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Praise for I Killed Scheherazade: Confessions of an Angry Arab Woman


‘A spirited call to arms’ New York Times


‘A vivid assertion of individuality, free speech, free choice and dignity against religious bigotry, prejudice and the herd instinct both within and outside the Arab world.’ Guardian


‘Haddad is a poet who inhabits the storm.’ Tahar Ben Jelloun


‘In this courageous book Haddad breaks down the taboo of the silent absent Arab woman.’ Elfriede Jelinek


‘Haddad is a revolutionary, this book is the manifesto. Read it or be left behind.’ Rabih Alameddine


‘Courageous and illuminating … it opens our eyes, destroys our prejudices and is very entertaining.’ Mario Vargas Llosa


‘Haddad cannot be intimidated. This book is a lesson of courage for all those who fight to go beyond their own limits and chains.’ Roberto Saviano


‘Lifts the veil on love and sex’ Marie Claire




 


 


 


 


 


 


ALSO BY JOUMANA HADDAD


 


I Killed Scheherazade: Confessions of an Angry Arab Woman




JOUMANA HADDAD


Superman is an Arab


On God, Marriage, Macho Men


and Other Disastrous Inventions


[image: image]




 


 


 


 


 


 


To my two sons,


Mounir and Ounsi.


May they grow to become less ‘Supermen’


and more real ‘men’:


Men I can be proud of,


Men they are proud to be.




 


 


 


 


This then? This is not a book, in the ordinary sense of the


word. No, this is a prolonged insult, a gob of spit, a kick in


the pants to God, Man, Destiny, Time … I am going to


sing for you, a little off key perhaps, but I will sing.


Henry Miller (Tropic of Cancer)


I, with a deeper instinct, choose a man who compels my


strength, who makes enormous demands on me, who does


not doubt my courage or my toughness, who does not


believe me naive or innocent, who has the


courage to treat me like a woman.


Anaïs Nin


The tragedy of machismo is that a man


is never quite man enough.


Germaine Greer
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Once upon a time …


Once upon a time, there was a little girl who loved to read more than anything else in the whole wide world. She read everything she could get her hands on: her father’s newspapers, her mother’s glossy magazines, and all the books that were stuffed in their house’s big library. She even read the tiny information leaflets that come inside drug boxes, notifying users about dosage, administration and side effects. That’s how she learnt, by age eight, that antacids and alcohol were not a good mix, and that ‘Ranitidine may decrease the absorption of diazepam and reduce its plasma concentration’: warnings which proved not to be very useful later in her life.


She read while she was having lunch (to her mother’s despair); at break time in school (to her friends’ disappointment); during the courses she wasn’t interested in (geography is way overrated); when she was riding the bus (that’s why she often missed her station and arrived late); in the shelter where she used to hide from the bombings during the civil war taking place outside (much more efficient than ear plugs) … And at night-time, when everybody else was sleeping, she would sneak a lamp light under her bed sheet and read.


Needless to say, that little girl was me.
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Comic books were never available at home. First of all, they were a kind of luxury that cost too much money; or at least too much money for a modest middle-class family like mine. Secondly, they weren’t ‘serious’ enough reads for my traditional dad, who disdained any sentence that you didn’t have to read at least twice in order to fully understand. So I was mostly unaware of the existence of comics. Until one day – I must have been nine or ten – when we were visiting my aunt’s house and as I was feeling increasingly excluded between three cousins (all male) and a brother who were playing ‘catch me if you can’, I found a stack of Superman magazines in a corner. I delved into them immediately. And what a discovery it was.


I loved Clark Kent right away. He was a timid, clumsy, honest, sweet, mild-mannered man. He was, in short, genuine. But every time he ripped open his street clothes and turned into Superman, flying away out of a window to presumably save the human race, I felt a kind of discomfort and distress. I couldn’t quite put my finger on the reason why I disliked him so much, especially since he was such an admirable hero in appearance. But I couldn’t help it. I was put off by the character who is ‘faster than a speeding bullet and more powerful than a locomotive’ and who can ‘change the course of mighty rivers and bend iron with his bare hands’. I didn’t see Clark Kent as a disguise for him, but the other way around. And I strongly resented Lois Lane’s affection for Superman, and rejection of Kent.


Then it suddenly hit me one day, much, much later: this world (and women in it) doesn’t need manufactured ‘men of steel’. It needs real men. Real men, yes: with all their clumsiness, timidity, flaws, slips and weak spots. Real men who don’t have secret identities. Real men who don’t think they can see further than you, hear more accurately than you, run faster than you and worst of all, think better than you. Real men who don’t need to put on blue tights and a red cape (an odd metaphor for virility) in order to feel empowered. Real men who aren’t convinced they are invincible. Real men who aren’t afraid to show their vulnerable sides. Real men who don’t hide their true personalities from you (or from themselves). Real men who don’t feel embarrassed to solicit help when they need it. Real men who are proud to be supported by you, as much as they are proud to support you. Real men who don’t identify themselves with the dimensions of their penises and breadth of their chest hair. Real men who don’t define themselves by their sexual performance. Real men who don’t define themselves by their bank accounts. Real men who carefully listen to you instead of arrogantly trying to rescue you. Real men who don’t feel mortified and castrated if every now and then they fail to have an erection. Real men who discuss what’s best for both of you with you, instead of arrogantly saying, ‘leave it up to me’. Real men who consider you a partner and not a victim/mission/trophy. Real men who share their problems and worries with you, instead of insisting on solving them by themselves. Real men who, in a nutshell, aren’t shy to ask for directions, instead of pretending they know it all (frequently at the price of getting lost).
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This world definitely doesn’t need Supermen. Why? Well, first of all, because Superman is a fictional character. Many of you will say at this point: Duh! What’s new? Of course he is. Well, guess what: in my world (and in certain parts of yours as well, I am sure), many think he really exists. But that is not the real problem. I am not talking about the ‘imaginary friend/saviour’ syndrome here. The real problem is that those who believe in the idea of Superman are convinced they are him. And act accordingly. And that is when everything goes wrong. That is when leaders become despots, bosses become slave owners, believers become terrorists and boyfriends become oppressors. All in the name of ‘I know your interests better than you’. Yes, a fictional character can become a human calamity. And although it might seem funny at times, it is not. It is sad. And destructive. To oneself and to others.


The reality described above is the reason why I was struck by an analogy later, one that seemed quite credible to me: Superman is an Arab. The same split personality. The same pretentious ‘I can save the day’ attitude. The same macho manners. The same ‘I am Good and the rest are Evil’ stance. The same ‘I am indestructible’ delusion. There are so many of these self-appointed superheroes here, in my dear old Arab region, whether they have been ousted or are still standing. The most dangerous are the terrorists: for how can you fight someone who is willing, even eagerly wishing to die? You have lost the battle in advance. Throw in the promise of fifty virgins delivered to you in so-called Heaven (a heaven that looks much like a brothel, consequently) and the indoctrinated person becomes unbeatable (I keep wondering how one handles fifty virgins: wouldn’t at least two or three ‘professionals’ alleviate the task?).


Such terrorists along with the dictators and religious fanatics are the most famous Arab ‘Supermen’: Osama Bin Laden, Saddam Hussein, Muammar Gaddafi, Hosni Mubarak, Abdullah bin Abdul Aziz Al Saud, Ayman Al Zawahiri, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad … Of course, some of them are fortunately gone and by the time you read this, more will be. But since they grow and proliferate like yeast, the extinction of the species cannot be counted on.


And let’s not overlook the lesser known representatives of the kind. Let’s not forget the number one ‘Arab Superman’ prototypes: the father, the brother, the boyfriend, the husband, the son, the neighbour, the CEO, the priest, the sheikh, the media worker, the advertising copy writer, the politician, the office colleague, etc. In short: the guy next door.


Indeed, Superman is an Arab. He may appear powerful, but his muscles are just a facade for his insecurities. He may seem authentic, but he is actually fake. A pale replica of an original he can’t level up to. He may look resistant, but he doesn’t last long. A simple challenge can shake him, scare him and break him. Kryptonite is just a green allegory for his countless hidden fears. He may give the impression of being helpful, but he is only smothering and oppressive. He may sound intelligent, but listen to him carefully and you’ll see he confuses manhood with machismo, faith with fanaticism, ethics with stale traditions, goodness with self-interest, protection with asphyxiation, love with possession and strength with despotism. He may look nice on the surface, but he is rotten on the inside. Open the shiny shell and you’ll find nothing but lies, falseness, cowardice and hypocrisy. He may claim to be saving the world, but the world actually needs to be saved from him; and first and foremost, he needs to be saved from himself
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But when did this ‘Superman pattern’ start, really?


All stories have a beginning. A long-lasting, seemingly never-ending story like this one has to have a catchy beginning. Well, it all started like this: first confusion invented fear. Then fear invented God. Then God invented the concept of sin. Then the concept of sin invented the macho man. Then the macho man invented the docile woman. Then the docile woman invented sneakiness. Then sneakiness invented the defensive masks. Then the defensive masks invented the battle of the sexes, and lots of other things in between. Then it all came back to confusion.


Superman is not the only one to blame for his own existence and endurance. Let’s not overlook that it is women who breed Supermen originally: the ignorance of mothers, the superficiality of girlfriends, the compliance of daughters, the self-victimisation of sisters, the passivity of wives, and so on and so forth. The admiration of Lois Lane for the bogus, flashy character at the expense of the real, humble one is but a clear and significant example of the role women play in the continuation of the macho race. You see, it’s a vicious circle. And many are trapped in it. Men and women. Happily so. Unknowingly or deliberately. That is why we need promptly to realise that Superman is a counterfeit man and of the poorest quality. Time for him to rip off the costume and stick to his street clothes. Time for us to scorn glitzy labels and go for the real thing. In ourselves, before anything, and anywhere, and anyone else.
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Why this book?


If you do not tell the truth about yourself, you cannot tell it about other people.


Virginia Woolf



The poem


Lost and found


The best book I will ever write


is hidden somewhere


under the books I have already written:


I know it.


And maybe


just maybe


if I search well and long enough


I will find it


someday.


… Yet something keeps telling me


that the best book I will ever write


is none other than those black scraps of dirt


stuck under my fingernails:


my stubborn fingernails


never tired of digging.


.



The rant


In praise of egoism


That is part of the beauty of all literature. You discover that your longings are universal longings, that you’re not lonely and isolated from anyone. You belong.


F. Scott Fitzgerald


Allow me to say it as frankly and bluntly as possible: I don’t write because I want to change the world. It is not my key aim to change the world (assuming I could). It is not my key aim, either, to turn the hopeful monotheists into aware atheists. Let the monotheists bathe in the bliss of their illusions. It is not my key aim to convince the machos of the necessity of respecting women and their dignity. The machos’ second punishment is that they are machos. As for their first punishment, it is that I, and other women (and men) like me, exist. And we are bound to run into each other at a cross road or two.


It is not my key aim to transform the hypocrites into sincere human beings. The hypocrites are better off rotting in the mud of their lies: those they tell others, but most of all, those they tell themselves. It is not my key aim to expose the dishonesty of most religious representatives. Charlatanism and idiocy deserve each other. It is not my key aim to deconstruct the decayed institution of marriage. May the fervent fans of the ‘till death do us part’ myth prosper and breed on the bed of their chimeras.


It is not my key aim to persuade the oppressive men that women (body and mind) are not their possession; not as long as some women are persuaded of that as much as men are. It is not my key aim to prove to the burqa ladies that they are subjected to, and brainwashed by, tools of patriarchal oppression. It is not my key aim to prove to the Playboy ladies that they are subjected to, and brainwashed by, tools of patriarchal oppression. It is not my key aim to reveal the double standards of our duplicitous societies and systems. The primary condition of the statement ‘all human beings are born free and equal in rights’ is that we must first be human beings. And some people are just not born with that merit.


I swear (not by ‘God’, no), that it is not my key aim to guide the lost, or to enlighten the blind, or to corrupt the pious, or to soothe the neurotic, or to cure the impotent/frigid. My key aim is my right to be whoever I want to be; my right to say whatever I want to say; my right to take whatever I want to take; and my right to do whatever I want to do; notwithstanding the responsibilities that come with those rights, and that I joyfully embrace.


Don’t overlook the ‘my’ above. Notice it well. It is not there by coincidence. Egocentric? So be it. Loud and clear. This is exactly what the world needs in my modest opinion: more earnest egoists and less false altruists and do-gooders.


Yet if – while I am being whoever I want to be, and saying whatever I want to say, and taking whatever I want to take, and doing whatever I want to do – I am provoking a few others to also be whoever they want to be, to also say whatever they want to say, to also take whatever they want to take, to also do whatever they want to do … Then I shall consider myself the luckiest person on the face of the Earth. I take so much pride in these ‘collateral damages’ I cause, and they provide me with strength, determination, tenacity and passion.


Believe me, it is not my key aim to change the world. What I care about is living and writing. That is my main battle. My main cause. My main struggle. Living and writing myself without compromises, without bribes, without deals under the table. Living and writing myself naked: as naked as a poem that has just sprung out of a womb.


And that’s about it.


.



The narrative


Note to the reader


I have nothing to offer anybody except my own confusion.


Jack Kerouac


Dear Reader,


Before you start cumulating all sorts of assumptions and jumping to conclusions, kindly note that, in spite of the flaming title, this is not a manifesto against men in general. Nor is it a manifesto against Arab men in particular.


It is, however, a howl in the face of the patriarchal system and its absurd, not to mention shameful ‘values’, commodities and references: a howl written with passion, not venom. It is also a howl in the face of one particular infamous by-product of that system: the macho species, the narrow-minded species, the Neanderthal species, the ‘you only exist in my shadow’ species …


We’d like to think this species is extinct, but it is not. We’d like to think the Arab revolutions are about to bring an end to it, but nothing is more uncertain, as one monster seems to be replacing another. We’d like to think it is disappearing, but it is not even endangered.


It is everywhere, still. Prowling like a silent ogre. Despite all the fights for women’s rights, despite the demonstrations, the laws, the civil liberties granted, the so-called ‘wind of change’, the seeming equality in some parts of the planet. I like to compare it to Dante’s hell: some are trapped in the first circle, others in the ninth. But it is still an inferno.


You might argue that there are many women out there who are a fetid product of the patriarchal system as well. And you’d be absolutely right: I couldn’t agree more, and I insist on repeating that fact every time I can, in order to overcome the easy, treacherous and widespread confusion between ‘patriarchal’ and ‘male’. I am talking here about women who feel that the more a guy ignores them or mistreats them, the more attractive he becomes; women who choose alpha males over decent, respectful men; women who wish for baby boys instead of baby girls once they are pregnant; women who educate their sons to be macho and their daughters to be tameable and tame; women who keep silent when these daughters are abused, whether physically or psychologically; women who drag these daughters to hymen reconstruction surgeries or genital mutilation procedures; women who preach to other women about how they were made to stay home and not participate in the political or social or business lives of their countries; women who teach other women obedience and submission; women who disdain or hate or fight successful women; women who do not believe in successful women; women who encourage their girls to get married at fourteen or to be ‘patient’ when their husbands beat them; but first and foremost: women who are truly and deeply convinced that men are the stronger, superior, brighter sex … The ugly manifestations of the patriarchal female (whether conscious or unconscious) in our societies and cultures are infinite.


On the other hand, and in every corner of this modern world, there are still men who think they are ‘better’ than women and state it by pounding their own chests like gorillas: men who mistreat women. Men who beat up women. Men who exploit women. Men who patronise women. Men who underestimate women. Men who cover up women. Men who treat women like cheap pieces of meat. Men who ‘sell’ and ‘buy’ women. Men who look down on women and are condescending with them at best. Men who use their muscles and/or the power (social, political, religious, economic) guaranteed to them by a corrupt patriarchal system to oppress women. Supermen, as they like to see themselves. ‘Saviours’ of humanity.


But Superman, again, is a lie. And the only thing that needs to be saved today is the sinking ship called manhood. Yes. Superman is a lie: a distasteful, dangerous, poisoning, if not suicidal one. As distasteful, dangerous and poisoning as the ‘damsel in distress’ cliché. And as much as the ‘persecuted’ or ‘self-hating’ maiden needs to start believing in her own powers, the pseudo Übermensch also needs to start becoming a man. A real one:


The man that femininity deserves. The man that humanity deserves. But first and foremost, the man that he himself deserves to be.
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How it all started (in general)


Then if I am an experiment, am I the whole of it? No, I think not; I think the rest of it is part of it. I am the main part of it, but I think the rest of it has its share in the matter.


Mark Twain (Eve’s Diary)



The poem


Beginning again


Then God created the woman in his image,


created her from raw earth,


created her from the idea of herself:


Lilith,


in whose eyes you see love lost


or love abandoned.


Lilith, the huntress and the hunted,


who coos like a dove to tame the lion,


who makes laws and breaks them,


who binds her men, then weeps for their release,


who stands at the Earth’s centre


and watches it turn slowly round her,


who takes to herself the cypress, the dusk


and the far reaches of the sea.


Lilith, who is nameless to us,


whose future already shines in her mind’s eye,


who is strong in her womanhood and therefore mild,


who eats the sky and drinks the moon like milk,


who is one minute in your arms,


the next a distant shadow.


Lilith, whose nakedness


can only be seen by those who do not look


the liberated woman, the woman in chains,


the woman who is free even from freedom,


the tip where hell and heaven meet in peace,


desire itself and the longing for desire.


Lilith, tender in victory, powerful in defeat,


who speaks for any woman,


who speaks for every man,


who saw but never chose,


who chose but never put to waste.


Lilith, quick to betray her sex,


quick to betray,


whose thousand cuts


are more tender than a thousand kisses.


Lilith, poet-demon, demon-poet,


find her in me, find her in dreams,


find her and take from her


whatever you want,


take all,


take everything,


it will never be enough.


.



The rant


Heads or tails


Alas! It is not the child but the boy that generally survives in the man.


Arthur Helps


Some men tell a woman: ‘I respect you, support you, am in solidarity with you and will protect you for as long as you live. This is God’s command, and it is your right to expect this from us.’ But they confuse respect with condescension, support with repression and solidarity with an insulting pat on the shoulder. They confuse, especially, the commands of their patriarchal god with the crushing of some of the most basic human rights.
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