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  Preface


  The inspiration for this book came from the first day, 10 April 1992, of the fourth encounter of the Multaqa al-Ibda‘ al-Nisa’i (Arab Women’s Creativity Association) under the title “Women and the Novel”. It was organised by the Municipal Council of Fes, UNESCO and Multaqa al-Ibda‘ al-Nisa’i. Many Arab women writers and a large number of critics and journalists attended. The novelists were asked to give a testimony about their lives and writing. That morning, while listening to the moving words of Hoda Barakat, I decided to collect some of them in a book.


  Most of the autobiographical texts in this volume reflect the attendance of the Arab Women’s Creativity Association’s Conference and were written for public occasions, which casts a shadow on their precise nature. Taking their rhetorical value into consideration, they were called “testimonies”. The voice constructed is a voice conscious of its place within history and language, a voice negotiating a “pact” with the listener or reader.


  To collect together thirteen autobiographical texts written before 1992 and 1995 by Arab women novelists from the Arab countries of Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, Palestine, Jordan, Bahrain, Egypt, Tunisia and Algeria was a project fraught with difficulties. Apart from the obvious practical ones, there were also those related to defining the nature of the texts. The starting-point was simply to collect good writing by contemporary Arab women representing a wide spectrum of opinions; through this a number of shared concerns emerged. Although there are general trends or patterns, the texts show the variety of voices in the Arab world today.


  Garnet Publishing obtained permission from the authors to translate and publish the following texts: Liana Badr’s “The story of a novel or reflections of details in the mirror: between awareness and madness”; Hoda Barakat’s “I write against my hand”; Alia Mamdouh’s “Creatures of Arab fear”; Samira al-Mana‘ ’s “Writing and the notion of searching for female identity”; Zhor Ounissi’s “Birth of a writer”; Fawzia Rashid’s “Writing and the pursuit of female identity”; Hadia Said’s “I knew her when she wrote”.


  Hamida Na‘na’s “Writing away the prison”; Nawal el-Saadawi’s “Alone with pen and paper”; and Salwa Bakr’s “Writing as a way out” were written especially for this volume.


  Aroussia Nalouti’s “The essence of language” was presented at the Women’s Creativity Forum in Beirut in 1993. Ahlem Mosteghanemi’s “Writing against time and history” was published first in al-Katiba magazine, issue 5, April 1994. Fadia Faqir’s “Stories from the house of songs” was published in English in New Statesman and Society magazine in October 1991, and was translated into Arabic to be presented at the Multaqa al-Ibda‘ al-Nisa’i fourth encounter.


  Each testimony is preceded by a biographical note. The length of the contributions varies, but in general the texts are short and make it hard to draw conclusions about the writers, their motives, the “truth” value of their texts and how oratorical they are. In transliterating names of authors we mainly followed the choice of the authors themselves. Both the introduction and conclusion are intended to help the reader appreciate the writers’ contributions. As a novelist, I aim to provide the reader with an enlightened reading of the autobiographical texts, which should not exclude other readings and interpretations.


  The texts anthologised vary, some are multi-layered and complex, others are simple. The translations of the text, therefore, was no simple matter. Shirley Eber and I looked for the translation which adhered not to the letter of the text but to its spirit. When necessary a few changes were made, repetitions were cut and some additions were inserted to clarify the texts. Then with the help of Sue Coll, Georgina Andrewes and Margaret Greenhalgh we tried to make the translations as idiomatic as possible without uprooting the original from its native culture. Our common aim was not to harm the spirit of the texts but to let the different styles of the original text shine through the final English translation.


  The past six years spent collecting the material and putting it together have revealed the lack of research on Arab women writers and the urgent need for this field to be studied in depth. Rigorous studies of the writing of Arab women in general, and of their autobiographies and biographies in particular, need to be carried out. This book benefits, and suffers, from its pioneering nature, but I hope that it will provide indicators which other scholars in this field might follow in the future.


  Introduction


  Autobiography has been extensively researched and discussed within the discipline of literary studies. There are many books and definitions of autobiography, whether generic or stylistic, that leave us with more questions than answers. What is autobiography? Does it have generic boundaries? Is it a literary text with truth value or just a mere text like any other? Does it have historical value? Is it the story of thoughts, spiritual growth, personal development or just art for art’s sake?


  “What is autobiography to one observer is history or philosophy or psychology or lyrical poetry, or sociology or metaphysics to another.”1 A scanning of literature on autobiography shows that there are two extreme perceptions of autobiography: the first is that it is some kind of presentation of reality, albeit through one person’s perception, and the other is that autobiography is a mere text or even signs or ciphers – its author, his/her intentions and the text itself cannot be traced back to a specific point or entity.


  For the past twenty years literary critics have shown great interest in the subject of autobiography, and it is outside the scope of this introduction to discuss all definitions of autobiography, so only the two extreme perceptions of autobiography shall be discussed, which must necessarily oversimplify the history of autobiography criticism. Between the classical autobiography and texts like Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes2 lies a multitude of texts with different emphases, including those concerned with historical, social, cultural, political, psychological and even philosophical “reality” explored through selfrepresentation.



  Philippe Lejeune follows a generic approach when he defines autobiography as “a retrospective account in prose that a real person makes of his own existence stressing the individual life and especially the history of his personality.”3 He argues that there is a pact or contract between author and reader in which autobiographers explicitly commit themselves to understanding their own lives and not to historical exactitude.4 The life history created in autobiography, whether true or fictitious, makes a “rediscovered” reality.


  Lejeune’s idea of a “real” person and rediscovered “reality” in autobiography – although simplified in this introduction – would be argued out of existence by French critics such as Michel Foucault, Roland Barthes, Jacques Lacan and others, who maintain that a text cannot be traced back to a specific author, and that both text and self become fictive or even a series of signs or ciphers.


  For Barthes autobiography is essentially a referential art and the self or subject is its principal referent. As a post-structuralist he equated the art of self-representation with suicide in his book Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes. The person is a symbol, the narrative “freewheeling in language”5 and the “I” in the narrative is imaginary. To create the self within the medium of language is paradoxically to erase it and place it further in the domain of fiction and transitory representation. The self and the life are fictitious and the text itself mere signs on the page.


  Although the problematic of representation could argue autobiography, as a text with “truth” value, out of existence, self-proclaimed autobiographies preoccupied with a “rediscovered” reality are still being written. Most of the full-length modern autobiographies published in the Arab world today are still at the stage where autobiography has an assumed “historical” value and its text is released to establish a dialectic relationship with other texts, or merely to put the record straight. Abd al-Rahman Munif ’s Sirat Madina is a good example of a “historical” autobiography.



  It seems that the predominant idea in the Arab world and among many Arabists is that “autobiography is history, and, as such, it should rely closely on ‘facts’.”6 This prescriptive view of autobiographical narratives ignores many variables, including the “truth” value of autobiography; the intention of the author; the writer’s relationship with the audience, and the problematic of language as a medium.


  Among all the full-length autobiographies and autobiographical fragments published in the Arab world today, the following two stand out because their authors are overtly aware of the problematic of representation: Aroussia Nalouti’s “The essence of language”, and Hoda Barakat’s “I write against my hand”. The following extract shows how Nalouti finds language elusive and hard to control, “All efforts are made within the complex and obscure body of language; the architecture of the narrative is made from and within it; characters are sculpted from the network of its symbols … for it is all this and not this.”7


  To be able to understand the above argument, it is important to trace the history of autobiography within the Arab–Islamic culture. The autobiography – sira dhatiyya – is not alien to the Arab world in its different forms, whether tarjama (self-account of private life or curriculum vitae), mudhakkirat (memoirs), or yawmiyyat (personal notes or diaries). It has been known in the Arab world since early Islam, albeit in fragments of autobiographical materials mainly concerned with the public rather than the personal and private; still, as Thomas Philipp notes, “There is indeed an abundance of autobiographical material in classical Arabic literature.”8



  In classical Arabic literature there are autobiographical fragments less formalised than in self-proclaimed autobiographies; among them are: Kitab al-i‘tibar of Usama b. Munqidh (d.1188), and al-Munqidh min al-dalal by al-Ghazali (d.1111). These fragments reveal even the personal life of the author in an almost “modern” sense.9


  Many Egyptians and Syrians, such as al-Tahtawi, Ali Mubarak and Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq travelled to Europe in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and wrote about their encounter with the West. Autobiographical writings of that period can be classified into two different types: the tarjama, which is a self-account of private life, and the mudhakkirat (memoirs). Al-Khitat al-Tawfiqiyya al-Jadida by ‘Ali Mubarak (d.1882) includes his curriculum vitae and is a good example of tarjama. Al-Jabarti’s work on Egypt in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries “abounds with necrologies following the pattern of tarjama”.10 Mudhakkirat (e.g. al-Rafi‘i’s Mudhakkirati) are quite common in both classical and modern Arabic literature.


  The modern Arabic autobiography began in the late nineteenth century. E. De Moor argues that the first modern autobiography in the Western sense was Jurji Zaydan’s Sirat Hayati (1908).11 Philipp, however, traces it back to the writing of Mikha’il Mishaqa’s history of Lebanon, Syria and the Mishaqa family in 1873.


  In the 1930s and 1940s many public figures wrote their memoirs. These included Ahmad Amin’s Hayati and Salama Musa’s Tarbiyat Salama Musa. This was followed in the 1950s and 1960s by accounts of cultural and social experiences in different countries, like Mikha’il Nu‘ayma’s Sab‘un (1959–66). Other types of memoirs are al-Aqqad’s Ana and Kazem Daghestani’s ‘Ashaha Kullah. With the publication of Taha Husayn’s trilogy, al-Ayyam (1926–55), the autobiography in its modern generic form was established in Arabic literature.


  Some critics of Arabic literature argue that autobiographical writing has declined since the mid-twentieth century. “It seems, in terms of numbers and quality, that the mid-twentieth century constitutes a certain zenith of autobiographical writing in Arabic, that this genre of writing and self-expression seems to have stagnated since calls for some explanation.”12


  Even a quick scanning of writing in the Arab world, including North Africa, shows that the autobiography in both its classical and modern forms maintained a strong presence in Arabic literature. This interest in self-presentation and documentation of life histories continued to gain ground. In 1973 the autobiography of Sayyid Qutb, Tifl min al-Qarya, was published. In the same year ‘Ali al-Du’aji’s Jawla bayna Hanat al-Mutawassit was published in Tunisia. In Cairo in 1974 Tawfik al-Hakim’s Yawmiyyat Na’ib fi-l-Aryaf appeared, while the following year Mustafa Amin’s Sahibat al-Jalala fi-l-Zinzana was published.


  A large number of autobiographies was published in the 1980s throughout the Arab world. The following are a few examples: Abdallah Toukhi’s al-Nahr’s Ruba‘iyyat an-Nahr (1987), Louis Awad’s autobiography Awraq al-‘Umr, Sanawat al-Takwin (1989), and Sayyid ‘Uways’s al-Tarikh al-Lathi Ahmiluhu ‘ala Zhry (1989). In Lebanon Anis Frayha’s Isma‘ ya Rida was published in 1989. Mohamed Choukri’s Al-Khubz al-Hafi was published in 1980 in translation and Dalil al-‘Unfuwan by ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Shawi was published in 1989 in Morocco.


  The experience of uprootedness and of living in the diaspora has inspired many Palestinians to write their autobiography. Among the autobiographies written by Palestinians are: Fadwa Tuqan’s Rihla Jabaliyya Rihla Sa‘ba (1984); Mahmoud Darwish’s Dhakira li-l-Nisyan (1986); Hisham Sharabi’s Suwar al-Madi (1993), and Faysal Hourani’s Al-Watan fi-l-Dhakira (1994).


  The autobiography as a defined generic form in the modern sense has established itself in Arabic literature in the 1990s. More than thirty full-length autobiographies were published in different Arab countries in the past seven years. But most of the autobiographies published recently, even those written by well-established writers, are still preoccupied with the “historicity” and “truth” value of events. The following are some of the full-length autobiographies that do not raise any questions concerning the transitory nature of representation and the elusiveness of language: Abd al-Rahman Munif’s Sirat Madina (1994); Jabra Ibrahim Jabra’s Shari‘ al-Amirat (1994); Ra’uf Mus‘ad’s Baydat al-Na‘ama (1994), and Nagib Mahfouz’s Asda’ al-Sira al-Dhatiyya (1995). The “I” created in the narrative is considered to be that of the author, and the self is created in the medium of language, not to be erased but to be immortalised.


  For Arab women writers, the writing of autobiography is not as straightforward as for male writers. This confidence and certitude about the self and its position in history and language is lacking. Aroussia Nalouti’s “The essence of language”, and Hoda Barakat’s “I write against my hand” are struggling to represent their ideas, but are fully aware of the limitations of representation and language. Most contributors to this volume wrote their texts to negotiate atextual, sexual, linguistic space for themselves within a culture which is predominantly male-dominated. To shed light on this process of negotiation which makes Arab women’s autobiography and autobiographical texts distinct, it is necessary to place their narratives within their historical context.


  Arab women live in twenty-four countries which spread from the Persian Gulf to the Atlantic Ocean. In the nineteenth century and first half of the twentieth century most of their countries experienced colonialism and resistance to it which was then followed by independence. Resistance to foreign occupation released nationalist and socialist sentiments in some Arab countries, but after the defeat in the 1967 war with Israel, the pan-Arabist and socialist sentiments began regressing, to be replaced gradually by Islamic revivalism.


  In the nineteenth century Arab women began to benefit from the spread of education. “Before the middle of the nineteenth century there were no known published writings by women.13 Arab women’s writing and contribution to public life remained invisible until the late nineteenth century when Hind Nawfal founded al-Fatah, the first women’s journal, in 1892.14 “The writing and publication by Arab women of their own memoirs and journals is mainly a twentieth-century phenomenon.”15


  No one knows how many women’s autobiographies exist in the Arab world buried in attics and confined to oblivion.16 “Nabawiyya Musa is one of the first two women, according to our current knowledge, to have published her life story, which she began in instalments in May, 1938.”17


  In the past fifty-nine years, many autobiographies by women have been published. Among them are: Huda Sha‘rawi’s Harem Years (1940s); Zoubeida Bittari’s O Mes Sœurs Musulmanes, Pleurez! (1964); Bint al-Shati’’s ‘Ala-l-Jiser (1967); Salma al-Haffar al-Kazbari’s Anbar wa Ramad; Safinaz Kazim’s Rumantikiyyat (1970); Zaynab al-Ghazali’s Ayyam min Hayati (1977); Widad al-Maqdisi Qirtasi’s Dhikrayat (1916–77), and Raimonda Tawil’s My Home My Prison (1978). After the publication of Fadwa Tuqan’s Rihla Jabaliyya Rihla Sa‘ba in 1984 a plethora of autobiographies was released: Najmia Hikmat’s Rihlati ma‘ az-Zaman (1986); Wadad Sakakin’s Insaf al-Mar’a (1989); Latifa al-Zayyat’s Awraq Shakhsyyia (1992); Layla Abu Zayd’s Al-Ruju‘ ila-l-Tufula (1993); Layla ‘Usayran’s Shara’t Mulawwana Min Hayati (1994) and, most recently, Nawal el-Saadawi’s autobiography Awraqi Hayati (1995).


  In addition to full-length autobiographies by Arab women writers, many textual self-representations have appeared in the pages of the press and been presented at conferences. The texts anthologised are perfect examples of autobiographical fragments which were written for different public occasions and with different intentions. These testimonies show that the need of Arab women for autonomy is becoming more urgent and is being articulated in different ways, including through such autobiographical narratives.


  Although Miriam Cooke argues that “The autobiography is a less common genre for women, particularly Arab women, because it emerges out of self-confidence and a sense of empowerment,”18 some contributors to this book have written their texts precisely because they lack self-confidence and a sense of empowerment, whether political or social. The need to define their position in history and locate themselves vis-à-vis the male master narrative, and to explore and formulate a separate individual identity has urged Arab women writers to write their life stories.19


  The need which women feel to create their life history is probably due to their suffering the “double jeopardy” of being women and political dissidents in the Arab world. Women face the challenges of the male autobiographer under totalitarian regimes, and also the challenges unique to having a role constructed outside themselves and a “master narrative” superimposed on them. But whether male or female, Arab writers are all conscious of the presence of the mighty Arab censor.



  The major political upheavals following independence, with the resulting confusion and loss of control over events, inspired authors to write their life histories. It is as if the self that “should” lead a modest hidden life is struggling to find its identity and define itself in order to survive. Abd al-Rahman Munif ’s autobiography, Sirat Madina, shows how all these forces combine where discovery of the self is joined to its affirmation and defiance: “The 1940s in Amman were long, heavy and difficult. The decade began in the shadow of the Second World War and ended in the shadow of the first Arab–Israeli war … the children during that decade grew up prematurely.”20


  This preoccupation with self-representation may also be due to fear of death, “not individual physical death, but the death of collective memory and past”.21 The large number of autobiographies published in the 1990s is a desperate attempt to protect and preserve the self and its memory. Within theocratic, military, totalitarian and neopatriarchal societies22 the writing of an autobiographical text becomes an act of defiance and assertion of individual identity. It shows that censorship, in its attempt to turn a nation into a herd, may silence the herd but never the individual.


  In his introduction to The Modern Arabic Short Story23 Mohammad Shaheen placed the question of censorship at the heart of criticism of Arabic literature, and accused some critics of looking at this important question in retrospect or engulfing it in generalisation. He argued that, within Arab countries, censorship is the origin of the short-story writer’s dilemma and the “unfortunate circumstances surrounding the genre”. He goes on to assert, “Perhaps Yusuf Idris was the only writer who took the risk of exposing the sham of censorship – the origin of the dilemma – with courage and frankness.”24 Idris blamed the critics and commentators for maintaining silence over the tyranny of the censor.



  By extension, the above argument becomes even more pertinent when applied to the modern Arabic autobiography. Writers of autobiography when writing their life histories attempt to avoid confrontation with the censor. An extensive discussion of the question of political censorship is beyond the scope of this introduction, but suffice it to say that some of the most prominent writers have confronted the censor and either their texts were cut, or they purged them themselves. In Asda’ al-Sira al-Dhatiyya in a part entitled al-Mukhber (the inspector) Nagib Mahfouz describes the inspector coming to his house and escorting him to the police station to discuss an important matter.25 This is where Mahfouz ends the details of this episode, without giving any indications of the time, place or reasons for the incident. That part of the text was cleansed so much that it almost became infantile. Mahfouz, like many other Arab writers, skirted over important political issues in order to escape the omnipresent Arab censor and the security apparatus of the regime.


  The above question of censorship becomes more urgent if the writer of the autobiography is a woman. The social constraints on women writers are still in general more restrictive than those imposed on male writers. The woman writer of autobiography in most Arab countries has to avoid discussing religion, sex and politics overtly. Among the contributors to this volume Nawal el-Saadawi and Salwa Bakr were put in prison for their alleged political activities and writings. “This eventually happened in 1989 when I was held in prison for two weeks accused of inciting the workers of the iron and steel works in Helwan to go on strike.”26 El-Saadawi was imprisoned under Sadat’s regime in 1981. This experience inspired her to write Memoirs from the Women’s Prison (1984). Her imprisonment was for a variety of reasons including her discussion of the sexual exploitation of women and her political views.


  Any documentation of political events which might be embarrassing for one of the Arab governments was kept out of Munif ’s Sirat Madina, Ra’uf Mus‘ad’s Baydat al-Na‘ama and Mahfouz’s Asda’ al-Sira al-Dhatiyya. In Baydat al-Na‘ama, however, Ra’uf Mus‘ad’s intention was to write the erotic history of a communist activist: “I think that whoever wants to write has to place a distance between his writing and his political and moral views.”27 The text is abundant with the erotic experiences of the author, but the political and historical content has been kept vague and to the minimum. Judging by the warm reception and wide distribution of Baydat al-Na‘ama, the male censor in most parts of the Arab world has turned a blind eye to the sexual trespasses of the protagonist “I”, especially because they are those of a male.


  The role prescribed for the Arab boy is different from that prescribed for the Arab girl. “Because we are a society which represses its emotions and feelings, we consider the question of love between the sexes taboo and something which has to be avoided.”28 In her testimony Liana Badr writes, “When I was in the first years of flowering, my mother warned me against standing for too long in front of the mirror. She elaborated her point by explaining that desire is a dangerous thing for a girl in our society.”29


  The application of social standards and restrictions is done selectively and depends on whether the “culprit” is male or female, poor or rich, middle- or lower- or working-class, in short, disadvantaged or not.30 The male is generally encouraged to have double standards and satisfy, albeit in secret, his sexual needs. But the girl has no future without her “virginity” which is a prerequisite for marriage, without which she has no recognition or legitimacy within her community. So penalising female sexual activities is the main method of preserving social and religious order within most Arab societies.31


  There is a kind of censorship that is applicable to women only: being accused of having no sharaf (honour). For some reason, women’s honour carries more weight than men’s honour. A good Muslim woman must be mastura, a word meaning “chaste”, with connotations of “hidden” and “silent”. Breaking that silence and speaking out has a heavy price. The history of the censorship of women’s writing by the social, political and religious institutions has yet to be written. Some women who dare to cross the sexual, textual divide suffer slander, prohibition and imprisonment.


  To cross the defined border and encroach into traditionally male space is to risk being accused of being a loose woman, a whore, a belly-dancer. Some women writers have even been held legally responsible for their fictitious creations. Layla Ba‘lbaki, a Lebanese writer who was accused of offending the public taste in her novel A Ship of Kindness to the Moon, said: “In Lebanon, a woman who writes is like a woman who belly dances in a cabaret.”
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