertility, to the point
of identifying herself with Ashtoreth and him with Tammuz.
She gives him offerings, and burns incense in his temple, and
washes his feet with citrus perfume. Still, she divests him of
the fabled sanctity of Valentine and declares that he is a human
saint, teaching joy, love and the language of life and nature.

Though impelled by poetic suffering and poetic visions,
and in full control of the poetic scene, unfolding it ,with
enjoyable facility; and though explicitly expressing her erotic
emotions and the turbulent physical desires, the poet gives
prominence throughout to her ideological and existential posi-
tion, both in the volume as a whole and in each individual
poem. As a woman, she does not lack love, and she can indulge
her secret passion, safe from the authority of censors and the
restrictions of the traditional game, especially imposed on the
female and the female body. As men, we are mostly unsympa-
thetic towards women. The reason is that we do not feel the
spiritual and physical burdens which having a female ‘self” and
a female identity entails. That is why we perceive a strident
tone in these poems by Soad El-Sabah when she expresses
her feelings about freedom and her clash with the body and
culture, as well as her ultimate resort to kindness and nature.
However, her passion towards the ‘other’, even when express-
ing a whispered ‘pure’ love, still sounds so strident. The tenor
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with kindness and warmth, and fatherhood, with implications
of security and protection, even without the abnegation of
physical desires. These are mostly given an aesthetic elevation
in her poetry, by virtue of rhetorical devices, whether directly
expressed or in subtle references.

This reminds us of a little-known aspect of her life, though
previously handled by me in an independent study. She had
been in love with the ‘knight’ who gave her the reassurance of
established values and protection. With his death, her love for
him was re-channelled towards her son who, ironically, also
died. She was saved by her poetry, seeking in it a liberation
from ‘protection’, from both death and grief. Through poetry
she came to feel her feminine identity which sought nothing
beyond freedom in a world biased in favour of the male, and in
a culture opposed to the recognition of the ‘other’, especially
if the ‘other’ was a helpless female. The following apostrophe
occurs at the conclusion of her eighth and last poem:

O Saint who taught me

The alphabet of love

FromAto Z,

And painted me in the shape of a rainbow
Connecting earth and sky,

Who taught me the language of trees,
The language of rain,

And the blue language of the sea
Ilove you,

I love you,

Llove you.

As you see, she stresses the sanctity, the alphabetism and
joy of love, as well as the ‘language of nature’ which love
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It is possible, of course, to rationalise the motherly feelings
of the poet towards her lover, and to rationalize her feeling of
the fatherliness of his hands (their capacity for protecting the
female). But we are not dealing here with facts or with reality
as dealt with in the poem: we are rather handling something
beyond the real, a surrealistic world wherein feelings and sen-
sations are interwoven to form a single poetic wreath, with the
strands drawn and braided from her depths.

The conclusion of the poem is not less surrealistic than
the imagery. We may be able to understand that the hands are
two books, or two jungles, to which the poet may resort if
depressed; or that they are two floating logs of woods to which
she may cling if overwhelmed by the waves, or two fireplaces
where she may coil up in cold weather. But how could we
understand the conclusion unless helped by a surrealistic inter-
pretation? For the poet here asks her lover to greet his hands if
he comes across them by chance at an airport or a café.

The poet’s vision of the lover and his hands is close enough
to a surrealistic painter’s vision, when, in the painting, the
hands are put on one side and the rest of the person on the
other. There is a series of contrasts which reveal a feeling of
the value and the special world of the hands, poetically, and in
a manner involving the memory’s passion for the tactile sense
— with all the impressions, emotions and memories associated
with it. This is why the poet begins by saying she is addressing
the poem to her lover’s hands, and by including the hands in
the title itself.

Love thus becomes in her poetry a sublimation, to use a
technical term, of sex and the physical instincts to higher emo-
tions, such as motherhood, a sense of ‘past existence’ replete
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restraint, shackles liberty, confines femaleness, outlaws dia-
logue and precludes pluralism.

All this is embodied in the lover and his hands. Both image
and symbol are surrealistically handled to produce a construc-
tivist painting with the hands as the leitmotif, and the rest of
the body ‘variations’ on the same theme. The surrealistic struc-
ture is therefore the core of this painting-poem:

Ifyou leave for any place in the world,
Take all your baggage

But leave your hands.

Your hands have always been

The doves of peace

Ivisit your hands

When you are not at home

And share with them my morning coffee
And reveal to them

All my longing and chagrin.

Just as she feels motherly towards him, she feels the father-
liness of her lover’s hands:

I am thankful for the fatherliness

Ofyour hands, master ...

They were my home

Inmy time of vagrancy,

A roof over my head

When the storm struck my very homeland
When the homeland carpet

Was pulled from under my feet.
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air, freedom and civilization, in contradistinction from that of
the hands whose innumerable implications pervade the poetry
of belonging and parenthood. She says:

They act in a civilized manner
But you act like a primitive man.

The play on the pronouns here alerts us to the subtle impli-
cations of the ways in which the poet’s imagination and feel-
ings work. The hands represent the beautiful love values,
while the man himself represents tyranny and the tendency
to enslave his woman, not in an independent institution, but
within the lover himself. His hands

... open a thousand doors for dialogue
but you shut all the doors in my face!

I seek protection in your strong hands

When no one shall protect me.

The hands are positive, the man is negative:
Your hands have always been with me ...
But you act like any Arab ruler

Who does not believe in the ‘other’opinion,
Nor in the other view

Nor in the other sex

Or like any tribal chief

Who speaks of shura — of pluralism and open dialogue
But never has a dialogue with anybody

Nor ever consult anyone.

As you can see, she makes the lover an alternative to nature,
with keen interest in kindness, beauty and the good, though, in
representing the traditional system, he restricts kindness with
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And beget twenty children.

This poem is concluded with an epistle, devoted to the
hands of the beloved. It is as though he had a personality and
his hands had another. The poem is a surrealistic image of the
tactile memory and the tactile sense itself. It is fresh and exqui-
site. I have never read a poem dealing with the tactile memory
and the tactile sense, within the realm of love poetry, like this
one. She says: )

1 address this poem to your hands

Yes, your hands.

Your hands are kinder than you

More perceptive of the nature of women
And their secrets

And their inner worlds.

Note the ‘kindness’, the nature of women, their secrets and
their inner worlds. What we have here is a love-language using
touch as a tool. It is touch that can discover the hidden feelings
and the inner depths of women’s nature. The key to all this is
the hands of the lover. She says:

They are the sand beach on which I recline
When hit by the storm;

They are the two palm-trees which I shake,
When in labour,

And the ripe dates luscious fall.

Here is a double image of the lover — himself and his hands.
The latter is especially fascinating. The contrast helps to draw
a picture of the lover that the previous poem lacks: it is the
picture of the male, who prevents the poet from enjoying the
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Or full of verse!
Either sleeping with a new woman
Or sleeping with a new poem!

But her lover does not take any physical form, in the final
analysis, nor does he need to take any such form. He is appar-
ently closer to an ideal or a type than to a real thing. Not that
he is an idea, as the tradition of Platonic love would make him,
but rather the poet’s twin — in love, liberty, creativity, beauty-
worship, and outward-looking and travel. It is possible that he
has real-life origins, but the poet raises him to the level of an
ideal or type.

Let me repeat that the image of her beloved develops the
old knight, the guardian of traditional values, into a modern
knight of creativity and freedom. If she smells the scent of this
new man, she says, she will beget twenty children!

For her a lover need not be a physical presence — a person
— for she gives him enough qualities to turn him into a human
paragon of creativity, freedom and love. Still her poetic text
evokes erotic feelings alive with the joy of recollected sense
impressions. It is an aesthetic joy which tempers the abstract
mode attempted by the poet, or the lack of concretization in the
poem, as [ have mentioned:

It is not important

That you should be a physical entity
For I munch you in my dreams

Like a fruit

And feel the sugar dripping

On the walls of my memory ...

I smell the scent of your virility
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We should note how the erotic impulse merges with the
cultural situation: abandoning the camel-hair bed and reclin-
ing on the weeds of her beloved’s chest. Flouting the old
‘text’ of femaleness, as she calls it, leads to her new ‘text’:
to reject the old ‘cloak’ is to reject slavery, and to put on the
beloved’s cloak is to regain her rightful and equally free status
as woman. She says:

1 emerge from the heart of superstition,

From the teeth of the tribal chief,

Taking off my old Chinese shoes

Inwhich both mind and feet have been confined
And accompany you to Liberty s End.

Liberty is therefore the new ‘text’ of femaleness: a female
is no longer a body or a meal but a full partner in love, life and
freedom.

The poet gives us another image of her beloved in the sixth
poem, having sketched him in the third. For all the variations,
the core of both is the same. The basic qualities are expressed
in a variety of sensuous or rhetorical figures but are substan-
tially the same. In the earlier poem the sea salt water dries
up his lips; in the present one, he is made to marry the sea,
an image implying outward-looking and voyaging. There are
variations too in the themes of creativity, writing, love and
freedom. She says:

You are exhausted, my man, with your narcissism
And your multiple affairs!

There is little room for me there,

1 find you either full of women
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here a little bolder.

Together with a creative vanguard belonging to the same or
previous generation — such as Colette Khoury, Leila Ba’lbaki,
Ghadah El-Samman, and Ahlam Mustaghanmi — Soad El-
Sabah has managed to give woman a distinctive voice and a
rival presence. Female creativity is now a fact: most of the
names given above had adopted the novel as the literary genre
fit for mounting their rebellion against the conditions of a
ready-made culture, where the female is kept in the bottle of
Aladdin and the male assumes the rdle of giant.

May Ziadah used poetry, correspondence and physical pres-
ence (in her literary circle in Cairo) as well as her dialogues
with the male geniuses of her time, in establishing what Soad
El-Sabah is trying to accomplish: equal rights in liberty, life,
love, and writing for both men and women.

However, Soad El-Sabah has gone a little further. Her lexi-
con, imagery and poetic pulse have removed all barriers. She
declares that she is ‘involved’, has ‘committed’ a new act of
defiance to the ready-made cultural stances. She repaints her
own image and the images of her beloved, of the censor, and
of all opposition in the light of the new vision. It is this vision
that enables her to bear the consequences of involvement in
emotion, the body, culture, existence, art and poetry. Express-
ing her attitude, she says:

I flout the old ‘text’of femaleness

1 invent my femaleness in the way I like ...

1 get out of the cloak of Antarah Ibn Shaddad,
And put on your cloak

1 abandon my camel-hair bed

And recline on the weeds of your chest.
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Or, 1 believe, ever to be committed.
1 get involved with you

To the point of no return

Andwalk with no umbrella

In the rains of the scandal.

Two words are worthy of note in the opening of the sixth
poem. The first is ‘commit’, usually associated with ‘crime’. It
is as though the woman’s exercise of her right to love and to
life was a kind of ‘committal’ or ‘commission’ (of a crime) in
today’s common usage; but the poet is supported by the rheto-
ric of the Quran, no less.

The second word (scandal) refers to an image or a state of
mind imposed by a threadbare culture on the female, forcing
her to feel scandalized by the emotion of love. It is as though it
were sinful for a woman to feel, to ‘get involved’ and as though
love must inevitably lead to vice. Slavery implies obedience —
an ethical code imposed on the female by the Scriptures. How
can love be a ‘scandal’ when it is the noblest emotion in the
hearts of all living beings?

The poet is conscious of her ‘involvement’, and the con-
comitant dilemma. She would not shy away, however, from
the ‘scandal’, thus ‘committed’, as long as it will establish the
‘self” and reveal the identity, fighting for a human partnership
based on lofty values — love, liberty and life.

All the sweethearts made to speak by the Arabic poets
down the centuries, from Omar Ibn Abi Rabi’ah to Nizar
Qabbani, have been shy enough. Some did express them-
selves, but the tradition of silence persisted. Only in Nizar
Qabbani does the voice of woman make itself heard — and
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She focuses on Paris from which the beloved is absent, though
everything in the scene reminds her of his presence, so that,
feeling his absence, she becomes only too conscious of his
presence. He is never too far from her, just as she is never far
enough from the love model, or from the broken patterns of
love. She cannot bear being away from him, and soon enough
goes back to apologize for that sin. Deep down she is still
afraid of losing that ‘battle’. She is with him but cannot reach
him. He is far off but always present. The choice of the Pari-
sian scene for the drama of absence and presence may be influ-
enced by the fascination a large section of the Arab elite has
for the city, but the focus here is on the emotional model,
whilst the older models had been intellectual, economic and
political.

The opening of the sixth poem is drenched in ‘romantic’
feeling; she ‘picks up a moon’ from the ‘space’ of the poem,
and a poem from the ‘roof of the moon’, then goes back to
stress her involvement in love as a civilized condition. How-
ever, involvement in love as an emotional attitude leads to psy-
chological, cultural and artistic involvement.

She declares her involvement in love as an existential con-
dition, and as a means of declaring her independence, her abil-
ity to exercise her right to love and to live the life she seeks,
to the point of overstating the case. She is helped along by a
consciousness that she is playing an unprecedented role, and
she explicitly states this:

Irise to spaces

Never before attempted by a woman

I commit words of love

Never before committed by an Arab woman
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One may be astonished at first glance to hear of this kind of
love, just as one is surprised to hear of Platonic love or courtly
love as going against the grain. Platonic love is intellectual
rather than physical; its consummation occurs intellectually,
outside the realm of lust. Courtly love never leads to marriage,
in the Arab tradition, and so continues to be alive, the desire
therein for ever burning for the other. The spiritual escalation
means that desire is satisfied through expression, leading to
liberation, and through poetry, turning it into a holy psalm.

Consider the meaning of the motherly emotion in El-Sabah
and how it dominates all other emotions in her love; and con-
sider how she feels the consequent fatherly emotion overflow-
ing from the hands of the beloved, even without ceasing to
express physical lust! It is as though we are facing a different
level of love. It has been described as civilized love, and it
thus appears and takes shape, occupying a position just after
Platonic love and courtly love.

In real life in the Arab world we often hear a wife calling
her husband ‘my brother’ or ‘my father’. Calling a sweetheart
‘my sister’ is part of the oriental love tradition.

The epistolary art is interwoven with the art of poetry in
the fifth ‘song of love’. This is a poem relying on presence
and absence, and how the two poles are related in love. The
beloved begins by ‘punishing’ her lover, but is unconsciously
‘punishing’ herself. The scene chosen for this drama is Paris,
the capital of love. The action takes place with a definite sense
of immediacy — as though it is taking place here and now,
rather than recalled or recollected. She paints scenes of lone-
liness for both men and women. Her brush picks up the Pari-
sian model of love which includes the two parties in the game.
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Motherhood within me
Dominates all other emotions.

The poem goes on to explore the love relationship between
the mother and her son: she cares and fears for him, primar-
ily. This was noted in my early study, indicating that the image
was unprecedented. It is a feature closely related to the revo-
lutionary nature of the poet, though her belonging to human-
ity and human values never abates. Love for her is therefore
different: it is the queen of all values from which the new life
springs.

Driven by a sense of vocation rather than by lust, what
could this poet do when her sweetheart turns into a little dicta-
tor, or an anarchist child, other than turn herself into a mother
capable of restoring the balance to life and things? How else
could she ‘harness’ the ‘lightnings’ ‘galloping’ in her veins?
How could she give the right care and attention to her spoilt
child except through her sense of vocation, writing and love?

As in the above poem, to be analysed later, the poet devotes
a whole poem to the hands of the beloved. The meanings given
to his hands include care and fatherly kindness. How could she
then harbour motherly feelings towards him but consequently
feel his fatherly emotions towards her? This double feeling (of
her motherliness and his fatherliness) sums up what has been
described as ‘civilized’ love. Is it not then an elevation of lust-
ful and instinctive emotions to other levels of love? It is one of
the visions of this creative poet in dealing with love that is not
to be found in any other poet, male or female. What it means in
effect is not so much a denial of physical desire as the explora-
tion of another dimension even whilst maintaining the original
lust!



44

is embarking on an adventure, and is sacrificing her societal
security so as to achieve inner purity and her sense of vocation.
At the conclusion of her third poem she says:

I'would like to get on board your ship
Which recognizes no harbour,
Recognizes no islands,

Nor anchors anywhere,

I'would like to hide you in my bosom,
When the wind blows amain

And the tempest strikes hard:

Either survive with you

Or drown with you.

At the opening of the fourth poem she once again asks the
central questions which reveal themselves in multiple mirrors,
but which all spring from a single self where the lover is the
beloved and the beloved the lover, in a rhetorical question.
Love is not a physical meal where the male devours the female
or the female the male. It is a kind of motherhood. She thus
begins her fourth poem:

I have for long asked myself
Child-like questions:

Am I your sweetheart

Or your mother?

Am I your queen

Or your bond maid?

Aml aml..

Or am I you?

She hastens to admit;
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1 come out of your lips
As arose, all wet,
As a poem, transparent..

Just as the body is both joy and fertility, neither can be
achieved except through love. Love for her is civilization, and
civilization is love that lies at the basis of existence, of all
being, and the world at large.

Consequently, the image of the ‘lover’ has changed. He is
no longer the old knight, the guardian of values, who would
‘abduct’ or capture the beloved. Rather, his voice reminds
her of the sound of rain, and his wistfulness recalls the silent
sorrow of a bird flying away into exile. Each is persecuted,
chased away by the ‘value pirates’ or sea pirates. Even though
the salt sea water has dried up his lips, he continues to be sub-
merged in the black sea waves, crucified on the writing paper,
wanted dead or alive by the tyrants. The fight for freedom is
madness, and defiance will result in alienation and exile. How-
ever, the attainment of identity and the harmony between the
female and the male fighting for freedom and going into exile
(a harmony forged in the cause of ‘becoming’ and integrity)
constitute a worthy purpose for taking risks and making sac-
rifices. The sense of vocation takes precedence over the joy
engendered by any kind of lust; so that love, as a civilized
instinct, is the yardstick. Though the poet does not deprive
us of feeling the ecstasy of sensuous joy in her imagery, and
her general performance, she focuses on the vocation, writing,
freedom, and the sense of becoming for the new man in his
twofold form comprising both Adam and Eve. The beloved is
identified with the man fighting for the same sense of ‘becom-
ing” for which the beloved is willing to take such risks. She
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The geography of my body

One hillock after another

And every fountain therein ...
Toweyou

All the almonds I have,

All the peaches,

All the apples,

And such variety in my climes,
And such sweetness in my fruit!

The poet is not blindly biased in favour of the feminine and
against the masculine as a reaction to the harem culture which
destroys the body, the self and civilization itself for hedonis-
tic ends. She rather recreates the joy of communion, the unity
of the seed of creation (though apparently divided into male
and female) through the love instinct which takes shape in the
womb of civilization not in the tremulous flashes of sex. Later
in the same poem she says:

Inyour hands
Ijoin the civilization circle.

Though essentially intent on fixing the female identity vis-
a-vis the male, the poet never divides the single seed, never
tears up the common ‘becoming’. The very shaping of female-
ness in her poetry is bound up with the presence of the male
‘other; the tremors of joy and fertility would never have been
there but for a sense of deep belonging to such partnership.
She says:

My femaleness takes shape in your hands
Just as the rainbow takes shape ...
When you have finished painting me
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division, and to maintain its integrity through love. Passion is
therefore a means of becoming, and the writing of poetry is a
means of attaining beauty and freedom.

Writing for Soad El-Sabah is a means of achieving free-
dom, because it enables her to rid her psyche and nervous
system of the sense of slavery and chagrin in a community that
cares only for cockerels, bulls and stallions. Her ‘explosive’
soul erupts on paper — an act of exercising freedom, the con-
sciousness of ‘becoming’, the recognition of identity, and the
right to life and love. She says:

I'want to write

To release my internal floods,

Having pulled down all the dams,

I'want to discharge the surplus electricity
Which is burning in my nerves,
Galloping in my arteries,

But finding no outlet.

Love for her is therefore not a physical impulse but a dis-
covery of the body with a different identity. It is an expression
of a civilized instinct that merges Adam and Eve in a single
creature. At the opening of the second poem, the poet states
this explicitly:

My femaleness takes shape in your hands
Just as April takes shape
In one tree after another.

The entire poem is based on this discovery, together with
joy and a sense of vitality. She says:

Inyour hands 1 first discovered
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answer them but rather ask them again, with the poet, so as
to recognize her distinct world and hidden pulse. Those who
have read my early study entitled “The invisible face of Soad
El-Sabah’ should have realized my familiarity with her poetic
world, and my attempt to explore its apparent features and
intractable spirit. The present review of the above collection
will maintain the exploratory approach, without, of course,
disregarding the conclusions of the above study.

The poet begins her 8-poem collection with a poem on
writing. The act of writing, for her, is in itself a message of
love — the love which, she says, ‘neighs’ in her veins and
‘weaves’ the words on paper. It is, however, a passion with a
wider meaning than that we may find in a dictionary: its direc-
tion is more purely emotional than physical, and it speaks not
of sex but of freedom, identity and writing in a society where
freedom is suppressed, the identity of women is unrecognized,
and self-expression only the right of the male. Writing for her
is therefore a declaration of independence, a recognition of
identity, and an exercise of her stolen liberty.

The conclusion of the poem may be seen, in fact, as giving
depth to all this with an aesthetic touch expressing both tri-
umph and joy. She says:

I'will continue to neigh

Like afilly over my papers

Until I have taken a bite of this globe
As though it were a red apple!

The passion here is not physical lust, but rather a ‘neigh-
ing’ for freedom. It is a cry for both identity and ‘becoming’
within a hostile culture; a cry for the indivisible ‘Self” to resist
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Is Soad El-Sabah afraid of breaking any taboos in exercis-
ing her natural right, as a woman, to suffer the ‘emotion of
love’ and to give it powerful expression, just like all poets have
done, from time immemorial?

What is the poet Soad Al-Sabah after? The freedom of Self,
the freedom of body, or the freedom of both of them? What
does the male ‘other’ represent to this female ‘poetic’ Self?
What does love mean to her? How does she understand ‘free-
dom’ and ‘words’?

Does love for her imply a fierce erotic urge seeking com-
munion between two bodies, motivated by lust, or a civilized
instinct requiring the unison of two souls in a single entity,
within which both male and female are united?

Who is that ‘other’ to whom Soad El-Sabah directs such
love —the ‘harem’ male, emblem of ancient cultures, or modern
civilized man? Who is that ‘other’; who makes her conscious
of her existence and her presence, even if denied? What func-
tion do the ‘words’ fulfil in all this? Is the aesthetic dimension
an integral part of love and the erotic passion?

These and other questions are posed by the recent collec-
tion of verses entitled Love Poems, published by Soad El-
Sabah’s Publishing House in 1997. We shall not attempt to
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suggested. It is the language of the aesthetic extreme arising
from the emotional extreme — in the case of love or any other
human emotions. In the poems of Soad El-Sabah, poetry yields
lines, shapes and thousands of other things that

Only an Arab woman,
Loitering on the pavements of sadness,
Can understand.
Poem No. 7, p.102
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and at the same time inspire a rare capacity for creativity, inno-
vation and foregoing the self.

This experience is bound to happen to each and every indi-
vidual human being at one point or another in his or her life.
But what would be the value of this physical and emotional
experience if it remained confined to the subjective level?
Poetry and language can provide the answer. A poet can export
the human experience from the realm of the body and indi-
vidual emotions to that of language and poetry. In so doing,
the poet will be taking this experience to a higher, more refined
aesthetic and creative level. Language is so valuable in the
sense that is provides an equivalent to the human being’s con-
sciousness of the vast scheme of being, and of his or her exis-
tence in this scheme. Without language, the whole existence
would turn into an inscrutable ambiguity just as valueless
as is the universe to dumb beasts. The relationship between
language and human consciousness is one of identification,
rather than one between tenor and vehicle as some may tend to
argue.

Just as the human body has its chemistry, and love has its
physical chemistry, so does language. Poetry has its own lin-
guistic ‘chemistry.” It is through this web of relationships —
between the chemistry of the body and the ‘chemistry”’ of lan-
guage, the chemistry of the body and that of love, and finally
the chemistry of love and that of poetry — that poetry manages
to discharge its great function of creating wonderful correla-
tions between the aesthetic consciousness embodied in poems
and the developing relationships between the individual and
the world and also with him/herself. More importantly, poetry
creates new worlds that would not otherwise exist. Poetry is
not only the ‘dessert of language’ as one French critic once
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In spite of the passivity suggested by the last line above,
which confines the role of the female to that of reception, and
reduces her value to doing whatever is possible to deserve
the love of her man, the same poem later restores initiative to
women, stressing that love is both agency and choice rather
than simply responding and reacting;:

The old text of femininity I hereby abjure.

I'will reinvent my femininity as I want it.

Iwill locate the place of my lips,

The colour of my eyes,

As Iwant them.

I will take off my tight Chinese shoes

off my feet, off my mind.

To go with you to the farthest regions of freedom.
Poem No. 6, p.91

What could be desired or achieved more than freedom? The
farthest regions of freedom will enable both man and woman
to realize their full humanity in the exercise of their roles and
agencies, rather than be confined to an incomplete or distorted
function of either masculinity or femininity.

IX. Conclusion

Love has its special physical chemistry, which overwhelms
the human body by its tormenting, tyrannical and densely dis-
tilled visitations. It allows one to experience extreme physical
and emotional limits of ecstasy, pleasure, pining and yearning.
This state is only attainable when this chemistry reaches a cer-
tain intensity that allows it to control the humours of the body,
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What counts is what I write.
To me, writing is
Adialogue, first with myself,
Then with you.
Poem No.1,p.15

In dealing with the body and issues of femininity, the poet
insists on associating all this with the verb “want”, suggesting
a sense of initiative, as in the following lines from Poem
No.3:

Iwant to go with you
To the farthest limits of unreason,
The farthest limits of challenge
The farthest limits of my femininity.
Poem No. 3, p.44

What more than the farthest limits of femininity could a
lover ask of a woman? However, in Poem No.6, the poet seems
to have gone even beyond this point to explore new vistas
and extremities in the eternal relationship between man and
woman, represented in this case by the poet’s own relationship
with poetry and language:

With you I will get involved
To the point of no return.
With you I will walk with no umbrella
In the rain of scandal.
With you I will go
To the farthest point in language,
To the last drop of my blood,
So that I may deserve to be your beloved.
Poem No. 6, p. 88
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personae who express their physical sensations and sexual
desires unreservedly. This, however, is the exception made by
male authors. It is explicit, direct, even vulgar, to a degree that
sometimes defeats the aesthetic value of the work. It is also
concerned mainly with sexual rather than emotional relation-
ships.

There are obvious differences between Soad El-Sabah’s
sensuous love poetry and the extreme expressions of sexual
desire in the tradition of Arabic poetry. These differences indi-
cate the special value of the El-Sabah’s attempt to take love
to the farthest physical limits — a dangerous area which most
males see only as an object of desire, a source of pleasure and
a means of reproduction, or at best the distinctive mark of a
merely receptive being who has no agency or initiative.

Many of the poems derive their value from the fact that
the female is the one who takes the initiative, rather than the
recipient who merely responds as in the beautiful and famous
lines of Fadwa Tugan:

My love, call me, even from the end
Of this earth, and I will respond!
Every path that leads to you is my path.
My love, you live to call me,
Ilive to answer

The call of your love.

By contrast, El-Sabah announces in the first poem that writ-
ing is itself an act of initiation rather than responding. It is an
act of discoursing with oneself first before conversing with any
‘other’:

Your reply does not count much.
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To you I owe
This diversity of my regions,
This sweetness of my fruits.
By your hands my femininity is constructed,
As arainbow is formed,
Poem No. 2, pp. 31-2

The apparently subdued tone of these lines is contrasted
to the implied sensuous and erotic implications of its meta-
phors, which portray a seduction bordering on a violent erup-
tion engendered by the contemplation of the topography and
‘sweet fruit’ of the female body.

The most remarkable form of poetic energy that the poems
seem to internalize and then release to the recipient can be
found in their violation of the familiar and the readily available
— of what is described in one of the poems as “committing an
utterance of love.” The poems push the frontiers of discourse
to the farthest limits of desire in the act of love (by nature a
wild and uncalculating passion on every level), which other-
wise would be divested of its very essence.

It should be noted here that the cultural traditions of the
Arab region are not altogether dismissive of the discourse of
love, even in the erotic sense which is largely suppressed or
hidden. Extreme expressions of sexual love and sexual rela-
tionships — whether heterosexual of homosexual — can be
found in the overtly permissive works of several old poets such
as Al-Waleed Ibn Al-Yazeed, Bashar Ibn Burd, Abu Nuwas,
and unknown poets whose works were conserved in the Ara-
bian Nights, in addition to various other literary works and
histories. Some of the poems in the Arabian Nights and some
of those of Bashar Ibn Burd and Abu Nuwas have female
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... to defend every inch of my femininity,
to break the unbreakable
medieval castles,
walls of forbidden cities,
and guillotines of the Inquisition.
Poem No. 1, p.21

These lines refer to the enormous pressure of restrictions
imposed by walls, castles and guillotines of the Inquisitions,
which in turn indicates the great hazards involved in trying
to break these historically fearful barriers. The explosion will
necessarily have to be as formidable as the forces of suppres-
sion which act to prevent it. As in classical mechanics, the
reaction will have to correspond to the action.

Dealing with the bodily taboos in the poems is not only
confined to prophesying the inevitability of an explosion in the
mechanical sense. Rather, femininity by virtue of the active
presence of the lover, grows like a flower, revealing its sensu-
ous side which promises the pleasures of physical consumma-
tion:

My forests grow more leafy,
My plateaus become higher,
My lips plumper,

My hair madder.

Your hands

Made me, for the first time,
Discover the geography of my body,
Mound by mound,

Brook by brook,

Cloud by cloud,

Hill by hill.
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The reader of Soad El-Sabah’s love poems can easily feel
her ability to turn the vocabulary of everyday life and the
related numerous details into poetry brimming with pleasant
fragrance, with sweetness and beauty. The difference between
the two poets is that in the case of Qabbani, this innovation
is carefully handled within the established prosodic patterns
of Arabic poetry. In the case of El-Sabah, the same effect is
created but then through the form of the prose poem. Among
other things, we read about “coffee had in Rome cafés, cocks
crowing, horses whining, ring bulls panting with breath, bread
and olives in a cloth bundle, a spoilt Turkish cat, a woollen
muffler worn on the neck, nails being pared, hair being dried,
toothpaste being used, broken plates, and French cheese.”

Departing from the familiar everyday use of such words
is not the only means of investing prose with poetic power.
More important, I argue, is the extension of the state of mind
expressed by the poem to the farthest possible limit. There
1s even more to the poems than pushing the psychic and lin-
guistic frontiers: they indicate a keen preoccupation with the
topography of the female body, an area that has been a barrel
of gunpowder throughout the cultural and social history of the
Arab region. This has been the private forbidden area that must
remain hidden, buried, or alienated behind thousands of veils
and locked doors. But the body which is “booby-trapped with
a thousand pounds of the dynamite of desire,” as one of the
poems describes it, will not remain oppressed and suppressed
by these shackles. Its passions and strong desires will explode
like fireworks:

Born as awoman in love,
My passion erupts in the face of this world.
Poem No.1,p.18
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Against my clashing waves?
Poem No. 8, p.122

What can one say in response to the female passion which
is “booby-trapped with one thousand pounds of dynamite”,
and reinforced by the explicit proclamation of love three times
on the last page: “I love you, I love you, I love you” (Poem
No.8, p.124)? How can this wonderful and overwhelming flow
of passion be given due credit?

VIII. Prose Poems and the Internalization of Poetics in Prose

One of the main achievements in the field of contemporary
Arabic poetry, in terms of the technical aspects of versification
and the superb craftsmanship involved in producing and pro-
moting a poetic sensibility, is the transformation, done most
ably by Nizar Qabbani, of the vocabulary of familiar everyday
language and hackneyed words into a creative poetic energy
in a spectacular and beautiful world. The words are used in a
slightly different sense from their normal usage, and invested
with a new potential so as to make them participate in the
indispensable making of the poem’s structure. Qabbani is thus
able to create a wonderful new poetic atmosphere for his Arab
readers. Things such as daily newspapers and cigarette ashes
were turned from worthless disposable objects into essential
elements in the contemporary scene of Arabic poetry:

Here lies his paper neglected in the corner,
Here a book that we read together.

On the seats are some of his cigarettes,

In the crevices some of their ashes.
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the storm, facing the Inquisitions, rupturing a hole in the body
of heaven, whining on pages and grinding the earth with one’s
teeth.”

The next poem is full of references to items that constitute
the essence, mystery, secrets and hazards of femininity, includ-
ing “hills that grow higher with love, lips that become plumper,
and hair that becomes more air-blown.” Poem No. 4 refers to
the “beautiful disturbance caused by the male in the female’s
life.” In Poem No. 5 expressions of love are “committed”, and
involvement becomes irreversible. The poem also refers to a
walk with no umbrella in the rain of scandal, and to begetting
twenty children just by smelling “the scent of virility.”

In Poem No.7, the hands of man are more capable of under-
standing the nature of women and their secrets than other
male concerns: those hands open “a thousand doors for dia-
logue.” In poem No. 8, the discourse of love is crowned with
an intriguing female offer; no man can hope to have more:

I'will go to your temple

1o give my offerings,

Burn my incense,

Andwash your feet with the scent of bitter orange

T'will search for everything
That may tempt you to communicate with me
And provoke you to court me.
Poem No.8, p. 121

Like the rest of the poems, this poem ends with a female
challenge with which all men are confronted:

Can you hold out for another year
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requires strength, endurance and stamina. But the aesthetic
confession of emotional and physical urges is a fundamentally
different thing. To contemplate the possibility of challenging
this sweeping current, which preaches taciturnity, reserve and
concealment of pain, is itself an act of courage. To translate
this impulse into action and to produce an aesthetic discourse
addressed to a wide audience is even far more courageous.

A greater amount of courage is required when the dis-
course originates from the more suppressed, the more hushed
party that is forced to remain cocooned and confined to harsh
unwieldy forbidding restrictions. It is this party — women —
which is denied the right to express emotions or a female
desire for their partners, even within the legitimate institution
of marriage, or within the framework of everyday life. For
this reason, the value of female love poetry in Arabic becomes
even greater. It is particularly important when examples of this
poetry develop the aesthetic requirements necessary to stand
the test of time and become permanently memorable cultural
products, capable of reaching a culturally varied audience and
communicating to them the possibility of change.

In Soad El-Sabah’s Love Poems, we read of angry female
storms, and the tumult produced by their eruption and raging.
We realize her attempt to contribute to the cultural institution-
alization of a female love discourse in contemporary Arabic
poetry. Most of her structures seem to be strong linguistic erup-
tions, objective correlatives to emotional eruptions of instinc-
tual urges or desires which have long been suppressed. Since
the ultimate eruption is too much to be contained in the depths
of the soul, Poem No.1 deals with the necessity of “transcend-
ing all boundaries, releasing all the electric overcharge from
the body, reading the pulses carried by the arteries, chewing
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VIL Frontiers of Love and Body, and the Heat of Confession

In a previous study of Soad El-Sabah’s poetry entitled The
Poetics of Confession, 1 devoted a large part of the paper to
what I described as the ‘courage of confession’ in her dis-
course on love. It may be argued, however, that confessing
the workings of the inner world indicates no courage whatso-
ever, being as it is a state of obvious weakness in human nature
which is not gender-specific, but one which applies to men and
women equally.

In the tradition of pre-Islamic poetry, confessing one’s true
feelings for a woman was considered a kind of androgynous
weakness most unbecoming of a perfect male. Al-A‘sha was
strongly censured for proclaiming in the opening line of his
mu ‘alaqa that he could not bear to part with is beloved:

Bid farewell to Huraira, for the caravan is about to go,
But can you ever, man, bear the ‘farewell’pangs?

In the tradition of hadith (sayings reportedly ascribed to
Prophet Muhammad of Islam), people are urged to be cau-
tiously reticent in discharging their personal affairs. In Imam
Ali’s Paragon of Rhetoric, a wise man’s heart is said to be the
cabinet of his secrets. Other similar exhortations, both histori-
cal and contemporary, abound in the Arab tradition and life.
Courage, according to this mindset, consists in the suppression
of one’s pain, however intense, rather than letting out a cry of
pain or a cry for help. To Jibran Khalil Jibran, such self-control
is the highest level of nobleness: “How noble is the heart that,
though grieved, can sing joyfully with other joyful hearts?”

Is it valid to argue that challenging this established tradi-
tion is itself a form of courage? It is true that suppressing pain
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To regain my balance.
Without you, I am like a sparrow with broken wings,
A boat sinking to the deep.

Poem No.5

All the radiant beauty of Paris as expressed by the poem
has turned into the exact opposite — pain and chilling cold,
broken wings and a sinking ship. The inner world could only
open up to receive and re-shape this flux through distilled
layers of pain and annoyance. This feeling is most intensely
articulated in Poem No.1, in which the poet views the act of
writing as a healing process that may soothe her inner tur-
moil.

Unless it is forged internally and re-worked emotionally
and linguistically into a poetic form, the outer world falls
apart and dwindles into nothingness. It fails to sustain the
agency entailed by the vistas of love and the joy resulting from
its intense presence in any given moment of time. This may
happen even if one’s beloved or soul mate is literally present.
A similar idea was once expressed by Jamil Ibn Mu‘ammar
who proclaimed that the physical presence of his beloved
Buthayna does not count; rather it stifles his love since it over-
shadows the inner formulation of the image of the beloved
and eclipses the increasingly iridescent image ingrained in his
heart and consciousness. Once the literal image fades away,
the inner image resurges more lustrously on an emotional
level, and the poet is, yet again, able to experience that shatter-
ing stormy feeling deep within:

Meeting her, I love no more,
But once departed, my flame is rekindled.
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The inner-outer dialectic is best embodied in Poem No.5
which deals with the famous sparkling landmarks of Paris
and the elegance of Parisian life: “walking under street lamp-
posts, dealing with news agents, visiting public parks, dining
at a Champs Elysées restaurant, visiting the Louvre, the Eiffel
Tower, and L’Invalide where Napoleon was buried, remember-
ing Rimbaud and Aragon, and visiting the Pompidou Centre,
or the cafés of the Quartier Latin, etc.” The wonderful and
beautiful Paris, however, turns into a cold, boring and depress-
ing prison-like place since the inner world of the female is
‘locked’. The only way to receive the flux of this glamorous
world outside is to have her soul mate (her lover) with her. The
absence of this soul mate makes the weekend, even in such a
beautiful city as Paris, a particularly painful experience:

The weekend
I spent away from you
Has become a dagger slashing my flesh,
A headache furrowing my forehead.
Poem No. 5, p. 75

Pain reaches its highest point when the persona feels the
contradiction between the outside beauty and the inner resis-
tance of her soul. Not having her soul mate around, she
becomes so desperate:

Ifeel so lonely in Paris,

So painfully lonely,

So painfully lost,

So painfully missing you ...

I'want to hide in the bushes of your voice,
To spare myself this freezing cold.

Iwant to hang on to your arms
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invested with the power of dreams and a sugary taste recov-
ered from the banks of memory and consciousness:

It doesn t matter if you don t exist in the flesh,

For in my dreams I can much you

Like a fruit,

Until the walls of my memory overflow with syrup.
Poem No. 6,p.93

Poem No. 7 is addressed to the ‘hands’ of the other who
literally exists outside the internal world of the poet. Never-
theless, they occupy a stimulating position in her soul; they
portray a captivating picture of the outside world — Saint
Germain’s cafés in Paris, international airports, and morning
coffee shops. Those two hands growing on the banks of the
inner brooks of the poet are:

The two thick forests
Inwhich I take refuge when I have the blues,
The two logs I cling to
When I am about to drown,
The two fireplaces by which 1 huddle
When I am shaking with cold.
Poem No.7, p.108

The final poem ends with references to the rainbow, the
language of trees, the language of rain, the language of the
blue see, a reference to professional women, and Saint Val-
entine’s Day. Together with other details, all these elements
are filtered through the inner world of the poet; they are re-
shaped and re-worked into a poem that seems to be concerned,
only apparently, with certain beautiful aspects of the external
world.
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In Poem No.3, the coffee aroma characteristic of Rome
cafés acquires significance by virtue of their association with
the smell of a male figure present in the deep recesses of the
female soul, rather than one actually occupying the opposite
chair:

You face reminds me
Of the wilderness of my childhood.
Your scent
Of the coffee aroma of Rome s cafés.
Poem No. 3, p.39

While the face of the man and the aroma belong to the
external world, the act of remembering transports them to the
innermost world of the soul from which they emerge satu-
rated with wild childhood memories and earlier aromatic sen-
sations.

Poem No. 4 abounds in minute details of twentieth century
life which may be spontaneously mundane and devoid of any
aesthetic value, such as “buying Pharaonic amulets, folk trin-
kets, shaving cream, or toothpaste,” acts which acquire a sen-
timental and aesthetic value by virtue of association with the
internal workings of passion.

Poem No. 6, full of external roaming and references to
great physical distances, is thus diametrically opposed to the
idea of internal being and of poetry issuing from the depths of
the soul. Examples of these externalities include “the moan,
soaring at an altitude of 32,000 feet, a derailed train, the robe
of Antara Ibn Shaddad, tight Chinese shoes, and the Phoeni-
cian sailor who has no final destination.” These wanderings,
however, would have become meaningless had they not been
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courageously and explicitly expressing women’s love for men,
but they are primarily writing beautiful poetry with a momen-
tum that refuses to be tainted by a history of oblique tautology,
falsehoods and concealed truths under the yoke of stifling and
flagrantly hypocritical tradition and morality.

VL. Processing of the External World Internally and Poetically

A study of separate individual Love Poems may be useful
only on a intermediate and rather simplified level of classroom
interpretation. It is more appropriate to this study to deal with
the poems in their totality by examining to what extent they
meet the criteria of analysis derived from larger frames of ref-
erence, namely the entire series of the poems, and the overall
body of works of El-Sabah in its dialectic relationship with
Arab and foreign poetic experiences, both contemporary and
historical.

As far as the question of ‘giving’ the poem through the
poet’s consciousness is concerned, that is, roaming the banks
of consciousness long before the poem is given an external
shape and presented to the external world in its final form, El-
Sabah’s poems have much to say. As early as the first page, the
reader realizes that the external presence of the man/lover is
dwarfed by his presence on the deeper level of consciousness:

1 can summon your presence,
Even though you are not present.
1 can touch you
Even though you are not with me.
Poem No.1,p.15
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ness, passive receptivity and the voluntary relinquishing of
agency and self-expression as inalienable human traits.

In ancient Greece (about the fifth century BC) the poet
Sappho wrote poems that expressed her emotions and desires
in the most explicit manner. In the Andalusian era of Arab his-
tory, Walladah, the daughter of the Abbasid Caliph Al-Mus-
takfi, started for the first time in Arab history to exercise the
right of women to express their emotions that had long been
suppressed by male domination and blood-smeared history, as
may be seen in her well-known line:

To my lover I offer my cheeks.
My kiss 1 give to him who craves for it.

Neither Sappho nor Walladah belongs to the mainstream
of Arab or western cultures. It was not until the mid nine-
teenth century that there was another woman writer who, like
Saphho, expressed female desires so openly. In the case of the
Arab literary tradition, none appeared like Walladah until the
mid twentieth century.

Soad El-Sabah’s Love Poems portray the twentieth century
women who are willing to belong to the exception rather than
the rule, and to tread the mostly untrodden paths. Not only do
they want to break the shell in which they have been entrapped
by men and denied the right of agency in general, and cul-
tural agency in particular, but they are also keen on eliminating
the larger constraints, and unlocking the sacrosanct closet of
forbidden taboos. They want to proceed along the path of ear-
lier women who aspired to the heights of exceptionality, rather
than the easily tractable ways of the mob. In so doing, they
are not simply speaking up, ‘swimming against the tide’, or
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through an appropriate aesthetic vehicle which has the essen-
tial qualities of art. Otherwise, any novelty would be likely to
be unduly immortalized.

In the three introductory parts above, my argument has
been that the value of the Love Poems derives partly from
the comprehensive standards of evaluation discussed in these
parts. To the extent that they adhere to these standards, the
poems can be seen to be of high or low value. This arbitrary
measure, however, defies the logic of both poetic appreciation
and the critical enterprise. The standards of poetic value are
not uniform everywhere. They may not be imported to the
literary text or imposed externally. The above introductions,
at the outset of this critical appraisal of the poems, are them-
selves derived from the Love Poems and from the conclusions
of my study of Soad El-Sabah’s poetry and the larger contexts
of Arab and foreign poetry.

V. Walladah and Sappho

The cultural history of the Arabs is rich in the so-called
“courtship poetry,” which was defined by our ancestors as the
praise of women’s beauty as a means of wooing them and win-
ning their favour. Obviously, this definition denies women a
right to the counterpart act of this male practice, and deprives
them of the possibility of expressing their feelings and emo-
tions towards the other party. The Arab literary tradition has no
small number of women poets who shunned every mention of
their lovers, thus consolidating the idea that demureness, emo-
tional reticence and passive receptivity are biologically innate
in women’s nature. But in fact, human nature in the case of
man and woman alike is fundamentally opposed to inward-
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following the example of installation art works. The absence
of titles is doubly significant. It is reminiscent of the tradi-
tional title-less Arabic poetry, and at the same time it spares
the recipient the risk of approaching the poem’s world from a
particular perspective dictated by the title. Arguably, a poem’s
title may pre-condition the recipient and impose a single vision
on his or her consciousness. He or she, therefore, becomes
more likely to deal with the poem or the world it opens into in
the light of the associations triggered by that title.

The poems belong to that kind of writing which seeks to
formulate the eternal discourse of mutual love between men
and women ever since the emotion was culturally and aes-
thetically constructed. In this context, the poems, naturally,
recreate old traditions or follow the paths of the ancestors.
But before proceeding to a full discussion of this point, it is
important to note that poets have been cautioned against repet-
itiveness and redundancy since the earliest days of the Arabic
poetic tradition, as may be found in the following line by the
Jahiliyya poet Zuhair Ibn Abi Sulma:

1 only hear ideas repeated,
Words echoed and reiterated.

Are Soad El-Sabah’s Love Poems repetitive?

To answer this question, it may be useful to remember
that all expressions of love in every culture are, so to speak,
“variations on the same theme of love.” Only those expres-
sions characterized by originality and survivability have been
immortalized by their respective cultures. Individuality and
originality, however, do not by themselves guarantee the
immortality of a work of art. They have to be conveyed
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rent insistence on following the poetic forms of jahiliyya may,
therefore, be seen as an indubitable call for smothering inno-
vation, and restricting the creative impulse even in potential
terms. To suppress creativity and make it illegitimate in any
field is to suffocate it everywhere as a principle. This attitude
turns the works of the old masters into an ultimate criterion
that is sacred and inapproachable, even on a purely intellectual
level.

It is therefore legitimate to view departures from, and
deconstructions of, old poetic forms as a necessary prelude to
the development of new forms, patterns and values. It should
be stressed, however, that the mere act of deconstruction is
worthless unless it be a step to further construction or a pre-
lude to a new kind of innovation.

IV. Soad El-Sabah’s Love Poems

Soad El-Sabah’s collection of Love Poems includes eight
prose poems dealing with a single subject, namely love as the
rubric of innumerable human emotions which grow in differ-
ent directions, including love for other humans, love of good-
ness, nature, children, one’s own country and everything else.
The feeling of love varies, naturally, in intensity. It may start
with an absence of unfamiliarity and aversion, and then devel-
ops into amiability and intimacy until it becomes an over-
whelming passion that leads to the ultimate dissolution of the
soul of the loving subject into that of the beloved.

Because El-Sabah’s poems deal with the same subject,
love, they have no individual titles, only numbers like the
famous Pains collection of Mohammed Nadeem, probably
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the linguistic/poetic code to inform all these spaces. Prose, as
Dr. Kamal Abu Deeb has put it, becomes endowed with a rich
poetic potential when it is objectified in a specific all-inclusive
structure.

The case against this view, which objects to the absence
of metre and rhyme in the prose poem, may be refuted by the
fact that rhyme and metre alone do not make poetry. The one-
thousand line poem, Malik’s Alfiyya, establishing the rules of
Arabic grammar as well as myriads of similar compositions,
attest to this fact. Prosody, external music and rhyme are only a
few of many elements that have to combine if an utterance is to
be labelled poetic. Writing in a single metre and using a
fixed rhyme throughout the poem as identified by Al-Khalil are
only two of the main features of the basic fifteen — later six-
teen — prosodic structures of most, but not all, Arabic poetry.
Deviations from these set structures, which reached a height in
the muwashahat of Andalusia, were dismissed from the estab-
lished corpus of Arabic poetry when it was first canonized.

Old forms, however, are not violated simply because of
new changes which dictate the development of innovative
forms to correspond to these changes. More importantly, from
the point of view of Russian Formalism, the old forms in time
are bound to become obsolete and worn out.

The ancestors of the Arabs who lived in the pre-Islamic
age, jahiliyya, masterfully set wonderful typical forms within
which to cast their creative and emotional experiences - a
feat in its own right indeed. The possibility of developing
new forms, however, remained always open. Later generations
had the freedom to develop other more appropriate forms, as
may be exemplified by the Andalusian muwashahat. The cur-
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is Ibn Malik’s Alfiyya (the one-thousand line poem) which
includes and elucidates the rules of Arabic grammar in a metric
and rhymed form. Kamal Abu Deeb’s Poetics is a thorough
and adept examination of this particular idea. In this book, Abu
Deeb argues that the Quran itself was first received by its ear-
liest audience as poetry, which suggests that the Arabs in the
pre-Islamic age (jahiliyya) had such a wide and sophisticated
understanding of poetry which transcended the straightjack-
eted concept of the “rhymed and metric utterance.”

To some, the concept of poetry has been extended to incor-
porate any case of everyday metaphoric use of language. For
some time now, new terms such as ‘the poetics of film’, ‘visual
poetics’, ‘the poetic novel or situation’, have been repeatedly
circulated in the Arab and world critical milieus. These terms
tend to push the concept poetry to extremely fluid and indeter-
minate frontiers. Contemporary poets now tend to believe that
no inanimate nature, act, natural scene or idea exists outside
poetry, as Roman Jacobson has argued in his Issues of Poet-
ics. Paul Valerie, Tzvetan Todorov argues in his Introduction
to Poetics, finds it necessary to turn to the morphology of the
word ‘poetics’ if one is to understand what it precisely means.
Valerie made it a label for everything that has to do with writ-
ing, since language is both the content and the medium.

Expanding or narrowing the concept of poetics is irrelevant
to a study of the so-called ‘prose poems’. What counts is to
decide the legitimacy of incorporating the prose poem in the
larger poetic category. Such incorporation would require the
‘prose poem’ to have essential poetic characteristics, includ-
ing, in particular, the ability of the prosaic expression to inter-
nalize enough emotional power, distilled feelings, a capacity
to impress the consciousness of the recipient, and the ability of
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us has, deep within, amazing potentials for creativity. But it is
the creative artist alone — in this case the poet — who alone can
externalize such potentials, it is the poet alone who can help
the inner seed to grow and develop. We all read literature and
poetry for a variety of reasons, the most important of which
is that in literature, and in poetry, particularly, we see the real-
ization of the hidden potential in a beautiful and lofty form.
It is the poet who can bring out whatever is latent within, the
‘hidden potential’, in a much better form than we may ever
hope to do ourselves. It is natural, of course, that ‘things’ are
always ‘decided’ internally — ‘covertly’, as Ibn Arabi says:

Each state is decided internally,
Making appearance outweigh latency.

The latent cannot realize its value, however, until it has
appeared and is seen to be explicitly present. Accordingly,
every good love poem must represent a wonderful ‘crossing
over’ from the state of latency to that of explicitness — and
appearance.

II1. The Poetics of Prose

The traditional definition of poetry as “rhymed and metric
utterance” remains widely accepted in the Arab region today.
While this definition dismisses everything that falls under the
rubric of free verse, meter-based versification or the prose
(prosaic) poem as un-poetic, it encompasses as poetic every-
thing that is cast in a metric form which may, nevertheless,
be totally lacking in artistic or aesthetic value. A case in point
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act of resistance in which all human beings are involved, both
men and women, even without being directly conscious that
they are resisting ‘mortality’. Within such resistance love is
not confined to the parties in love; it covers the provision of a
different kind of love, naturally, to the new born infants.

Every expression of love, or act of love, must be seen as
an integral part of the construction of the entire future of the
human race. However, spontaneous expressions of love and
the daily repeated acts of love at the level of humanity at large,
are essentially different from the artistic or philosophic expres-
sions of love. To be more specific, what literature has achieved
and philosophy later formulated within the general framework
of expressing love, has been to humanize love. It has thus
acquired its cultural nature which helped it to transcend the
purely animal dimension: it has transformed the practice of
love into a lofty, human and cultural practice. In his thesis
on the evolution of languages, J. J. Rouseau claims that lan-
guage was originally born primarily to express human emo-
tions, foremost among which was love, rather than to express
needs or to serve mutual interests. Every new artistic expres-
sion of love is, therefore, a new contribution to the edifice
of human culture. Indeed, it may even be regarded as a more
important contribution to the deepening of man’s humanity
which is being threatened, at the outset of the third Millen-
nium, by horrible acts of regression to man’s brutal animal
dimensions — when the lust for blood seems dominant, and
man is possessed with the desire to invade and prey on others.

There is no doubt that all people possess the potential
of producing beautiful, artistically-formulated expressions of
love: perhaps there is a potential artist, writer or philosopher in
each one of us. There can be no doubt, either, that each one of
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emotional, is to reduce the value of love: it should disturb its
pure nature, detract from its essential quality as love, and turn
it into a transaction — an exchange of interests, as mentioned in
Simone de Beauvoir’s novel L 'invitée. The French philosopher
believes that ‘to love’ must mean to love the ‘other’ for himself
or herself, regardless of who that ‘other’ may be, and without
expecting anything in return. If, as has been mentioned, any-
thing is expected in return, even if purely emotional, the emo-
tion would be reversed: from a love for the ‘other’ to self-love.
This obviously destroys the act of loving and turns it into an
act of egoism.

Centuries ago, in fact, this sense was established by the
great Myhyiddin Ibn Arabi, it was he who first helped to
rid love of the shackles of egoism and self-centeredness.
He defined it as the extreme dissolution of the self into the
beloved, stating that ‘any passion that is satisfied by a meeting
with the beloved is worthless; and any love that does not help
you forego yourself is worthless’.

Love is the highest emotion, too, because of its association
with the essence of life, the survival of mankind. It is love that
leads to reproduction, hence to human survival, as expressed
by the Inn woman in Gilgamesh, the great epic. That simple
woman was able to sum up the significance of survival and
the idea of immortality inherent in the act of love and repro-
duction. In the epic, the God/King had lost the ‘immortality
weed’ which he had brought back from the world of eternity,
and was able through love to conquer his despair of immortal-
ity and regain the ability to resist mortality and death itself.

As the only means of resisting mortality available to man,
love must be regarded as a necessity rather than lust. It is an
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tilled and emblematized. This is what Ibn Arabi had in mind
when he thus addressed man:

You claim to be a puny thing,

But within you lies the greater being.

I1. The Special Value of Love Poetry

Some people believe that the entire corpus of love poetry
that the genius of man has produced down the centuries, every-
where and in all cultures, is simply designed to transmit a
‘wooing’ message from one party to the other in the eternal
male-female duality — a message which may be summed up in
the simple “I love you”. The fact that there is an astounding
variety in the love poems and love stories, as well as in the
means of conveying that message in human culture, indicates
otherwise. Indeed, this fact points right in the opposite direc-
tion; so much so that, there may be, in effect, as many means
of expressing love and as many ways of formulating the love
message as there are successful or potential senders of love
messages everywhere and at all times.

Risking a platitude, we should refer to the higher position
occupied by love among all human emotions. It is the highest
because it involves, among other things, the ultimate accep-
tance of the ‘other’, with all that this entails in terms of will-
ingness to sacrifice a great deal for the ‘other’ as well as
putting him or her before oneself. In its purest form, love
involves an act of giving, where the ‘giver’ expects nothing
in return. To expect anything in return, even if it were purely
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they cause ‘fissures’, ‘trenches’ and ‘dents’ of varying depths
and steepness. They produce structures which are either ‘tem-
porary’ or ‘permanent up to a point’ but which are all newly
formed. The inner life is ultimately crowded over with a mul-
titude of tremors, tensions and storms that have a double value.
By ‘double’ is meant that to the outside storms are added the
storms they have engendered within the creative mind.

Hence the seriousness of ‘wandering’ about in the land of
such storms; for it is the interrelation between the inner and
outer that gives an exceptional value to the serious roaming in
the doubly serious realm. Needless to say, the best and most
beautiful verse is that which results from a deeper plunging
into the depths of man, and a wider wandering in the same
world. Whenever poetry succeeds in getting through to the
deeper and darker strata of the human psyche, it will be able
to come up with whatever is rare, precious and unique within.
The vaster the inner space within which verse may roam, the
more varied will be the ‘fruit’ of poetry, with the notion of
abundance and affluence more fully realized.

It is a commonplace that there is so much Arabic and
foreign verse (both contemporary and historical) that only
deals with the outside world, with its innumerable issues. It is
equally a commonplace that this kind of verse lacks warmth
and truthfulness: it fails to affect the recipient, and lacks any
real appellative power. A poem that is ‘culled’ directly from
the outside world, that is, which is directly ‘given’ before
going through the poet’s consciousness, is less ‘valuable’ than
that which acquires its fragrance from the flowers that grow
on the banks of consciousness, whether it belongs to the inner
or outer worlds. Within the human psyche, the outside world,
with all its unimaginable vastness, richness and variety, is dis-
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characteristic of those working in politics, in the legal, medi-
cal and health professions, as well as those working within
the realm of basic and applied science. On the other hand,
inward growth is characteristic, primarily, of artists — writers,
poets, musicians, painters and dramatists. It is to be found, too,
in moralists and mystics. Philosophy may be singled out, fol-
lowed by criticism, as exceptionally capable of establishing
a putative, conceptual balance in the strength and degree of
growth between the two available ‘growth directions’.

It may only be too obvious that the Arabic language has
a distinctive ability to create the right milieu for the poet. It
enables him to roam with the greatest possible freedom, to the
greatest possible distances, and to unfathomable depths in his
or her inner world, even as he or she continues to negotiate
the paths of the intractable outer world. He or she will find
that such paths are reflected, and indeed ingrained in the very
cells of his being, and in the depths of consciousness. A poem
should thus come out in flashes — be they sparks of lightning or
steady light from the hinterland of his or her consciousness.

Poetry is largely a fathoming up of the human psyche. It
is an introspective effort seeking whatever lies hidden within,
carried there by the tumultuous ‘storms’ of the outside world.
Such ‘storms’ are not necessarily stilled in the soul, but they
do suffer a sea change within the psyche, inevitably differing
in character from one person to another. Poetry represents a
unique and serious set of ‘roaming’ (and may be claimed to
be very serious indeed) among storms which are character-
ized by their double power and double tension. From a poetic
point of view, what takes place outside the soul will be worth-
less until it has re-established itself in the creative mind of
the poet. Extreme ‘storms’ influence the inner life of the poet;
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1. The Banks of Consciousness: The Inner/QOuter Dialectic

Every human being has two worlds in which (and through
which) to live — the outer and the inner. The outer world
includes his or her physical surroundings — things, persons,
spaces, events and everything that constitutes the world. The
inner consists of how that worid is reflected and reshaped, both
as a whole and in the minutest details, within the soul. It is
remade and recreated in an interminable series of interactions
between all that takes place outside the soul and the individ-
ual ‘nature’ of each being separately. According to this simple
‘reading’, rudimentary as it is, of man and environment, it is
impossible for any person to live solely in the outer or inner
world. Everyone is capable by his or her human nature to live
in both worlds at once, though the existence of the two worlds
entails two ways in which a human personality may grow —
either towards the outer or the inner.

Personalities vary in the way one direction of growth
becomes dominant and the acceleration of that growth. Accord-
ing to the traditional academic concept of ‘mental health’, a
personality growing in the direction of the outer world is often
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ernist artistic techniques (diction, imagery etc.) employed in
the poems and the prominence given to form in them without
sacrificing content. The strategy of al-Sabah, Faddul explains,
is to get rid of the traditional definition of femininity and of
womanhood and to create her alternative definition. She hopes
to carry out her project together with a new Arab man, a prod-
uct of her dreams. Dr. Faddul concludes that the poems of
al-Sabah “display a feminist position through a poetic form
(imagery, rhythm, etc.) and a poetic language that are typically
feminine (the language of a female body, senses, instincts).
The unconscious of the poet reveals itself through imagistic
techniques (metaphors, metonymys, etc.) that condense and
displace (Freud’s terms) the repressed and that defamiliarize
the experiences making them more interesting to read and
share.”
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logical in a harmonious poetic texture wherein the female is

2

made to feel fully equal with the male ‘other’.

The third reading is by Dr. Paul Jahshan who conducts a
post-structuralist analysis of al-Sabah s poems. He argues that
the poets strategy is to invert the traditional male handling
of voice and to create an amorous language which through
monologism (single voice) achieves a narcisstic quality where
the beloved male is represented as artistically absent, a vir-
tual muse in woman s space of writing, allegorized in another
virtual western city, Paris. Jahshan benefits from the works
of prominent western critics (Julia Kristeva, Roland Barthes,
Mikhail Bakhtine) in developing his argument. He explains
that al-Sabah “sacrifices the male on the pyre of her amorous
discourse and offers him in order for her voice to be heard.”
Jahshan further explains that Paris is a female space of writ-
ing that the poet constructs to achieve her artistic purposes.
The conclusion Jahshan reaches is that al-Sabah has been
able “not only to produce a genuine female voice where man
is a necessary but virtual trace, but also to create, by the same
token, a space of writing where a female amorous discourse
can, after centuries of silence, be represented and ultimately
uttered.”

The last reading is by Dr. Atif Faddul. Dr. Faddul ben-
efits from several recent critical theories and approaches to
provide a close comprehensive reading of al-Sabah’s poems
that accounts for the paradoxical attitudes towards man in
them. He also relates the poems to the prose introduction of the
writer, highlighting the feminist attitudes and stands in both
and benefiting from the work of several prominent feminist
critics in his analysis. Dr. Faddul dwells as well on the mod-



Preface

The achievements of Dr. Souad al-Sabah as a unique poetic
voice in contemporary Arabic poetry have been acknowledged
by critics who approached the several books of poetry she pub-
lished. However, the contribution of Dr. al-Sabah to Arabic
love poetry has attracted the greatest attention of these critics
and received their highest appreciation. This volume presents
Jfour different readings of one of al-Sabah’s books of love
poetry, Qasa’id hubb by four prominent Arab scholars. The
first reading is by Dr. Salah Salih who places the poems in the
book within the tradition of love poetry, both Arab and inter-
national, highlighting their distinctive artistic characteristics.
Salih considers that the poets departure from and deconstruc-
tion of old poetic forms as a necessary prelude to the develop-
ment of new forms, patterns and values. He also deals with
the inner-outer dialectic in al-Sabah’s poems and how she
Jforges internally and reworks emotionally and linguistically
the outer world into a poetic form. Al-Sabah’s love poetry,
Salih explains, is an attempt to contribute to the cultural insti-
tutionalization of a female love discourse in contemporary
Arabic poetry.

The second reading is by Dr. Nadhir al-Azmah who con-
siders that writing for Souad al-Sabah is a means of achiev-
ing freedom and identity in harmony with and in the presence
of the male ‘other’. Her aim is to accomplish equal rights in
liberty, life, love and writing for both men and women. Al-
Azmah concludes that “the tenor of the whole collection may
be summed up as the combination of the erotic with the ideo-
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