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To my daughter,


The one I might/might never have,


Awaited, unexpected,


Wanted, feared,


Dreamed, held in arms,


Made of hope, made of flesh,


Real, unbelievable,


With a thousand names


Yet forever unnamed,


Born,


Unborn,


Loved in both her forests.
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‘The Arab malaise is inextricably bound with the gaze of the Western Other – a gaze that prevents everything, even escape. Suspicious and condescending by turns, the Other’s gaze constantly confronts you with your apparently insurmountable condition. You have to have been the bearer of a passport of a pariah state to know how categorical such a gaze can be. You have to have measured your anxieties against the Other’s certainties about you to understand the paralysis it can inflict.’


 


 


Samir Kassir


Being Arab





Note to the Reader


The idea of this book started with a foreign journalist asking me, one rainy day in December 2008, how did an ‘Arab woman like you reach the point of publishing a controversial erotic magazine like JASAD in Arabic?’ Were there any particular elements and precursors in my upbringing and background, she inquired, that paved the way for such an ‘uncommon’ and polemic decision?


‘Most of us in the West are not familiar with the possibility of liberated Arab women like you existing,’ she added.


She had meant it as a compliment, of course, but I remember being provoked by her words and rather rude in my reply: ‘I don’t think I am that exceptional. There are many “liberated Arab women” like me. And if you are not aware that we exist, as you claim, then it is your problem not ours.’


Later that evening, I regretted my defensive reaction. Still, the journalist’s question remained stuck in my head, and I tried to understand better why she had asked it, and why it had irritated me to that extent. My attempt to understand soon became a small text; the small text developed into a long piece; the long piece then grew to become an exposé; the exposé combined with other texts I had produced around the same subject on various previous occasions; it all merged with some pertinent and revealing autobiographical notes I had written over the years; and the result was a book: this book.


Was it a good or a bad idea? Is it necessary or irrelevant? Too general? Too personal? Too scattered? Too self-absorbed? It’s rather late for me to ask these, and similar, questions now. The only thing I know is that writing it felt inevitable. Inescapable, even. Much like a love story. And to me at least, that is enough of a justification.


However, having decided to publish it, I hope I’ll find more justifications for it day after day, through the new life you, the readers, are going to give it.


Dear Jenny, please accept my very late apology for my needless rudeness towards you. I hope you can consider this modest testimony as a not-too-awkward attempt to say: ‘I’m sorry.’


And, most importantly: ‘Thank you.’




Foreword


Etel Adnan


The latest news is that Scheherazade is dead, assassinated! Was it an act of passion or of reason? Probably both. Joumana Haddad has just killed the heroine from The Arabian Nights. And never has a crime been so joyous – and moral.


The story of this killing is a stormy wind that clears the sky. Not the sky charged with monotheisms, but the sky that is a woman’s body, the personal body that belongs only to itself.


A historical myth had to be killed so the body, and therefore also the mind, could be liberated, and this experience had to be written so it could be better affirmed.


So, before listening to noise, we must listen to silence. Before sonorous words, there is the first word, the existence of the body, and Haddad proposes, not that we lose ourselves in its glorification, but that we listen to it.


I like this narrative-cum-analysis that resonates like jazz or rap music. And yet it is an indictment of impeccable logic punctuated by anger, by more than anger, by the ecstatic – mystical – search for absolute liberation, which would be possible only through the liberation of this ‘object–subject’ that is this body with which life begins and ends.


But from birth the body is mired in a social context, and it is thus that the constraints begin and lead us even into slavery.


Haddad rejects mild measures. Coming from a country where there has been much killing (and for nothing), she employs equally intense violence, but of a different nature. She strikes out against all taboos and her ‘crime’ becomes a birth, an act of life.


She speaks of the Arab woman, of what is familiar to her, but what she says concerns all women throughout history, especially those of the Mediterranean region, where they are told with sacred authority that they are a sub-product of Creation, God having created Adam whereas Eve merely emerged from his rib. But Haddad brings the good news that woman comes only from herself, and that she must make herself, must create herself – just like man. She must become the new Scheherazade, writing her tales to participate in the creation of the world through literature.


She brings the crucial questions of identity and of taking root back, not to the social me, which is more narcissistic than we think, but to the freedom she discovered as a child, and which is the shifting place of perpetual departure.


All of this is put into question with a wild joy and a surplus of intelligence that carry us along, in a text that in the end is a barbaric poem.


It takes genius to attain such radical freedom.




To Start With ...


On camels, belly dancing, schizophrenia and other pseudo-disasters


Dear Westerner,


Allow me to warn you right from the start: I am not known for making lives any easier. So if you are looking here for truths you think you already know, and for proofs you believe you already have; if you are longing to be comforted in your Orientalist views, or reassured in your anti-Arab prejudices; if you are expecting to hear the never-ending lullaby of the clash of civilisations, you’d better not go any further. For in this book, I will try to do everything that I can to ‘disappoint’ you. I will attempt to disillusion you, disenchant you, and deprive you of your chimeras and ready-to-wear opinions. How? Well, simply by telling you that:


Although I’m a so-called ‘Arab woman’, I, and many other women like me, wear whatever we like to wear, go wherever we wish to go, and say whatever we want to say;


Although I’m a so-called ‘Arab woman’, I, and many other women like me, are not veiled, subdued, illiterate, oppressed, and certainly not submissive;


Although I’m a so-called ‘Arab woman’, no man forbids me, or many other women like me, from driving a car, a motorcycle, a six-wheeler (or a plane, for that matter!);


Although I’m a so-called ‘Arab woman’, I, and many other women like me, attained high levels of education, have a very active professional life, and an income higher than that of many Arab (and Western) men we know;


Although I’m a so-called ‘Arab woman’, I, and many other women like me, do not live in a tent, do not ride camels, and do not know how to belly dance (don’t feel offended if you belong to the ‘enlightened camp’: some still have this image of us, despite the open globalised world of the twenty-first century);


And, last but not least, although I’m a so-called ‘Arab woman’, I, and many other women like me, look a lot like ... YOU!


Yes, we look a lot like you, and our lives are not that different from yours. Furthermore, if you stare long enough at the mirror, I’m quite certain you’ll see our eyes twinkling in your face.


We look a lot like you, yet we are different. Not because you’re from the West, and we are from the East. Not because you’re an Occidental, and we are Oriental. Not because you write from left to right, and we write from right to left. We are different, because all human beings on the face of this Earth are different. We are different, as much as you are different from your next-door neighbour. And this is what makes life interesting. Or else we would all be bored to death.


At least I know I would be.


Accordingly, don’t let yourself be intrigued by me, or by this book, for the wrong reasons: I am not interesting because I am an ‘Arab’. I am not interesting because I am an ‘Arab woman’. And I’m certainly not interesting because I am an ‘Arab woman writer’. (What a disastrous classification, especially for a label-phobic like me.) The only good reason to read me, the only good reason I should be interesting to you, the only good reason any human being should be interesting at all, is because he or she are themselves, not just a flashy intriguing tag that they are supposed to represent.


So instead of surrendering right away to the given image that has been shaped by someone else on your behalf, try to ask yourself: ‘What is an “Arab woman”, anyway?’


This book is a modest attempt to reflect upon this issue. It does not pretend to give answers to the questions posed, nor solutions to the problems exposed, nor lessons and formulas to abide by. Its key aspiration is to offer both a testimony and a meditation on what being an Arab woman does and could mean today. Its second aspiration is to achieve the first, away from the dull dryness of rhetorical speech, from the narrow egocentrism of a systematic autobiography, and from the escapist allegories of a novel.


Yet, dear Westerner, don’t be misled by the fact that you are the obvious addressee of this book: it is not solely addressed to you, but rather, and sometimes even primarily, to my fellow Arab citizens. Therefore it is, to a large extent, an effort of self-criticism. And while it will try to reveal the points where hope for today’s Arab women lies, it will similarly expose their points of weakness, the challenges they are confronting, and the problems that they are facing/provoking/not dealing with. Occasionally, this movement of high and low tides between depicting and condemning our harsh reality, and trying to prove there is a sure light out there, might produce an effect of self-contradiction; for how can one support a vision while denigrating its underground? But this effect is merely an illusion, and the direct result of critical integrity. No effort of self-defence deserves to be taken seriously if it is not accompanied, and sustained, by an effort of self-criticism. If I unmercifully expose our flaws, it is to better enlighten the undeniable exception that lies within them.


And vice versa.
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‘Stories only happen to those who are able to tell them’ (Paul Auster). However, in order to be able to tell some of my stories, and ponder on what being an Arab woman really means today, I’d first need to sum up some of what being an Arab signifies.


Being an Arab today implies, first and foremost – yet without generalisation – mastering the Art of ‘Schizophrenia’.


Why? Because being an Arab today means you need to be a hypocrite. It means you cannot live and think what you really want to live and think honestly, spontaneously and candidly. It means you are split in two, forbidden from speaking the blunt truth (and the truth IS blunt; such is its role, and this is its power), because the Arab majority depends upon a web of comforting lies and illusions. It means that your life and your stories must be repressed, clamped-down and encoded; rewritten to suit the vestal guardians of Arab chastity, so the latter can rest assured that the delicate Arab ‘hymen’ has been protected from sin, shame, dishonour or flaw.


Obscurantists are multiplying in our Arab culture like fungi, and we come across their shadows everywhere, in every issue. Their minds are parasitic; and likewise are their hearts, souls and bodies. They can only survive as ticks. Their business is to distort and crush anything free, creative or beautiful that has escaped their hypocrisy and superficiality. Wherever freedom, creativity and beauty manage to shine forth, they release waves of hostility and resentment; they launch campaigns of distortion and untruth, in order to destroy what has broken away from their mediocrity.


I repeat, obscurantists are multiplying in our culture like fungi, and are generating mountains of menaces, aggressions, demagoguery, charlatanism and double-standards. These ‘soldiers of chastity’ defend ethics, although ethics cannot but wash its hands clean of them. They pretend to guard values, while real human values have nothing to do with them. They claim to protect, with their sick and twisted minds, what they dare to call honour, faith, dignity and morality, clamouring for the need to ‘save our religion, customs, traditions and youth’; all while overlooking what is unfolding on television screens, through the internet, behind closed doors, and even in places of worship. They only understand the very tip of the iceberg of honour and morality, and merely grasp the superficial.


These ‘thieves’ have robbed us of our personal lives: they have stolen our individual freedoms and our civil liberties (the right to live freely, the right to choose freely, the right to express freely). They have embezzled our culture, and have desecrated and murdered it: as they have done with our future, civility, and illuminist Arab heritage. And the list of their vandalisms goes on.


These backward-looking obscurantists are thieves. They are desecrators. They are murderers. And, on top of everything, they are stupid. And this is perhaps the cruellest blow to our contemporary Arab identity.
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Secondly, being an Arab today means being part of a herd; completely surrendering your individuality, and blindly following behind a leader, a cause or a slogan. “Nations are built by the masses,” the Arab motto says. This, perhaps, is what has reinforced my scepticism towards groups, ideologies and collective struggles – even those that espouse noble causes – and my attachment to my own individuality: a ‘humanitarian’ individuality which respects, recognises and takes into account the other’s existence and needs, but that stands firmly against any homogenising tendencies.


Surely, the herd mentality is not strictly and exclusively an Arab problem, especially not in this era of populism. We have unfortunately witnessed so many nations, even in so-called developed countries, fall into the same ‘follow the leader even if he’s a jerk’ trap: how else could we explain America’s George W. Bush, to mention but one example out of many? Yet in the Arab world (at least the contemporary one, to be fair to our great legacy), this disease is not just a ‘dim episode of history’, but a permanent condition. For this world is blind to the fact that all groups are the sum of their individuals, and that if these groups are not built upon the person as he or she is, in thought, in action, in feeling, in body, spirit and mood, then they will self-destruct, and become more like flocks being led by instinct and power, unaware of their own will, with the logic of ‘the group over the individual’.
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‘Joumana Haddad is a revolutionary, this book is the manifesto.
Read it or be left behind.’ Rabih Alameddine





