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Abstract

             This thesis analyses physical and soft violence in Margaret Drabble’s novels: The Radiant Way (1987), The Gate of Ivory (1991), The Red Queen: A Transcultural Tragicomedy (2004) and The Pure Gold Baby (2013) and the works of four Iraqi contemporary novelists: Hadiya Husayn’s Ma ba‘d al-hubb (2003), or Beyond Love (2012), Ahmad Sa‘dawi's Frankenstein in Baghdad (2013), Lutfiya al-Dulaymi’s Saturn Ladies: A Tale of People and a City (2009) and Aliya Mamduh’s al-mahbubat (2003) or The Loved Ones (2006). The novels are paired thematically to explore the similarities and differences in the texts, and explore how writers from different countries and traditions engage with history and view their societies in terms of historical change and the development of their respective nations. Comparing Drabble to these different novels demonstrates how much they have in common as far as the theme of violence is concerned. The thesis demonstrates how the writers explore the effects of women's submission to and rebellion against violence and their depiction of  how women suffer explicit and implicit violence in male-dominated societies in secrecy.

        The work argues that physical and soft violence are interwoven and interconnected. So, where there is physical violence, there is nearly always soft violence and, though to a lesser extent, vice versa. Thus, soft violence can cause just as much damage, psychologically or literally, as hard violence.


This work is important because it is the first attempt at comparing Margaret Drabble to key contemporary Iraqi authors, especially when two of the novels under study are still extant in Arabic only. In addition, comparative cross-cultural studies of modern English and Arabic ficton are currently rare, so this study hopes to stimulate for further studies in this field in the future.
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 Note on Translation and Transliteration

              I provide my own translations of quotes from two Arabic texts: Saturn Ladies: A Tale of a People and a City and Frankenstein in Baghdad. However, one section of each Saturn Ladies and Frankenstein in Baghdad, have been translated into English and were available to me along with the English translation of Beyond Love and The Loved Ones. I used English versions to reference these texts, as a convenience to the reader. 

Most Arabic words are transliterated using what is common in the transliteration system. Some popular Arabic names and words may have been Anglicized and remain this way in the texts; however, other names were transliterated according to my best judgment.

It would appear that there is disagreement over the translation of the titles of the Iraqi novels, as for instance al-mahbubat was translated into The Loved Ones, but, as Ferial Ghazoul argues in the ‘Afterword’ of the book, the English translation is not as specific as the Arabic, which ‘gives away the female gender of the loved ones’ (2007: 314). As per Lutfiya al-Dulaymi’s novel, I am inclined to use John Peate’s translation of the title ‘Saturn Ladies’ (2010) and not ‘the Ladies of Saturn’, which is the literal translation, because I believe that Saturn is intended as an adjective here, to show the characteristics of the ladies and not their belonging to Saturn as the literal translation, used by some researchers, implies. 

List of Abbreviations

The following abbreviations have been used for the editions of novels written by Margaret Drabble and four Iraqi authors: Hadiya Husayn, Ahmad Sa‘dawi, Lutfiya al-Dulaymi and Aliya Mamduh 
TRW

The Radiant Way (2014)
BL

Ma ba‘d al-hubb (2003), or Beyond Love (2012)
GoI

The Gate of Ivory (2014),
FiB
frankenshtayn fi baghdad or Frankenstein in Baghdad (2013) and ‘from the novel: Frankenstein in Baghdad’ (2012)  

TRQ

The Red Queen: A Transcultural Tragicomedy (2004)
SL
sayyidat zuhal: sirat nas wa-madina or Saturn Ladies: A Tale of a People and a City (2012)
PGB

The Pure Gold Baby (2013)

TLO
al-mahbubat (2008), or The Loved Ones (2007)


Introduction

‘I have been wondering recently whether humankind is basically violent. This is a question that I do put to myself’

 


Margaret Drabble (Wachtel 1994: 293)
I first became acquainted with the works of Margaret Drabble when I read Roberta Rubenstein’s 1994 article, ‘Fragmented Bodies/Selves/Narratives: Margaret Drabble's Postmodern Turn’. This was during my MA studies in the late 1990s, when Iraq was under strict economic sanctions from the United Nations (UN), which banned all books, magazines or bulletins from entering the country. At that difficult time, most, if not all, the available sources were outdated and the latest ones were published in the 1950s and 1960s. I was writing a dissertation about adaptations of Hamlet in modern drama and I desperately needed new resources, so I resorted to sending letters to institutions and academics whose addresses I picked up from the few old English literary magazines that were available to me. I sent dozens of letters to Britain and Australia, though I doubted I would receive any replies, because of the sanctions and the restrictions imposed by Saddam Hussein’s regime against any contact with foreign countries. However, to my surprise, I received a few replies. They contained some used photocopied literary articles as well as a copy of Contemporary Literature (1994), in which Rubenstein’s article about Drabble was published. Since then, I developed an interest in Drabble’s work. What I found very interesting in Rubenstein’s article is that it deals with violence in Drabble’s novels. I was always preoccupied with philosophical and sociological questions about what violence is, its nature or essence, why violence exists, and what causes it. My interest in the concept of violence is due to the fact that, as a Shiite living in Iraq under the dictatorship of Saddam Hussein, I experienced the severe violence of a long-lasting tyranny, foreign adventurism, successive destructive wars and an unprecedented upsurge in sectarian strife in Iraq, where I was born and had lived all my life. 

Wars, of course, are a permanent part of Iraq’s political life. As Shafeeq N. Ghabra has noted, in ‘Iraq’s Culture of Violence’ (2001), no Arab people have been so traumatised by such enormous violence as the Iraqis, not only under Saddam Hussein, but also throughout the ages. It is said that the first killing took place in Iraq, the land, known in the ancient world as Mesopotamia (land between two rivers), which is regarded by the Biblical tradition as the land of Cain and Abel. According to some historians, such as Joshua J. Mark, ‘the first war in recorded history took place in Mesopotamia’ (2009: n.p.). It is also where the Prophet Muhammad’s grandson, Imam Hussein, was beheaded in the seventh century. In fact, any review of the history of Iraq from the third century B.C. till now demonstrates a painful past, full of horrific physical violence. According to Baqir Yasin’s Tarikh al-‘unf al-damawi fi al-‘Iraq (History of Bloody Violence in Iraq) (1999), ancient Assyrian legislation measures reflected extreme forms of violence, such as, ‘cutting off or piercing the ears, stumping the nose, cutting off the lower lip, amputating the fingers, castrating, deforming of the face by pouring hot asphalt on it’ (25). All these measures and even more vicious ones than these were implemented by most of those who have ruled this land throughout history, including Saddam, the ‘reincarnation of Hitler’, whose three-decade rule was the bloodiest of all and ‘led to the death of perhaps one million people and the devastation of [the] country’ (Chomsky 2000: 12; Bartrop 2012: 135).
              Reading that article about Drabble, I realized that she is also preoccupied with the concept of violence. Since then, I have aspired to write a thesis on violence in Drabble’s novels, but it was not possible to do this in Iraq because of the lack of any resources on this topic. It was also difficult to get a scholarship during Saddam’s time, not only because of the sanctions, but also because my family was blacklisted by the regime after it executed my teenage brother for suspicions of having an affiliation with an Islamic opposition party that confronted the regime. Even my MA study would not have been possible without the help of a good neighbour, who was an employee in the Ba‘th Party’s centre in our area, who managed to clear my name to be accepted for the postgraduate studies. I considered myself very fortunate to get this help, which my two sisters and brother did not get. After the fall of the regime, things were different, I got a scholarship and my sisters and my brother were able to complete their postgraduate studies. However, my scholarship was delayed by a problem caused by the intense violence and lawlessness which prevailed in occupied Iraq. Unknown gunmen kidnapped the staff of the Directorate of Scholarships and Cultural Relations. Many disappeared for ever and till now no one knows what happened to them and who carried out the kidnapping, though such operations targeting government institutions happened frequently in the early years of the Occupation. (I was in direct contact with such violent events because at that time I started working as a reporter with The Associated Press). It took me years to finish my paperwork and to travel to Britain. 

              I had the great pleasure and honour to meet Margaret Drabble in London in 2013 and in Sheffield in 2015. Before this, I thought it would be very intimidating to meet such a serious and intellectual British novelist, whose photo appeared on the web pages of most of the reviews of her books, showing a very bright woman with deep, sharp and piercing blue eyes. In fact, her gaze reminds me of Saddam’s gaze at me when I attended, as a reporter, one of his court trial sessions after his capture by the American occupation forces. Though Saddam’s eyes were brown, they were also sharp and piercing. However, of course, unlike the dictator, who was born in 1939, like Drabble - though he had three different dates of birth - she turned out to be a very kind and down-to-earth person.
When I started my research at the University of Sheffield, intending to select Iraqi novels to compare them with Drabble’s work to investigate the theme of violence, I thought my task would not be that easy, as I anticipated that I would find more differences than affinities. To my surprise, the close textual reading of these texts, particularly the Iraqi ones, showed something different than I expected. The selection of texts in this thesis is based on the evidence of initial similarities of themes and situations in these texts. Through the selection of these texts, I search for how the authors from two different societies and traditions presented continuities and differences in gender, class and sexual and regional politics in two distinct settings. I selected four of  Drabble’s novels, namely, The Radiant Way (1987), The Gates of Ivory (1991) The Red Queen: A Transcultural Tragicomedy (2004), The Pure Gold Baby (2013) and four Iraqi novels, which are, Hadiya Husayn’s Ma ba‘d al-hubb (2003), translated into English and published as Beyond Love in 2012, Ahmad Sa‘dawi’s frankenshtayn fi baghdad (Frankenstein in Baghdad) (2013), Lutfiya al-Dulaymi’s sayyidat zuhal (Saturn Ladies) (2009) and Aliya Mamduh’s al-mahbubat (2003), translated into English as The Loved Ones and published in 2006 in Cairo and in 2007 it was published in New York with a Forward by Hélène Cixous and an Afterword by Ferial Ghazoul. I investigated these novels in pairs and used the figure of Shahrazad from the Arabian Nights to promote the comparison between two of these novels, The Red Queen and Saturn Ladies.   

Drabble and her Reception

Margaret Drabble is a very prolific writer. She has published nineteen novels, one volume of short stories, plays, screenplays and several works of non-fiction, including studies of Wordsworth, Arnold Bennett and Angus Wilson. She has also edited two major revisions of the Oxford Companion to English Literature. She has spoken about her childhood in a very literary family: ‘We read a lot and we talked about books – that was what we did’ (Drabble, ‘Why I don’t’, 2007: n.p.). Her older sister is A.S. Byatt, another noted novelist; her youngest sister is the art historian, Helen Langdon, and their brother, Richard Drabble, is a Queen’s Counsel. After attending the Quaker boarding-school, the Mount, at York, Drabble obtained a scholarship to Cambridge, where Dr Leavis used to teach. She joined the Royal Shakespeare Company at Stratford-upon-Avon in 1960, along with her first husband, Clive Swift. There, she served as an understudy for Vanessa Redgrave, before she left it to pursue a career in writing.

She broke into the literary scene in 1962 with her first novel, A Summer Bird-Cage, which was followed by four other acclaimed novels in the same decade. Thus, ‘in the Sixties, Drabble was a celebrity’, as Ben Lawrence points out in ‘Margaret Drabble: Unless you're Hilary Mantel you don't have a chance’ (2013). Drabble states that ‘I was fashionable. I could have been on TV every night had I wished. I did a bit of Late Night Line-Up but that was it. I was once asked to advertise Magimix’, showing how she was treated more as a celebrity than a novelist (qtn in Lawrence 2013: n.p.).
Today she is hailed as ‘the most influential British author of the last 50 years’ for achieving great respect as a writer and critic on both sides of the Atlantic (‘Margaret Drabble on the importance’, 2016: n.p.). However, many critics have noticed a change in the reception of her work over time. Although she has been translated into numerous languages, has won several literary prizes and honorary doctorates from British universities, including the University of Sheffield, her hometown, and has been promoted to a damehood, she is still occasionally dismissed as a hard-line fictional conservative, disdainful of contemporary experiment. Some of her early novels ‘were synonymous with the now unfashionable “Hampstead novel”’, as Lisa Allardice observes in ‘A life in writing: Margaret Drabble’ (2011: n.p.). They were called so because of the nature of these novels, the adulterous intrigues and the particular point of view and also because she was living there when she wrote them.
Drabble has also been criticized for being a ‘women’s writer’, but ‘in the very negative sense of the word – that she is a “lightweight”’, as Joseph Zeppetello remarks (2002: 102). However, she is ‘surprisingly glad to accept’ such a description because, like Doris Lessing, she values the fact that her novels express ‘a certain women’s view of the universe that can be appreciated by any careful reader’ (Zeppetello 2002: 103). She wanted to represent middle-class women in her novels, bringing up children in newly liberated times, like herself. Therefore, she considered herself as ‘her readership’, as quoted by Andrew Johnson (2011: n.p.). ‘I was lucky to be there’ she states, ‘but there was a demographic, a lot of people my age were in a similar situation. It was fortunate for me in that there was a big readership’ (Johnson 2011: n.p.). 

This big readership seems to have shrunk lately. In ‘Sophistry or Simple Truth? Narrative Technique in Margaret Drabble's The Waterfall’, Caryn Fuoroli argues that the doubt about ‘Drabble's reputation and importance reflects serious reservations about her fiction’ because she is ‘too impressive to be dismissed as a minor novelist, yet not quite accomplished enough to be accepted as a major one’ (1981: 110). This critical quibbling about Drabble led to a change in reception of her work, particularly her latest novels. Few critical books and articles have been written on her work recently compared to the huge number of books, articles and dissertations written about her in the late twentieth century. In her thesis about British women writers, Jessica Koch also observes that ‘Drabble’s recent work has not gained [as] nearly as much critical attention as her earlier work’ (2012: 7). Drabble tells her interviewer, Olga Kenyon, that she suspects her audience is ‘fairly narrow’ and mostly women because men ‘are not up to reading a demanding novel’, referring to her novels, which are challenging and ask questions (1980: 42, 44). This may be read as a riposte to the kind of criticism she regularly receives, describing her as a ‘woman’s writer’ in the pejorative sense of ‘lightweight’, as Joseph Zeppetello has observed (2002: 102). Drabble’s readers nowadays dismiss her as an old-fashioned novelist whose characters are ageing with her. The novelist, Meg Wolitzer, who is a regular reader of Drabble, observes, in her review of The Pure Gold Baby, that
As I got older, Drabble got older too, and so did her characters. Some of her novels were about middle-aged women, and they were as well-made and deeply rich as ever, though I heard people talk about her less and less. And though she published often, I suppose that I too felt less urgency about reading every book she'd written. (Wolitzer 2013: n.p.)
Drabble is fully aware of this change in reception, which she attributes to the media:

It’s all or nothing now. Rather like London housing where the affordable home has disappeared – now it’s as if the mid-list has disappeared. Suddenly it’s winner takes all. It’s to do with the push of the media, and unless you’re Hilary Mantel you don’t have a chance. I don’t like that. (qtd in Lawrence 2013: n.p.)  
 

Like Hilary Mantel, Drabble’s sister, A.S. Byatt, won the Booker Prize, though once, for her novel Possession in 1990. The relationship between the two sisters is very complicated, as Drabble herself states in many interviews. It seems that ‘the sisters became estranged as children, because of their highly competitive natures’, as Tim Walker writes in The Telegraph about this feud, which ‘goes on and on’ (2014: n.p.). 

In her latest article, ‘Your Lovely Books: an author’s view on celebrity’ (2016), for the journal, Celebrity Studies, Drabble states that ‘I certainly don’t write to entertain, although I am pleased when readers tell me they have found my books enjoyable’ (n.p.). She explains her aims in writing:

I write to work things out. I write to make sense of life and, increasingly, of death. I write as an exploration. And if readers wish to come with me, that’s company on a lonely journey. (Drabble, ‘Your Lovely Books’, 2016: n.p.) 

However, she hopes that her writing is not boring, which implies that she does ‘have some wish to “entertain”, or at least to keep the attention of [her] fellow sojourners’ (Drabble, ‘Your Lovely Books’: n.p.). She describes her books as ‘not very lovely’ because they are ‘disorganised, often unintentionally untidy and experimental, at times sad and painful, almost always unresolved’ (Drabble, ‘Your Lovely Books’, 2016: n.p.). In a way, one of the elements which makes Drabble’s writing interesting is this sense that she is exploring, and sometimes, as a result, can get somewhat lost, in new, uncharted territory in terms of form and content.

Drabble is proud that there are a lot of people around the world who read her, like the Japanese, as she tells Olga Kenyon, but now she can add to her list of readers the Iraqis who will hopefully become familiar with this thesis (1980: 42). Though she has never been to Iraq, Drabble did create an Iraqi character, in The Middle Ground (1980): Mujid, an Iraqi student, is a guest of the protagonist, Kate Armstrong. Drabble has not known any Iraqis, but she knew some Lebanese writers, such as Rachid El Daif, who ‘was a good friend and we talked a lot about Middle Eastern politics and conflicts. I owe him a great deal’, Drabble states that in a correspondence with me in January 2014.
 She also said that she invented Mujid, ‘purely from research and reading and art exhibitions’. 

Drabble is an ardent defender of Iraq, and was so particularly at the time of the U.S. invasion, when she wrote the article, ‘I loathe America, and what it has done to the rest of the world’ (2003), in which she called herself anti-American because of ‘what [America] has done to Iraq and the rest of the helpless world’ (n.p.). It seems that this article led to her falling out of favour in the USA, as she complains in another article, ‘Why I don’t want to be in America’ (2007), that on a book tour in the United States, ‘they tried to take back the St Louis Literary Prize I had been awarded because I had written something about Guantanamo that they didn’t like’, by which she means her article against the Iraq war (n.p.). In this sense, Drabble can be seen to share the same concerns about the recent history of Iraq as al-Dulaymi, Hussein, Sa‘dawi and Mamduh.
Gender and Political issues in Post-War Britain 

In post-war Britain, violence, particularly domestic violence was rife because of ‘a variety of stressful circumstances: financial difficulties; the loss of employment; marital problems and divorce; pressures at work; the challenges of parenting; illness and bereavement’ (Jackson 2016: 9). Britain at that time was always a patriarchal society because those with political power as well as power in the public sphere were overwhelmingly ‘men in suits’, while women in positions of primary political power were a rarity in government and politics (Pilcher 1995: 493). The male was perceived to be the breadwinner and the female was designated as the family carer and ‘home-maker’. Such perceptions had ‘multiple disadvantages’ for women in the labour market, due to the anticipation that they would take leave to work for childrearing and domestic duties, which deprived women of access to benefits (Collette & Laybourn 2003: 33). Moreover, mothers were supposed to undertake domestic caring duties for free. Nursing and other caring jobs were low paid because they were related to the unwaged work women were expected to carry out in the home. 

The feminist Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique (1963) criticised the way women were subjugated by the notion that they were born to be housewives and mothers. Friedan’s attitudes came to be replicated in much of the subsequent literature. Drabble’s first novel, A Summer Birdcage, for example, appeared in the same year as Friedan’s book. Throughout this short novel, there is a pessimistic view of marriage, domesticity, child-bearing, even love. In this same year, some think that the sexual revolution began. In the sixties, the long ban on D.H. Lawrence’s novel, Chatterley's Lover (1928), was lifted, and it was open to public discussion. Freedom of speech increased, as well as tolerance of sexual behaviour. There was a big change among young people, who could now live openly together and produce children outside marriage. This new permissiveness in society was reflected in Drabble’s novels. In 1970, Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch had a great influence on women and the feminist movement. The book shows how women are sexually restricted and rendered as eunuchs by the ‘traditional’ nuclear family. 
In 1979 the Conservative party won the general election and its leader Margaret Thatcher became Prime Minister. From this point, socio-economic changes were implemented that had adverse effects on lower- and working-class people, women and so-called minorities. The government stopped supporting the trade unions. There was also a budget consolidation and low financial support for companies, which caused a rapid rise in unemployment. Thatcher did not want people to depend on state help because she said that they should care for themselves within families. In an interview in Women's Own in 1987, which is quoted by The Guardian in ‘Margaret Thatcher: a life in quotes’ (2013), she states that ‘there are individual men and women and there are families. And no government can do anything except through people, and people must look after themselves first’ (n.p.).

In 1983, the Conservative party won the general election again, despite high unemployment and other economic problems, largely because of the Falklands War. The military success in recapturing the Falklands Islands from Argentina meant that ‘Thatcher’s popularity rose to 80 per cent in some opinion polls’ (Laybourn 2002: 216). In her second term, Thatcher continued with her strict fiscal and monetarist policies, privatizing many nationalised services and industries, which led to many strikes, some of which Drabble mentions in The Radiant Way: ‘The steel strike continues, a bitter prelude to the miners’ strike that will follow’ (TRW 164). During her entire reign, Thatcher, though a woman, supported the patriarchal stereotypical picture of a classical family structure, in which women occupied ‘unequal position […] in the family and the assignment to them of unpaid domestic labour’ (Wilson 1987: 217). Women also relied more greatly on ‘support services’, which made them very vulnerable to cuts in public expenditure (Collette & Laybourn 2003: 61). The characters in The Radiant Way, especially Brian, who is a stout supporter of the Yorkshire miners, express their feelings about Thatcher and Ian McGregor, who closed down the mines in their local area: 

‘Brian says everyone is very nice.’ Another pause, as Alix relays this comment to Brian. Alix says: ‘Brian says to say that he doesn’t think Dr Streeter is very nice. Or Mrs Thatcher. Or Mr McGregor.’

‘Of those, I only count Dr Streeter,’ says Esther. ‘Brian doesn’t know Mrs Thatcher and Mr McGregor. He might quite well decide he liked them if he did.’ Another pause. ‘Brian says, fair enough, but unlikely,’ says Alix. (TRW 206)

Because women desired to remove economic inequalities and ‘the feminisation of poverty’, feminist movements were established in the late 1970s and 1980s (Wilson 1987: 208). The long-term feminist challenge to gender discrimination, however, developing through the 1980s, lay in attacking stereotypical perceptions of the family household, by examining family structure and rendering women and their experience visible. However, the idea of feminism has its own difficulties because of the differences among women themselves. Some feminists incorrectly believe that their experiences are universal and thus tended to overgeneralise, and speak ‘on behalf of “women”, [but] in other ways silenced, ignored and disrespected women different from themselves’ (Collette & Laybourn 2003: 224). If women’s experiences and concerns are so widely different from each other, ‘then feminists must ask whether women have enough in common to engage feminist politics or feminist theory’, as Collette & Laybourn point out (2003: 224). Feminists became involved in party politics, particularly in the Labour and Conservative parties. Politics became part of day-to-day life, strongly influencing people’s lives and relationships, as documented by Drabble in The Radiant Way, where the characters engage in long discussions on politics, since it is ‘difficult to avoid politics’ when ‘Everything […] seemed political, politicized’ (TRW 352). 

Thatcher, who was a powerful woman, in what Drabble calls ‘a male world, a world of suits and ties and speeches, of meetings and money’, did not regard herself a feminist, but ‘something really rather different’, as she was quoted as saying (TRW 27; qtd in Pilcher 1995: 495). She was ‘of added interest to feminists’ because of her ‘enigma’ (Bettney 2016; Pilcher 1995: 494). While she was in office she gave ‘contradictory and puzzling messages’ to women and about women. She did not ‘prioritize’ women’s issues and some of her policies were interpreted as having strongly negative consequences for women, such as the dismantling of the welfare state (Pilcher 1995: 494). The narrator in The Radiant Way criticizes ‘the novel oddity of a woman prime minister who was in fact a mother but was not nevertheless thereby motherly’ (TRW 21). She and her governments were blamed for their failure to improve child benefit and facilities for nursery education and childcare. In Hyenas in Petticoats (1990), Angela Neustatter describes Thatcher as a 

Female Judas in couture suits and pussycat bows, artfully making use of her femininity while being mistress of policies which have made life worse for many women. (230) 

Feminists tried to analyze the question of femininity in the image of Thatcher, such as the use of gender in her ‘housewife’ campaign, which depicted her with a shopping basket (Pilcher 1995: 494). In Not A Man To Match Her (1990), Wendy Webster comments on Thatcher’s persona and her ‘dual nature of masculine and feminine imagery’, of a sophisticated female star and a strong, masculine leader: ‘an Iron Lady clothed in soft female flesh’ (73). Thatcher denied the gender significance of her achievement as the first female Prime Minister, saying, ‘if you get anywhere, it is because of your ability. It’s not because of your sex’ (qtd in Pilcher 1995: 495). However, many women viewed her gender as an important part of her appeal. Jane Pilcher, who conducted a series of interviews with women about their views of Thatcher in the 1990s, found that her gender was of great significance. ‘Margaret Thatcher is one of the biggest. For us women’, one respondent said (Pilcher 1995: 498). Thus, Thatcher’s gender was important to women across the country because ‘it showed that women could survive in a man’s world’ (Bettney 2016).

In 1998, Natasha Walter’s The New Feminism argued that women had had to fight to gain the level of equality that they then held. Twelve years later, Walter published another book: Living Dolls: The Return of Sexism, in which she expresses her regret about her incorrect ideas in her previous book and argues that female empowerment nowadays is seen to be not about equality in the workplace or Parliament but all about the right to get dressed like prostitutes and to join pole-dancing classes. Walter calls on women to focus on equal representation in Parliament, equal pay, more protection from violence, and fewer lap-dancing clubs.
British Women’s Education

Over the few last centuries, British national education has promoted inequality because of the unequal male and female educational realities. Young women, particularly aristocratic women, were lucky to be offered education at home by governesses. However, what they were taught was only meant to make them marketable and submissive to their husbands, like Lady Henrietta Latchett, in The Radiant Way, who is a member of the contemporary nobility, but her ‘education had been devoted to the art of getting and keeping a man’ (TRW 115). Drabble’s novel gives a good introduction to education in Britain. It shows how, in the 18th and 19th centuries, women from middle and upper classes, like Jane Austen, were able to attend ‘schools’, though ‘most of their education was undertaken privately at home’, as Kathryn Sutherland notes (2014: n.p.). Thus, Drabble writes that ‘Esther, Liz and Alix, who in Jane Austen’s day would never have met at all, met in Cambridge in 1952’: one of the reasons for this the relative novelty of women’s experience of higher eduction, while the other is their shared working-class background (TRW 83). 

Women were admitted to degrees at Cambridge University in 1948, following Oxford University, which ‘in 1920 decided to allow degrees to be awarded to women’ as Reynolds and Brasher point out (1966: 89). However, only ‘highly selected’ ones were admitted, such as Alix, Liz and Esther in The Radiant Way. Liz ‘was applying to read English Literature, Liz to read Natural Sciences (with a view to medicine) and Esther to read Modern Languages’ (TRW 83). Given their humble backgrounds, these women found in Cambridge the only way to fulfil their ‘great expectations’ and ambitions (TRW 85, 353). Drabble, who received a scholarship to continue with her studies in Cambridge herself, writes thus:

In the 1950s, one of the surest ways forward for an intellectual young woman from the provinces, for a socially disadvantaged young woman from the provinces, was through Oxford, through Cambridge. Not through Manchester, or Leeds, or Durham, or Bristol: but through Oxford or Cambridge. (TRW 85)

The government, which was also encouraging an increased birth rate, was investing in schooling, and, as the novel states, ‘there was plenty of money around to finance such choices’ of educational opportunities (TRW 94). However, women in general were forced to give up their newly gained educational opportunities and jobs for the sake of their families, while their husbands were the breadwinners. Drabble sees ‘a terrible failure of nerve in the political and education system’, so she chose an ironic title, ‘The Radiant Way’ (Kenyon 1980: 35).

The Iraqi novels


The comparative literary corpus I have selected for my study is both recent and somehow little studied in public and academic circles either inside or outside Iraq. Also, we need to take into consideration that the work of Aliya Mamduh was banned in Iraq for a long time and even now is still banned, as she confirmed in her correspondence with me, due to 

the shocking and controversial nature, which explores the struggles of women and others against the power of  authorities and cultures of cruelty and deception, beginning with the political and not ending with the sexual.

Hadiya Husayn’s books were banned for political reasons, but they became available only after the downfall of Saddam’s regime. Thus, this thesis is highly original as it contributes to an area of study that is slightly covered at the level of critical attention, and accomplishes an important cultural exchange between Iraqi and international scholars and readers. So far, no comparative study on Iraqi writers and Drabble has been carried out, despite the evident value of such a project, which has the potential to illuminate the way in which women in both cultures have shared experiences in relation to men and to violence, to a degree. Taking the responsibility to begin this process has been challenging, particularly when two of the Iraqi novels investigated in this study, Frankenstein in Baghdad and Saturn Ladies are still only extant in Arabic, with the exception of short extracts from both. Sa‘dawi’s Frankenstein in Baghdad will be translated and published by Penguin and become available in January 2018. As far as Saturn Ladies is concerned, the author is still looking for a translator for her novel, as she has said in a correspondence with me on 5 August 2017.                                                                                 

            Some of the interest of a comparison of Iraqi novels with novels written by a western writer is based on the fact that ‘western literature exercised much influence on Arab writers throughout the twentieth century’, as Fabio Caiani states in Contemporary Arab Fiction (2007: 10). The translation of European and American literary works played a major role in the introduction of the western literature and culture to the Arab world. One of the forces which triggered the emergence of Arabic modern fiction is ‘the translation of works of European fiction into Arabic, their adaptation and imitation, and the eventual appearance of an indigenous tradition of modern Arabic fiction’, as Roger R. Allen points out in ‘The beginnings of Arabic novel’ (1992: 180). Not only the translation, but also the young Arab writers who have studied in western universities and been inspired by western literature and culture, have eventually introduced what they have learned to Arabic writing. For example, Taha Husayn, the Egyptian writer and scholar, a graduate of the Sorbonne University, was instrumental in the ‘first serious studies and translations into Arabic of writers like Gide, Sartre and Camus’, as Jabra I. Jabra states in ‘Modern Arabic Literature and the West’ (1971:80). In Orientalism (1978), Edward Said criticises Gide and Camus and other Western scholars and writers for their false assumptions about the Middle East and he also denounces Arab elites for internalizing Western Orientalists’ attitudes towards the Arabic culture. Said states that

the felt tendencies of contemporary culture in the Near East are guided by European and American models. When Taha Hussein said of modem Arab culture in 1936 that it was European, not Eastern, he was registering the identity of  the Egyptian cultural elite, of which he was so distinguished a member. The same is true of the Arab cultural elite today. (Said 1979: 323)

Said shapes the discourse on East and West relations, showing that ‘the Eastern travelers in the West were there to learn from and to gape at an advanced culture’ while ‘the Western travelers in the Orient were […] of quite a different order’ (Said 1979: 204). Among the early Arab novelists who visited the West as students, we may list: Tawfik alHakim in Egypt, Shakib al-Jabiri in Syria and Dhu’l-Nun Ayyub in Iraq. 

The influence of British and American writing started in the Arab world, including Iraq, in the early 1950s, due to translations from English into Arabic. Before the 1950s, the Arabic literature was influenced mainly by the French because of what is now known as the Arabic Renaissance, which goes back to 1798, with Napoleon’s campaign to occupy Egypt. In Iraq, T.S. Eliot was colossal in his influence on modern Iraqi poetic forms, because ‘the people who read him most and translated him and commented on his work were themselves the leading young writers and poets of the new generation’ (Jabra 1971: 81). The contact of Iraqi writers with European authors through the translation of the latter’s works into Arabic, inspired the former to employ new literary devices and literary critical and psychological concepts in their own works. Jabra commented on the assimilation of the western literary and psychological concepts with the modern Arabic scholarship, stating that ‘what came through vividly was their vision and experience, fundamentally Arab, no doubt, but part of the human condition everywhere’ (Jabra 1971: 89). Jabra holds that a close study of Arabic fiction and criticism reveals that they have acquired their form ‘not only of Sartre and Camus, but of novelists such as James Joyce, Proust, Kafka, Aldous Huxley, Lawrence, Durrell, Hemingway, Steinbeck, Faulkner, and of critics such as Eliot, Richards, Leavis’ (1971: 89).
We should recollect that the Iraqi contemporary novelists discussed in this study were exposed to the literary devices employed by the English-language writers such as ‘the stream of consciousness, the flash-back, the interior monologue, the “intellectual” dialogue, the multi-angled presentation of an event, the undercurrent of symbolism’ (Jabra 1971: 89). Moreover, though western literary and critical culture was dominated by men in the first half of the twentieth century, when modernism reached its zenith, in the second half of the century, female writers and critics have always been significant in these areas. Aliya Mamduh, who has lived in Britain and then in France for a long time and is a personal friend of the French writer, Hélène Cixous, mentions the theorists Pierre Bourdieu and Hannah Arendt, and the Marquis de Sade, in her novel, The Loved Ones, and as a graduate with a degree in psychology, she is evidently familiar with Freud’s psychoanalytical theories, though she does not mention him by name. Similarly, it is obvious from the title of his novel, Frankenstein in Baghdad, that Ahmad Sa‘dawi has drawn inspiration from Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818), showing an engagement with radical aspects of the historical western canon. In addition, Lutfiya al-Dulaymi was greatly influenced by Doris Lessing. She had a grant from the British Council in 1978 to do an English language course at Goldsmiths College, the University of London, and bought Lessing’s novel, The Grass is Singing (1950), along with Iris Murdoch’s The Black Prince (1973) and Tom Stoppard’s plays, which were part of the syllabus of the course, as she states in an article in Narjis magazine (2011: 37). ‘It was Lessing’s name that bewitched me’, she said:

Doris Lessing’s works inspired me to care about the human condition and the awareness of the individual of his world, which I reflect in every work that I write whether the work is subjective or objective. (Dulaimi, ‘Doris’, 2011: 37) 
Al-Dulaymi is also a translator and has four published books of translation from English to Arabic, including, From the Diaries of Anaïs Nin (1999).
Another significant factor in Iraqi writers’ encounter with Western culture is exile. Political violence and wars have forced many writers out of Iraq, which has had ‘a positive outcome despite the hardships associated with it’, as Shakir Mustafa points out in his anthology, Contemporary Iraqi Fiction (2008: xv). Migration brought these writers into direct contact with the cultural traditions of their host countries, which ‘has revitalized Iraqi writing’ (Mustafa 2008: xv). Among the four Iraqi novelists I selected for this thesis, three of them, Hadiya Husayn, Lutfiya al-Dulaymi and Aliya Mamduh, currently live in exile. Thus, exile is one of the main themes explored in their novels. In Beyond Love, Huda takes refuge in Amman; in The Loved Ones, Suhaila is a refugee in Paris and Hayat in Saturn Ladies is exiled for some time in Amman. However, in Frankenstein in Baghdad, all the events are located in Iraq probably because the author, Ahmad Sa‘dawi, has lived there all his life. Although these connections among authors and characters are coincidental, and exile is as common for men as for women, and for male as well as female authors, these novels focus on the specific ways in which exile affects females. The living and social experiences of the four Iraqi contemporary novelists have inspired them to create fictions which can be compared to Drabble’s four works dealt with in this study. 
Iraqi authors have been prolific, particularly since the fall of the regime in 2003, when they started to produce an unprecedented number of novels and short stories, mostly about life under dictatorship and the successive wars their country has witnessed, as well as the internal political strife and civil war that followed the invasion of Iraq. As a matter of fact, the invasion of Iraq has led to an upsurge in Iraqi literary production because writers were encouraged by the translation of their work in Western countries, which intensified after 2003. As Ikram Masmoudi points out,  

Since 2003, as a result of the overthrow of Saddam Hussein’s regime, the occupation of Iraq by American forces and the internal political strife, interest has increased in Western countries in Iraq in general and Iraqi society, culture and literature in particular. (Masmoudi, War and Occupation, 2015: 1)

In his interview with Anaam Kachachi, a new female voice emerged in ‘the post-2003 Iraqi novel boom’, al-Mustafa Najjar states: 
Ironically, Iraqi fiction has been flourishing ever since the US army invaded Baghdad in 2003. Several prominent Mesopotamian writers have emerged in the Arabic fiction arena, penning daring texts that seek to deconstruct the Iraqi identity during this critical phase in the country’s history. (Najjar, ‘Inaam Kachachi’, 2014: n.p.)

Ferial Ghazoul also notices that ‘Iraq is a fashionable subject in “scholarship” nowadays’ (2007: 114). The interest in Iraq and Iraqi literary writings increased even more after Ahmad Sa‘dawi’s Frankenstein in Baghdad won the seventh International Prize for Arabic Literature in 2014.  


Three novels discussed in this work were written by women writers concerned with the oppression of women in a patriarchal society, while Frankenstein in Baghdad, which is written by a man, is inclined to show the misogynistic attitudes exercised by men against women though the author does not seem to be conscious of the presence of such attitudes. To give a full picture about gender in Iraq as well as the problems covered by these novels, I believe it is essential to give a brief history of Iraq, as well as a short review of gender politics in the country, and refer to the four Iraqi novels in relation to this history.

Roots of Violence: A Brief History of Iraq


As a country, Iraq was created by the British empire in 1920 after occupying Mesopotamia in 1914-1918. The colonial British laid the foundations of ‘Iraq’ from the provinces of Basra, Baghdad and Mosul. This choice of areas was the direct cause of the chronic tensions, civil conflicts and calamities that keep befalling Iraq because these three provinces belong to different religious sects and ethnic minorities, namely the majority Shiites, the Sunnis and the Kurds, respectively. The British strategy was ‘divide and conquer’, setting ‘Iraq’s constituent ethnic and confessional groups against each other’; and the West has continued to employ this strategy up to the present day (Davis 2013: 10). 


Though the British occupation delivered the Iraqis from centuries of Ottoman oppression, the Iraqis’ reaction toward the British varied according to the interests of each group. Some, such as businessmen and opportunists, were amenable to British occupation, while others, such as the Shiite religious authorities and their followers, were very hostile from the start and ‘sided with the Sunni Ottomans against the non-Muslim invaders’, as Abbas Kadhim observes (2006: 3). The Shiite efforts reached a climax in 1920, with a countrywide popular revolt, causing the British a significant ‘loss in blood and treasure’ (Kadhim 2006: 3). Because of the revolt, the British occupation was modified to a British Mandate. The British marginalized the Shiites by bringing the Sunni, Faysal, the son of Sharif Husayn of Mecca, from Hijaz to be King of Iraq as a reward for his role in fighting the Ottomans on behalf of Britain and France (Kadhim 2006: 3). The Iraqi army was established in 1921 and was named the Moosa Al-Kadhim Regiment, after the seventh Shiite Imam whose mausoleum is situated under the golden shrine in Baghdad (Kadhim 2006: 1). 

In Beyond Love, Nadia’s lover, the Iraqi soldier, Moosa Kadhim, probably refers to the name of the first regiment of the Iraqi army in 1921. He can also be seen as an implicit representation of the Shiite majority members of the army and the tragedies that befell them and the army later in the century. It is worth noting that all ‘the ruling officers’ of the Iraqi army were always Sunnis till ‘the Anglo-American invasion of 2003’, as Ibrahim al-Marashi and Sammy Salama state (2008: 9).  

In 1932, Iraq attained full independence, even though Britain retained a proprietary interest in Iraq’s development, and the country continued to be ruled by the monarchy till 1958, when a bloody coup overthrew it and installed the first republic under General Qassim (Fattah & Caso 2009: 154; Cordesman & Hashim 1997: 60). Iraqi politics continued as ‘the politics of conspiracy and violence’, with significant divisions between the ruling Sunnis, the minority Kurds in the north and the underrepresented and ‘underprivileged class’ of the majority Shiites in the south, till the Ba‘th Party seized power in 1968 (Cordesman & Hashim 1997: 61; Karsh 2002: 16). 

The divisions between the Ba‘th regime and the Kurds and the Shiites increasingly broadened in the late 1960s, and after the Ba‘th were involved in bloody civil strife with separatist Kurdish groups in the early and mid-1970s. During this period and onwards, the secular policies of the Ba‘th also led to a state of political turmoil and religious revivalism in much of the Shiite south (Cordesman & Hashim 1997: 62). When Saddam Hussein took office as a President in 1979, supported by the West, which treated him ‘as an ally and a client’, he launched a campaign against any opposition or any potential one, executing dozens of top ranking officers (Derrida 2009: 20). Saddam’s ‘less publicised crimes included random execution, imprisonment and torture; and allowing members of his family and his relations to steal, rape and murder’ (Aburish 2007: n.p.). 

The systematic repression of the Shiites was strongly intensified after the success of the Islamic Revolution in Iran led by the Shiite Scholar, the Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini in 1978–1979, which the U.S. saw as a direct threat to its hegemony in the region. When Iraq invaded Iran in 1980 ‘with the full support of the US, the Soviet Union and several Arab and European states’, it added a new dimension to the problems of the regime with the Kurds and the Shiites (Ham et al. 2009: 370). Iraqi military forces engaged in a six-year fight with the Kurds in the midst of the Iran-Iraq War (Cordesman & Hashim 1997: 61). Fearing losing their support to Iran, the regime put the Shiites under constant surveillance, exiling many and reinforcing repressive security measures in Southern Iraq. During the war, ‘disloyalty to Saddam Hussein became the equivalent of treason’ (Cordesman & Hashim 1997: 63). During the closing days of the Iran–Iraq War in 1988, Iraqi authorities used poison gas to attack the Kurdish city of Halabja after the fall of the town to the Iranian army, massacring thousands of civilians (BBC, ‘On This Day’, 1988).

When the Iraq-Iran War, ‘the longest, bloodiest and costliest Third World armed conflict in the 20th century’ ended, the Iraqi regime portrayed it as a shining victory, though ‘the truth was that Iraq, no less than Iran, emerged from the eight-year conflict a crippled nation’ (Karsh 2002: 83, 89). The number of casualties was ‘at least 200,000 Iraqis […] while about 400,000 had been wounded and some 70,000 taken prisoner’ (Karsh 2002: 89). According to the website of the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), ‘tens of thousands of Iraqi and Iranian members of armed forces, including some who were POWs, remain unaccounted for today’ (ICRC, 2008: n.p.). In Aliya Mamduh’s The Loved Ones, the husband of Suhaila, the protagonist, goes missing in the Iran-Iraq War, but she keeps contacting the ICRC and other humanitarian organizations, inquiring about his fate, which remains unknown to her and to us.    

After the war, Iraq was in massive debt to Kuwait and its other Arab neighbours, as well as to the West and Japan (Cordesman & Hashim 1997: 185). When Kuwait refused to forgive Iraq's debt and to agree to Iraq's other border claims, ‘Iraq invaded a nearly defenceless Kuwait’ on 2 August 1990 (Cordesman & Hashim 1997: 185-86). A few days later, the United Nations Security Council imposed ‘a comprehensive multilateral international sanctions on Iraq and [froze] all its foreign assets’, which stayed largely in force until Saddam was forced from power by the US-led invasion in 2003 (Rieff 2003: n.p.). During almost 13 years under sanctions, Iraq was transformed from ‘an affluent society, equipped with a modern infrastructure, as well as educational and health systems among the most developed in the Middle East’, into a country of poverty and destitution, where the educational outcomes had collapsed and the health care system was non-functioning (Amorim 2007: xiii). Those who ‘bore the heaviest burden’ were children, youngsters, women and the elderly (Amorim 2007: xiii). According to a UNICEF report on infant mortality in sanctions, 500,000 Iraqi children died as a result of medicine shortages and malnutrition (Rieff 2003: n.p.). Three of the Iraqi novels studied in this thesis, Beyond Love, Frankenstein in Baghdad and Saturn Ladies, refer to the impact of the years of sanctions as well as the successive wars, while in the fourth novel, The Loved Ones, Suhaila and her son are very lucky to leave the country before the sanctions and the First Gulf War began. 

The First Gulf War started in January 1991 with air attacks, in an operation known as Desert Storm, by a UN Coalition, led by the US. In February, the ground war against Iraqi troops took place. Kuwait was declared liberated just 100 hours after the ground attack was initiated. The Iraqi army suffered massive losses during the Gulf War (Cordesman & Hashim 1997: 233). Therefore, at the end of what Saddam’s regime called ‘The mother of all battles’, Iraq agreed to terms for a ceasefire. The Gulf War, which was ‘short and decisive’ because of the use of modern weapons and electronics, was the ‘most destructive war in modern history’ as described by the Director of Military Research at Greenpeace (Arkin 1991: 1, 5). 
The situation in Iraq worsened immediately after the war because ‘Iraq had no government after January 17, 1991 and no army, other than the Republican Guard’ (Kadhim 2006: 12). This opportunity of the absence of government and army as well as ‘the encouragement of the first President Bush’, promoted a spontaneous uprising in the south and the north just a day after the cease-fire (Grossman 2003: n.p. ; Kadhim 2006: 12). A large-scale Shiite uprising against Saddam’s regime started in Basra and spread to thirteen of Iraq’s fourteen provinces. According to Anthony Cordesman and Ahmed Hashim:

The uprisings began when defeated and disgruntled infantry soldiers streamed back into Basra from the front, bringing back with them harrowing tales of defeat at the hands of a superior foe and mismanagement of the war by their own government. (1997: 101)

Nevertheless, the uprising failed because it was ‘without any sustaining organization or ideological vision’ and because the U.S. ‘helped Saddam annihilate the rebels’ (Cordesman & Hashim 1997: 101; Grossman 2003: n.p.). Those who participated in the revolt ‘soon paid the price’ (Cordesman & Hashim 1997: 102). Saddam’s Special Republican Guard, the only army left for him, ‘responded with exceptional brutality’ and were ‘able to regain the upper hand fairly quickly’ after reducing the Shiite cities, including Basra, the holy cities of Najaf and Karbala, to rubble and carrying out ‘indiscriminate mass executions of the population’ (Kadhim 2006: 13; Farouk-Sluglett 2001: 289). Several thousand Iraqi troops involved in the revolt fled into Iran to avoid being butchered by the regime (Cordesman & Hashim 1997: 190; Farouk-Sluglett 2001: 289). The regime also undertook military operations against the Kurds in the north of Iraq. According to Farouk-Sluglett, by the end of the operations, ‘about 2.5 million refugees’ and several thousands more had ‘died of exhaustion and exposure on the borders of Iran and Turkey’ (Farouk-Sluglett 2001: 289). The total number of those who were killed in the revolt is not known; Farouk-Sluglett mentions an estimate of 300,000 people, however, the mass graves discovered after the ousting of Saddam led the USAID on its website to compare these genocides with ‘Pol Pot's Cambodian killing fields in the 1970s, and the Nazi Holocaust of World War II’ (Farouk-Sluglett 2001: 289; Henrikson 2004: n.p.). Although western media tried to downplay these figures, I personally think the likely figures are even greater than this given the regime’s brutality against its own people. As a reporter, I went and visited some of these mass graves in areas south of Baghdad and talked to witnesses, who revealed how civilians, including women, children and elderly, were taken from their homes and from the streets of Shiite cities and brought in buses to fields, where graves were dug and these people were thrown there alive because the regime did not want to waste ammunition on them. 
Hadiya Husayn narrates in Beyond Love the suffering and agony of the Iraqi people after the First Gulf War in 1991, particularly after the defeat of the army and the Shiite uprising in Basra, where two protagonists, Nadia and Moosa, were born. They ‘both give us first-hand accounts of events’ and the dramatic consequences of them on the people (Masmoudi, ‘Introduction’, 2012: xvi). As an Iraqi soldier, Moosa takes part in the 1990 invasion of Kuwait and, through him, ‘the novel poetically documents the Iraqi army’s humiliation’ when pulled back from Kuwait to Basra (Masmoudi, ‘Introduction’, 2012: xvii). Moosa describes how these beaten and demoralized troops were ruthlessly targeted and crushed by Coalition air attacks as they went home. The novel also tells the story of the uprising that was triggered by the army defeat and the mass exodus of people fleeing for their lives, either to other Iraqi provinces or to border countries. 
After defeating the uprising, Iraq remained ‘a revanchist state’ under the control of Saddam, who kept his position for about a quarter of a century (Cordesman & Hashim 1997: 350). To keep protecting the President, intimidating the public and maintaining a stranglehold on the country, the regime created loyal military units called Fida’iyu or Feda’iyye Saddam, a militia of Iraqi youth formed by Uday, Saddam’s eldest son (Davis 2005: 232). One of their duties was to implement decrees, which ‘came into force probably in mid-2000’ involving beheading, or tongue or ear amputations, for insults against Saddam Hussein and the regime (Bernard, ‘Iraq’, 2002: 9).

In 1995, Saddam found other ways of enhancing his position internally and regionally by calling upon the Iraqi people to take part in a referendum on whether he should stay on as president for another seven years, which ‘may seem farcical by Western standards’, but not by Iraqis’ (Cordesman & Hashim 1997: 351). There was only one question on the ballot, concerning voting for or against an extension of Saddam’s rule. There were no political debates or campaigns before the referendum, and ‘Voters were obligated to identify themselves on their ballots’ (Cordesman & Hashim 1997: 32). 

The government “predicted” that: Iraq's voters would fully support Saddam’s continuation as president long in advance of the vote, and the result was clearly manipulated by the state (Cordesman & Hashim 1997: 351).

The result was 99.96% in favour of the extension of Saddam's presidency, which demonstrated that Saddam’s ‘police state was fully intact’ (Cordesman & Hashim 1997: 32). 

In Beyond Love, the 1995 Presidential referendum forced Huda to escape from Baghdad using a forged Iraqi passport which she got with the help of her cousin, Youssef, whom she would have married if she had not written ‘No’ instead of the required ‘Yes’ on her ballot paper on the day of the referendum (BL 30). Youssef tried to warn her, telling her that ‘even if the entire people said “No,” the result would indisputably be “Yes”’ (BL 20), but Huda ‘wanted to overcome the fear that was rooted in [her]’ when she ‘stubbornly’ wrote ‘No’ as ‘though extinguishing the dictator’s last breath’ (BL 20, 21). She was suspected by the authorities for not voting for the President, and a female senior Ba‘th party member visited her a day after the vote to inform her that those who wrote ‘No’ would be uncovered because the authorities, using secret ink, wrote the name and address of each voter on the ballot paper.

Finally, when allied forces, or what G. W. Bush called, the ‘coalition of the willing’, led by American and British troops, invaded Iraq in 2003, the country descended further into chaos, anarchy and civil war, from which it has never recovered (Bush 2010: 141; Ham et al. 2009: 371). And recently, it is Daesh, or ISIS, an extremist group that has terrorized Syria and northern Iraq and violently imposed a caliphate in this region in recent years, which is causing havoc in Iraq.
Gender in Iraq: Background
Education

         It goes without saying that the social situation of Iraqi women was completely neglected during the Ottoman era of Iraq from 1534 to 1918. The governors (valis) of the three Iraqi provinces (vilayets), Baghdad, Basra and Mosul, never paid any attention to the education of the people, especially of women in Iraq. In the nineteenth century, the Sultan and the governors of the three provinces proclaimed that it was the responsibility of the people to educate themselves by establishing schools and employing teachers privately. The first boys’ school to be established in Baghdad was the Alliance Israélite Universelle in 1864 through the financial help of Baron de Rothschild (Jawad 2013: 728).  Muslim and Christian boys were allowed to study in the school (Jawad 2013: 728). The first girls’ school in Iraq was a Jewish school named Lora Khadoori Primary and Intermediate School, built in Baghdad in 1893 by Sir Elly Kadoorie (1867-1944), a very rich Jewish Iraqi who migrated to India and was knighted in 1917, to commemorate his wife Laura Kadoorie (Jawad 2013: 731). After the defeat of the Ottoman Empire in World War II, Iraq came under the British mandate in 1920, as discussed above. Gertrude L. Bell (1868-1926), an English writer, archaeologist, and political administrator, played a major role in establishing and helping administer the modern state of Iraq. She served in Iraq’s British High Commission Advisory Group in Baghdad from 1917 till her death in Baghdad. One of her major achievements was in the field of education beside establishing the Iraqi National Museum. She was very much worried about the education of Iraqis, especially Muslim women. In Desert Queen (2005),  Janet Wallach points out that when a British education expert, Humphrey Ernest Bowman, arrived in Baghdad to establish a school system, he found Miss Bell ‘highly concerned about the future of the Arab girls’ (loc. 4045). She told Bowman that ‘her greatest worry was the Muslim girls’, who ‘had had no education under the Turks’ while ‘the young Jewish women, taught English, Arabic, Hebrew and French at the Alliance’ (Wallach 2005: loc. 4047, 4052). There were very few exceptions, who were literate women. Miss Bell also told Bowman that ‘we must give the girls an opportunity for self-expression’ (Wallach 2005: loc. 4053). She wanted to offer these women schools and ‘classes in domestic science, housecraft and hygiene’ (Wallach 2005: 4053). The educational system set up by Bowman, which is still the best in the Arab world, ‘served as a unifying force for the country and included the radical concept of education for the females’ (Wallach 2005: loc. 4053). In Miss Bell’s time, ‘a public library was being built, a law school opened, a female ward built in the civic hospital and a school opened for Muslim girls’ (Wallach 2005: loc. 4553). Additionally, Miss Bell’s efforts paid off, ‘resulting in Iraqi women joining the job market by the late 1920s and early 1930s, making them pioneers in the Middle East’ (al-Salihi & Freeman 2014: 5). 


In this period, there was a pioneering woman writer, the poet, Sulaymah al-Malaikah (1908-1953), who was later known as Umm Nizar (Zeidan 1995: 58). None of her poems was known until 1936 when her elegy on the death of the Iraqi poet and advocate of women’s rights, Jamil Sidqi al-Zahawi, was published (Zeidan 1995: 58). Her poetry was collected after her death by her daughter, the well-known poet, Nazik al-Mala’ika, under the title Unshudat al-majd (The Songs of Glory, 1965), whose main charactristics were ‘patriotism and the cause of Arab women’ (Zeidan 1995: 58). 

              Attempts to educate and liberate Iraqi Muslim women at this time faced strong resistance from the Islamic religious foundations as well as conservative parents. When General Qassim seized power in a military coup and declared Iraq to be a republic, in 1958, good attention was paid to the women’s education as well as their rights. Despite the opposition of the Islamic establishments, great progress was made in this respect. Plenty of schools were established for Iraqi girls where female students could enrol free of charge.

 

           In the 1970s, a new educational policy for Iraq was laid down in three acts: the Illiteracy Eradication Act (1971), the Free Education Act (1974) and the Compulsory Education Act (1978). These three acts had a great impact on the education of the Iraqi women. Illiteracy among women ‘dropped from 91% in 1957 to 12% in 1990’ (al-Salihi & Freeman 2014: 6). During the 1990s, ‘women faculty members in Iraqi universities and research centres made up more than 30% of the total number’ (al-Salihi & Freeman 2014: 5). According to UNESCO and Education in Iraq Fact Sheet (28 March 2003), the education system in Iraq before 1991 was ‘one of the best in the region, with a gross enrolment ratio of over 100% for primary schooling, and an advanced level of literacy, for both men and women’. Higher education was very much advanced and its institutions were ‘staffed by highly qualified personnel’, raising it to ‘an international standard’ (al-Salihi & Freeman 2014: 6; UNESCO, 2003: n.p.). 

Women’s Rights  
Many calls for the freedom of Iraqi women were raised in the first decades of the twentieth centuries by prominent Iraqi writers and the elite, which increased awareness about these rights. The first Iraqi women’s movement was established as early as 1920, which was called the ‘Women’s Awakening’ (Nahdat al-Nisa) (Kamp 2009: 209). This movement, which was created by the wives of the Iraqi elite, probably under the influence of Gertrude Bell, embraced the idea of the ‘new woman’ and engaged in charity works to help poor women and also ‘advocated for women’s education, leading to the establishment of the first women’s college in the 1930s’ (al-Ali & Pratt 2008: 75). During the 1930s, women’s associations succeeded in setting up charitable organizations and shelters for orphans and health centres in a response to the lack of welfare on the part of the government (al-Ali & Pratt 2008: 75). The Iraqi women movement gathered momentum in the 1940s and 1950s, as part of the revolutionary movement against the monarchy and the British political influence on the policies of the Iraqi government. In 1952 the first Iraqi women’s organization was set up by female members of the Iraqi Communist Party, called The League for the Defence of Iraqi Women’s Rights. The league played an important role in the social reforms and freedom of women from 1958 to 1963. The name was changed to The Iraqi Women’s League in 1961. The objectives of this organization were to struggle for national and democratic peace and freedom and also to struggle for equal rights for Iraqi women.

One of the great achievements of Qassim’s regime was the passing of the Personal Status Law in 1959. It is regarded as ‘the most progressive in the Arab world’ (Davis 2013: 16). This law secured for women more rights than ‘they possessed in any other Arab country’ (Davis 2013: 19). In order to do so, General Qassim had to stand against ‘the religious hierarchy’s views on the status of women in Iraqi society’ (Davis 2013: 16). This law prevented the forced marriage of girls under the age of 15, gave women equal inheritance rights with men, and made provision for child support and to discourage polygamy (Brown & Romano 2006: 52). This law also removed jurisdiction over family matters from ‘uluma’ (Islamic scholars) and allocated them to the civil judicial system. Also in 1959, Qassim appointed a woman, Dr Naziha al-Dulaymi, as Minister of Municipalities in the Iraqi cabinet, and she was the first woman ever to take a ministerial post in an Iraqi government (Davis 2013: 16).

 

Ba‘th Party Legislations      

             When the Ba‘th party seized power in 1968, they established a women’s organization, the General Federation of Iraqi Women, in 1969. In 1975, the General Federation of Iraqi Women was united with the Communist Iraqi Women’s League as part of a political alliance between the Iraqi Ba‘th and Communist parties. However, later, the regime banned communism and executed many female members of the party. 

The Iran-Iraq war 1980-1988 had a profound impact on the Iraqi population in general and on women in particular. A large number of people died during the war, not only soldiers but also civilians, accused of collaborating with the Iranian regime or opposing the Ba‘thist government or holding differing political ideologies. In addition, the conscription of men into the army and sending them to war led to an acute shortage of manpower in government departments, factories, farms, schools and universities. The regime urged women to develop their potential through education and training, in order that they would be able to fill the job vacancies. Women were encouraged to take up jobs which were, ‘traditionally [in the] male domain like military and various mechanical, electrical and other technical fields’ (Ahmed 2010: 159). Many women were employed in the government and private sectors. However, the large number of war deaths left thousands of widows and orphans, facing huge psychological and social problems. Unmarried educated middle-class women from urban areas feared the ensuing loss of ‘marriage prospects’ (al-Ali, ‘Iraqi Women: Untold’, 2007: 202). 

               

During the eight-year period of the war with Iran, as Nadje al-Ali has noted, ‘there was a shift in state rhetoric and government policies vis-à-vis women and gender relations’ (al-Ali, ‘Iraqi Women and Gender’, 2008: 413). To cast a conservative mode of life, the authorities banned liberal styles of dress, banning women from wearing short skirts or painting their legs. They also questioned the relationship of women with their male escorts. These measures imposed on the freedom of women were initiated by Saddam Hussein’s uncle, Kherralla Telfah, the governor of Baghdad. The government also issued a decree in 1982, ‘forbidding Iraqi women to marry non-Iraqis’, as well as another decree ‘prohibiting Iraqi women married to non-Iraqis to transfer money or property to their husbands as inheritance’ (al-Ali, ‘Iraqi Women and Gender’, 2008: 413-414). In 1982, Iraqi men were encouraged to divorce their Iranian wives while Iraqi Arab men were encouraged to marry Kurdish women, as part of the regime’s Arabization policies in Kurdish areas in the north of Iraq (al-Ali, ‘Iraqi Women and Gender’, 2008:  414).

After 1991, the authorities made many legal changes that disadvantaged women, including allowing the practice of ‘polygamy without the first wife’s consent’ (Ahmed 2010: 159). They also afforded leniency to men who committed so-called ‘honour crimes’ (Ahmed 2010: 159). Saddam issued legislation in a presidential decree in 1990 granting immunity to men who committed so-called ‘honour crimes’ in order to ‘appease conservative patriarchal constituencies’ (al-Ali, ‘Iraqi Women and Gender’, 2008:  414). These reactionary social measures were taken by Saddam Hussein as part of his effort to gain the support of the religious and tribal leaders after his defeat in the First Gulf War, its aftermath and the Shiite uprising in 1991. 


The situation of the Iraqi women’s rights sharply deteriorated due to UN economic sanctions. There was huge discrimination against women employed in the government as well as the private sector. Women were exposed to sexual harassment and exploitation and ‘many families were forced to marry off or effectively sell their young daughters for money’ (Ahmed 2010: 159).  The UN sanction years (1990-2003) had ‘the most devastating effects on women and gender relations throughout the country and across social classes’ (al-Ali, ‘Iraqi Women and Gender’, 2008:  414). The sanctions led to the breakdown of the government’s welfare system which ‘had a disproportionate effect on women, who had been its main beneficiaries’ (al-Ali, ‘Iraqi Women and Gender’, 2008:  414). The Iraqi society, which was one of the most advanced in the region, shifted towards social conservatism. The dress code changed to quieten down the religious and tribal leaders and women were restricted in their access to and mobility in public spaces for socializing in mixed gender settings, and ‘an overall shift towards more traditional gender roles’ (al-Ali, ‘Iraqi Women and Gender’, 2008:  415). These drastic conservative measures drove women to stay at home, and to take the roles of mothers and housewives. The employment rate of women before 1991 was one of the highest in the region, at 23%, fell to only 10% in 1997, as reported by UNDP in 2000 (al-Ali, ‘Iraqi Women and Gender’, 2008:  414).

The American-led Invasion

The coalition invasion of Iraq in 2003 had a destructive impact on the status of Iraqi women. Iraqi women’s rights deteriorated widely due to the emergence and expansion of ‘communal, tribal, and sectarian religious identities’ (al-Ali & Pratt 2008: 75). However, plenty of women’s organizations were established after 2003, such as the National Council of Women and many others in the centre and south of Iraq, which tried to protect women’s rights. They campaigned to resist all attempts to replace the progressive Personal Status Law with a conservative law – decree 137 issued by the newly-established Interim Governing Council in 2003. They also struggled to include a quota for women in the general and local elections, campaigning ‘to include constitutional guarantees that legislation complies with international conventions, including CEDAW’ (al-Ali & Pratt 2008: 76). Thousands of women protested in Baghdad and the Kurdish autonomous region against decree 137, ‘calling for [it] to be repealed’ (al-Ali & Pratt 2008: 78). As a result of their protests, decree 137 was overturned and a 25% quota was ensured in the Transitional Administrative Law (al-Ali & Pratt 2008: 78). 

However, although Decree 137 was overturned, it found its way into the Iraq constitution in the form of Article 41, which placed the personal status issues under the control of religious leaders. The article states that ‘Iraqis are free in their commitment to their personal status according to their religions, sects, beliefs, or choices’ (‘Iraqi Constitution’, 2005: 13). Although this article guarantees equality between the sexes, it gives the religious leaders the authority ‘to define laws according to their beliefs and particular interpretations’ (al-Ali & Pratt 2008: 76-77). Because this article ‘is based on and meant to reify communal and religious differences’, it potentially contributes ‘to sectarian tensions and divisions’ and therefore to the prolonging of women’s suffering, abuse and deprivation of their basic rights (al-Ali & Pratt 2008: 83). 

Iraqi women, for many years after 2003, were exposed to violence, beating and rape due to the absence of law and order in the country. Additionally, ‘many women activists have been threatened and/or assassinated by various armed groups, including increasingly powerful Islamist militias and insurgent groups’ (al-Ali & Pratt 2008: 80). According to the 2015 report by the Ceasefire Centre for Civilian Rights and Minority Rights Group International, which puts ‘the gender-disaggregated casualty figures’ that resulted from the escalation of violence in Iraq since the US-led invasion in 2003 at ‘approximately 14,000’ in 12 years, a systemized gender-based violence perpetuated against women is perpetrated by male-dominated society, and exacerbated by sectarian conflicts and the breakdown of law and order (Puttick 2015: 13). The report also mentions that, during the peak of sectarian violence in 2006 and 2007, women were ‘kidnapped, raped and killed on an almost daily basis’ (Puttick 2015: 4). With the escalation of sectarian conflict in recent years due to the rise of the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS), after a temporary reduction in violence, women in particular became the targeted victims of strict moral codes and abduction on a massive scale, especially minority women and girls, in the Iraqi areas they controlled (Puttick 2015: 4-5). Women ‘become trapped in cycles of abuse’ in the fighting in Iraq, which has ‘generated mass population displacement and created tens of thousands of widows and female-headed households’ (Puttick 2015: 5). Finally, the country’s continuous descent into conflict has had disastrous consequences for women, once ‘heralded as a leading example of women’s advancement in the region’ (Puttick 2015: 4).

Critical and Theoretical Framework on Violence

In this thesis, several theoretical models are referred to in order to offer different ways of exploring the selected literary texts. It includes several discussions about feminism, and invokes several feminist critics and theorists, such as Julia Kristeva, Hélène Cixous, Luce Irigarary, Toril Moi. Marxist theory is discussed in relation to representations of class conflict and social transformation in Drabble’s The Radiant Way and Hadiya Husayn’s Beyond Love, and in relation to the concept of intersectionality. Gender politics is also discussed with reference to Raewyn Connell’s reconceptualization of the notion of gender as a social structure. Foucault’s concepts of biopolitics and governmentality, which show how the state practises violence by controlling its populace in macro-economic and socio-cultural ways, are also discussed.

Freudian and post-Freudian theories are referred to in relation to Drabble’s The Gates of Ivory and Ahmad Sa‘dawi’s Frankenstein in Baghdad. These theories include Bakhtin’s concept of the grotesque and Kristeva’s idea of abjection are also discussed. Theories of storytelling, narration and testimony by Adriana Cavarera, Foucault and Derrida are examined in Drabble’s The Red Queen and Lutfiya al-Dulaymi’s Saturn Ladies as well as Husain Haddawy’s and Richard Burton’s Arabian Nights. Moreover, in relation to Drabble’s The Pure Gold Baby and Aliya Mamduh’s The Loved Ones, Bourdieu’s theories are discussed, showing how they are derived from the post-Marxist critical context of the late twentieth century. There are also references to post-colonial theorists, such as Frantz Fanon.

Violence is the main theme in this thesis. To investigate the violent universe and put it under scrutiny, the thesis begins with a brief philosophical analysis of the concept of violence and explores some theoretical issues regarding its nature and scope. Within philosophy, there are two ways of thinking about violence: as direct acts of force and as indirect violence, or soft violence. We should bear in mind that violence is mainly defined as ‘behaviour involving physical force intended to hurt, damage, or kill someone or something’ (Stevenson 2015: n.p.). 

An investigation of the etymology of the word ‘violence’ shows that it is derived from the Latin violentia, meaning vehemence or force. Yet there is an interesting feature of the etymology, in that the word ‘violation’ comes from the same source as the word ‘violence’, as Newton Garver points out in his much-quoted essay, ‘What Violence Is’ (1973: 256-266). Indeed most attempts to define violence tend to combine the idea of an act of physical force with a violation.

The idea of force in connection to violence is very significant because, as Garver points out, ‘there is no question at all that in many contexts the word “force” is a synonym for the word “violence”’ (Garver 1973: 257). Bufacchi and Gilson, in ‘The Ripples of Violence’ (2016), argue that the received view in mainstream philosophy that violence is an ‘act’, to be defined in terms of ‘force’ and ‘intentionality’, is in fact ‘prioritising the agent’, and thus supporting the act of violence in question and not the victim or survivor of violence (27). They also argue that violence ‘should not be thought of merely in terms of an “act”, but also as an “experience”’, because ‘an act is temporally determinate, while an experience is temporally indeterminate’ (2016: 27). Bufacchi and Gilson analyse Alice Sebold’s novel, The Lovely Bones (2002) and her memoir Lucky (1999) to show ‘the devastating impact of violence that characterises the experience of sexual violation and its aftermath’ (2016: 27). These examples from Sebold also enable them to reveal the experience of violence which lies beyond the act of violence, which they term as ‘the ripples of violence’. Influenced by Bufacchi and Gilson’s contentions, but applying them to new contexts, my thesis is concerned with the ripples of violence through time and across societies, rather than the act of violence itself. It also prioritises the victim or the survivor, who is at the receiving end of the violence. Moreover, the thesis also questions the influence of violence on the perpetrators of the act of violence themselves and whether their violence towards others has an effect on them as well. 


According to Garver, the form of quiet violence is psychological, which ‘often involves manipulating’ and ‘degrading people’ (1973: 262). Garver gives examples from George Orwell's 1984, in which the protagonist is terrorised by the idea of being bitten by a rat, and is broken down by this imaginary threat. The threat of violence, here, is a kind of pre-traumatic disorder, though Garver does not use this new term. Garver believes that covert violence is ‘both personal and institutional’ because it involves individuals as well as social institutions that are responsible for the violation of the autonomy of persons (1973: 260, 261). In being both individual and institutional, quiet violence comes close to Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic violence, though the latter is a more unconscious one. Garver points out that ‘institutional violence is always of greater harm’ than physical violence (1973: 266). But is symbolic violence more harmful than the physical? And what is the connection between the two? I will address these questions particularly in chapter four, where I use the term ‘soft violence’ in reference to Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic violence. 


The thesis explores different types of violence, including physical (hard) violence, or what Garver terms ‘overt’ violence and non-physical (soft) or ‘covert or quiet’ violence (1973: 259). It is divided into four chapters in which different aspects of violence can be located somewhere on a spectrum between hard and soft violence. Given that this thesis consistently critiques binary thinking as patriarchal and western colonialist, it tries to avoid reproducing an unintentional binary (soft/hard violence) by viewing it as a spectrum and inclines for adopting the 'continuum' or  ‘spectrum' concept for hard/soft violence. All the chapters show this relationship, just from a different perspective: the first three from a primarily 'hard' violence view, the last vice versa. In this context it is worth mentioning that overt violence has been perpetrated on a vast scale in Iraq in recent decades and in Europe during the first half of the twentieth century, in a sense; whereas covert violence is present in some form in all modern societies, and Drabble and the four Iraqi authors are in an especially good position to appreciate the relationship between overt and covert violence.
Structure of the Thesis


Chapter One discusses the socio-political background of Drabble’s The Radiant Way and Hadiya Husayn’s Beyond Love in view of class and gender asymmetries. It considers Marxist and feminist critiques of forms of power, and how effectively they can be applied to the given contexts, and the limitations of such approaches. Throughout the chapter, issues of otherness and difference are explored in relation to the context of war and violence in which both novels are situated, although Drabble’s representation of post-war Britain necessarily reflects this in a less direct way than Hussein’s novel, in which war, conflict and death are ever-present. The chapter elucidates the extent to which both writers present war and violence, on one hand, and policies for, and projections of progress on the other, as products of governmentality and biopolitics, and to what extent these novels indicate that personal or shared autonomy can be achieved, despite the influence of these macro forces, in particular in relation to women.

Chapter Two examines Drabble’s The Gates of Ivory and Ahmad Sa‘dawi’s Frankenstein in Baghdad and considers how both authors, motivated by the experience of a violent society and a violent world, depict a world of monstrosity, horror and atrocity, in which humankind no longer has control over its own destiny. It discusses what brings The Gates of Ivory and Frankenstein in Baghdad together and what differentiates them regarding intertextuality, and corporeal and textual fragmentation and recomposition. Both novels are to some extent concerned with the fleshy, natal and organic materiality of the body, especially the female body, in its current and recent historical context.

               Chapter Three is concerned with violence, feminism, storytelling and testimony in Drabble’s The Radiant Way and Lutfiya al-Dulaymi’s Saturn Ladies. The discussion of these two novels is linked with Shahrazad of The Arabian Nights, as both a feminist garchetype and a voice of fictional narrative. In both novels, the persona of Shahrazad is visible as the storyteller who takes pains to defer the sentence of death being imposed on her and whose narration serves as a fictional testimony. Thus, the chapter considers the degree to which both novels are testimonies to the violence the female characters are caught up in, how they relate to and recount these experiences and the strategies they use to survive such circumstances.
 
Chapter Four examines the concept of soft violence, as propounded by Pierre Bourdieu, in Drabble’s The Pure Gold Baby and Aliya Mamduh’s The Loved Ones. The theory of symbolic violence has been analysed and linked to violence in Drabble’s and Mamduh’s portrayal of their female characters in particular. This chapter examines to what extent these two novels can be interpreted in terms of Bourdieu’s theory, taking into consideration that both of them deal with non-physical violence, with the exception of some domestic violence scenes in the Iraqi novel, probing the destructive repercussions of wars on the Iraqi people, individually and collectively. 

The conclusion reflects on the main findings of each chapter in comparative terms of the representation of the relationship between violence and gender in each set of novels. It identifies key critical theories and concepts and considers their value in analysing these representations, tracing the development of the main arguments through the entire thesis. It details specific kinds of direct and indirect violence and the contexts in which they occur, analysing how binary asymmetries in gender and post-colonial power relations are often shown to be the underlying cause of such violence, both direct and indirect.

 Chapter One

The Impact of Violence on Class, Gender and Identity Politics in Drabble and Hadiya Husayn

‘For the happiest women, like the happiest nations, have no history’
(George Eliot, The Mill on the Floss, 1860: n.p.)
‘Our greatest fears lie in anticipation’

- Honoré de Balzac (qtd in Lents 2016: 255)

England’s not a bad country. It’s just a mean, cold, ugly, divided, tired, clapped-out, post-imperial, post-industrial slag-heap covered in polystyrene hamburger cartons. It’s not a bad country at all. 

(Drabble, A Natural Curiosity, 1989, 308)

It is possible to contain my personal worries, but what can I do with my country’s sorrow? Its children are scattered, and its holy sites brutalized. Fifty years ago we fought against colonialism; now we begin to regret its passing because of our leaders’ atrocities.

(Hussein, Beyond Love 2012: 156)

Introduction

This chapter explores the relationship between violence, gender and class in Drabble’s The Radiant Way (1987) and ma ba’d al-hubb (2003) or Beyond Love (2012), which is the third novel of one of ‘the leading voices in Iraqi fiction today’, Hadiya Husayn (Masmoudi, ‘Introduction’, 2012: xv). Drabble’s novel, which is the first volume of a trilogy, consisting of The Radiant Way (1987), A Natural Curiosity (1989), and The Gates of Ivory (1991), follows the lives of three women, Liz, Alix and Esther, who are ‘in their mid-forties’ and have been friends since their college years at Cambridge in the 1950s, while Hussein’s novel is about two Iraqi college-educated female friends, Huda Abdel Baqi and Nadia Mazloom, who are in their early thirties, and have endured the hardships of an unparalleled succession of wars, dictatorship, sanctions and exile. The two focal novels are set in two different contexts, West and East, yet the chapter aims to show that whether they both address similar issues, including: the threat of violence against women and how this affects women’s life choices; whether women’s reaction to the threat of violence is a kind of submission or an act of resistance; and whether the literary technique flash-forward/prolepsis used in both works can be said to represent biopolitical control of the population, and especially females, through fear. 

The chapter begins by considering the socio-political backgrounds of both novels and how this influences their genre, form and content. It discusses the documentary and realist strategies used by both authors, and explores the extent to which they can be considered campaigning novels. It then goes on to show how the socio-historical context of the novels and the methods used by the authors are relevant to the depiction of class divisions and class status, as well as discussing and critiquing theories of class and class conflict. It considers the value of applying a Marxist critique to the given contexts and the limitations of such an approach. These limitations lead to a consideration of intersectionality, geo-politics and religio-ethnicity as factors which constitute other forms of inequality, alongside class and gender, pointing towards a more hybrid and fluid model of power and socio-economic structures that reflect the complex nature of oppression.

Throughout the chapter, the exploration of issues of otherness and difference are explored in relation to the context of war and violence in which both novels are situated, although Drabble’s representation of post-war Britain necessarily reflects this in a less direct way than Hussein’s novel, in which war, conflict and death are ever-present. The chapter considers the way both writers see war in relation to history, society and government and, in parallel, the effects of war and conflict on individuals, their psyches, and their relationships.

This chapter also takes up Raewyn Connell’s reconceptualization of the notion of gender as a social structure (2009: 11). She informally defines gender as ‘the way human society deals with human bodies and their continuity, and the many consequences of that “dealing” in our personal lives and our collective fate’ (Connell 2009: 11). A number of qualities can be ascribed to gender under this definition, such as its ‘multi-level or multidimensional models’, its ‘fluidity’, hybridity and its negotiability, in contrast to ideas of its innateness or essentialism (Connell 2009: 75, 112). Gender will be examined with special reference to sexuality, which can be seen in similar terms. In the two novels examined in this chapter, power relations are at the root of gendered violence as well as violent expressions of sexuality. In this chapter, Foucault’s The History of Sexuality (1978) is employed to show how complex violence can be in relation to gender politics. It also considers sexuality as a social construct, as well as ‘a historical construct’, which is linked to ‘major strategies of knowledge and power’ (vol.1, 1978: 105-6). 

This chapter also aims to provide a detailed understanding of the mechanisms and processes through which violence, class, gender and sexuality are shown to be negotiated in the two novels under discussion, especially in relation to character development. The chapter deals with this question in relation to both novels and the way in which they explore war, austerity and political radicalism and conservatism in a historical context. It also refers to the boundaries faced by Middle Eastern women as observed by David Ghanim in Gender and Violence in the Middle East (2009) and particularly the term ‘self-policing’, which Ghanim explains as ‘promoting strict conformity with the unjust and oppressive gender structure’ (119). The chapter examines the effect of such violence on women and how imagined violence influences them. According to Foucault, ‘the threat of punishment’ or violence put people in ‘the cycle of prohibition’:

Thou shalt not go near, thou shalt not touch, thou shalt not consume, thou shalt not experience pleasure, thou shalt not speak, thou shalt not show thyself; ultimately thou shalt not exist, except in darkness and secrecy. (Foucault, History, vol. 1, 1978: 84)

The question of governmental violence, or state repression and conditioning, its relation to war and violence, and its role in society at the level of the family and the individual are explored, in particular in the final section on the stake of the state in marriage, and how this institution changes under the influence of war, biopolitics and historical processes. The breakdown of such structures can be seen in the context of the processes of capitalist development, on the one hand, and the permanence of patriarchy on the other.

Part of the argument will be that Drabble and Hussein both reflect the influence of 1980s politics and culture on their novels, especially in relation to two tough political leaders in power in the focal countries during this period: Margaret Thatcher, who took power in May 1979 in Britain; and Saddam Hussein, who seized power in Iraq in July of the same year.
 The chapter will show how the threat of violence shapes people’s actions and choices, and what brings about those real or projected threats, and why. It also considers whether either or neither or both novels locate a site of hope, transformation and/or healing amid the cycles of violence and oppression.

Author and Genre: Documentary Fiction and Historical Metafiction

This first section focuses on establishing the type of novels these two focal texts represent: the genre they belong to, and how this affects the way both writers construct narrative in ways which involve a strong degree of realism. Drabble, for instance, was very interested in ‘the documentary novel’ and was ‘trying to portray contemporary Britain – social attitudes, the way people behave, the way they dress or think – through a variety of viewpoints’ during the 1970s and 1980s, as she told her interviewer, John Hannay (1987: 133). Drabble also stressed that ‘writing isn’t about writing; it’s about the other thing, which is called life’ (Hannay 1987: 130). She told another interviewer, Olga Kenyon, that she was ‘recording’ because ‘an important role for a writer is simply to use your eyes and tell the truth’ (1980: 33-34). The author asserted that she would like to ‘think I write books which might contribute to a way of seeing British Society’, therefore Phyllis Rose wrote that for Drabble, ‘Britain is her most important character’ (1980). Rose also describes Drabble as ‘the chronicler of contemporary Britain’ and  

the novelist people will turn to a hundred years from now to find out how things were, the person who will have done for late-20th-century London what Dickens did for Victorian London, what Balzac did for Paris. (Rose 1980: n.p.) 
Drabble did not object to being labelled as ‘Dickensian’ because she was ‘expected to do a Dickensian survey of London Life. If only I could live up to it, I’d be happy’, she said (Kenyon 1980: 34). However, in her more recent novels she has increasingly focused on subjectivity and, as she has aged, on an older demographic, as well as experimenting with authorial voice and narrative form, which has involved less focus on socio-historical contexts.

Likewise, Hussein’s work is documentary because the novel ‘has a complex relationship with memory and history’, relying on autobiographical accounts as well as memoirs, such as ‘a diary of an Iraqi soldier [by the] poet Ali Abd el-Emir’ (Qualey, ‘Beyond Memory’, 2012: n.p.; BL 140). In an interview, Hussein states that she ‘wrote about the past wars, which [she] experienced, the severe injustice and militarization of life’ in Saddam’s dictatorship. The reason for such a kind of writing, as she says, was that ‘these were crimes [which] went unrecognized by the world, or were recognized but not discussed’ (Qualey, ‘Interview’, 2012: n.p.). 

In Telling the Truth, Barbara Foley defines the ‘documentary novel’ as ‘a distinct fictional kind’ that ‘purports to represent reality by means of agreed-upon conventions of fictionality, while grafting onto its fictive pact some kind of additional claim to empirical validation’ (Foley 1986: 25). The term also covers what Foley calls the ‘metahistorical novel’ and various other genres such as autobiographical accounts and memoirs (Foley 1986: 195). Many current incidents and actions are discussed in both novels as well as references to historical events. It seems to me that it is very important to examine whether the highlighting of current and past events and their relation to violence, gender and class make these two texts what Barbara Foley calls ‘documentary’ novels or what Linda Hutcheon (1989) calls ‘historiographic metafiction’. Are they campaigning novels about different contexts or are they more literary? And does documentary fiction raise awareness or call for change? 

The Radiant Way can also be viewed as a historiographic metafiction because of the overt employment of intertextuality, the profusion of literary allusions - more than sixty writers and about a dozen visual artists appear in the text - and the self-reflexiveness of the novel (Hannay 1987: 133). The Radiant Way certainly conforms to Patricia Waugh's definition of metafiction as a term given to fictional writing which ‘self-consciously and systematically draws attention to its status as an artefact in order to pose questions about the relationship between fiction and reality’ (Waugh 1984: 2).  Drabble also states that ‘the problem with someone with a background like mine is that I'm overloaded, not underloaded, with literary allusions’ (Hannay 1987: 130). According to Pamela Bromberg, in her mature work, Drabble has employed a ‘variety of innovative narrative techniques and complicated intertextual dialogue with the literary past’ to deconstruct tradition and invent ‘a new feminist metafiction’ in order to write what she called, in her 1985 lecture, ‘Mimesis’, the ‘new reality’ of contemporary women's lives (Bromberg 1990: 5). Drabble’s ‘new reality’ is in fact ‘a new metafictional feminist realism’, as Pamela Bromberg argues, which includes a ‘destabilizing discourse about her own narrative craft and the European novelistic tradition she has inherited, critiqued, and revised’ (Bromberg 1990: 7). Drabble’s regard for traditions, especially that of realism, which she ‘allies herself with’, is summed up when she remarks to a BBC interviewer in 1967 that ‘I'd rather be at the end of a dying tradition, which I admire, than at the beginning of a tradition which I deplore’ (Greene 1992: 5; qtd in Bergonzi 1979: 65).  

Unlike Drabble, Hussein does not have the strength of literary tradition that Drabble has built on such as nineteenth-century women novelists and feminist movements. The pioneering Iraqi women writers ‘were exclusively poets’ (Zeidan 1995: 58). It was also generally understood that the short story and  novel-writing was dominated by male writers in a patriarchal society and it was only in the 1970s that the achievements of some Iraqi women writers were added to Iraq’s literary map. These female fiction writers, like their male counterparts, had ‘thrived on realism’, adhering to ‘traditional social themes’ (Mustafa 2008: xiv, xv). Hussein’s fiction is by no means less realistic than that of her predecessors, although she, as well as her contemporaries, suffered from what Shakir Mustafa describes as ‘the stifling presence of censorship during [Saddam’s] Ba‘thist rule’ (Mustafa 2008: xv). As Ikram Masmoudi says in her essay, ‘Portraits of Iraqi Women: between testimony and fiction’, the contemporary writers’

perspectives on and articulations of these realities demonstrate a radical shift from the war writings of the 1980s generation, which were mostly state-commissioned by the Iraqi government. (2010: 60) 

Ironically, as part of the state control of contemporary fiction, many writers were forced to leave Iraq. However, since many of these contemporary writers continue to write, their relative independence, compared to the writers of the 1970s and 1980s, meant that they were able to make some direct critiques of the Saddam regime. 

Because of Saddam Hussein’s regime, Hadiya Husayn could not write any novels until she left Iraq and went to Amman for good because she was ‘blacklisted’. There she wrote many of her novels before she emigrated to Canada. While in Iraq, writers were ‘imprisoned, or, alternatively, were rewarded, according to their positions toward the state’ (Mustafa 2008: xvi). Hussein’s husband, Abdul Sattar Nassir, suffered a year in solitary confinement ‘for publishing a short story built around a parable that denigrated the kind of absolute power embraced by the Saddam regime’ (Mustafa 2008: xvi). However, the shadow of the censor can be seen in her novels, including Beyond Love, in which she never refers to Saddam by his name, using the word ‘president’ instead, indicating that, even for those who have not experienced violence first hand, living in such a society inevitably breeds fear and leaves people psychologically affected by ‘imagined violence’. Despite their uprising against Saddam which is an important event in her novel, Hussein never mentions the Shiites by this name because this word ‘was almost taboo’ during Saddam’s time (Bengio 1998: 99). She does not mention the Sunnis either probably because she wanted to avoid direct reference to sectarian issues, now was living in Jordan, where Sunni Islam is the dominant religion. It is a kind of ‘self-censorship’, which is ‘based on fear of a system that frightens people into remaining on the side of the rulers’, as Hussein described it (Qualey, ‘Interview’, 2012: n.p.). To avoid the regime’s censorship, Hadiya Husayn, like many other Iraqi writers, started to use ‘parables that employ elements of fantasy’ and ‘magic realism’ (Mustafa 2008: xvi). She uses magic realism in her third novel, On the Way to Them, in which ‘the heroes are the people who died already’ (Hamblin 2007). In Beyond Love, while feeling nostalgic in Amman, Huda travels in her imagination to Baghdad and visits the holy shrine of Al-Imamain Al-Kadhmain.

Hutcheon believes that ‘women are no longer to be “absented” from history and cultural process’ (1989: 166). Hutcheon also states that the ‘fictionalization’ or the ‘imaginative reconstruction’ of the process of examining and analysing ‘the records and survivals of the past’ is called ‘historiography’ (Hutcheon 1989: 93, 92). Thus, Hussein’s novel can also be seen as historiographical metafiction because it asserts what Hutcheon says that ‘both history and fiction are discourses, human constructs’ (1989: 93)

Hussein, who started her career as a radio presenter and then a journalist, does not believe that written history reflects the reality of the events being recorded because ‘it is written by those in power’, as she says (Qualey, ‘Interview’, 2012: n.p.). Thus, Hussein tries to reflect reality in her novels, but primarily through testimony: she prefers to listen to the stories of people around her and that she writes her ‘novels and stories from [memory’s] never-ending source’ (Qualey, ‘Interview’, 2012: n.p.). She says that she does research and study real incidents and take ‘a small part of that and build [her] novels around it’ (Qualey, ‘Interview’, 2012: n.p.). In Beyond Love, Hussein built her story on the inner torment of the Iraqi women during and after the wars. In this way, Hussein’s methodology is quite similar to Drabble’s: both novels have female protagonists, and both consider the impact of violence and conflict not only on these characters but on society more widely. It seems to me that Hussein was not influenced by the official government's propaganda machine, focusing instead on Iraq’s unique and painful realities, as experienced and described from the perspective of her female characters.

Similarly, in The Radiant Way, Drabble tried ‘to cover a period of time, to be seen through the eyes of three principal women characters’, as she says (Kenyon 1980: 33). She is ‘renowned for chronicling the lives of women as they adapt in Britain's changing social landscape’ (Johnson 2011). She became preoccupied from the middle seventies onwards with representing and explaining in her novels the increasing troubles and problems faced by the people, especially women, in Britain. From her novel, The Ice Age in 1977, Drabble began to question the ability of the past to explain the present and the adequacy of the traditional novel to portray and understand the ‘state of the nation’, which she tries to revive in her fiction. In her subsequent novels, Drabble tried to reject the traditional plotted narrative in favour of a more nonlinear conception of narrative as a means of representation. In her trilogy, known as ‘state of the nation’ novels, Drabble represents multiple perspectives, such as in The Radiant Way, whose three protagonists take different approaches to the task of explaining and making sense of events (Harper 2014: 235). These protagonists are quite different from each other: Esther Breuer is an Austrian-Jewish single intellectual woman and a freelance art historian; Liz Headleand is a London psychotherapist, twice married, and now a mother of a large family, including two daughters and three stepsons; and Alix Bowen, a lifelong Liberal, widowed and now happily remarried, is an English instructor, a committed social worker and part-time teacher in a women’s prison. These three characters represent aesthetic, psychological and socio-historical perspectives. In spite of their differences, the narrator warns us: ‘One cannot, really, wholly differentiate these three women’, adding, ‘after more than half-a-lifetime of association, they share characteristics, impressions, memories, even speech patterns’, emphasising the influence of social context and environment on character and identity (TRW 106).
In Beyond Love, the female protagonists share the same characteristics of being traumatized and haunted by the nightmarish history of their home country: ‘The past that we buried has left us with no present through which to reach another life’, Nadia tells Huda when she meets her in Amman (BL 18). She also tells her that ‘we’re eager to torture ourselves and whip our souls’ with memories and recollections, ‘for reasons we don’t understand’ (BL 18). But Hussein seems to understand these reasons: ‘those women seem to be affected psychologically by the events of war’, Hussein tells her interviewer, Laura Hamblin, ‘it’s the inner feelings of the psychology of the women, due to wars’ (2007). In fact, the Iraqi women experienced the war and its horrible repercussions more or less equally with Iraqi men, as Miriam Cooke argues in her discussion of ‘the gendering of the military’ in Women and the War Story (1996), who holds that ‘along with the rest of the world’s subalterns, [Iraqi] women are beginning to speak out as survivors’ (295-96).

             Both novels highlight contemporary history from women’s perspectives. In Hussein’s novel, we find references to real events, such as the Iraq-Iran War, the First Gulf War, years of international sanctions, the Iraqi presidential referendum and the Shiite uprising in the Iraqi southern provinces. It is worth mentioning that in The Radiant Way, the narrator talks about the Iraq-Iran War in the 1980s, saying, ‘during these years, war continued to rage between Iraq and Iran, but the West did not pay much attention’ (TRW 218). Drabble’s notion that the West was ignoring what was going on in the East seems now very ironic because the West, particularly Britain and the US, did pay much attention by ‘arming both sides’, which ‘helped to prolong the war’, something which the public was not aware of because ‘international involvement and contributions to the war’ were not focused on by the media in the 1980s and ‘largely ignored within contemporary analysis’ (Hersh 1992: n.p.; Fayazmanesh 2008: 2; ‘Arming Saddam’ 2002; Ismael & Haddad 2004: 3). There is another reference to the war in Iraq in The Radiant Way in the character of the Iraqi student, Mujid, from Drabble’s earlier novel, The Middle Ground: ‘Kate Armstrong’s one-time lodger, Mujid, was injured by a shell, but not seriously’ (TRW 218). And here again we discern Drabble’s characteristically allusive irony, since this brush with mortality can epitomise the superficial and minimal knowledge that Westerners tend to have about the vast scale of the horrors inflicted on the Iraqi people in recent times. Another irony can be found in the metatextual nature of this reference, since it reinforces the sense that autobiographical aspects are surreptitiously inculcated into the broadly fictive depictions of broad realist contexts, perhaps hinting at an element of scepticism on Drabble’s part regarding authorial objectivity, a sense which becomes more prominent in her later novels.


Both Hussein and Drabble also play with the concepts of genre which they adopt. For instance, both writers include a male serial killer in their novels, who is clearly based on a real person. In Beyond Love, this character strongly resembles an individual from the 1970s, Abu Tubar, or the Axe Man, who used to break into certain houses in Baghdad in order to violently murder the occupants (BL 12). Hussein is playing with the concept of realism and metafiction by including real elements. The serial killer was also a thief, who ‘robbed people’s tranquillity and security’ (BL 12). Later on, people realized that he was ‘nothing more than a creature of the regime… killing those families who opposed it’ (BL 12). Huda compares Abu Tubar’s crimes with ‘the major atrocities’ committed in the 1990s by criminals linked to the regime, whose confessions were broadcast by the TV channel run by Saddam’s son, Uday, to further terrify the people (BL 12). Likewise, the ‘Yorkshire Ripper’ is mentioned in The Radiant Way (TRW 30). By choosing Jilly Fox from that bourgeois class and turning her into criminal and then a victim of a serial killer, Drabble wants to question the idea of the existence of ‘smart life among the powerful and wealthy bourgeoisie in the south and dull working-class life in the north’ (Schäffner 2007: 80). 


Another way that Drabble plays with the idea of metafiction is to introduce material which is ambiguous in terms of whether such material is autobiographical. Thus, in a highly controversial passage, discussed further later in this chapter, Liz is described remembering how ‘she had sat upon her father’s knee […] and rubbed herself like a kitten up and down […] damp between her infant legs” (TRW 360). The conscious eroticism here emphasises the fictive nature of the event, yet the fact that Drabble describes how, when she saw her father at the end of WWII, aged around 6, ‘he had to win me over’, which he did by sitting her on his knee and reading the primer The Radiant Way, exactly as is described in the passage in which Liz is sexually aroused by her father, is, as a narrative trick, seems to tease the reader (Drabble, ‘He spoke’, 2008: n.p.). In a sense, where Hussein’s characters mirror the sufferings of living individuals, and she draws empathy for them as a result, Drabble negotiates the boundary between fiction and reality, but never allows us to feel entirely comfortable as readers, placed in a similar situation. Moreover, by overtly associating language acquisition with sexual desire, she may well be putting Lacanian Theory in the same uncomfortable position, as part of the way she plays with ideas.

Class War and Biopolitics in Drabble and Hussein


This section will consider the depiction of class politics in the two focal novels, how capitalism is shown to distribute wealth, power and opportunity unequally amongst populations and whether the novels offer any solutions to the inequalities and contradictions capitalism produces. It considers the classical Marxist model of historical development and whether this is applicable to the circumstances presented in these novels, and considers whether more recent models of history and social structuring based on Marxist Theory, such as Foucault’s concept of biopolitics and concepts of intersectionality can add to this critique when seen in relation to these fictional narratives.


As mentioned in the introduction, both writers use prolepsis to compare and contrast two distinct periods in the recent history of the countries in which each is set, both approximately 15 years apart in the recent past, and this technique tends to highlight the fictive rather than documentary aspect of the novels. However, Gerard Genette, in Narrative Discourse (1972), relates prolepsis or the flash-forward to a narration or an evocation ‘in advance of an event that will take place later’ (40). When linked with violence, prolepsis turns out to be related to ‘socially sanctioned terror, preserving community under duress’ as well as ‘the subjugation of women and their interests to male-defined notions of fidelity, desire, and community’ (Saldivar 2006: 307). Proleptic violence in this sense is used in both novels. This anticipation of violence can be thought of as the obverse of pre- and post-traumatic stress disorder, which at least is sometimes shared collectively and involves the biopolitical generation of fear.


It is important to establish the roots of Marx’s concepts, given that they have had such a significant impact on society and philosophy in the twentieth century. Marx adopted and politicised Hegel’s concept of dialectic, meaning the way all ideas (thesis) contain the seeds of a countering idea (antithesis), which ultimately produces a third idea as a product of the ‘argument’ between these two opposing views (synthesis) (Maybee 2016: n.p.). Marx applied this to history, in a materialistic rather than philosophical formulation, seeing dominant powers, which in feudalism is the land-owning aristocracy and in capitalism is the capitalists, generating counter-forces which struggle to assert their rights and take power (in feudalism, mercantile traders; in capitalism, the workers). Marx says that feudalism resolves its core contradiction by inventing the bourgeoisie, a parasite class which feeds off and supports the capitalist class, who build their wealth and power by stealing the labour power of the workers they employ in manual jobs (Katz 1993: 374). 


In Class Counts, Erik Olin Wright sums up the basic tenet of Marxism thus:

The fundamental class relation between labour and capital can be thought of as a polarized, antagonistic relation along all three of these dimensions: The capitalist class occupies the dominant position with respect to the social relations of control over money capital, physical capital, and labour; the working class occupies the subordinate position within each of these dimensions of social relations. (Wright 2000: 329)

Drabble’s novel captures the sense of a fundamental social antagonism between classes in 1980s England, where Margaret Thatcher’s policies meant that ‘differences in prosperity, employment, living standards, and provision of services becoming increasingly pronounced’ (Schäffner 2007: 79). As a Prime Minister, she ‘discarded the one-nation ideology’ and ‘fought a crusade’ against ‘the post-war politics and economics of the social-democratic consensus’, which ‘served to underpin welfare capitalism’ (Schäffner 2007: 79). Thatcher, as Schaffner states, ‘abandoned all attempts to iron out social and regional inequalities’, though Marxists would argue that it was less ‘people’s anger at regional neglect and inequalities’ which led to the ‘extended and bitterly conducted miners’ strike of 1984–85’, than the realisation of the fundamental conflict between the interests of capitalists and workers (Schäffner 2007: 79). 

Schäffner notes how, in The Radiant Way, Drabble offers ‘a bleak vision of a class society severely shaken by an economic crisis and riven by widening social, political, and cultural divisions’ (81). However, it is more the case that she presents individual perspectives on this phenomenon, as when one of her characters remarks that, ‘Of course, class dominates people’s thinking’, and ‘this is the most class-divided society in Europe’ (TRW 224). This actually mirrors the rhetoric of Thatcherism, who notoriously once claimed that society comprised not classes but only families and individuals: ‘there was no such thing as society, only individuals’ and insisted that class divisions had somehow been erased by triumphant capitalism (qtd in Moore 2010: n.p.). Though Drabble observes the scene, she does not necessarily read it in either Thatcherite or Marxist terms:

On a more public level 1980 continues. The steel strike continues, a bitter prelude to the miners’ strike that will follow. Class rhetoric flourishes. Long-cherished notions of progress are inspected, exposed, left out to die in the cold. Survival of the fittest seems to be the new-old doctrine. Unemployment rises steadily. (TRW 164)

Drabble does not simply show that there were strikes, but reflects on contemporary circumstances with both irony and acute critical awareness, showing the reasons, the ideologies and policies behind them. She uses the Darwinian language of evolution and theory of ‘the survival of the fittest’, which was explicitly adopted by Thatcherites to describe the kind of society they wanted to create (Palmer 2015: 27). The phrase ‘the new-old doctrine’ implies that this was not a new idea, but a recycling of the modernist eugenic concepts, which grew out of Darwinian evolutionary theory, and were applied to contemporary society rather than species and nature, being the forerunner of fascist notions of ethnic purity and the concomitant impurity of others, in the early decades of the twentieth century (Paul 2003: 234). However, Drabble seems to be critiquing the influence of Darwin on Marxism, in which the class struggle becomes a version of the survival of the fittest, stressing the binary basis of the apparently polar opposite ideologies of pro- and anti-capitalists. Hannah Arendt has also criticised politicised Darwinian thinking: ‘the ideologies of racism and class struggle both justified absolute power and terror in the name of the laws of natural and historical progress’ (qtd in Meek 2010: 61).
There are direct connections between Drabble’s portrayal of Thatcherism and the later situation described by Hussein. Thatcher strongly supported right-wing dictators including Pinochet in Chile and stood against reform of the racist Apartheid system in South Africa and even supported Saddam’s Ba‘th regime: ‘we now know that the Thatcher government began selling arms [..] to Iraq as early as 1981’ (Hasan 2013: n.p.). And even more violently, 

   

seven years later after the Ba’athist dictator deployed chemical weapons in his now-notorious attack on the Kurdish town of Halabja, Thatcher did not merely turn a blind eye to the atrocity; she and her ministers actively played down reports that the Iraqi regime had used poison gas against its own people. (Hasan 2013: n.p.)
Thatcher also treated Latin American people as inferior during the Falklands War with Argentina. Drabble mentions this war briefly in The Radiant Way, when she says ironically that ‘these were the years of a small war in the Falklands (rather a lot of people dead), and of the Falklands Factor in politics’, since the use of euphemistic and characteristically elevated phrase ‘rather a lot’ ironically reminds readers of the actuality of the large number of casualties in the Argentinean side, and in particular the highly controversial sinking of the Belgrano, directly on the order of Thatcher, in which ‘323 Argentine crewmen’ died, though the evidence showed that the warship was sailing away from the British fleet and offered no threat to it (TRW 216; Sherwell 2012: n.p.). Drabble also shows how the neoliberal philosophy Thatcher espoused promotes the notion that rivalry and competition over finite material resources are inevitable and therefore conflict is inevitable. Drabble suggests that industrialism, technology and modernity, which have fundamentally changed the world we are living in, are linked to rising unemployment, increased poverty, fewer opportunities for the majority and greater mortality. Nevertheless, Drabble also implicitly criticizes Marxists when she talks about strikes and how ‘class rhetoric flourishes’, meaning that both sides talked loudly, in polarised ways, in this period, which she portrays as a simplification of the situation at this particular point in place and history. Moreover, as Drabble’s focus on three female characters shows, the nature of society had changed significantly by the late twentieth century, with women working in a much wider range of roles, the need for high levels of skills in many jobs, the professionalisation of ‘caring’ jobs and the growth of consumerism and the service sector. All these changes have meant that, though class structures certainly remained in society, there was much greater stratification and complexity than the staple binary of class war rhetoric reflects. It is possible, however, to say that Drabble’s understanding of the gendered nature of work and society, with women required to care for children and men, as well as themselves, suggests that an indirect violence does exist in such class-based societies, in the sense that the working classes have much poorer quality of life in terms of jobs, housing and the environments, compared to the middle and upper classes, which brings health problems and mobility difficulties. When Drabble, in a typically sardonic way, uses the term ‘the cherished notions of progress’, on which both pro-capitalist and anti-capitalist ideologies claim to be based, she not only demonstrates scepticism towards such claims from both sides but questions the very notion that history constitutes a linear succession of socio-economic improvements.

While Marxist ideas have proven to be limited in the wake of unpredicted changes and historical processes in the twentieth century, they have at the same time led to attempts to produce more refined ideas to describe and analyse contemporary society, which can be applied to The Radiant Way and Beyond Love. ‘A lot of the cultural theory which emerged in the 1960s and 70s’, as Terry Eagleton argues, ‘can be seen as a critique of classical Marxism’ (2003: 34). There was also ‘a heated, highly productive debate between Marxists and feminists’, for instance, Louis Althusser, who was a Marxist, ‘felt the need to dismantle many received Marxist ideas’ and ‘Julia Kristeva worked on language, desire and the body, none of which had exactly headed the Marxist agenda’ (Eagleton 2003: 34). Michel Foucault, who was a student of Louis Althusser and a post-Marxist thinker, ‘found Marxism unpersuasive on questions of power, madness and sexuality, but who continued to move for a while within its general ambience’ (Eagleton 2003: 35).

Foucault coined the term ‘governmentality’ to illustrate how ‘biopower’ and ‘biopolitics’ exert possession and power over physical bodies, taking the Marxist concepts of the abstract forces of history defining entire collective roles and experiences in developing socio-economic structures and considering how these forces are applied at the individual level, with a degree of complexity which the more abstract Marxist model fails to capture (Foucault, The History, vol.1, 1978: 139). According to his analysis, biopolitics is ‘an explosion of numerous and diverse techniques for achieving the subjugation of bodies and the control of populations’ (Foucault The History, vol.1, 1978: 140). Modern power, as Foucault points out, is encoded into social practices as well as human behaviour as the human subject steadily yields to subtle regulations and expectations of the social structure. Therefore, biopower can be considered to be ‘one’s self government/discipline and that of others’ (Jiménez and Vázquez 2015: 133). Foucault’s biopolitics is also based on an understanding of the nature of the classification and categorization system used by states to manage social inclusion and exclusion, which he claims leads to state racism, which implicitly allows and overtly perpetrates violence against so-called ‘ethnic minorities’ through policies which both other such groups and limit their rights:

It is a way of separating out the groups that exist within a population. It is, in short, a way of establishing a biological-type caesura within a population that appears to be a biological domain. (‘17 March 1976 Lecture’, 1997: 255)

The use of the literary term ‘caesura’ here by Foucault is fascinating, as it epitomises the idea of breaking an otherwise unified structure, namely a poem or song, into fragmented parts, capturing the way the state introduces discontinuities and alerts us to them culturally, in a way which is compelling. Likewise, his phrase ‘appears to be’ emphasises the fact that this process is a kind of trickery which divides people along illusory lines, ensuring that those who conform are contained within a deceptive safety net. In spite of Foucault’s analysis of modern power and its technologies, he, as many scholars have pointed out, fails to address the structure of totalitarian states of the twentieth century. However, his theories on the structures of modern power ‘would seem to shed some light on the complexities of the relations between the population and the state in Iraq’ and in Britain as well, although they are and have been very different societies (Masmoudi, War and Occupation, 2015: 3).  Social engineering does not actually determine what happens to these people, but it pushes them in certain directions and social circumstances. Foucault thinks that 

Governments perceived that they were not dealing simply with subjects, or even with a ‘people,’ but with a ‘population,’ with its specific phenomena and its peculiar variables: birth and death rates, life expectancy, fertility, state of health, frequency of illnesses, patterns of diet and habitation (Foucault, The History, vol.1, 1978: 25).

Governmentality pushes people into different positions, which only appear to be their own free choices; this is partly to do with social class and partly to do with gender, but also involves other hierarchical asymmetries based on ethnicity, disability, sexual orientation and other factors.            

 Many examples of biopolitics can be found in The Radiant Way, sometimes in passing. For instance, the three main female characters are described as different from the women of their generation, who were forced to give up their newly gained educational opportunities and jobs for the sake of their families because policy-makers and service-providers during the eighties and earlier had the perceptions that in the family households, the male was the breadwinner and the woman took on the caring. Such perceptions or biopolitics had ‘multiple disadvantages’ to women in the labour market by the anticipation that they would take leave for childrearing and domestic duties, which deprived women from any access to benefits (Collette & Laybourn 2003: 33). Although Drabble’s protagonists are presented as exceptions, they are implicitly biopolitically managed and disciplined by the state:

Liz, Alix and Esther were not princesses. They were not beautiful, they were not rich. But they were young, and they had considerable wit. Their fate should, therefore, be in some sense at least exemplary: opportunity was certainly offered to them, they had choices, at eighteen the world opened for them and displayed its riches, the brave new world of Welfare State and County Scholarships, of equality for women, they were the élite, the chosen, the garlanded of the great social dream. (TRW 87)

Drabble uses irony and reflects Foucault’s concept of governmentality in this section in that she makes it clear that the system offered opportunities to these women at this time, whereas in previous eras even women from wealthy middle class backgrounds were largely excluded from academia. The use of the passive voice illustrates neatly the hidden power behind the apparent freedom given to the minority of women in the 1950s and 1960s by government reform of the higher education system. The novel implies that the government introduced these changes for its own benefit rather than for the individual concerned. Drabble also uses irony and understatement to describe the three women in this passage, using litotic structures, ‘not beautiful’; ‘not rich’ to emphasise their non-exceptional nature, and perhaps satirising the fairy tale aspect of contemporary cultural representations of women. Similarly, her use of the phrase ‘the brave new world’, borrowed satirically from Aldous Huxley, as the title of a dystopian novel, which deceives ‘not by presenting what is fiction as true but by creating the illusion that what is true (biopolitics, inequalities, unfreedom) is fiction’ (Diken 2012: 138). It is even somewhat ironic in the original, suggesting that Drabble believes it is easy to idealize this period when some women gained some independence and degree of freedom, but this often led to politically idealistic misconceptions of the nature of modern society, these misconceptions being sown and fostered by the state. Education was sold as a liberator of women, but Drabble is sceptical about the claim that education offered women all these opportunities in front of them. Drabble shows that it is not a brave new world at all and the ‘County Scholarships’ is a very limited welfare benefit, but perhaps of much greater benefit to the government and the business organizations and other institutions, to which it was closely related.

As sanctions influence people’s lives in Beyond Love, as discussed below, similarly, yet in a very different context, Thatcher’s austerity and cuts policies have a direct influence on some of the main characters in The Radiant Way. Alix, who ‘hung on to her job’, eventually loses it because of the cut of ‘the educational services’ (TRW 231). Her second husband, Brian, who is a professor at the College of Adult Education, ‘starts as a sideline to teach a course for the Open University’, but his workplace is subsequently closed down due to cuts implemented by the Thatcher government (TRW 99, 178). Even Esther’s evening classes which she had taught ‘had been taken away from her by cuts in public spending effected by the government’ (TRW 329). Brian and Alix move back to Northam, which Drabble calls ‘the Other Nation’, while Esther moves to Italy (TRW 49), showing that neoliberalism forces the majority of people to seek out opportunities far afield or to resign themselves to a humdrum existence (TRW 329). Only Liz’s public life was not touched by the political changes, since ‘she knows that, by a mixture of instinct and management and luck she is extremely well placed to face the 1980s’ (TRW 172). Liz did not need any state support. She was not vulnerable in her work to cuts, as was the case with Brian, Alix and Esther, because her income is derived from ‘the private sector’ (TRW 173). Her image as ‘Thatcherite heroine’ is developed throughout the novel (Wittlinger 2002: 121):

The new government, although she did not vote for it and frequently criticizes it, suits her well […] She is not threatened by cuts in public spending, by the decline of the National Health Service, by the new and growing emphasis on privatization. (TRW 172-73)

Thus, the novel shows that there are always some who benefit from policies and processes which hurt others, and that the politicians who push forward the neoliberal agenda rely on those who have a private income and pension and savings to support them, or at least not to side with an alternative ideology, neatly showing how the Right relies on the divisions its policies create to retain power, but the phrase ‘not threatened’ implies that individuals accept these changes out of fear of what alternatives might bring, rather than for positive reasons.

Geographical and Ethnic Divisions


As we have seen, The Radiant Way and Beyond Love are similar in their treatment of the issue of class and inequality. Nevertheless, the radically different contexts in which they were written, and which both authors set out to document, mean that some similarities can be misleading. For example, both novels represent and discuss a national North-South divide, but the nature of these divides and the way they are presented have very little in common. In the Iraqi novel, society is divided along ethnic and religious lines while in The Radiant Way, the division refers to the cultural, economic, and social differences. Drabble uses flashbacks to contrast and link the 1950s and 1960s period to the 1980s, and in doing so addresses an issue rooted, like her style and technique, in nineteenth-century literary realism, namely the radical divide between the North and the South of England, mainly due to the location of political and trade institutions in the South, where the rich and  congregated and lived, and of mines factories and therefore poor industrial working class communities in northern towns and cities, where the necessary resources for manufacturing were readily available (Baker & Billinge 2004: 1-14).

As a ‘politically committed’ writer with a marked concern for social and political issues, Drabble is very much concerned with social divisions, asymmetries and inequalities, and is influenced by the nineteenth-century concept of the ‘two nations’ within England and the regional disparities between the North and the South of England, and depicts how this divide continued to exist in the period in which she was writing, in relation to the phrase coined by the Victorian politician and writer, Benjamin Disraeli, in his novel, Sybil: or, The Two Nations (1845). Ever since, this north-south dichotomy, as Raimund Schäffner has noted, ‘has been a crucial determinant of English culture and politics’ and ‘played an important role in shaping the collective mentality and in defining Englishness’ (2007: 78). In this novel, Drabble shows scepticism regarding the existence of such a collective English mentality. For example, she drily refers to ‘the divisions that constitute what is called society’ (TRW 160). The use of the phrase, ‘what is called society’, implies that the idea of a single inclusive national identity and shared beliefs and values only thinly conceals overt inequalities and conflicts of interest. By focusing on individual characters who manage to overcome such divisions or at least to traverse their boundaries of them and gain some understanding of their true nature. The characters in The Radiant Way, as in her other novels, often make huge social transitions, both from the North to the South, and from the lower class to middle, although sometimes these are reversed, such as Alix and Brian, who are originally from the North, relocate, towards the end of the novel, to Northam, a fictional Northern town used in this trilogy, and in Jerusalem the Golden (1967), as ‘a portrait of [Drabble’s] home town Sheffield’ (Peyre 116: n.p.). Drabble herself moved from north to south and thus from poverty to wealth as she describes there was some social mobility, during the post-war era, especially for women, as a result of the new arrangements regarding equal higher education access for females. The Radiant Way focuses on psychological growth or development through class and regional transition amongst its three protagonists but at the same time illustrates continued social divisions in wider society.

In Beyond Love, regional distinction is also present, but Hussein takes a different approach to that depicted in The Radiant Way, in the sense that region is strongly associated with ethnic and religious difference, and the exploitation of it for sectarian purposes by the ruling elite. In Hussein’s novel there is a clear disparity between the poor, majority Shiite South, including Basra, where we learn Nadia, Nadir and Moosa were born, and the well-off Sunni-dominated North. Huda lives in the mostly mixed Shiite-Sunni capital of Baghdad, which is located in the middle of Iraq. In Baghdad, rich people invest their money, like Mr Fatih, the factory owner and the business market is controlled by Saddam’s Sunni inner circle, which is ‘a special kind of club [… to which] only murderers need apply’ (Dickey & Lorch 2003).
The South was totally marginalized and neglected by Saddam for being majority Shiites and for rising against him. The intifada or mass uprising was triggered by the defeat of the Iraqi army in the First Gulf War. The character Moosa, whom, we are told, took part in the 1990 invasion of Kuwait, witnessed the first spark of the uprising, which started in Basra and then spread to other southern provinces. As Nadia wrote in her diary, it is ‘the widening gap’ between the people in the South and the regime as well as ‘despair, isolation’ and ‘oppression’ that moved them to revolt (BL 74). Moosa joined the uprising after deserting the army. His brother, who was a student, also participated in the uprising, but he was soon ‘put to death along with twenty other students in their university square’ by the regime, though the students were ‘unarmed’ (BL 126-27). After the failure of the uprising, Moosa fled to Iran. Nadia and her family had to take refuge with one of their relatives in Baghdad after the killing of their uncle in front of their house by the authorities because ‘he was trying to remove a corpse from their threshold’, an act which ‘was considered against the regime’ and thus, the whole family was stigmatised (BL 41). In fact, all the ‘people of Basra were particularly stigmatized for their hostility to the regime because the 1991 uprising had originated there’ (BL 41). The regime not only killed and displaced those who took part in the uprising, it also destroyed their houses. When Nadia and her family ‘had to leave Baghdad’ for Basra after the regime made an ‘evacuation of those originally from the South’, ‘they couldn’t find their house or even their old neighbourhood. Both had been destroyed and became a dumping ground for garbage and waste’ (BL 40-41).

In The Radiant Way, the much better-known ethnic cleansing through the mass murder of Jews is important, as ‘the grim circumstances’ of World War II drove Esther and her family to live in exile, migrating to Britain to avoid Nazi persecution (TRW 92). They were fortunate to be given such permission to become British nationals because this wave of immigration ended with the Evian Conference in 1938, when leading western nations refused ‘to increase their existing immigration quotas in response to the crisis’, which exposed the Jews to the holocaust by the Nazi regime (Gigliotti 26). In The Radiant Way, Esther was born during wartime in Nazi Berlin. Her Austrian-Jewish parents, along with her and her older brother, Saul, manage to get out of Germany at the dawn of World War II. We are told that Esther’s father escaped from Germany ‘just in time’ to join his wife and children, and Drabble describes Esther and her brother as ‘lucky to be alive’ (TRW 92). Esther’s father was able to support his starving family because he managed to ‘re-establish himself as a manufacturer of optical devices’, and we wonder whether it was this expertise which meant that the allied powers facilitated his escape (TRW 92). There is evidence that higher status Jews were more likely to be ‘rescued’ by these governments, as they were seen to bring potential economic benefits to their host countries. In Whitehall and the Jews, 1933-1948, Louise London says that ‘refugee admissions were highly selective’ and that an ‘escape to Britain’, for example, ‘was exception for a lucky few; exclusion was the fate of the majority’ (2003: 12; See also Varese & Yaish 1998). We can therefore say that Drabble’s use of the word ‘lucky’, in The Radiant Way, may have an ironic inflection in this context. Here we see that the overt, extreme use of violence against Jews and others by the Nazi regime in this period was only part of a political process which also involved other Western powers differentiating between those who it would be beneficial to save from violence and those who should be left to their fate, which was the vast majority. The exploitation of this situation in this way can be seen as involving culpability in the way violence was inflicted on large masses of people in this context.

Beyond Love does not mention anything about Iraq’s northern semi-autonomous region of Kurdistan, which Saddam wanted to bring to heel by launching nerve gas attacks in 1988, killing thousands of Kurds. There are many plausible reasons for this, such as the lack of information about this in the 1990s, or that the Kurdish exiles used to go either to Iran or Turkey to apply for refugee status rather than Amman, where the author herself and most of her characters took refuge. However, another reason may be that Hussein herself does not see the Kurds’ fight for an independent state to be related to the main issues and solutions to the divisions in Iraqi society and her conception of the struggle to achieve socio-political unity in Iraq. 

In Beyond Love, when Nadia is in Baghdad, she represents those who fled to avoid the stigma of living in the South, associated with the failure of the uprising. To a degree, there are similarities between Nadia and Esther in The Radiant Way, in the sense that both were escaping persecution from extremist organizations. However, for Esther it was easier to integrate into her new environment because she did not have to disguise her identity or conceal her past. Nadia, on the other hand, during her stay in Baghdad with her mother and brother, Nadir, starts working at the al-Amal (Hope) men’s underwear factory, but she ‘seemed withdrawn’, allowing ‘others into her world only to a certain point’ (BL 4). The other workers ‘disapproved of her behaviour’ and ‘accused her of being disrespectful’ (BL 4). Nadia seems to avoid any integration with others, partly because the extreme stress of the past traumatic events overwhelms her ability to cope and partly because she does not want others to know that she is from the South because of the stigma. Only Huda manages to befriend her. The stigma increased when Nadir is imprisoned for economic crimes and then executed without trial for taking part in a rebellion inside his prison. Their mother commits suicide ‘of grief and sadness’ just two months after his execution. Nadia leaves the country to live in exile in Amman, but when she is killed in a car accident, because she is from the South, the stigmatised region, the ‘embassy refuses to repatriate her body to Iraq’ (BL 29). ‘Does the president have the right to retain his grip even on the dead after having deprived them of joy during their lives?’, Huda wonders, and concludes that ‘the president fears even corpses that are unable to object or resist’ (BL 29). For Nadia, the situation is one of life and death, whereas for Esther it is a matter of negotiating a new role, which enables her to still express her identity, illustrating the inevitable differences between the two texts, due to both different contexts and the different temporal frames involved.

Hussein’s novel also shows that the Shiites are oppressed everywhere, not only in the South; even in the capital. Huda, whom we know is Shiite because she mentions in detail the Shiite rituals of visiting holy shrines, did not take part in the uprising, but she performs a small act of resistance, which she later calls a ‘foolish thing’, and ‘dared to say “No”’ in the Presidential Referendum, which put her in great jeopardy. She leaves also for Amman, where she meets other Iraqis, who have fled the country, ‘to save [their] tortured souls’, including Nadia (BL 29). Thus, the novel shows that the divisions within Iraq which were caused by the regime’s biopolitics based on the exploitation of religio-ethnic difference to control and terrorise the population. 

Enduring Divisions: Immediate and Long-term Effects of War and Violence

It is clear that the immediacy both of the action and the historical context in Beyond Love means that Hussein will necessarily present a starker account of the recent history of Iraq, through which the author has lived, compared to Drabble’s portrayal of the after-effects of the second world war on the next generation, where horror has become a memory or story which influences but does not dominate the characters’ everyday experiences. This can be connected to the concept of ‘post-memory’, which was introduced by Marianne Hirsch in her 1992-1993 article ‘Family Pictures: Maus, Mourning and Post-Memory’. The term, which originally used to refer to the memory of the children of the Holocaust survivors, describes ‘the relationship that later generations or distant contemporary witnesses’ to traumatic experiences that ‘preceded their births but that were nevertheless transmitted to them so deeply as to seem to constitute memories in their own right’ (Hirsch 2014: 339; Hirsch 2008: 103)

Nevertheless, Drabble suggests that such memories do retain the power to hurt and injure subsequent generations, showing how they often cast curious shadows over the present, rather than causing the kinds of shock, trauma and depression which direct experience of horror generates for Hussein’s protagonists. For instance, in The Radiant Way, in ‘those post-war years, those austerity years’, everything, we are told, ‘was rationed, except the water from the tap’ (TRW 141). Childhood was very difficult for Liz, and her sister Shirley, as one would expect. We are told that Liz’s mother, Rita Ablewhite, ‘had lived for years on diet mixes and biscuits, on raw packets of jelly and soup cubes’ (TRW 141). She did not bake or cook, partly because of austerity but ‘partly because she could not endure the sensation of flour on her fingers, in her nails’ (TRW 141). She fed her two daughters on ‘dry goods, raw goods, straight-from-the-tin goods’ (TRW 147). One day, Shirley enters the kitchen of one of her school-friends, and sees her baking a cake ‘when a housewife would bake for a week. Rationing days, still: substitute ingredients, poor substitutes’ (TRW 141). Later that night, Shirley asks Liz why they cannot bake cakes, to which Liz replies angrily, ‘Don’t be silly’. When Shirley persists with the question, Liz can only say it is ‘because of the War,’, which, she realises, is ‘an answer, and no answer’ (TRW 141). What this scene implies is that the mother is trapped in the past wartime period, traumatised by the loss of her husband. She cannot face her grief and deal with it, and so cannot change her ways, and this in turn means that Liz has to resort to a catch-all answer to cover up this taboo issue. The fact that Liz sounds ‘defeated’, knowing that such an answer somehow reinforces their collective problem, reminds us that, though a country may win a war, many of its citizens might experience it as a terrible loss. 

In fact, both writers consciously show the world that their characters inhabit through the specific eyes of their female protagonists.  In a sense, modern realist literature has moved beyond the omnipresent narrator, which can be seen as a product of a predominantly male, scientific nineteenth-century culture in Drabble’s case, which was itself in reality only a narrow, top-down, patriarchal perspective on society. Both Hussein and Drabble are clearly well-informed, and critically engage with the divided and conflict-ridden worlds they either inhabit themselves, in the case of Hussein, or were born into and carry the legacy of, in the case of Drabble. This is seen in Drabble when she describes the governmental promotion of national service to apparently heal the class divisions which had been starkly exposed during wartime, using Charles, Brian and Stephen, who ‘had done [their] National Service’ to represent this process, which the narrator tells us ‘was said to offer young men an opportunity of meeting other men from other walks of life’ in ‘enforced proximity’ (TRW 168, 160). Drabble implicitly questions whether class divisions can be dissolved in such a way, and suggests that it is a kind of biopolitical exercise to reinforce class and also gender identities, rather than to overcome them, in that she uses the term ‘enforced proximity’, suggesting a lack of choice. Moreover, Drabble reminds us that ‘women were not offered this enforced opportunity’, meaning that the concept of unity is based on a fundamental gender inclusion-exclusion split (TRW 160). Similarly, a degree of irony can be detected when she adds that ‘some look back with a real nostalgia to this mixing’, firstly because the word ‘some’ implies that many didn’t enjoy it, and secondly because the use of the word ‘nostalgia’ suggests a backward-looking mentality, when the stated post-war aim was to look resolutely forward (TRW 160). The narrator says explicitly that though ‘some would like to get to know their fellow-men’ better because they ‘do not like the divisions that constitute what is called society, and the ‘assumptions of privilege [… and] the constant maintenance of distinctions’ (TRW 160). However, she explains they are ‘too frightened to attempt to do so’ (TRW 160). She questions this fear: ‘What are they afraid of? Of the hatred on that other, alien face? Or the hatred reflected from their own? Or of fear, fear itself?’ (TRW 160). Thus Drabble shows that this attempt to heal social rifts was unsuccessful, but the reason for it seems to be more to do with a shared male anxiety about being openly in touch with their fellow males, especially when in an archetypal masculine military setting. This shows that fear of the other causes male violent reaction out of insecurity around sexuality or ‘homophobia’ (Goleman 1990: n.p.)

Drabble does consider ‘the educational benefits of mixing with others’ and learning ‘something of the realities of other classes, other ranks’ when Brian, who ‘had been brought up in the heart of urban England, in industrial Yorkshire’, meets Stephen, who was ‘brought up in the heart of rural England, in the West Country, in the heart of the Tory shires’, during their national service (TRW 151). Drabble explains that they remained friends, but she says that they were exceptions, as ‘few maintained their friendships over the years’ (TRW 160). They influenced each other’s future choices. Stephen encouraged Brian to be a writer, but ‘both, eventually, became writers’ (TRW 156). Had he not done National Service, Brian, who studied literature at college and then became a teacher at an adult education institute, would have followed in his father’s footsteps and worked in the local steelworks (TRW 152).

However, Drabble subtly indicates the differences in the careers of these two friends, despite their similar vocations, in that Brian goes to college, while Stephen goes to Oxford University. Moreover, when she describes how Brian’s novel received a ‘muted but respectful reception’, and how he was depicted as a writer of ‘the regional working-class novel’, we detect a degree of class superiority in academia, as it treats novels based on working-class life as a localised and thus limited sub-genre, rather than a novel in its own right. This is in contrast to Stephen, who became a famous writer: ‘Stephen became sought after, both in England and in America. He was invited to give lectures, to take up residences, to grace universities with his presence’ (TRW 157). Similarly, we are told how Alix used her interest in the ‘high art’ of poetry when teaching in a women’s prison, using Blake’s Songs of Experience as teaching materials (TRW 367, 204). One member of the class, Jilly Fox, asks why Alix does not use the Songs of Innocence, and Alix does not have an answer for this, except to say that the class is ‘far too elementary’ for Jilly, who is from a bourgeois background, and that she should take an Open University course instead (TRW 204). This implies that the rest of the women are from lower-class backgrounds, and have little or no knowledge of what academia sees as sophisticated literature, again emphasising the continuing inequalities in post-war England.

A similar issue emerges in Beyond Love, in that Huda writes poetry, and has some of her writings published, while Nadia writes ‘short stories’ and a diary, which are not published. Since Hadiya Husayn herself began as a poet and became a novelist later, we can surmise that she is suggesting that poetry is seen as a high-status art form but that prose speaks more to the experiences of ordinary people and contemporary society, though it is not recognised as of equal value to the privileged genre of poetry. Hussein considers that ‘perhaps poetry was no longer able to convey our sorrows’ (BL 6).

Arguably, the most significant example of the way in which individuals are shown to be influenced by their environment involves Charles, who had also served two years in the army, which ‘had radicalized Charles more than Stephen’ (TRW 152). Charles ‘had joined it as a minor public schoolboy of vaguely right-wing views and left it much changed’ (TRW 167-68). We are told that he ‘had reeled out of his National Service with his head full of the brotherhood of man and the saving of mass culture’ and that because he ‘had believed in this vision’ and ‘had seen how the rest of the nation lived’, he had determined that ‘he would speak to it all, to the whole undivided nation, as journalist, as broadcaster’ (TRW 114, 167-68). Here too, Drabble questions the underlying causes and motivations for the egalitarian principles expressed by Charles, in her use of the word ‘reeled’, and when she says that his head was ‘full’, since this implies that he had been intoxicated with propaganda rather than gaining analytical clarity. Moreover, the words ‘brotherhood’ and ‘man’ in the phrase ‘the brotherhood of man’ reminds us once more of the contradictory nature of the socialism of much of the twentieth century, which, while apparently attempting to meet universal needs simultaneously excluded women from its vision as ‘many socialists failed to live up to high ideals they sometimes subscribed to’ (Young 1988: 171). 

Drabble also suggests that any changes in collective and individual mentality in the post-war period, was temporary. When Charles was a student in the 1950s, he ‘had been president of a left-wing political discussion group at Cambridge’ (TRW 114). He was involved in other activities, including demanding the abolition of private education as ‘necessary for the nation’s survival’ (TRW 114). After graduation, he ‘had made himself famous through the late 1950s and 1960s with his punchy social conscience’ and progressive TV documentaries (TRW 114).  Through the 1970s, he ‘had pursued his triumphs through managerial and executive posts’, founding his own production company and turning into a powerful and brutal businessman (TRW 114). During this period, he defected from the Left to the New Right, divorcing Liz to marry the ‘dull’ aristocrat Lady Henrietta, ‘thereby concluding his integration into the social establishment’, as Schäffner puts it (TRW 33; 2007: 85).

Charles becomes the ‘prototypical upwardly mobile male Thatcherite hero’, as described by Schäffner (2007: 85), a representative of the ‘new man’, the greedy, wealth-seeking individual, exploiting the harsh new business environment created by neoliberalism to make money rapidly at the expense of the rest of the population. Drabble’s description of the way in which such individuals experienced this new business culture as a liberation is highly ironised, as when she describes how they were ‘glad to be unencumbered by the out–of-date gear and padding […] of notions that had never seemed to them […] to be smart or necessary’ (TRW 36). She shows how the post-war ideology, which said that all citizens had a stake in society, where rules and agreements were made to prevent outright exploitation of vulnerable individuals, was transformed into a culture of selfishness and greed in the 1980s. Moreover, she goes further, describing this new class as plunging ‘naked into the stream, exhilarated, the new emerging race’, clearly associating them with the ideas of eugenics and racial purity perpetuated by the Nazis and other extreme right groups after them, implying that the state began to accommodate and foster these dangerous ideologies during this period (TRW 36).

For this older Charles, ‘there is open war, now, and he considers that he did not declare it’ (TRW 171). It is probably the ‘territorial and social wars’ that Liz thinks about when she remembers her own childhood, which ‘had been lived on the margins’ (TRW 22). It could be the regional warfare that those in the north, such as Alix and Brian and others are ‘alienated’ by (TRW 218):

They noted the words CLASS WAR NOW as they appeared sporadically in large white letters on low suburban wall or high railway bridges […] They observed that the establishment, through ignorance, through stupidity, or for its own ends, continued blandly to attempt to deny the persistence of the class system, continued to pretend that things were getting better all the time, instead of worse and worse. (TRW 224)

Drabble’s use of the antonyms ‘low’ and high’ here reinforces the sense of class difference and vertical hierarchy, while the fact that the words are written on ‘suburban walls’ and ‘bridges’ suggests that it is probably disaffected lower middle-class youth and not industrial workers who now have these views, once again drawing attention to the more hybrid and differentiated class structures of late twentieth century Britain, as well as the futile nature of such small-scale rebellion.

Charles’ shift from idealistic left-wing activist to right-wing wealthy businessman can be said to mirror the shift in social policy and ideology of government between the 1950s, when the populace were told that they had ‘Never had it so good’ by the Prime Minister, Harold Macmillan, where a new consensus was generated around values of collective identity based on nationality and history, to the neoliberal policies of the 1980s, when business and profits were favoured and working-class people fighting for their basic human rights, such as the industrial workers, presented as ‘the enemy within’, by Margaret Thatcher (Evans 2010: n.p.; Travis 2014: n.p.). 

Unlike the characters of the Iraqi novel, who have first-hand experience of battle-fields, which traumatised them, Drabble’s male characters read about war in books. In The Radiant Way, we see that the idealistic, politicised youth of the past, like Stephen during their National Service, ‘spoke of the Spanish Civil War and George Orwell’ (TRW 154). He persuades Brian to read Homage to Catalonia, reminding us that there was a significant shift towards socialist beliefs immediately after the war, as ex-soldiers and citizens recovered from the psychological, physical and material damage it had caused them. However, a surprisingly touching scene is included in The Radiant Way, describing how Stephen and Brian, while doing their National Service, would ‘unobtrusively slip into the countryside’ and sit and talk together ‘in the deep grass and tall cow parsley, beneath the dark red hawthorn’, and act like ‘soldiers in the grass’ rather than on battlefields, getting suntanned and enjoying free time, their only worry being that they would be ‘put on a charge’ if they were caught (TRW 154). We are told that they experienced a time of intense physical well-being’ (TRW 154):

Diffidently, they pledged their friendship. (Alix, listening to stories of this period, a period which, despite its intermittent evocation, she could in no way visualize to herself, would speculate about sex, of course […]). (TRW 153-54) 

Since this kind of male-to-male behaviour is so different from the aggression and defensiveness described earlier, it seems that Drabble is suggesting that this homosexual, or at least homoerotic, relationship, as Alix suspected, points to the possibility of a non-binary, ambivalent masculinity gradually emerging to counter the militarised masculinity of heroism and warfare, or an exclusive and patriarchal ‘homosociality’, as Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick would put it in Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire (1985). However, the novel makes it clear that such a future had not arrived by then, and though Brian and Stephen can only commune in this way in secret rather than openly. As we will see in the final section below, in many ways Drabble seems to say that, to the extent that women can avoid being reduced to traditional stereotypes, they are the mainspring of this process of breaking down social and gender binaries and the political ideologies based on them.
Intersectionality and Multiple Hierarchies

In a sense, The Radiant Way implies that the industrial working class were bound to fail not only because their opponents were much more powerful and could muster all the biopolitical governmentality of the state and media to enable them to overcome the collective power of workers, but also because society is shown in this novel to be hybrid and complex, comprising various overlapping but not hierarchically ordered struggles against discrimination and inequality. Kimberlé Crenshaw, for instance, coined the term intersectionality to describe the ‘multiple grounds of identity [… of which] the social world is constructed’, all of which involve a struggle or conflict over power and meaning and status. It ‘represents the racial, ethnic, economic, sexual, cultural and gendered dimensions of multiple forms of discrimination against women’ (Crenshaw 1994: 94). From this perspective, the class struggle is not privileged, but only one of several taking place in society. Most obviously, women were largely excluded from or played minor roles in the industrial conflicts discussed above, although women came to play a bigger and more transformative role in the Miners’ Strike. Thus, though the narrator of The Radiant Way comments that ‘the wives of miners stood bravely on picket lines’, which can be taken to suggest that Drabble appreciates that solidarity, which was more important to these women than intersectionality, the word ‘stood’, suggests immobility and perhaps passivity, while the cliché ‘bravely’ seems tinged with some irony, in that it reproduces the language of warfare and heroism, which is traditionally associated with males, reminding us that the vast majority of those involved in these conflicts were men on either side, either as strikers or police officers (TRW 322).

Drabble shows further divisions within English society based on racism, which resulted in riots: ‘These were the years of inner city riots, of race riots in Brixton and Toxteth, of rising unemployment and riotless gloom’ (TRW 216). Drabble describes, here, the period of the riots by primarily black youths in impoverished communities like Brixton, in London, and Toxteth, in Liverpool, facing extreme ‘discrimination’ and racism, especially from the police, as representatives of the state (Vulliamy 2011: n.p.). When Drabble talks about the ‘riotless gloom’, she means that the riots were an attempt to challenge asymmetrical power structures and the marginalization of black people and communities in this period, but that their severe suppression meant that the subsequent period was characterised by collective passivity, based on fear of state power. Thus, nothing positive emerged from these type of resistance, which is similar to the post-uprising circumstances described by Hussein in Beyond Love. 

Beyond Love shows how the rift between the poor and the rich increased during sanctions. The sanctions appear to be a biopolitical means used by the West and by Saddam to subjugate and control the population, but also to punish them, particularly those who undertook the uprising against him. Huda thinks that ‘it was foolish to think that the government wanted to lift the embargo; it wanted to maintain the suffering of those who had resisted the regime after the liberation of Kuwait’ in a kind of ‘collective punishment’ and ‘internal blockade’ that ‘surpassed the blockade imposed by the superpowers’ (BL 47). One of the serious consequences of the imposition of UN sanctions was food shortages and malnutrition. According to Unicef’s report, quoted by George Capaccio, ‘by 1997, it was estimated [that] about one million children under five were chronically malnourished’ (2003: 175). The Iraqi government set up a nation-wide rationing system to prevent famine. But the government was using this system to biopolitically control the people.

Hussein depicts the way in which the Saddam dictatorship exploited the voting system to identify people of religio-ethnic difference in order to target them as enemies of the state: ‘the voter’s name and address are secretly printed on the voting cards. Electronic machines will find the traitors’ (BL 22). Huda describes ‘the numerous poor’, who ‘were strung out in long lines’ near the polling centre of the Presidential Referendum because ‘they had been promised’, falsely no doubt, ‘an increase in rations’, therefore, ‘some of them were shouting with joy’ (BL 21). Although nothing even remotely close to the scale of suffering which sanctions caused occurred in Britain as a result of the industrial disputes of the 1980s, cities in which political struggle was most prominent were subsequently starved of funds and work by government social and economic policies, with the result that many locations became severely degraded and impoverished.

When we compare Beyond Love to The Radiant Way, we realise that the universalising tendencies of Marxist Theory also tend to ignore another key area of difference and complexity, namely that societies grow and develop in varied ways and at various speeds at different times, and that not only does this model apply to a particular time in history, it is also based on relatively recent European history, making it difficult to apply to non-European contexts. Though this seems too general, there are versions of Marxism that think about these things, for instance, Gramsci focused on the superstructural aspects, following the Frankfurt School; Chomsky focuses more on post-colonialism; and Christine Delphy’s ‘A Materialist Feminism is Possible’, introduced Marxism-Feminism to academia.

 However, Hadiya Husayn does present a contemporary situation which closely mirrors the Marxist model, when she describes a factory in which the two main female protagonists work. The first-person narrator highlights the female workers’ grievances at unjust treatment by the factory owner, Mr. Fatih, and his assistant, Shafiqa, describing the factory where twenty-five women are assembled in one ‘humid room’ with one window, working eight hours a day (BL 4). This factory is similar to the one the author herself was forced to work in for a year because of the United Nations sanctions imposed on Iraq during the 1990s (BL 6; Hussein 2015). Huda bitterly reflects that ‘there was no hope in the Factory of Hope’, describing it as a demeaning and unhealthy place where ‘floating flannel particles clung to [their] clothes and [their] eyelashes, dulling the shine in [their] eyes’ (BL 13).

The women are exposed to harsh punishment, being sent to find and repair the damaged cloth pieces in a small storage room lacking basic facilities (BL 13). The workers in the ironically named Factory of Hope have no laws to protect their interests, and are under constant threat of dismissal if they show any dissent or objection to the work conditions.  When Mr Fatih ‘fired five women’, we are told, ‘none of them made any objection, for there was no law to protect employees in the private factories’, showing that the workers understand that any attempt to challenge such decisions is futile (BL 12). ‘The world ignores us, while they are disgustingly rich. God curse them all’, Mother Khadija, who later travels to Jordan, tells Huda, the narrator (BL 150). Shafiqa is a mean-spirited and vicious individual, who faithfully serves Fatih’s exploitative purposes. She vigorously acts as his enforcer to maximise profits by maximising the workers’ output and minimising their wages. She also takes pains to spend as little money as possible on their comfort and safety.
The story of the factory illustrates a difference between the western model of class war and the eastern situation of the economic exploitation of the masses, in that Mr Fatih, who manipulated the fate of the workers in the factory, is himself manipulated by Saddam Hussein’s inner circle, since, when ‘he had entered the market’, his rival was ‘one of the President’s cousins, so they asked him to back down from the deal, but he was too stubborn’ (BL 149). Rumours circulated that ‘he lost the deal and set the factory on fire’ (BL 149). Some say, he fled ‘with millions of dollars’, others say, ‘he was arrested and perhaps put to death in prison’ (BL 149). Thus, Beyond Love indicates that, in dictatorships, the mediating elements between classes, such as organised labour bodies and democratic governmental processes, oversight and ‘checks and balances’ do not exist, and all citizens are potentially subject to direct harm and maltreatment by the ruling elite.

In a dictatorship, conflict cannot exist between political parties or ideologies, because both are illegal. Iraq was ruled by the Ba‘th Party under Saddam Hussein, and, like other ex-democratic, post-independence Arab states, became a ‘bastardized form of socialism’ and a one-party state (al-Khalil 1989: 255). When Saddam Hussein ‘edged out President Hasan al-Bakr in 1979, and “elected” himself to the presidency’, he cracked down on the opposition, represented by democrats, communists and left wingers, through his ‘ruthless use of the security forces’ and transformed ‘Iraq into one of the world's most repressive police states’ (Cordesman & Hashim 1997: 61; Karsh 2002: 14). Saddam emptied the Ba‘th Party of its ideology and used it to remain in power and to control the people. However, it is also clear that western powers could have intervened in Iraq and prevented this situation from developing, and, moreover, there is evidence showing that they supported the Sunni-dominated regime financially and logistically.

In retrospect, it is possible to see the devastation of the civil structures in Iraq through war, sanctions and dictatorship as a precursor to the austerity which has been increasingly applied in the West, eviscerating public services, deregulating private business and allowing corruption to spread unchecked. The types of informal, often illicit working practices which predominate in circumstances where there is no organised labour are described in Beyond Love. Before her death, Nadia lives ‘very poorly on a small wage’ that she earns ‘at the boutique selling children’s clothes’ (BL 14). Huda is offered free of charge accommodation and a very small amount of money monthly by a Jordanian family for looking after their young blind son, Samih. Many Iraqi women, particularly elderly ones, who are allowed to travel from Iraq without a male chaperone, run very small but illegal businesses on sidewalks in Amman, ‘spending […] their lives in strange streets’ (BL 128). One of these is Umm Hashim, who sells incense sticks, napkins, cigarettes and Indian hair dye, displayed on a black rug on the pavement of a street in Amman (BL 129). When she sees the police, she hurries away with her goods bare-footed because, if caught by police, her goods would be confiscated and she would be deported back to Iraq. 

Both The Radiant Way and Beyond Love are dealing with different societies, yet these societies are by no means classless or monolithic. However, the disparities among the classes of the societies described by both texts are different. But both texts do not have polarized notions of class as they deal with diverse and complex political and social issues.

Gender, Violence and Trauma

Childhood experience has a significant influence on the adult lives of some of the female characters in both novels, particularly for Liz in The Radiant Way and Salwa in Beyond Love. Liz’s childhood was very confusing and she tends to suppress it. Although, we are told, in her adult role ‘Doctor Elizabeth Headleand was considered an expert’ in matters concerning ‘the psychiatric problems of the adopted, the orphaned, the step-mothered’, she evidently ‘is concealing something from herself’, which is her incestuous or at least eroticised relation with her father, though she does have some insight into the necessity of such a process: ‘Physician, heal thyself. Physician, know thyself’ (TRW 138). She ‘thinks of her father, of whom she has only the scantiest of memories, as ‘nothing, almost nothing’ except an ‘alleged’ image in a locket, which indicates a wish that this father be superseded by another, who may become a presence rather than an absence (TRW 65). The indeterminacy over her roots, which she shares with Shirley, her younger sister, parallels the denial of imperial history which followed the European wars of the Twentieth Century in the most powerful European countries, Britain, France and Germany, after the war. In Britain, for instance, ‘research reveals [that] more than four in ten Britons view the British Empire as a good thing’ while ‘only around one in five Britons take the opposite view, seeing Britain’s colonial past as something which should be regretted, according to the YouGov poll’ (Owen 2016: n.p.). 

Another unlikely possibility is suggested, when Liz wonders if that ‘solemn, unsmiling, clean-shaven, heavy browed, undistinguished, indistinguishable’ man was not their absent father and that had they, in fact, ‘never had a father at all but had been born of a virgin birth?’ (TRW 138). The nondescript, anonymous, enigmatic image clearly represents the public face of something much more sinister, which is related to war, violence and sadism, while the fantasy of fatherless reproduction is a dry joke at the expense of biologist feminisms which claim women would be better off in a world without men, since the idea of a ‘virgin birth’ is itself a strongly patriarchal image based on the binary notion of women as Madonna or whore, showing that Liz, and those she represents, are still thinking within patriarchal frames even when fantasising about their disappearance. The idea of a ‘virgin birth’ also refers to artificial insemination, governmentality and how individuals are controlled by and through the body: ‘it is the bio-political’, wrote Foucault, ‘which was of first importance, the biological, the somatic, the bodily. The body is above all a bio-political reality; medicine is a bio-political strategy’ (qtd in Curtis 2002: 512).

Liz and Shirley’s peculiar questions, and the underlying confusions about gender they expose, demand answers, but their mother, Rita Ablewhite remains stubbornly ‘silent, silenced, listening to the silence of her house’ (TRW 11). She hides the truth in the cuttings of old newspapers, which Liz finds in a desk drawer after the death of her mother: 

The desk drawers and the bottom drawers of the wardrobe were stuffed with them. Newspaper cuttings, going back to the 1920s, the 1930s. Nothing very personal, no letters, no family photographs, mainly cuttings. Marked cuttings. Dated cuttings. From local papers, national papers. (TRW 356)

By employing fictional inter-textual elements here Drabble furthers the idea of a documentary-style construction of narrative that is at once materialistic and fragmentary, rather than employing private testimony, which creates the illusion of a more comprehensive truth and a more uncomplicatedly close relationship to the protagonist. In terms of the content, this literal hiding away and suppression of one’s personal and family history is, it is made clear, the same process which has been inflicted on the children psychologically by a dominant single mother. It suggests that what accompanies the urge to conveniently forget the past and begin afresh is a paradoxical refusal to let go of the past. Liz notices from her dead mother’s secret scrapbook that she ‘also seems to have been obsessed by cases of sexual crimes against children’, implying that she may have suspected that her husband had committed an act of child abuse (TRW 357). Liz searches for clues to ‘the silence, the seclusion, of the barrier of secrecy, the fear that had possessed’ her and her sister, slowly processing her family’s forbidden past, which brings with it suppressed childhood memories of her own, including that of her father’s suicide (TRW 358). After the discovery of the ‘skeleton in the cupboard’, Liz gains insight into her ‘girlhood’ experience of ‘guilt, furtiveness, shame, concealment’, which had made her see sex as ‘wicked’ and that adolescence inevitably bought ‘delinquency, that the satisfying of its urges would bring disaster’ (TRW 134). Her analyst, Karl, believes that she ‘had merely been struggling against a strong parental prohibition against masturbation in early infancy. Liz knew that there was more to it than that’, suggesting that the individual can go beyond diagnoses of the causes of trauma, and have an understanding of the truth (TRW 134). Liz begins to think that ‘she was very near these monsters: she could smell them in their caves, she could smell them in the cave of her own body’ (TRW 359). With her new awareness, she is also able to see that her marriages have been a product of her distorted and repressed early history, realising that she did not love Edgar Lintot, her first husband, but saw ‘a romantic figure’ in Charles and ‘had fallen in love’ with it, and that ‘lust might have been a more fitting word for whatever it was that bound them together, in those early days’ (TRW 135). The characteristic use of caveats here reminds us that Drabble never explicitly commits to positions but that it is incumbent on the reader to work through the complex situations she describes, if they wish to attain some level of insight, as Liz is shown to here.

In Beyond Love, Huda’s fiancé, Youssef, does not marry her because of war and the anticipation of more wars and violence. Youssef, who is conscripted, as with every Iraqi youth at that time, keeps postponing his marriage to Huda though he realizes ‘how patient [Huda has] been’, waiting so long for their marriage (BL 65). He does not deny that he loves her, but says ‘love is not enough these days’ (BL 65). Youssef finds an excuse in war, which Huda finds convincing ‘for the war would suck the sap of love from [his] heart, stealing many years of his life’ (BL 63). When his mother urges him to marry Huda, Youssef claims that he does not want to marry to ‘beget fodder for the next wars’, showing a biopolitical awareness of the true nature of love, romance and marriage (BL 63). He anticipates more wars and more violence, which he does not want his children to be part of. He tells Huda about the experience of being a soldier:

How difficult it is to see a human laughing, singing, sobbing, remembering, complaining, and dreaming and then suddenly scattered into burned pieces! The head is no longer a head, the heart is no longer a heart – just spattered blood or a charred body or severed limbs that we cannot gather. (BL 64)

The contrast between the list of present participles here add a sense of immediacy to the semantic aspect of the words, which suggest life, pleasure and vitality. This is markedly contrasted to the  use of onomatopoeic past participles to describe the effects of violence ˗ ‘scattered’, ‘spattered’, ‘charred’ ˗ and the preponderance of single syllable nouns for parts of the body ˗ ‘head’, ‘heart’, ‘limbs’ ˗ which convey the sense of the extremity of disjuncture and deformation. We do not need the affluent psychotherapist Liz Headleand to tell us that Youssef is suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder, a condition imposed by circumstances of war and violence. Post-traumatic disorder is normally caused by experiences in war or of situations involving death or other terrifying events. Thus, it is very much men who are on the receiving end in Beyond Love and who have this complex after having fought and being part of battles especially in modern warfare situations. The symptoms of this condition include ‘intrusive, upsetting memories; nightmares; chronic anxiety and fear; memory loss; diminished interest in life; emotional numbing and angry outbursts’ (Volk 2012: n.p.). Besides having flashbacks, the person who suffers from this disorder gets psychosomatic reactions and severe psychological and mental instability. People with this condition find it difficult to relate to people who do not have it. Youssef, who has no choice but to go to war, ‘became violent for little, if any, reason’ and ‘visibly sad’, as Huda notices, attributing it to war as well as ‘to what he was suffering, given what was happening in the country – the psychological pressure and the difficulty of living a dignified life’ (BL 63, 65). Beyond Love shows how the distress suffered by men in war and that suffered by female civilians as victims of war has something in common, though the difference is that they tend to cause outbursts of aggression and violence in men but continuous disengagement in women.

In Beyond Love, childhood abuse is also illustrated; particularly rape. In the novel, the serial rapist, Eleiwi al-Attar, raped the under-age girl, Salwa. She was ‘only fifteen years old, soft and beautiful, her breasts getting round’, when ‘the devil in [Eleiwi] came out from under his clothes and raped her’, as Mother Khadija tells Huda when they meet in Amman many years later (BL 154). When Salwa becomes pregnant, she seeks an abortion from Mother Khadija, who was ‘the only midwife’ in their impoverished area in Baghdad (BL 152). Mother Khadija was in fact a backstreet abortionist because she leaves her ‘profession after one of the women almost died at [her] hands because of her thinness and young age’, probably because the death of the woman would put her in great trouble (BL 152). Abortion, which is ‘not allowed in most of the Middle East’, is a social taboo (Ghanim 2009: 64). It was illegal in the West also, and Drabble herself ‘fought for abortion law reform,’ as she has written in an article, until it was ‘finally introduced through David Steel's private member's bill in 1967’ (Drabble, ‘The beginning’, 2008: n.p.). However, abortion is still tightly regulated in some countries, such as Ireland (Sherwood 2016: n.p.). Drabble herself raises the question whether it is ‘time to rethink the rights of the unborn’, illustrating the finely-balanced nature of the arguments on both sides of the political divide on this issue (Drabble, ‘The beginning’, 2008: n.p.). From the perspective of governmentality, such a legal change can be seen in the context of the widespread use of the contraceptive pill to prevent pregnancy, which became available on the NHS, and though when first introduced, ‘the pill was prescribed mainly to older women who already had children and did not want any more’, it was seen as especially useful for younger women, since both policies slowed down the rate of population growth caused by the post-war ‘baby boomers’, and freed up women to work in the service sector and increase consumer demand in home markets, as discussed previously in this chapter (Cafe 2011: n.p.). Along with this economic shift in women’s roles, however, went an apparent new freedom to experiment sexually, given that the chances of becoming pregnant in unplanned circumstances was significantly lower. Thus, Drabble details the strong link between gender, sexual behaviour and sexual identity in The Radiant Way, a process which we have seen presented in nascent form in terms of the implicitly gay relationship between Brian and Stephen.

The situation in relation to gender and sex in Beyond Love is quite different. Mother Khadija, who was ‘chased’ by Eleiwi ‘lasciviously’ when she was young, though unsuccessfully, hears many stories from Eleiwi’s victims who sought her help (BL 151). She ‘warned the women about al-Attar’s ruses and the traps he would set’, but she fails to warn Salwa (BL 152). However, Eleiwi ‘had prepared the weapons of the hunt and chosen a prey that was unaware of his plans’ (BL 154). Mother Khadija tells Huda that Salwa came to her after her pregnancy and ‘threw herself on my lap as though I were her mother; she was wailing as she said, “if you don’t help me, I will commit suicide”’, highlighting the lack of options available to young women in this near contemporary Middle Eastern context, and the exposed position in which it places young women (BL 152). Salwa thought of suicide as an option because, in the Middle East, ‘when a woman is unchaste, the male members of her family are shamed and cannot look other members of the community in the eyes’ (TRW 96; Yildiz 2011: 5). Rape is an even more ‘violent act’ in such a context, given that the woman is expected to die as a result, according to cultural norms (Plaza 1981: 25). The link between violence and rape is discussed by Foucault. According to Ann J. Cahill, ‘in 1977, Michel Foucault suggested that legal approaches to rape define it as merely an act of violence, not of sexuality’, and ‘therefore not distinct from other types of assaults’ (2000: 43). Cahill argues that ‘rape can not be considered merely an act of violence’ because ‘it is instrumental in the construction of the distinctly feminine body’ (2000: 43). Foucault desexualised rape by ‘setting up a false dichotomy between violence and sex’ and exempting the sexual part of rape from punishment  (Deveaux 1996: 225). Thus, ‘women’s unfreedom (as victims of rape) is […] superseded by the need to maintain men’s freedom’, that is, ‘their freedom not to be punished for sex or to have their sex repressed’ as Monique Deveaux puts it (1996: 225).

Salwa is ‘expected to commit suicide, restoring honour to her and her family’ (Yildiz 2011: 5). Thus, Mother Khadija ‘had to save [Salwa] from the scandal’, as she had saved ‘many in similar circumstances’ (BL 154). The state, the society and the family are all patriarchal and patriarchy traditionally blames women for crimes perpetrated against them. Though talking about the victims of the serial killer in The Radiant Way, Marilynne Robinson (1987) points out that ‘blaming victims is not new or clever, but it is a serviceable antidote to dread, compassion and collective guilt’, which can also be said about the victims in Beyond Love (n.p.).
In Iraq, and in other Middle Eastern countries, rape is not considered a serious crime committed by a man against a female. It is part of the dominant cultural norm that ‘a rapist, for instance, can even get to marry the female victim and thus regain respectability and acceptance of society’ (Ghanim 2009: 15). This ‘traditional’ solution to sexual violence, Ghanim argues, ‘tends to further victimize the victim and to reward the abuser’ (2009: 15). It also encourages the rapist to carry on mutilating women, for he is aware that if the victim reports the case to the police, he will be asked to marry her, and once he accepts her as a wife all other legal arrangements filed against him by the victim or her family will be dropped. In Beyond Love, Eleiwi seems to be aware of the leniency of the law towards rape cases (BL 11). It is worth remembering in relation to rape and domestic violence, which also feature in Drabble’s work, that the law was quite regressive in Britain for a long time, and it was not until 1991 that marital rape was made illegal and the state began to take domestic violence seriously, illustrating that there is not such a gulf between the societies depicted in these two novels as might initially appear (Williamson 2016: 401).

Unlike Drabble’s Paul Whitmore, who is ‘unremarkable’ and ‘quite insignificant’, Eleiwi in Beyond Love is a well-known shopkeeper in his neighbourhood (TRW 347, 346). However, neither man is under any suspicion. Whitmore, the ‘monster’, who lives ‘under [Esther’s] roof’ for about a decade, is not suspected of committing ‘any kind of offence of any sort’, as Esther tells Liz and Alix: ‘there’s absolutely no reason why he shouldn’t be a criminal psychopath. But then there’s no reason that I know of to suggest that he is one’ (TRW 345, italics in original). Similarly, Eleiwi is not suspected of any offence because he ‘was pious in front of the people and always in the mosques, but no one knew his real intentions’ (BL 151). Thus, social status, as much as personality, along with an apparent unwillingness to believe ordinary men can commit horrific crimes against women, link these two scenarios. In closer parallel with Whitmore, ‘the silent young man’ whom Esther does not believe is a criminal when the police tell her that ‘he’s dangerous’, since Eleiwi ‘had a split personality, and people didn’t want to believe that he was a beast under the surface’ (TRW 325, 343; BL 151). On the other hand, unlike Whitmore, Eleiwi is known to be a power-hungery man, who ‘never had enough of women’s bodies even though he had four wives’, illustrating that ‘soft violence’ is not always so soft, and thus that violence can be viewed more as a spectrum rather than a soft-hard binary (BL 151). He cheats women by telling them that he has power over angels and devils, and uses his knowledge of medical herbs and offers of financial help to attract vulnerable women, especially childless women, young unmarried girls and estranged wives. He manages to convince women that he can save them from evil spirits by stripping them of their clothes and ‘massag[ing] their bodies with scented oil’ (BL 151). Women visit him out of total ignorance of his crafty practice and real intentions, though some women feigned ignorance, ‘just to assuage their lust’, probably because of the absence of men, who were fighting on battlefields, which suggests a more knowing perspective, and perhaps a more ambiguous perspective from Hussein, more similar to Drabble’s, at least in this respect (BL 151).
This serial rapist would have continued preying on women if one of his victims had not stabbed him to death ‘to get rid of shame or to take revenge’ (BL 155). Although the murder of the rapist was reported by the police as an ‘unsolved case’, Mother Khadija thinks it was a woman who ‘pierced [him] with an uncountable number of knives’, suggesting that violence towards oppressed groups can trigger violence in return (BL 155). The report also states that ‘a police officer found a notebook in which he had listed the names of all the women he had slept with, but because the policeman didn’t want to see [honour] killings in every house, he tore it up’, showing the secrecy of honour issues, which even affect the process of the murder investigation, while also reminding us of the reluctance of the police to intervene in domestic violence situations in Britain, at least up to the 1980s or even nowadays (BL 155; Laville 2014: n.p.). 

While in Drabble’s novel, Paul Whitmore’s ‘lengthy trial was [still] in progress, even then [was] hitting the headlines of the tabloid press’, perhaps implying that it is difficult to get justice in such circumstances, or even that such crimes may be governmental and biopolitical, the case of Eleiwi and his rapes is covered up and evidence destroyed because such stories are ‘forbidden […] the ones people are afraid to tell in full, the ones that emerge only in fragments’ (TRW 364; Susman & Ahmed 2009: n.p.). Even Salwa did not want to tell her story to Mother Khadija, but the latter ‘insisted and asked [Salwa] for details’ before she ‘could proceed with the abortion’ (BL 152). Salwa ‘kissed [Mother Khadija’s] hands and cried’ till the latter ‘assured her […] that her secret would be safe’ (BL 152). Mother Khadija kept the secret for a long time, but she tells Huda the secret later because she is ‘at the last station. Why should the stories die with me?’ (BL 154). Thus, sex crimes against women have very different contexts in these novels, but both suggest that political structures dominate the way that such crimes are experienced by victims, and even perhaps whether such crimes have hidden agendas related to biopolitics. 
The violence of the rapist is confronted with resistance by women in Beyond Love. Where there is gender violence and oppression, there will always be resistance: as Foucault observes, ‘where there is power there is resistance’, although in this case with the specifically gendered inflection that he does not explicitly acknowledge (The History, vol. 1, 1978: 95). This formula of power versus resistance is quite visible in gender relations. The question of whether violent or non-violent strategies are more effective is raised. Mother Khadija tells us that ‘she remained unaffected by him and resisted’ Eleiwi’s sexual harassment by rebuffing his advances and avoiding seeing or meeting him ‘despite [her] wretched life’ because she was a young widow (BL 152). Her resistance also takes the form of helping the victims and empowering them, as is the case with Salwa, who becomes ‘agile, talkative, and quarrelsome’, leads other female workers in the factory and constantly quarrels with Shafiqa (BL 3). In Beyond Love, the type of resistance shown is negotiated and indirect, and related to survival, crystallising in the character of the older, wiser woman who listens to and therefore to a degree alleviates the sufferings of other women, whereas in Drabble Liz Headleand’s role is to help traumatised individuals, in a more formal role within state structures. Superficially, this tends to make the Western system seem more ‘advanced’ than that of the Middle East, but in another sense we can feel that the type of collective female resistance represented in Beyond Love, including inter-generational connections, like that between Mother Khadija and Salwa and between Huda and her grandmother, can be seen to be more powerful and enduring. 

An alternative perspective on the effects of male violence is put forward by Ghanim, who argues that ‘the impact of one incident of rape can forever scare a woman’ and the fear of rape might make women more anxious in the public space, less resistant to patriarchy (2009:15). Thus, when Mother Khadija meets Salwa six years later in the factory, Salwa ‘was upset to see [her], perhaps because [she] was the only one who could remind her of that scandal’, as Mother Khadija later explains to Huda (BL 154-55). According to Ghanim, ‘victimhood may offer’ women ‘an excuse for failing to take control of their own lives’, therefore ‘women need to escape the role of the victim’ (2009: 15). For instance, Salwa manages to escape the ‘victim’ role, taking control of her own life, getting married and leaving the factory. However, such decisions do not necessarily mean taking control, but can involve moving from one kind of oppressive situation to another, especially when the only options available are to choose between two oppressive situations. Similarly, when al-Jawaheri notes that low wages make work ‘no longer necessary for [women] after they have married’ (2008: 53). We are reminded that the economic system across cultures and regions favours men in terms of work wages and power, and that marriage can thus be as much of a trap for women as low-paid employment, regardless of whether they consider themselves victims of these circumstances or not.

A similar question arises in relation to the oppressive ‘policing’ or control of women’s bodies, including their sexualities and reproductive capabilities, evident in both Beyond Love and The Radiant Way, especially in relation to the expression of sexuality and sexual behaviour of the young. While in Beyond Love, control is mainly shown to be enforced within the structure of the family, in Drabble’s novel, it is implicitly shown that it is the state that controls female bodies and imposes restrictions on them, in the guise of offering freedom from the kinds of lives their mothers live. Nevertheless, though Beyond Love seems to suggest that it is the family or the tribe primarily that polices and controls young people’s sexual identities, there is also a reference to state policing of sexual identities, especially of young women. 

After the onset of the Iraq-Iran war, ‘a toughening of the state’s position on women’ was brought about by Saddam, including ‘preventing women from travelling abroad without a male relative’ (Moghadam 2003: 60; Pratt 2005: 16). At that time, Saddam wanted to create ‘a support base’ for his regime by pleasing ‘tribal leaders’, who wanted to control women’s sexuality because of the very basic belief in a man's honour and that of his tribe and the belief that women are unable to control their urges (Pratt 2005: 16). In Beyond Love, Huda was not allowed to travel abroad on her own because she was still in her early thirties. Youssef, her cousin, manages to provide Huda with a forged Iraqi passport with a different date of birth because he has to make her ‘forty-five years old to avoid the requirement for a male chaperone’ (BL 30). This state restriction on women’s control of their own bodies and sexuality in both novels suggests a more pervasive, global set of structures that young women face as they seek to become autonomous beings on entering adulthood.     
A good example of the way young women try to resist these structures involves Huda who, on arriving in Amman, starts to lead a life far away from any male relative who would police her or enforce ‘her conformity to an inflexible moral code’, as Ghanim puts it (2009: 213). However, she is very careful in her relationship with men, especially Moosa, whom she only agrees to meet in the refugee office and other public places, such as Hashemite Square in Amman, during the day, ‘heeding [her] grandmother’s warning’ (BL 120, 125):

Beware of men; don’t trust them. Take and don’t give. Hold the stick from the middle. Don’t lean too far to either end; otherwise, you’ll be lost. Take your time before you announce anything so the man doesn’t feel as if you have thrust yourself upon him. (BL 88)

It is possible to read this advice as an inter-generational control mechanism, a kind of self-policing, though it can also be seen as an example of solidarity among women and of the kinds of experiential learning that both writers indicate is especially important to women, marginalised from or only partly recognised by male-dominated education systems and principles. However, we are told that Huda does not marry in Beyond Love because of her ‘indecision’, her fear ‘of giving things a try’ (BL 116). Her ‘confusion came from [her] natural lack of confidence’, as we are told, ‘thanks to [her] grandmother’s constant advice’, illustrating how society constructs the next generation’s identity (BL 87-88). As Sana al-Khayyat has noted in Honor and Shame (1990), ‘because a girl is often rewarded for being submissive and obedient, she will tend to develop a passive or negative personality’ (43). al-Khayyat’s point can be seen to be blaming oppressed women for their situation in some way, whereas the novel strongly suggests that passivity and uncertainty are a result of social conditioning, they are not a natural phenomenon. Furthermore, it can be argued that Huda’s response is not one of passivity but rather a way to negotiate her identity and role within very severe limitations. 

In her book about women in modern Iraq, al-Khayyat states that as women get older and become ‘sexually inactive’, they are ‘trusted more by men in the family, and they start policing younger women to meet the same expectations of trust’ (al-Khayyat 1990: 188). Huda has not ‘taken anything, and [she hasn’t] given either’ because she has ‘learnt not to trust quickly’, as advised by her grandmother (BL 88). When Moosa asks her if she is afraid of him, she answers, ‘I’m not afraid of you exactly, but I’m afraid of everything around me’ (BL 125). According to al-Khayyat, ‘the fact that [honour crimes] are known to occur inspires fear in all Iraqi women’ (1990: 35). Although Huda ‘longs for a peaceful life: a house, a husband and children, reading and intimate relationships’, she is hesitant to accept Moosa’s repeated offer of marriage and a life as refugees to Australia (BL 142). Huda feels ‘safe’ with Moosa because he is ‘a fellow countryman carrying the odours of the two muddy rivers’ and both have a shared identity, but at the same time, she feels ‘cautious’, therefore, her ‘rejection or acceptance of Moosa’ remains ‘undecided’ (BL 87, 116). It could be argued that Huda lives in a society in which espionage is rife and biopolitics pervasive, so that, she internalizes the external patriarchal forces, and this constitutes psychological self-policing. She is conditioned to survey herself internally to ensure obedience to the principles of the society in which she lives, a process which is also seen to be true in Drabble’s novel, again suggesting that the oppression of women is a widespread phenomenon. However, this does not seem to be the case in this instance, since Huda resists the pressure to embrace the typical life of wife and mother, without entirely rejecting it. In this sense, we could say that ambivalence is shown to be a significant factor in the lives of women in both novels, despite the fact that the worlds which the female protagonists inhabit are significantly different.

In The Radiant Way, Esther polices herself by seeking something which will enable her to be the Other: ‘Esther Breuer was quite well aware of the fact that her emotional relationships throughout her life had been based partly on her desire to avoid normal sexual intercourse’ (TRW 326). It is unclear to her what she desires instead. Here we see how yet another binary construct restricts individual’s attempts to achieve fulfilment, which, though in this case this means sexual fulfilment, is also shown to be true in terms of socio-economic fulfilment in both novels. Although Esther has ‘a sense of being on the margins of English life, perhaps, a sense of being an outsider’, she is living in a society where these values are central, therefore she internalizes these ideas and binaries (TRW 89). The novel, in a way, is showing us that everybody has been affected by these binary cultures and polarities, making people much easier to control through disseminating fear of the Other. Even though Esther is the Other because she, like Sebastian, Alix’s first husband, has a different sexual orientation to the norm, she still fears her own otherness, as well as that of others.

Drabble typically presents self-policing in a complex and ambivalent light. While in both novels it is linked to what can be called ‘pre-traumatic disorder’ and gender-based violence, The Radiant Way presents the fear of the threat of physical abuse and the rape of women in public places, when Alix ends up stuck alone on an empty motorway in the middle of the night. While there, she thinks of ‘motorway rape’ which, ‘was a relatively new phenomenon’, involving ‘women drivers [being] forced off the road, kidnapped, abducted, raped, hijacked, dumped in distant fields or trussed up? in warehouses’ (TRW 263). 

Alix fingered the stubby smooth closed heavy knife. She refused to be afraid of her fellow citizens. She refused. Defiantly, she put up her thumb for the next passing car (which ignored or did not see her), but a moment later caught sight of the welcoming phone. (TRW 263)

This is an example of a flashforward to imagined violence, but the long list of purported crimes perhaps implies an over-active imagination, influenced by popular film culture, the bathetic deflation of seeing a phone immediately after ‘defiantly’ trying to hitch a ride from a stranger reinforces the sense that this is an example of self-dramatising, as a result of cultural conditioning, rather than self-policing, but despite the fact that we can see this moment example of Drabble’s use of irony, it also suggests that she believes that these types of subterranean psychological threats are at least as dangerous as random physical ones, though it is difficult for someone in Alix’s position to realise this.

Marriage, War and Restricted Lives
 In Beyond Love, most male and female characters are single and remain single, including those who live under the regime’s hammer, such as Youssef and ‘those who have been forced out of the country because of war’ and repressive politics, like Huda, Nadia and Moosa (Masmoudi, ‘Introduction’, 2012: xv). In contrast, in The Radiant Way many characters marry young, including Liz, Alix, Shirley and others, which suggests the enacting of social forces in individual lives – in a version of Connell’s argument about the social construction of gender. Connell thinks that ‘the categories of “husband” and “wife” are also partly constituted by state action, through mechanisms ranging from marriage laws to tax policy’ (2009: 121). 

We are told that Huda’s fluctuations started in childhood when her family ‘planted’ Youssef, ‘as a husband in [her] head’ and she ‘loved him’, or perhaps, as she says, she ‘thought [she] loved him because there was no one else in [her] life’ (BL 30). The uncertainty implied here echoes Drabble’s subtle style. When Huda grows up, she does not question this marriage arrangement, even though her love for Youssef had ‘no place for passion’ and her ‘soul was longing for indomitable burning love, tempestuous love like those [she] read[s] about in novels’. Her meetings with him, which were permitted because of their kinship, are described as ‘unadventurous’ and rather ‘ordinary’ (BL 88). Nevertheless, we are told that, due to her romantic and literary aspirations, she ‘held on’ to that relationship with Youssef, ‘clinging to its threads’ as she says (BL 88). Thus, the tradition of arranged marriages is shown to generate the dilemma which Huda faces, while the wider culture only deepens those contradictions, to the extent that it is in danger of rendering her incapable of making decisions, thus signifying a contradiction at the heart of societies where such a phenomenon exists.

Like Huda, Esther remains single, but unlike Huda, she is decisive and leads an ‘eclectic’ life (TRW 91). She turns down a marriage proposal from her friend, the ‘art historian and Minister for Sponsorship’, Robert Oxenholme (TRW 327). Unlike Huda, who longs to marry and have a family, Esther is not attracted to the traditional stereotypical model of family life. Nevertheless, Drabble is never explicit about Esther being a lesbian or bisexual but rather seems to want to explore the nature of identity and its ambiguities through Esther, questions whether one’s identity belongs to that person or is imposed upon them by others. Drabble’s protagonists tend to traverse the borderline of Otherness and the fringes of conventional society. After the death of her lover, Claudio Volpe, Esther surprisingly decides to move to Italy to live with Claudio’s sister, Elena, ‘because it would be too pleasant. Because it is too beautiful. Because you are too beautiful’, Esther tells Elena when she invites her to ‘come and live here with [her]’ (TRW 331). The cohabitation of the two women is never explained, but we can guess that their relationship is an intimate one. Thus, the fluidity of sexuality and identity is stressed, and marriage is shown to have been a barrier to Esther’s discovery of herself and her identity in a non-standard relationship.

When Huda said ‘No’ in one of the Presidential Referendums, and ‘then found [her]self adrift’, Youssef, who helps her to travel to Amman, promises to follow her soon, but he does not show up (BL 20, 29, 30). Then he sends her a letter with a friend, telling her ‘everything, my dear, has changed’, having ‘put up with miserable conditions, even our feelings have suffered from the virus of indifference’ (BL 106). He then says that he discovered that his ‘roots run deep into the earth’, therefore he decided to stay in Baghdad and resist the regime (BL 106). Thus, their relationship ‘was falling apart now, while [Huda] was thousands of miles away’ (BL 88). It takes Huda a long time to realise that Youssef is ‘avoiding’ her, ‘escaping’ from her and he even ‘didn’t give [her] a chance to bid [him] a proper farewell’ when she leaves for Amman (BL 107). After her ‘disappointment’ with Youssef, she ‘pledge[s] that [she] won’t fall in love because that’s a frightening, difficult thing’ (BL 106, 107). Youssef and his change of heart show how war, the anticipation of war and violence disconnect and desensitize people. War seems to create some kind of a barrier or resistance to the idea of marriage. Traumatised people cannot escape the sense of the abnormality of war. In a sense, war undermines the dominant ideologies of gender because the male is supposed to desire the female and desire sexual intercourse with the female and that is supposed to produce children. War not only dissipates sexual desires but also the desire to play the conventional role of husband and father and to play a typical male role in society. There is another possibility for this change in Youssef, which is that, by spending time solely in the company of men, usually in extremely stressful situations, he has developed a desire or affection for male company, or, to put it another way, as with Brian and Stephen in The Radiant Way, war has released latent homosexual tendencies which are shown to be both illegal and taboo in the societies in which these narratives are set, or at least made manifest his ‘homosocial’ tendencies, as explored by Sedgwick (1985).

The violence of war and its aftermath is also the direct reason why the soldier, Moosa, does not marry Nadia, though they have loved each other for a long time. In her diary, Nadia writes that they used to sit in a public park in Basra, ‘planning our life far from the destruction befalling the people. Perhaps a thousand times we built the castles of our love’, but their plans and dreams never come true because the war had separated them (BL 67). Besides taking part in the First Gulf War and then the uprising, ‘years of flight, absence, life in the camps, poverty, and the passing of years’, all that has made him ‘another man’ (BL 121). His views about life and marriage ‘have changed’, and it took him a long time to overcome his trauma and to propose marriage, which is to a different woman (BL 121).

The war also prevents Nadir from getting married, though he is a very handsome man, as described by Huda, who meets him once on a visit to Nadia. His sister tells us that Nadir grew up to be a very romantic young man, who would hide papers under his pillow that she ‘suspected they were love letters or love poems for a woman he hadn’t met’ (BL 50). Though Nadir does not take part in the Gulf War and the uprising because he is ‘in army training’ at that time, the army radicalises him and he becomes a very religious man (BL 69). He became so, probably because being in the army in ‘the country of endless wars’ means his life was in danger (BL 7). It is the anticipation of violence and death that must have made Nadir turn to religion and away from romance and women. After he finishes his military service, he spends most of his time at the mosque with his friends (BL 69). He becomes a truck driver, but still forms no marriage plans, probably because of the anticipation of more violence as ‘the country was not stable’ (BL 17). When he is caught smuggling cigarettes, he is ‘condemned to fifteen years in prison’ (BL 17). The prison radicalises him still further and he joins political prisoners in organizing a Delivery Cell, which leads to his execution without trial after a failed attempt to break out of the prison. Thus, violence and the anticipation of violence means Nadir has little or no chance to think about marriage, and dies without exploring its possibilities, and can be said to represent the wastefulness of war, given his potential to do much with his life, including having children.

In contrast to Beyond Love, which shows the direct effect of war on gender roles, The Radiant Way shows clear expectations of gender divisions in post-war Britain. Although Drabble’s novel is concerned with gender politics of the mid-twentieth century and beyond, which was marked by ‘the renewal of feminist gender theory’ in the work of feminist writers, such as Simone de Beauvoir in France, it depicts the reality of no immediate popular response to these theories in British society (Connell, 2009: 37). The novel explores how ‘women were constituted as 'other' in the consciousness of men’, as described by de Beauvoir (Connell, 2009: 37). 

The category of gender of masculine and feminine, which was made relevant in the education of women, as Rosemary Deem has noted, was influential in structuring women’s ‘actions, beliefs, values and life chances and providing them with a set of contradictions about their role in society’ (Deem 1980: 1). Drabble draws attention to the life chances provided to her female characters and what they make of them. It is worth mentioning that as ‘1950s English society was clearly marked along gender lines’, women’s roles remained ‘unquestioned by policy makers’, as Stephanie Spencer asserts (2005: 2, 6). The post war welfare state firmly established traditional gender roles and ‘assumed a norm of married couple with non-working wife and breadwinner husband’ (Spencer, Gender, 2005: 102). The Beveridge Report, the social insurance report, which was published in 1942, contained some detailed specific recommendations on gender roles. It became the blue print  for legislation on gender roles in the society. Though the author of the report had good intensions, he was vilified by social feminists for ‘his treatment of women as second class citizens (Spencer, Gender, 2005: 23, 28). Because of this report, ‘women continued to confront the welfare state on terms that are discriminatory and oppressive’ even decades after its publication (Colwill 1994). Women, in Beveridge’s plan, are to be provided by the state ‘through their husband’s insurance contribution’ while single women ‘posed a “problem” in this planning’ (Spencer, Gender, 2005: 46): ‘on marriage a woman gains a legal right to maintenance by her husband as a first line of defence against risks which fall directly on the solitary woman’, the report states (‘Beveridge Report’, n.d.: n.p.). It is evident from these biopolitical practices of the state of the time men were favoured and empowered while women were largely neglected. Women in this case lived in fear of economic insecurity and of anticipated violence, as they could not support themselves independently and could not defend themselves from ‘risks’ or of anticipated male violence, especially in domestic and work situations.
In Drabble’s novel, women, though having many options, such as finishing education and building careers after graduation, prefer early marriage to secure a family life, which can provide them with economic security and protection from threats of violence. Early marriage is common for most of the characters, particularly the women, because they are making decisions that are shaped by power: ‘What young women did in those days: educated young women married, straight out of college, as [Alix] and Liz had done’ (TRW 79-80). In Students: A Gendered History (2006), a book overwhelmingly about women students, Dyhouse discusses ‘the early marriage problem’ in the 1950s and 1960s, showing that it was ‘the trend’ and ‘the fashion’ of that era:

Observers could have little doubt about the trend for women to marry younger, which had set in before the war, but became even more dramatic thereafter […] This tendency to marry at a very young age was particularly marked amongst girls from working-class families, but it was also noticeable amongst middle-class girls. (Dyhouse 2006: 92) 

For many women at this time, this trend and ‘the prospect of making a good marriage soon after graduation might appear a sensible investment in their future’ and that the ‘university was, after all, a good place to find a husband’ (94, 95). Therefore, both Liz and Alix marry men they met at the university. For Liz, marriage was ‘an investment’, to use Dyhouse’s words (2006: 7). When she married Edgar Lintot, the narrator tells us, ‘the world lay all before them and, from Liz’s point of view most importantly, its roads did not lead back, to Northam. She would never go home again’ (TRW 93). The narrator refers to another reason of Liz’s early marriage, which is sibling rivalry, probably something similar to Drabble’s rivalry with A.S. Byatt.  Liz is jealous of her sister: ‘And who is to say that was not a little piqued that her younger sister Shirley was already planning marriage?’ (TRW 93). Shirley’s marriage is even earlier than Liz’s and Alix’s. In the old days, the narrator tells us:

 
Shirley had been the rebel, the self-willed, the unappeasing […] She had visited coffee bars with boys. She had been to the cinema with boys. She had left school against mother’s wishes, had married against her mother’s wishes. (TRW 51)

It is interesting that such conventional behaviour is seen as ‘rebellious’ by Liz. Opposite to Liz, who ‘stuck grimly to her books and her duty and her long-term plans’, though for the sake of fulfilling her desire to escape from home as soon as possible, Shirley left school to enjoy her life as an ordinary girl and then to get married to Cliff Harper (TRW 51). Stephanie Spencer observes, in ‘Girls at risk’, that girls in Shirley’s time, ‘seem to have been in a hurry to grow up’ and that ‘one and a half million of them were married and the gap between leaving school and marriage was getting shorter’ (2009: 179). Spencer also observes that ‘a majority of young people did not stay in education beyond the minimum leaving age of 15 and although this gave them economic power as teenagers, it limited their ultimate career’ (2009: 179). Shirley, ‘who married at nineteen and stayed on in Northam’, did not have any career other than being a mother of three and a fulltime housewife. The narrator mentions other women, such as Dora Sutcliffe, ‘who left school at fifteen’ and started to work, selling sweets in Woolworth’s until she married Shirley’s husband’s brother Steve (TRW 87). These women had fears of anticipated risks which made them leave school as Spencer maintains:  

 
staying at school and delaying marriage at a time when unequal pay and opportunities were the norm was perceived as more of a risk than the safety of marriage and dependent domesticity. (2009: 180)
Early marriage is viewed by Dyhouse as ‘irresponsible and unwise’, which is also represented in The Radiant Way when the marriage, of what the narrator calls ‘the children of the hour’, is shown to be a significant mistake from the start: ‘why ever did we marry so young, [Liz and Alix] asked one another’ (Dyhouse 2006: 94; TRW 95, 99 italics in original). Shirley also feels her early marriage ‘had kept her trapped’: ‘a middle-aged housewife, mother of three, playing cards, with nothing before her but old age’ (TRW 62).

In Beyond Love, women do not marry because ‘the wars have eaten half of the men and left the other half handicapped or insane’, as Mother Khadija comments on the singleness of many young Iraqi women (BL 150). The imbalance in numbers between males and females, and the injured and/or traumatised males’ sexual abilities, create an unbalanced society, as al-Jawaheri has noted: 

The frequent wars of recent times were the reason for the deaths or the physical and mental impairment of many of the young men who would have been eligible for marriage, while huge numbers of Iraqi men escaped from the country in search of a better life abroad. (al-Jawaheri 2008: 98)

Additionally, the international siege has a major implication for marriage. The crisis in marriage in Iraq, as al-Jawaheri has maintained, ‘can be described as reflecting the interrelated economic and social aspects of marriage under sanctions’ (al-Jawaheri 2008: 99). Even women who gets married in Beyond Love, like Salwa, ‘marry old men, although every one of them deserves to fulfil her dreams’, as Huda tells Mother Khadija (BL 150). As al-Jawaheri has observed, many Iraqi women ‘revealed that they would prefer marriage to an older, financially secure man rather than a young, impoverished’ one, but this highlights the very difficult economic circumstances so many contemporary Iraqi women find themselves in (al-Jawaheri 2008: 101). 

In Beyond Love, Huda’s co-worker, Aziza, is very beautiful. Huda describes her as ‘shapely twenty-five-year-old with prominent breasts whose nipples could not be hidden by summer shirts. Her mouth was sensual, her gaze dreamy’ (BL 6). Huda also describes her cheeks as ‘naturally so rosy’ that Shafiqa, the ‘watchful’ with her ‘sharp and fiery temperament’, sometimes thinks the rosy colour of Aziz’s cheeks is makeup: ‘this is a factory, not a nightclub! Makeup is forbidden! Remove that red color from your cheeks’, she says to Aziz one day (BL 7). Aziza reacts by taking one of the flannels right away, rubbing her cheeks with it and spreading it before Shafiqa’s eyes and then displaying it for everyone to see: ‘Look’, she says, ‘it is white like snow. God alone has put this makeup on my face from the day I was born’ (BL 7). Being young and so beautiful makes her very marketable; however, she is not married. She dreams of marrying a rich, non-Iraqi ‘Arab man’ (Hussein, 2003, 13). It is noteworthy that I had to change Masmoudi’s translation of the Iraqi text because the translator seems to have missed a very vital point about the significance of ‘Arab men’ for Iraqi women’s marriage dreams at that time. Being originally from Tunisia, Masmoudi is not fully aware of the Iraqi context of the word ‘Arab’ here because Iraq is an Arab country, therefore she did not translate this word.

During the severe and long period of sanctions on Iraq, all Arab countries, even those without oil resources and dependent on Iraqi oil, like Jordan, were much more prosperous than Iraq. Therefore, Aziza dreams of marrying a non-Iraqi Arab man, ‘no matter how he looks, as long as he rescues [her] from hardship and this cursed country, the country of endless wars!’ (BL 7). Even Iraqi men, such as Mr Fatih in the novel, preferred marrying non-Iraqi women, in order to gain dual nationality that could help them to escape from the regime and sanctions. 

According to al-Jawaheri, the siege and the ‘types of income division under sanctions – a poor majority and a rich minority’ had ‘implanted a sense of insecurity that was reflected in people’s attitudes towards marriage’ (al-Jawaheri 2008: 100). The development of the ‘materialistic tendency’ among Iraqis is clearly shown in Aziza and her aspirations. Her materialism is more like Liz’s, who hates her inferior social background and wants ‘to hang on to that vast house in Harley Street’ in London (TRW 184). In contrast to Aziza and to Liz, Esther is only ‘interested in the visual aspects of the material world’ and ‘so little attracted to the notion of owning property’, which the narrator attributes to Esther’s background, explaining that ‘maybe it is merely a continental aberration, a Viennese inheritance, an unsettled, refugee spirit, an un-English spirit’ (TRW 184). 

Social forces are clearly constructing what is often seen as the highly individual intimate realm, whether these are those of war, being a refugee or a woman in post-war Britain. The materialistic tendency led Shafiqa to ‘miss the boat’ (BL 9). Unlike Aziza, she is not beautiful and has ‘a constantly terrified but alert face’, but she competes with other women to marry Mr Fatih, whose Syrian wife left him a few days before the war broke out, probably out of fear. Therefore, Shafiqa, as Salwa explains to other women, ‘is jealous and tightening her control over us so that no one will get the chance to have him for herself’(BL 9). Shafiqa makes it very difficult for women workers ‘to approach Mr. Fatih’ and if any one needed to talk to him, ‘it was necessary to go through Shafiqa first’ (BL 10). Salwa complains that ‘Shafiqa would enter the room with us for anything of truly serious nature’ (BL 10). When Mr Fatih plans to do without a certain number of workers ‘because of the recession’, Shafiqa ‘would choose those who might be her rivals for Mr. Fatih’s heart’, therefore these women start to flatter Shafiqa ‘so that she spares’ them (BL 9, 11).

Like Aziza and Shafiqa, Liz is very materialistic. Her second marriage is described as being ‘calculated’: she ‘was embarking on a world of wealth, with Charles Headleand ’ (TRW 99). After divorce, Charles wanted to sell their house in Harley Street for he thinks that ‘Liz herself is by no means indifferent to wealth: her attitude to it is a little eccentric, a little high handed, but it is not an attitude of indifference’ (TRW 172). Losing the house in Harley Street seems to be more significant to Liz than losing Charles: ‘What am I supposed to do? Move to fucking Kentish Town?’ (TRW 109). The house is very important for her because ‘she reached too high, travelled too far, from Abercorn Avenue’ (TRW 117). In an interesting example of free direct discourse, in which the narrator acts like a commentator with strong subjective and moralisitc inclinations, we are also told that:

[Liz] had been too confident, too knowing, too rich: she had assumed privileges, she lived in her own charmed world, has despised those who had been less certain, less secure. Let her taste confusion! (TRW 122)

We find that women’s position in society is precarious, dependent on securing marriage to a male and thus to his primary household income, his ability to pay a mortgage and bills and to buy products for the house, so that any materialism is likely to be dependent on another, very likely a male, for its continuation. Alix thinks of Liz’s ‘extravagances’ as a result of her poor background, ‘for Liz Headleand, after all, was only a reincarnation of Liz Ablewhite of Abercorn Avenue, daughter of a mad woman and a missing engineer’ (TRW 123). Like the Iraqi female characters, who become materialistic because of the siege, Liz’s materialism is also the result of difficult years under austerity, as she and her sister, Shirley, were living in the wake of World War II, as discussed earlier.

Liz seems to belatedly get some awareness and self-understanding in her mature years. After ‘the sickening shock of the rapid deterioration’ of Liz’s first marriage, she learns about herself, her identity and her gender through marriage perhaps more than she learns about herself through undertaking a Natural Sciences degree at university, which is ironic, given that such a course was once seen by many and represented by the state as a dramatic improvement in women’s position in society. Liz and Edgar soon divorce. She is divorced twice, but unlike the first divorce, the end of the twenty-one-year second marriage from Charles comes as a result of her resistance to patriarchy. Thus, from Charles's point of view, Liz is to be blamed for ‘mock[ing] him and boss[ing] and teas[ing] and vanish[ing]. He had grown frightened of Liz’ (TRW 112). However, her broken marriage ‘made her ill’ (TRW 69). Like Huda, who pledges that she ‘won’t fall in love’ again, after her disappointment with Youssef, Liz thinks of the disloyalty of her husband and how now she may be 'finished with sexual intercourse forever’, preferring the company of her tabby cat, which she is ‘extremely attached to’ (BL 107; TRW 18, 246). Thus, both females and males are seen to withdraw from sexual relations in these novels, but the focus is on females and the fact that they are required to face precarious situations as a result of social inequalities and asymmetries in gender status, and, perhaps as a result, it is the females who seem able to rebuild their lives beyond marriage more effectively than the men depicted.

In Iraqi society, marriage, as al-Jawaheri has noted, ‘is so highly valued’ and ‘is considered to be a main aim in life, especially for women, who are under immense pressure to marry’ (al-Jawaheri 2008: 98). Similarly, if subliminally so, in the Britain represented by Drabble. The sanctions and the crisis of marriage resulted in ‘a growing number of unmarried women and a simultaneous increase in social pressure on them’ because ‘an Iraqi woman is usually judged according to whether or not she has achieved the status of wife and mother’ (al-Jawaheri 2008: 99, 98). These values are associated with more traditional societies, especially feudal societies, since the industrial revolution tends to require women as well as men to carry out its tasks, and this process tends to level out some differences between males and females, if not all. However, the reality is that industrialised societies also tended to maintain these traditions for generations, and have sometimes reverted to them. Marxism, as Terry Eagleton observes, ‘had certainly sidelined gender and sexuality. But it had by no means ignored these topics, even though much of what it had to say about them was painfully insufficient’ (2003: 31). One limitation of a Marxist critique of society, and of the position of women within it is that it struggles to conceive of social change as itself complex and contradictory, producing many different hybrid societies which are, and seem to remain, an amalgam of feudal and industrial structures, usually leaving women in an invidious position as a result in most of the variant kinds. 

Mother Khadija tells Huda that, in her day, ‘every girl used to dream about marriage and motherhood’, cursing the time in which the ‘poor girls [were] fighting for their bread’, referring to the female workers of the factory: ‘Fie on the bad times when women abandon their femininity for practices that degrade their dignity’ (BL 150). Meanwhile, ‘sexual contact outside marriage, particularly for women, is scarcely possible and totally unacceptable’ (al-Jawaheri 2008: 98). The ‘dilemma of finding a partner’, ‘the increasing an already overwhelming burden’ and the suppressed sexual drives are clearly highlighted in Beyond Love (al-Jawaheri 2008: 98). The ‘active’ Aziza ‘never lost an opportunity to say something crude’: ‘when she finished sewing a piece, she would hold it up and say, “I wonder who the guy is who will hide his privates behind this”’ (BL 6, 7). When the machine technician, Emad, visited the factory to repair damaged machines as ‘under the endless embargo Mr. Fatih couldn’t import new ones’, all women in the factory, as Huda reflects later, ‘had a collective feeling about him’ (BL 13, 14):

The women prettied themselves, as though they were going to a party; they would wear lipstick and sparkling eye shadow. As soon as they saw the handsome technician, their faces drained of colour and their eyes attacked him with improper looks. Aziza would claim that her machine was too heavy, and Salwa would complain about the quality of the needles [...] A third woman would ask him although she knew the answer already, whether Mr. Fatih would buy new machines. Another woman would call out: ‘Please, Mr. Emad, have a look at my machine! It’s getting tired’. (BL 14)

In one sense, this description can be seen as a criticism of women, who apparently spontaneously resort to cosmetics in their desperate desire to impress a man, and some might suggest that their use of innuendo suggests a less than spotless mind, but it seems to me that the point Hussein is making by describing this typical moment in such detail is that it shows that women are prepared to take opportunities when they are available, and yet they do it without the type of rivalry which leads to war, given that the conversations remain amicable and light. The animation described is as much a collective one as that of a group of competing individuals.

In The Radiant Way, ‘Alix was a virgin’ but, unlike Huda, Nadia or any other single Middle Eastern woman, ‘she had tried to disembarrass herself of her virginity’ (TRW 95). Before she married Sebastian Manning, a man from high society whom she met at Cambridge, Alix ‘had been certain, once she started “going steady” with Sebastian, that this would be accomplished’ (TRW 95). Her hope that Sebastian would remove the burden of virginity so that she could become a woman was diminished because ‘Sebastian had not seemed eager to take the final step’ (TRW 95). She ‘had suggested to him, although of course not in words, that it would be a good idea to alter their pattern of lovemaking to something a little more adult’, but Sebastian ‘had moved away: shrunk, dwindled, and moved away’ (TRW 95). ‘And since that movement, that rejection,’ emotionally disillusioned Alix ‘had felt her own desire diminish’ (TRW 95). Sebastian, as hinted in the novel, is not straight. In the early 1950s when Sebastian was experiencing his youthful manhood, homosexuality was considered as a major criminal offence, till the Wolfenden Report (1957), which put forward the recommendation that ‘homosexual behaviour between consenting adults in private be no longer a criminal offence’ (‘Wolfenden Report’). However, ‘it was not until July 1967 that homosexuality finally became legal in England and Wales’ (‘Wolfenden Report’). Realizing Sebastian’s different sexual orientation, Alix considers marrying ‘a man she no longer wanted, at the age of twenty-one’ as ‘a wrong thing’ (TRW 95, 94). Mentioning the age of marriage is another hint of the Wolfenden Report, in which the age of twenty-one was recommended for consent between homosexuals, suggesting the idea that personal responsibility is constructed by the state because heterosexual relationships are allowed before that at eighteen, the ‘age of consent’ at this time. In The History of Sexuality (1978), Foucault refers to such measures taken by the state in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, when it was essential for ‘the state to know what was happening with its citizens' sex lives, and the use they made of it, but also that each individual be capable of controlling the use […] made of it’ (vol. 1, 1978: 26). Likewise, in The Radiant Way, the state tries to ensure that each individual is capable of controlling his/her sex and body. Foucault stresses that ‘between the state and the individual, sex became a public issue, where a whole web of discourses, special knowledges, analyses, and injunctions settled upon it’ (vol. 1, 1978: 26). In other words, and as shown in Drabble’s novel, the state undertook the task of constructing binary sexual identities for the youth and constructed the nuclear family to reproduce workers, consumers and borrowers, to maintain the existing structures of political-economic power of the Capitalist system, in which the rejection of queer identity can be understood to be a product of the heteronormativity of society during this period.

Drabble indicates that such policies are only constructed for the sake of the system, not for its citizens. Though the kinds of suffering described in The Radiant Way are very different from that in Beyond Love, we see in both how the imposition of structures of power on women, though in very different circumstances, have similarly damaging effects.

Though her marriage was not followed by divorce, Alix is ‘extremely unhappy’ with Sebastian (TRW 93). Their promised happiness as a sensibly married couple soon changes into depression: ‘she was deeply depressed, and felt guilty about her depression’ (TRW 96). Unlike Salwa, who wanted to commit suicide herself because of the threat of honour killing, Alix contemplates suicide because she is ‘irritated […] almost beyond bearing’ by what ‘she now saw as the unthinking, meaningless nature’ of Sebastian’s ‘good nature’ and cheerfulness. Her hopelessness increases, as the narrator explains: 

Sebastian got a job, as easily as he had said he would, working for an intellectual left-wing magazine. Alix applied for jobs until she found she was pregnant, then gave up and sat at home […] She did not want a baby. She never wanted to sleep with Sebastian again. (TRW 96-97) 

There is nothing to suggest that Sebastian is in any way more intellectually gifted than her and yet he easily achieves a very interesting job, as he has his rich family background that enables him to easily find a role for himself where he can achieve some kind of self-realization and fulfilment. Whereas Alix, on the other hand, is from a family of professionals, which is more precarious and insecure. Moreover, in wealthy families, a male child is encouraged to follow his calling and to live out his fantasies. Alix, we are told, found herself pregnant. As a woman, she is also vulnerable to pregnancy which stands in the way of a career, or offers a way out of the difficulty of realizing a career, in Alix’s case. 

When Alix gives birth to their son, Nicholas, she finds a companion that compensates for the absence of her husband: ‘She no longer knew if she was happy or unhappy, cheerful or depressed, as she gazed at the infant lying in his pram, asleep in his cot, kicking on a rug before the fire’ (TRW 96). The phrase ‘she no longer knew’ is crucial because it contradicts the fact that she clearly has the capacity for learning and understanding, and implies that marriage and motherhood have broken down or suppressed her ability to think independently and insightfully. The family and marriage and social structures in which they are embedded, which include patriarchy, undermine her coherent thought processes and her analytical abilities, which is similar to the process we have seen to be generated through war. The couple regularly invite their friends to stay with them ‘to alleviate their couple-loneliness’ and to make up for their incompleteness. Among their visitors are Sebastian’s Canadian friends, described as having ‘long hair and [saying] they knew Jack Kerouac. They thought life was holy. They also smoked dope’ (TRW 95-96). When Sebastian, who ‘was not used to dope’, tries it, he becomes one of its victims, being ‘drowned in the swimming pool’ (TRW 95-96). He is shown to have died of the shock of the new, which is ironic because it is precisely what Alix suffers from in marriage. 

The nuclear family is shown through this part of The Radiant Way to occupy a small, confined space, namely the household. Thus, when she escapes from it by happenstance, she feels that she has somehow failed to internalise the appropriate feelings regarding her husband, as directed by biopolitics:

Alix, naturally, was almost (but not quite) overwhelmed with guilt, at not grieving enough, at not having been the perfect wife, at having ceased to love Sebastian. Maybe her love would have kept him alive. Maybe she had killed him. The sympathy of others was hard to bear. She felt a fraud, as the letters poured in. (TRW 97)

Elements of Drabble’s irony are present in the word ‘naturally’ and the subsequent caveat and conditionality, suggesting that she is guilty of feeling not guilty. Alix’s guilt is highly ambiguous, being mixed with much relief, to the extent that we understand that she has successfully managed not to internalise her required emotional responses, even though she is only partially aware of this. She cannot relate to the role determined for her even in the death of husband, but resists it because it does not suit her psyche.


In addition, although the narrator describes Brian and Alix as being ‘happy. By and large’, their marriage is seriously threatened by a short ‘platonic’ affair between Alix and Brian’s close friend, Otto Werner (TRW 156, 182). This ‘wonderful disaster’ is ended before it turns into an adulterous relationship (TRW 300). Being ‘serious people, seriously married’, Alix and Otto avoid the disaster and save their marriages (TRW 300). In contrast to Alix, Liz could not save her marriage nor keep their house. However, now that she has a new house and a tabby cat, she loses interest in men : ‘What do women need with men? All that’s gone out of fashion’ (TRW 126). Though this is only the voice of one character, and that of a character whose own circumstances make the presence of a man irrelevant to her, it does suggest that Liz has found a degree of happiness and a secure personal identity by disentangling herself from the tightly meshed structures of the conventional heterosexual nuclear family. However, it also symbolises changes in wider society, with what was said to be the fundamental unit of society being broken down still further, to the level of the individual. The increasing obsolescence of the traditional male role and the nuclear family may well benefit some women, but both novels show that, without other structures to support them, individuals may well find that the cultures of resistance which have sustained, if not saved them, both internal and external, become obsolete too, in a world of super-rich corporate elites and vertical power structures.

Conclusion
Despite the significant historical and cultural differences between The Radiant Way and Beyond Love, they have broad interests in common. In fact, the representation of history at the late twentieth century moment does bring these two texts together. The different areas discussed in this chapter, including violence, class and gender also relevant to the two novels. Both novels reveal connections in terms of the representation of the biopolitics of Thatcher and Saddam, including their economic policies, which are shown to be the underlying cause of the violent conflicts and disasters presented in the novels. According to Ruth Wittlinger, The Radiant Way is considered to be ‘an evaluation of the state of Thatcherite Britain and its ideologies’, which, as Pamela Bromberg indicates, ‘shows us an England in decline’ (2002: 99; 1990: 10). And the same can be said of Beyond Love, though it is also more of a campaigning novel which aims to draw attention to the sufferings of contemporary Iraqis.

Both novels are examples of documentary fiction about different contexts. They are also literary and historiographic metafiction. While all of the characters in Beyond Love are tied to historical events, including successive wars, the sanctions and Saddam’s oppression, in The Radiant Way, some of them are, such as the refugee character, Esther, whose Jewish family fled from Central Europe before World War II, which has a tremendous effect on her childhood and adulthood, and the two professional characters, Alix and Brian, who are influenced by Thatcher’s austerity measures. On the other hand, some characters are not as clearly affected by these issues, such as Liz, whose private income makes her pay little attention to her country’s political situation. In a sense, Mr Fatih, the factory owner in Beyond Love acts in a similar way, as if he is above politics, but the fact that he finds himself caught up in the corruption of the regime, suggests that Hussein’s novel recognises the pervasive influence of corruption and vertical power structures on all citizens.

Some of the artistic techniques are parallel in both novels, such as the use of literary realism. However, unlike Drabble’s work, Beyond Love is written as a confessional narrative, in the first person. Another difference is the tone of the two novels. In The Radiant Way, irony is common, as we have seen, working in various ways to subtly question and undermine widely held assumptions and preconceptions about the world, giving it a dry humour, even though most critics consider this novel to offer a bleak outlook on the contemporary world. The tone of Hussein’s novel is thoroughly tragic and dark, without the nuance of narratorial irony. She exposes the unremitting horrors of tyranny, which means the novel is necessarily very serious.

In Beyond Love, the author wants to bring the contemporary historical events to public attention to make them read about them. These events come out through literature which is really a kind of campaigning for change. She wanted to make people realize and raise awareness through her protagonist and narrator, Huda, who believes that a small resistance, like writing ‘No’ in a referendum, would make a difference. She believes that: 

Our weak silence about these big wrongs is what stole our confidence and held us back. The consequence was that we assumed unconsciously the guilt both for those crimes and for not fighting them. (BL 19)   

She urges Nadia to speak against the oppression which befell her and her family: ‘We had nothing but words to express our tragedy’, she says (BL 15). For her part, Nadia does not sit silent but writes a diary in which she documents her tragedy as well as the tragedy of her country. Moosa also documents the catastrophic events after the First Gulf War in a diary, which is based on a true account written by an Iraqi poet, who took part in the war. Hadiya Husayn was campaigning to raise awareness about the violent reality behind the façade of the Iraqi dictatorship, and to change that society as a result. In contrast, campaigning is not the focus in The Radiant Way. Drabble instead satirises and critiques all sides in the socio-political disputes that are referred to in the novel. Both novels thus go beyond being wholly documentary novels, since the authors are both engaged in the political aspects of the worlds they describe.

Beyond Love is about the collective marginalisation and biopolitics of one ethnic group, which is the Shiite, particularly in the South, where they rose against Saddam. Nadia suffered oppression, poverty and losses, therefore she leaves the South to live in exile. While in The Radiant Way, the regional divisions are shown to be a way of thinking, in Beyond Love, it is ever widening to include mixed areas such as Baghdad in which the Shiites were put under surveillance and frequently intimidated. Huda leaves Baghdad to live in exile because of the threat of violence imposed by the regime. Hadiya Husayn seems to question whether exile is the best solution to this problem. Huda tells Moosa that ‘exile brings people closer to each other’, but he does not agree, saying that ‘sometimes exile increases dissension’ because some of the Iraqis are sent by the regime ‘to spy and report on each other’ (BL 122-23). Youssef prefers to stay in Baghdad though it ‘is hard, but exile will be even more difficult’ for him (BL 106). He wants to resist the regime ‘within the homeland’ (BL 106). Hussein probably is suggesting that if it is possible, it is better to stay in Iraq, otherwise exile is the only option available. In The Radiant Way, exile has an everlasting effect on the refugee characters. Beside eccentricity, refugee status makes Esther maintain a certain detachment from British life. Nevertheless, refugees such as Esther, her brother and father, are shown to have their contribution to the society.       

Though they are strikingly different in the characters and novelistic spheres they render, both novels deal with gender politics. While in Hussein’s novel, war and anticipation of war change gender roles, in Drabble’s novel, these roles appear to be more ‘traditional’ in this respect. Essentially, Drabble tends to accept traditional gender roles because, according to Connell, ‘in everyday life we take gender for granted. We instantly recognize a person as a man or woman, girl or boy […] Conventional marriages require one of each’, or at least, they did when Connell was writing – but perhaps less so today (2009: 5). But at least as much presumably Beyond Love does. As a matter of fact, Drabble questions these concepts. She uses indirect methods of irony to challenge traditional gender roles. Compared to what The Radiant Way is pointing to, Beyond Love, seems to me, not actually challenging traditional gender roles as such, it is rather documenting their breakdown under the conditions of war – as the title suggests.  

In this chapter, the contrast is shown to be between a backdrop of overt violence, and one in which the implicit violence is expressed in terms of power. The overt violence is explored in relation to the context of war and its aftermath in which both novels are located, particularly the Iraqi one, where the representation of war is reflected in a more direct way. There is also a sense of a kind of threatened or implicit violence that might cause women to conform, for example, even in the Drabble’s fiction, women behave in a certain way, which is portrayed as a biopolitical construct that they are made to fear. There is the idea of women’s agency though this is shown to be restricted by more pervasive structures of male dominance. Violence and rape have similar effects on women in both texts. Western women, of course, have more freedoms than Middle Eastern women, yet they are shown to have trouble acknowledging their desires, which they have to force into conventional structures, such as marriage. Sometimes such conformity to patriarchy, in both novels, is seen as passivity, when women step back and keep themselves safe from a society that threatens them, but it could be a resistance as well. However, the women in The Radiant Way, who make decisions to marry early and to have families, are not really making better decisions than the women in Hussein’s novel, for instance Huda, who remains hesitant to take any action. All the early marriages in The Radiant Way are shown to be failures.  

Thus, the violence in British society in the 1980s as well as the biopolitical violence during Saddam’s era can be seen as comparable. Both novels try to document such violence. Beyond Love is also campaigning against it. Finally, both novels have different endings. Beyond Love ends with Huda going to the airport to travel to America as a refugee. She quotes an Iraqi poet: ‘Oh, morning of Baghdad, Farewell, / I’m entering exile’ (BL 168). Though she has no hope of returning to Baghdad, and she does not feel ‘happy or sad, satisfied or angry’, nevertheless she ‘wanted to discover the unknown and felt like a newborn’ (BL 167). Elements of hope can be seen in Huda’s regeneration. 
The Radiant Way, on the other hand, has a very bleak ending, though there are perhaps hints that this very dark cloud may have something of a silver lining: 
The sun is dull with a red radiance. It sinks. Esther, Liz and Alix are silent with attention. The sun hangs in the sky, burning. The earth deepens to a more profound red. The sun bleeds, the earth bleeds. The sun stands still. (TRW 369)

There is not much hope with a bleeding and unmoving sun and earth. The image of a bleeding universe is shocking and dramatic, especially given Drabble’s determination to remain down-to-earth and avoid romance and fantasy. There is a distinct sense not only of the death of hope but of the imminent death of the world, due to war and other greed-driven, profit-motivated actions and processes. Nevertheless, we are also reminded of the significance of the colour red in both novels to signify menstruation. Though on the one hand we perceive a world exploited and abused to the verge of collapse by capitalist and patriarchal practices and structures, we can also remember that procreation brings new generations, who have the opportunity to attempt to live other lives than biopolitical structures predetermined for them, as, to an extent, some of the characters in these novels manage to do.
Chapter Two

Violence, the Grotesque and the Abject in Margaret Drabble and Ahmad Sa‘dawi

She was savage and superb, wild-eyed and magnificent; there was something ominous and stately in her deliberate progress. And in the hush that had fallen suddenly upon the whole sorrowful

land, the immense wilderness, the colossal body of the fecund and mysterious life seemed to look at her, pensive, as though it had been looking at the image of its own tenebrous and passionate soul. (Conrad, Heart of Darkness, 1999: 89)  

Saloth Sar:

And you, Cambodians, my brothers, you who are made

Out of my country’s mud,

I’ll be your porter, I’ll smash you to bits,

I’ll return you to primal matter

And then I’ll mould from this clay a new Khmer people.

Hélène Cixous's The Terrible But Unfinished Story of Norodom Sihanouk, King of Cambodia (1985) 

(qtd in Whitehead 2001: 20) 

‘Because he was such a big bad monster and was responsible for the death of a nation?’ suggested Liz, placidly.

‘Do you believe in monsters?’ Stephen had asked. ‘Single, self-generated monsters?’ (GoI 18)

Introduction


In Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, Kurtz’s dying words, ‘The horror! The horror!’ can be seen as an echo of the words uttered by Victor, the protagonist of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, ‘but now that I had finished, the beauty of the dream vanished, and breathless horror and disgust filled my heart’ (Conrad 1999: 97; Shelley 2012: 36). Both of these characters are haunted by a horrible monster. Kurtz is haunted by the ‘genocidal colonialism’ with which he is ‘caught up and made unwillingly complicit’, as Robert Eaglestone’s recent reading of the novel shows (2017: 115). Whereas Victor is haunted by the monster he has created. It also worth mentioning that in both works, females and their bodies are treated as monstrous, as is the case with Kurtz’s African mistress and the monster’s female mate, whose creation Victor postpones on the basis that ‘she might become ten thousand times more malignant than her mate’ (Conrad 1999: 89; Shelley 2012: 394). The monstrous bodies created by Conrad and Shelley can both be seen to be grotesque, a concept which was influentially theorised by Russian literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin in his reading of François Rabelais’ work. In fact, Conrad has been called ‘a master of the grotesque’ because of elements of grotesque in his fiction, such as ‘the distortion of persons and objects, the yoking of incompatibles [and] the fusion of the fearsome and the ludicrous’ (Nettels 1974: 144). Besides the grotesque bodies in Conrad’s and Shelley’s novels, there are elements of fear and disgust, which make these bodies signify the abject, a term coined by the psychoanalyst Julia Kristeva in Powers of Horror (1982). 
In this chapter, I will refer to Conrad’s and Shelley’s works because of their impact on the two novels under study here: Margaret Drabble’s The Gates of Ivory (1991) and Frankenstein in Baghdad (1913) by the Iraqi poet, novelist and screenwriter, Ahmad Sa‘dawi. Heart of Darkness has a direct influence on Drabble’s novel, while the influence of Shelley is obvious from the title of the Iraqi novel. The Gates of Ivory is about a dark excursion into the heart of South-east Asia with a clear analogy with the Conradian Congo, while Frankenstein in Baghdad is about a monster created from the body parts of those killed in daily suicide explosions and sectarian violence in the wake of the 2003 US-led occupation. It is worth noting that The Gates of Ivory also deals with a country that had been invaded and occupied by American forces sometimes in its history. This chapter examines what brings The Gates of Ivory and Frankenstein in Baghdad together and what differentiates them regarding intertextuality, fragments of bodies and textual bodies. 

The modern-day Frankenstein novel is unlike the original story, in which the creature is built by a chemist in his lab, as the dismal retelling of it in a contemporary Iraqi context features a monster created by a ‘fiftyish, dirty-looking, unfriendly and booze-smelling’ scavenger, Hadi al-Attag, on the roof of a very old and collapsing house in central Baghdad (FiB 17). Al-Attag names his creature ‘Al-Shismah’, an Iraqi Arabic word meaning ‘what’s its name’.  Unlike Shelley’s male creature, Al-Shismah is genderless, although he is referred to in the masculine.
 Other than the monster and the use of the name ‘Frankenstein’, Sa‘dawi does not draw heavily on Shelley. Drabble, by contrast, makes a clear comparison with Conrad. Even the title itself seems to be a reference to Heart of Darkness, for the ivory trade is at the centre of Conrad’s novel: although it is based on Homer's Odyssey, as shown in the epigraph, ‘it is Conrad who makes it resonate’, as Roger Bowen observes (1999: 284). Moreover, Drabble’s protagonist, Stephen Cox, is a novelist and a truly dedicated reader of Joseph Conrad. Because of this influence, Stephen succumbs to an irresistible desire to have first-hand knowledge of the hostile world of the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia. Conrad’s character, ‘the manager’, who is, as Robert Eaglestone upholds, ‘an actively genocidal zealot’, presides over The Gates of Ivory, as a prototype for Stephen Cox's goal, the Cambodian genocidal tyrant, Saloth Sar (better known by his nom de guerre, Pol Pot), about whom he wants to write a play (Eaglestone 2010: 199). Stephen and his tragic journey in South-east Asia echoes both Marlow’s quest for Kurtz and Kurtz’s dream and ruin in Heart of Darkness (GoI 75). The central character, Liz Headleand, plays a bewildered Marlow in her attempt to find and understand her ex-boyfriend, Stephen, after receiving a mysterious parcel posted in Kampuchea/ Cambodia, containing his wads of paper, notebooks and other items, including two human finger-bones. 

As in Conrad’s and Shelley’s novels, the concepts of the grotesque and the abject appear in The Gates of Ivory and Frankenstein in Baghdad, for both novels deal with the creation of monsters. They also explore women’s bodies and their monstrosity. Moreover, the authors of the two novels create a new textual body out of the referentiality of their texts, involving a metafictional style, as discussed in chapter three:  Drabble returning to a colonial text, Sa‘dawi to a gothic one. These created bodies/texts are themselves monstrous because of the excessive, repetitive quality of the lexis used to describe a monster’s body, that of a Frankenstein-like creature, an admixture of beast and human. In this chapter, I examine the presence of both the grotesque and the abject in both novels, where one is perceptible rather than the other. The two novels will be compared in view of the concepts of grotesque and abject: The Gates of Ivory will be read as a grotesque and positive novel while Frankenstein in Baghdad will be looked at in terms of anxiety and the abject. I also focus on how the depictions of female bodies as grotesque or abject in the two novels serve as a critique of sexual politics. In addition to this, I examine violence and fragmentation in relation to the grotesque and the abject and whether the grotesque and/or abject are the product or the cause of violence and fragmentation. Both novels studied here are political, therefore Bakhtin and his political subtext, which was considered ‘a cryptic anti-Stalinist allegory’, can help in the analysis (Stallybrass 1986: 11). But could Kristeva’s theory of abjection, which offers a darker reading of the grotesque, help in the analysis as the events in these two novels exceed the optimistic Bakhtinian grotesque? 

In discussing the grotesque elements in both novels, it is useful to trace the etymology of the word and its use in art and architecture. It is derivative of the Italian word grotta, meaning cave or hollow, originally referring to an unusual style of Ancient Roman ornamentation and decorative art, rediscovered and then copied in Italy in the late fifteenth century. The outlines of the concept of the grotesque body consist of the incomplete body or what Bakhtin refers to as ‘the unfinished and open body (dying, bringing forth and being born)’, which ‘is not separated from the world’, but ‘blended with the world, with animals, with objects’ (Bakhtin 1984: 26-7). The material bodily elements, Bakhtin stresses, have ‘a positive character’ (Bakhtin 1984: 312). In relation to style, humour and satire, the grotesque went through transformations, losing its folk culture and carnival spirit, but the most important transformation ‘was that of the principle of laughter’ (Bakhtin 1984: 38). Although this element of laughter remained, because no grotesque ‘is conceivable in the atmosphere of absolute seriousness’, it ‘was cut down to cold humor, irony, sarcasm’ and parody, where its ‘joyful and triumphant hilarity’ ceased to be and its ‘positive regenerating power was reduced to a minimum’ (Bakhtin 1984: 38). These genres of reduced laughter - humour, irony, sarcasm and parody - developed during Romanticism, ‘as stylistic components of serious literature (especially the novel)’ (Bakhtin 1984: 120). In order to relate Drabble and Sa‘dawi to the carnivalised world and to grotesque iconography, it should first be noted that both involve parody, satire and sarcasm. Sa‘dawi’s novel belongs to a new genre, named ‘adab sākhir’, which is translated as ‘carnivalesque’ or ‘subversive literature’, which has begun to spread recently in the Arab world, reacting to the recent dramatic political changes, social instability and conflicts.
 Similarly, all of Drabble’s novels display the use of irony in connection with violence.

As for The Gates of Ivory, ‘there’s so much irony’, as Drabble states, as well as parody in the novel (Wachtel 1994: 297). Martine Watson Brownley observes in Drabble’s novel ‘considerable surface realism’, despite which parody ‘literally becomes realism’ for Stephen, who leaves London on an Air France jet piloted by ‘Commandant Parodi’, and who reflects, ‘we live in the age of parody’ (Brownley 2000: 161, GoI 40). Reading The Gates of Ivory seems almost like entering a new era, going beyond Bakhtin, where everything is parodic and nothing can be taken seriously. When Stephen goes to Cambodia looking for the remainders of Pol Pot’s army, he dies and is buried there, but nobody in his country knows about that until Liz goes to Thailand, searching for him and she discovers evidence of his death. Both Stephen’s and Liz’s journeys are, as Brownley maintains, parodying ‘Aeneas’s descent to the underworld’ (2000:161). Eleanor Honig Skoller finds in Drabble’s oeuvre, ‘a parody of plot and genre that is a repudiation of high modernist artists’ such as Conrad, who stands above his texts, ‘godlike and invisible, indifferent’ (1993: 22-23). Though it is well to be wary of such overarching and somewhat reductive statements as these, it is nevertheless true that, in Drabble’s work, ‘nobody has all the right answers – or any answers’ (Skoller 1993: 23). In fact, parody seems to be a type of answer for Drabble. It shows the flaws of reality and implicitly asks about what seems to be true, but is not. It grotesquely destroys and distorts ‘the very contents of the truth which it unveils’, as Bakhtin put it (1984: 94). 
The grotesque, according to many critics, has a number of meanings, including ‘fantastical, hideous, ludicrous, bizarre, distorted, incongruent and unnatural’ (Hurley 2007: 138). Bakhtin emphasizes ‘the material bodily image that is exaggerated to disproportionate dimensions’ (Bakhtin 1984: 312). The grotesque ‘exaggerates and caricatures the negative, the inappropriate’ (Bakhtin 1984: 306). But this exaggeration in the grotesque, as Bakhtin suggests, ‘acquires an extreme, fantastic character’ (Bakhtin 1984: 306). Both novels involve fantastic elements, whether in reality or dreams. Sa‘dawi thinks that ‘the Iraqi reality is a reality of fantasy. If the novelist intends to be an excessive realist, he would be obliged to be a fantasist’.
 The grotesque is an act of degradation: ‘the lowering of all that is high, spiritual, ideal, abstract’ to ‘the material level’, where everything is transferred ‘to the sphere of earth and body in their indissoluble unity’ in a positive way, reflecting the return to the body and celebrating the materiality of bodiliness (Bakhtin 1984: 19-20). In other words, the grotesque is associated with the human body, ‘focusing on the material thingness of the human subject rather than intellect or spirit’, as Kelly Hurley puts it (2007: 138).  Both novels to some extent reflect the fleshy, natal and organic materiality of the body, especially the female body, which bleeds, menstruates and gets pregnant. Also, in both novels, there are representations of what Bakhtin calls ‘the apertures or the convexities’ including ‘the open mouth, the genital organs, […] the nose’ (Bakhtin 1984: 26). It is a physical openness of the body being available, not restricted. Through these ‘openings’ the world ‘enters the body or emerges from it’ (Bakhtin 1984: 26). 

However, these openings of the body are seen by Julia Kristeva in isolation from the rest of the world, as Sue Vice indicates in ‘Bakhtin and Kristeva’ (1997: 160). They are simply considered as an aspect of being abject, which is obviously ‘the psychoanalytic view of the grotesque, its sibling but not necessarily its successor’ as Vice puts it (‘Bakhtin and Kristeva’, 1997: 161). Abjection is a violent process of psychic individuation by ‘repelling, rejecting; repelling itself, rejecting itself. Ab-jecting’ (Kristeva 1982: 13). It signifies the human reaction (horror, vomit) when confronted with what Kristeva terms one’s ‘corporeality’ or a threatened breakdown in meaning caused by the loss of the distinction between subject and object; the self and the other (Kristeva 1982: 125). By contrast, Bakhtin says the positive meaning of the grotesque arises from exactly this, the body being merged with objects and animals. 

Theories of abjection have been applied by feminist writers, such as Angela Carter and Margaret Atwood, to gothic texts as well as those concerned with the representation of the body, particularly the female or the maternal body. Kristeva speculates that abjection is something that threatens to return the subject to his/her psychosexual development before entering into the mirror stage: that is, the formation of such boundaries as self and other or human and animal. She centrally links the abject with the maternal, since the formation of the boundary between self and other marks one’s separation from the mother’s body. The mother is abjected, as Kristeva argues, when she is separated from ‘the clean and proper body’ of the subject (Kristeva 1982:  71). The abject body, which is everything that is filthy or disorderly, is left behind in the same place as the mother is left. Therefore, the abjection of the mother is necessary for us in order to become individualized and to enter the social world. 

The representations of the positive grotesque and the threatening abject in The Gates of Ivory and Frankenstein in Baghdad are a way of showing the horror and violence that motivated both Drabble and Sa‘dawi to write these novels. Both authors were motivated by the experience of a violent society and a violent world, which makes the universe appear inhumane. Drabble tries to depict a world of monstrosity, horror and atrocity, in which humankind no longer has control over its own destiny. To do this, she uses elements of intertextuality and extratextuality in her novel. In The Gates of Ivory, which is the last book of Drabble’s trilogy that began with The Radiant Way (1987), followed by A Natural Curiosity (1989), Drabble’s vision is expanded from British life and society to include other parts of the world, such as ‘Kampuchea or Cambodia or whatever the wretched country then called itself?’ as Liz reflects. Drawing on the tone of Liz’s utterance, it sounds politically dismissive. Drabble was looking for ‘a challenge’ by shifting the scene from Britain to Cambodia because she had always wanted to write ‘a book that was not wholly based in Britain, like Conrad and Hemingway’, as she told her interviewer, Wachtel (1994: 291). This experiment in expanding the boundaries of the conventional novel is discussed in the novel itself, when the narrator interrupts the narration to express her choices in managing and shaping the plot. She reveals her discomfort at creating other people's lives: 
A queasiness, a moral scruple overcomes the writer at the prospect of selecting individuals from the mass of history, from the human soup. Why this one, why not another? (GoI 120)
The main individuals chosen for this novel are the same London characters of the first two volumes including Liz, her family, friends and lovers. Such choices and novelistic strategies were criticized from feminist perspectives. Critics, such as Gayatri Spivak and Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, have objected to Drabble’s assumption that ‘stories of privileged middleclass women are worth telling’ and accused her of giving ‘only lip service to issues of conflict and struggle in women's lives’ (Campbell 1996; Spivak 1996: 63-67; Fox-Genovese 1979: 237-38)  Drabble claims that her books ‘occupy a sort of bourgeois middle ground, but then so do I, and I’m not ashamed of it’ (qtd in Brownley 2000:178). However, in The Gates of Ivory, Drabble has added new female characters, including Mme Savet Akrun, a ‘mother of four, held in Camp Site Ten, on the Thai-Kampuchean border’ (GoI 25). ‘Is it possible for one woman in London’, Drabble wonders, ‘to meet somebody in a displaced persons’ camp and have a proper conversation?’ (Wachtel 1994: 294). She thinks that these people are ‘with very similar emotions, very similar motivations to ours’ (Wachtel 1994: 294). For her, all these people are part of the ‘human soup’, which makes her raise the question regarding whether there is ‘the light of God’ in them, as Quakers believe, or not. 

Fragmentation 
The Gates of Ivory is about a fragmented and divided world. Drabble opens the novel with these words:

This is a novel—if novel it be—about Good Time and Bad Time. Imagine yourself standing by a bridge over a river on the border between Thailand and Cambodia. Behind you […] all the Good Times of the West. Before you the Bad Time of Cambodia. (GoI 10)

An obvious intertextual reference echoes Charles Dickens’s opening sentence in A Tale of Two Cities (1859): ‘It was the best of times, it was the worst of times’ (2008: 1). Both novels describe the conflicting range of emotions felt during periods of warfare, including both excitement and dread. In The Gates of Ivory, the narrator of this ironically ‘broken narrative’, or ‘ravings’, as described by Drabble in an interview, uses a temporal phrase to signify different locations: the good place of the ‘Good Times’, which is the West, represented by London and a westernized Thailand, and the bad place, which is Cambodia or the ‘Underworld’ and its ‘sunlit darkness’ (qtd in Somerton 1998: 215; GoI 10). Brian, Liz’s friend, attributes ‘the concept Good Time and Bad Time’ to George Steiner's reflections on the Holocaust, while Stephen ‘thought it came from William Shawcross (Both were right)’ (GoI 308). The lives of those upper middle class English people who live in the ‘Good Times’ of the West are contrasted to the Cambodian refugees and peasants, who live in the ‘Bad Times’. We read that, ‘too easily we take refuge with the known. Particular anguish, particular pain, is, in its way, comfortable. Unless, of course, it happens to be our own’ (GoI 120). However, the novel speculates whether the people in the ‘Good Times’ are lucky and immune to violence in contrast to those on the other side of the world or whether the line between the two worlds is so thin that both witness savagery that puts human lives at risk. Indeed the novel works as a ‘bridge’ between the two worlds and deals with violence in both worlds. Drabble addresses whether Westerners are capable of understanding or representing the suffering and pain of those on the receiving end of western power. This brings to mind the issue of cultural appropriation, which happens when ‘members of one culture ([…] call them outsiders) take for their own, or for their own use, items produced by a member or members of another culture (call them insiders)’ (Young 2010: 5). However, cultural appropriation, as James O. Young and Susan Haley argue, is ‘problematic’ (2009: 288). They also argue that 

there is a clear and even essential difference between insiders and outsiders. Insiders fully understand the rules of their cultures. Outsiders cannot. Insiders have priviledge epistemic access to their culture […] We can only look at other cultures from inside our own. (Young & Haley 2009: 285) 

But there is no essentialism about cultures as Edward Said argues in Cultures and Imperialism (1994: 32). He states that ‘the massively knotted and complex histories of special but nevertheless overlapping and interconnected experiences’, of people and cultures, must be acknowledged because ‘there is no particular intellectual reason for granting each and all of them an ideal and essentially separate status’ (Said 1994: 32). Therefore, despite their cultural differences, humans are capable of understanding each other. However, Said points out that some writers and artists from a given culture have failings when representing other cultures, such as Conrad and Kipling, who fell short of questioning imperialism.

In The Gates of Ivory, Drabble is trying to show how outsiders or Westerners look at the insiders in Cambodia from within their own culture. She tries to relate to otherness, and she shows her mainly western characters attempting, in various ways, to do likewise. She makes it clear, though, that these characters have only witnessed other cultures on screen, where it is heavily mediated by the media: ‘The dead and dying travel fast these days. We can devour thousands at breakfast with our toast and coffee, and thousands more in the evening news’ (GoI 10). The narrator’s tone of voice is cynical, showing how it is a matter of consuming, which gives the Westerners the grotesque and horror in a palatable form. She attempts to make her novel a bridge between the Good and the Bad Time, hoping to show what it is like on the ground by the othering of oneself, in order to understand others’ experiences.   

To draw attention to Bad Time, Drabble shows grotesque images of violence, fragmentation, dismemberment and mutilation. However, these images keep recurring in the ‘Good Times’ as well. The novel shows how ‘Western culture is haunted by anxieties about bodily fragmentation or disintegration, and fascinated by a pervasive, impossible ideal of bodily wholeness’, as Charlotte Ross indicates (2011: 1). Drabble’s approach is more psychoanalytic, drawing on Jacques Lacan’s idea of the ‘body in pieces’, which is symbolically melded together through the ‘mirror’ stage, ‘where the ego gives up its image in order to contemplate itself in the Other’, as Kristeva asserts, or during which ‘a myth of apparent wholeness’ comes to ward off a Freudian anxiety about fragmentation, cancelling out ‘images of castration, emasculation, mutilation, dismemberment, dislocation, evisceration, devouring, bursting open of the body’ (Kristeva 1982:  9; Ross 2011: 7; Lacan 1977: 9). Stephen Cox is fragmented like Cambodia, the place he has travelled to. He finds himself hanging ‘between two worlds’, the good and the bad, or life or death (GoI 234). The narrator tells us that ‘he is a go-between. Fragments of him drift on the river, surface from the mud’, symbolizing his sense of defeat as the images of ‘mud’ and ‘river’ stand for ‘dissolution’ and ‘for a sense of loss and oblivion’ (GoI 234; Cirlot 2002: 250-51, 274). Stephen’s fragmented self is clearly shown when he meets Miss Porntip, a former Southeast Asian beauty queen and now a successful capitalist, during his flight to Thailand. Her name ‘here is common, but for English and Americans a silly name’, as she tells Stephen, asking him to start calling her by her pet name, ‘O’, one far more suggestive to him than her given name, reminding him of ‘that anonymous French pornographic masterpiece, L’Histoire d’O’, He complains to her that he ‘can’t stick it all together’ and that he is ‘all in pieces’ (GoI 90, 94). When she asks him, ‘who can stick these things together?’ he tells her
‘But in me’, persisted Stephen, ‘the gaps are so great. I am hardly made of the same human stuff. The same human matter. There is no consistency in me. No glue. No paste. I have no cohesion. I make no sense. 1 am a vacuum. 1 am fragments. I am morsels’. (GoI 94)
His diction reflects his fractured vision of himself and how his identity has come apart. Even his personal possessions, which were sent to Liz in the package, are fragmentary. ‘Where was the glue that would stick it all together? […] “Really Stephen”, [Liz] said, aloud. But he did not answer’ (GoI 24). If Stephen were to answer her, he would have given the same answer that he gave to Miss Porntip, that there is ‘no glue’. Because the glue is connected to mud and both connected to creation, it seems to refer to his inability to ‘construct a personal narrative’ and that he ‘laments this failure’, as Linda Simon observes (1992: n.p.). He can only produce fragments, as his parcel to Liz shows. His feelings of ‘incoherence and fragmentation’ are symptomatic for ‘a diminishing sense of self’ (Knutsen 1996: 581). Psychoanalytically, Stephen’s body is in the pre-mirror stage. The formation of the ego, according to Kristeva is done ‘violently and painfully’, which raises the question as to whether such an approach can figure (post)colonial violence in the novel (1982: 9). Stephen sets out to explore Kampuchea, to contemplate himself in the Other and to the pursuit of a coherent self of ‘simplicity’, or ‘wholeness’, as Rubenstein terms it in ‘Fragmented Bodies/Selves/Narratives’ (GoI 94; 1994: 144). 
The fragmentation of the self is contrasted to the fragmentation of society in Frankenstein in Baghdad. For Sa‘dawi it is the ubiquitous spread of violence in post-invasion Iraq, where there seems to be no place for humanity left, which made him choose such a monstrous science fiction scenario, as a reaction to this inhumane atmosphere. He was inspired by Iraq’s grim reality, specifically one incident that shocked him, which was at the height of the civil war that erupted after the military occupation, when civilian deaths, according to the Iraq Body Count website, averaged 317 per day, overwhelming hospitals where the bodies were brought after bombings and mass killings (2012: n.p.). The morgues, as well as corridors, were full of bodies. Sa‘dawi told a journalist from France Press Agency, Jean-Marc Mojon, about how exhausted forensic workers ‘lost their humanity’:

‘One day someone came asking about his brother... they told him that all the bodies had already been collected by their families, except for these pieces’, he said. ‘There were mismatched, unclaimed [...] body parts and they told him to assemble a man from them and take it away’. (2016: n.p.) 
Sa‘dawi seems to have documented this incident in his novel in the story of Nahim, al-Attag’s friend, who is killed along with the horse of his carriage in an explosion that cuts their bodies to pieces and makes ‘his flesh mixed with that of his horse’ (FiB 2013: 32). When al-Attag goes to the morgue to claim his friend’s dead body, he is greatly shocked because ‘the corpses of the explosion victims were mixed with each other’ (FiB 2013: 265). Then an employee of the morgue tells al-Attag to ‘make a corpse for yourself and officially receive it: take this leg and that hand and so on’ (FiB 2013: 265). This incident prompts al-Attag’s creation of a Frankenstein-like monster, which is another difference to Shelley’s text, where Victor creates the creature for reasons that are not even near that of al-Attag’s, such as ambition, a desire for mastery over nature and to acquire a god-like power as he says, ‘I trod heaven in my thought […] From my infancy I was imbued with high hopes and a lofty ambition’ (Shelley 2012: 152).

Moreover, in another contrast to the original Frankenstein, whose soul is made of ‘electricity as a “fluid”’ when Victor infuses ‘a spark of being into the lifeless thing’, the soul that enters Al-Shismah’s empty and hollow body belongs to a man, Hasib Muhammad Jafar, the twenty-one-year-old guard, whose body is blown to pieces in a suicide explosion in front of the hotel where he works (Willis 1995; Shelley 2012: 35). However, the idea of the spark is referred to in the novel. As Hasib’s soul flies aimlessly in the skies and near cemeteries, he meets another soul of a dead teenage boy, who tells him to go and search for his body because God might give the corpse ‘a command to rise up again […] I mean the soul is like the petrol in a car. Activating the soul requires triggering the ignition” (FiB 2013: 47). ‘Why do the dead return?’ Jacques Lacan asks, it is ‘because they were not properly buried’, he says (Žižek 1992: 23). It seems that Lacan’s idea is the same as al-Attag’s, who constructs a full corpse in order to ‘be respected and buried like the dead bodies of other people’ and “won’t turn into garbage’ as the case with fragmented pieces of flesh that scatter on the streets after each explosion (FiB 2013: 24). Lacan gives the example of Hamlet’s father, whose ghost returns to ‘settle symbolic accounts’ (Žižek 1992: 23). Likewise, Hasib’s soul returns to wreak revenge on behalf of its component victims. But its violence does not end there, because, disturbingly, after each revenge killing, a part of its body decays and falls apart and it requires fresh flesh to replace. Therefore, Al-Shismah has to keep killing people for its own survival. Its survival means more violence, disorder and horror.

In Sa‘dawi’s text the monster is an embodiment of the horror and violence which caused him to come into being, while his body is a hybrid of innocent victims as well as unknown criminals and suicide bombers. There is no distinction between them. These criminals are also victims because their criminal acts are reactions to the war and the invasion. Some see their acts as heroism because they are directed either against the invaders or against a rival sect, a Shiite or a Sunni, while the invaders and the other sect see their acts as crimes and vice versa. These innocent and criminal people are all part of violence represented by Al-Shismah. Being nameless, like Victor’s creature, ‘Al-Shismah’, as a name, indicates an unidentified source of horror, representing the horror of sectarian strife. Al-Shismah depicts complicity at all levels of society in the horror of sectarian war. Al-Shismah is haunted by the questions about guilt and innocence and how a criminal becomes a criminal (FiB 2013: 171). He sends messages to the media through a tape recorder that was given to al-Attag by the young journalist, Mahmud al-Suwadi, saying:

I was careful about the flesh used in reconstructing my body and that my aides don’t bring me ‘illegitimate’ ones that belong to criminals. But, who can determine the ratio of criminality in a person? (FiB 2013: 171)

Sa‘dawi shows how in the circumstances of civil war in the immediate aftermath of the trauma of invasion and occupation by a foreign army that it is almost impossible for individuals to return any ethical or social values, since everyone has had to compromise in order to survive. This seems to be at the root of Sa‘dawi’s perceived cynicism.  

The Monstrous Feminine and Female Abjection  

In The Gates of Ivory, Hattie Osborne, Stephen’s literary agent, a ‘striking huge-eyed painted forty-year-old with a great headful of snaky falsely frizzed Medusa curls’, is an ‘exhilarating example’ of the female grotesque (GoI 36; Russo 1994: 59). In The Female Grotesque, Mary Russo brings gender into Bakhtin’s notion of the grotesque by focusing on bleeding in relation to the grotesque. By reaffirming the corporeality, Russo manages to associate the grotesque immediately with female genitalia, the cave-like bodily metaphor for the ‘low, hidden, earthly, dark, material, immanent, visceral’, and ‘the cavernous anatomical female body’, that is, the womb (Russo 1994: 1). She calls it ‘that cave of abjection’, placing within it all the corporeal threats to the cleanliness of the subject: ‘blood, tears, vomit, excrement – all the detritus of the body that is separated out and placed with terror and revulsion’ (Russo 1994: 2). Russo criticises this way of looking at the female body as monstrous, which seems to be an essentialist and negative view that stresses the absolute polarity between male and female. 

This aspect of the female grotesque of Drabble’s novel, in particular, is linked to its broader themes of violence and ‘human nature’ (Wachtel 1994: 293). However, in both novels, the female body is depicted as embedded in specific historical, social and political contexts in which the body finds itself. In The Gates of Ivory, Drabble presents ‘the situation of being a woman’, as she says, by using grotesque images that ‘preserve their peculiar nature’, to quote from Bakhtin (Tapaswi 2004: 117; Bakhtin 1984: 25). Drabble has a relativistic, developed and more sophisticated view of women. However, for her, it is more the context of the society where women are living, as well as the politics of such contexts, which determine women’s modes of existence. In The Gates of Ivory, the phases of the female body are consciously associated with political issues, particularly, the phase of experiencing menstruation, ‘highly symbolic of femaleness’, which is connected with political trauma as well as the grotesque, monstrous and abject elements in the female body (McArthur 1992: 129). This feminizing monstrous body suggests vulnerability and incompleteness, but also implies changefulness and fluidity, which oppose the most rigid ideas and practices of male characters. In Frankenstein in Baghdad, menstruation is represented by Al-Shismah’s body, which is as ‘viscous as if it was oiled with tomato juice’, leaking ‘light-coloured fluids’ from ‘holes’ and ‘the gaps of [his] wounds whose stitches rendered loose’ in his body (FiB 2013: 34, 97, 164, 163). The fluidity and the openness in Al-Shismah’s body are feminizing him. Sa‘dawi never mentions anything about Al-Shismah’s genital organs, but he refers to his nose in a grotesque and comical way reminiscent of Nikolai Gogol’s satirical short story, The Nose (1836) when al-Attag rushes to an explosion site and ‘raced with the firemen, who wash away the blood and human remains’, to pick up the severed nose ‘before the water hose pushes it into the gutter’ (FiB 2013: 29). Al-Attag then puts the nose ‘in the black hole inside the corpse’s face’, which could be interpreted as putting it in the corpse’s genital area for the nose is ‘a substitute symbol for the penis’ (FiB 2013: 34; Vice, Introducing, 1997: 166). However, Al-Shismah’s body has an ambiguously complex gender, a kind of trans or androgynous body with a blurring of the boundaries of sexuality, therefore he does not ask for a mate, like Victor’s monster. In contrast to Drabble, who is interested in open-ended bodies, Sa‘dawi has a negative view of the female/trans body. His treatment of the body in the novel is as a repository, very fragmented, desperate and contingent, as Al-Shismah’s body suggests. Though not a biological essentialist, Drabble shows men’s bodies, almost like Al-Shismah’s, as fragmented, like Stephen’s, while the female bodies are presented as ‘solid, fleshly’, as Stephen himself describes Liz (GoI 307). Having a feminized-feminine body, Al-Shismah can be seen as ‘a failed and botched male’, as Aristotle would call a woman, despite the fact that both the author and al-Attag never intended him to have a female body (Battersby 1998: 49). His leaky and holed body, which ‘is calmly oozing viscous fluids’, has features of the feminine, as Elizabeth Grosz suggests of the feminine body, ‘a broadly common coding of the female body as a body which leaks, which bleeds’ (FiB 2013: 38; Grosz 1994: 204). These modes of ‘seepage’ or ‘corporeal flows’ as menstruation are related to the abject nature of human bodily fluids. According to Kristeva, menstrual blood is ‘the most dangerous of all’ corporeal waste (Kristeva 1982:  77, 70). The abject woman, who is considered ‘monstrous’, stands as ‘a figure of transgression’, upsetting the boundary of what is ‘clean and proper’, as Deborah Caslav Covino notes (2004: 29). Similarly, despite the author’s intentions, Al-Shismah has a transgressive female/male body that threatens the normative patriarchal culture. 
In a world such as that in The Gates of Ivory, which is similar to that of Frankenstein in Baghdad, marred by the violence of war and traumatic events, Drabble associates menstruation with liberation and empowerment, as well as shame and disgust. Drabble’s typically ambivalent views are presented here when she reflects more positively (empowerment) and negatively (shame) on women’s menstruation process, suggesting that empowerment is the product of the mentality of the individual who has the body, while shame is imposed upon women because of patriarchal anxieties about female openness and fluidity. In other words, patriarchy associates the female body with female sexual tendencies to promiscuity and the illicit, since structures must be enclosed and contained for male domination to be perpetuated. Drabble identifies affinities between women on both sides of the world regarding reproduction and the way women confront death in war zones. These women use menstruation as a source of liminal ‘power’, which is, according to Buckley and Gottlieb, ‘the use of menstrual symbols in the enhancement of life force (in the sense of fertility)’ and ‘the protection of life’ (McDermott 2016: 136; Buckley & Gottlieb 1988: 36). The novel reflects these critical interpretations, focusing on different aspects of menstruation. In an unlikely situation, Liz discovers that ‘she seems to be starting a menstrual period’ while she is in the heart of Southeast Asia, amid the chaos and uncertainty of her search for Stephen. She is ‘appalled’ and ‘shocked’ because she is in her fifties and ‘had assumed all that was over and done with’ (GoI 377). The menstrual blood predicts what Liz will discover in her journey concerning Stephen. According to Buckley and Gottlieb, both ‘menstruation and menopause symbolize death’ because ‘the appearance of menstrual blood signifies the failure to conceive’ (Buckley & Gottlieb 1988: 132). But with Drabble’s very positive perspectives on women’s bodies and their fluids, Liz’s flow can be read as a prediction of her liberation from the obligation of searching for Stephen; she feels relieved when she finds out about his death. However, Helene Deutsch, a colleague of Sigmund Freud, interprets menstrual blood as branding the female as a ‘servant of the species’, as ‘an exclusively negative symbol’, which she attributes to ‘symbolic castration’ and the loss of woman’s ‘wished-for and imagined penis’ (Delaney et al. 1988: 75). However, this earlier negativity surrounding interpretations of menstruation has abated in contemporary western culture because it is now considered as an example of ‘sexist practices that undermine women’s rights and freedoms’ (Power 2017: n.p.). But in The Radiant Way, this negativity exists and in Liz’s case, it is Stephen, whom she thought of marrying only two years earlier, who is forever lost. The narrator admits that the story of the search for him ‘could perhaps have had a happy ending: perhaps, even a wedding’ (GoI 120). However, the novel does not have a ‘conventional plot sequence’ but one, I would say, which includes menstrual blood and abjection (GoI 120). The male concept of history is of a linear process, but in Drabble, it is represented as a more fluid process, implying that history is more cyclical, like the periods of menstruation, stressing the proleptic nature of the text, which is moving fluidly between different periods of the past and the present. The linking of menstruation with death can be identified further in the novel, as it is connected to political trauma and the shedding of blood and women’s collective shift, when the ‘Women’s Sickness’ happened after ‘the great displacement of the Pol Pot regime’ and when ‘many women had ceased to menstruate’ in the displacement camps, including Mme Akrun’s older daughter, Am Nara (Buckley & Gottlieb 1988: 38; GoI 112). This amenorrhea or ‘premature menopause’ is described by the character, Helen Anstey, a middle-aged British international relief worker in the camp, as ‘a death wish’ or ‘psychic disturbance’ (GoI 322, 112). This sickness does not seem ‘odd’ to her (GoI 112). She tells Stephen that ‘if he’d heard some of the stories she’d heard from survivors, he’d be amazed that most of them functioned as well as they did’ (GoI 112). It seems as if ‘war goes straight to their ovaries’, as Louis-Ferdinand Céline writes in Journey to the End of the Night (qtd in Kristeva 1982: 167). This menopause can be read as a kind of a reaction against the war when these women are able to stop some kind of bleeding. It is a kind of collective and shared power of women who wish to stop the war, as if female collective reproductivity closes down in the period of crisis.  In Stephen’s notes, Liz finds quite a few Macbeth quotes dotted about, such as, ‘bleed, bleed, poor country. Blood will have blood’, signifying that these women want to stop their blood from flowing on ‘the hard dry red earth’, although that means sacrificing what Buckley and Gottlieb identify as ‘a woman’s most important purpose in society’ (GoI 310;  Buckley & Gottlieb 1988: 132). Drabble seems to use floating cultural signifiers of Jung’s archetypes, such as those from Macbeth, to associate women with their menstrual blood, the symbol of birth and regeneration, and bloodshed by males in catastrophes and wars. These shared memories can also be seen as a grotesque image of the Bakhtinian ‘collective ancestral body of all the people’ (Bakhtin 1984: 16).  

Drabble seems to be aware of the anthropological theories concerning menstrual pollution, though not necessarily agreeing with them. Hattie’s friend, Polly Piper, says that there has been insufficient research ‘into what primitive peoples think about menstruation and uncleanliness’, echoing many researchers, such as Buckley and Gottlieb (GoI 136; Buckley & Gottlieb 1988: 3). Polly also says that ‘if the tampon had been invented a few thousand years earlier, the whole history of womanhood would have been different’ (GoI 136). The tampon would have been useful if Liz had known about her menstruation. She is ‘unprovided with sanitary protection’, but she found ‘squashed’ tampons that had been in her bag for a long time and has to take the risk of using one, though later she nearly dies of ‘toxic shock’ or ‘some gynaecological disaster in Bangkok’ (GoI 318, 320, 336). Liz has to meet ministers and government officials in her search for Stephen, but she is ‘worrying not about death but about leakage’ and her worry continues as she is passed from department to department. ‘She cannot take in what is said to her, she cannot follow her interpreter. She is bleeding’ (GoI 320). She manifests what Kristeva sees as abjection or a kind of ‘death infecting life’ or pollution (1982: 4). As a matter of fact, ‘pollutants are coded as “dirt”, symbolic “matter out of place” or a danger to the symbolic order’ (Buckley & Gottlieb 1988: 26). Women, in some societies, at some times, are treated as abnormal, hellish and monstrous, if menstruating. Therefore, women themselves suppress and hide their own actual biological nature. This could be seen as an extension of the patriarchal control over and concomitant dislike for female biology, which is something Drabble constantly satirises. Therefore, the flow from Liz’s body parodically brings down ‘the entire male world of communism, Marxist-Leninism, inflation, American imperialism’, that has produced nothing but ideology, bloodshed, ‘war and death’ (GoI 320). Ideologies, such as, ‘communism, Marxist-Leninism’, are equated with bloodshed, referring to Pol Pot and his Year Zero ideology which led to the Killing Fields and mass graves (GoI 320). Drabble is also very cynical about ‘American imperialism’, a phrase which she reuses in her famous article, ‘I loathe America’, against the Iraq war, which could link her novel with Frankenstein in Baghdad, which is about events after the American invasion of Iraq (2013: n.p.). Liz dismisses all these ideologies and the whole project of male hegemony because it is ‘woman-being, woman-life’, we are told, that ‘possess[es] her entirely’ (GoI 320). We are also told that these concerns, the ‘woman-being, woman-life’, are ‘shames and humiliations, triumphs and glories, birth and blood’ (GoI 320). This paradox is a complete contrast between stereotypical but also traditional masculinity and femininity, so that when in this position, the male does not possess her at all. Drabble, here, borders on essentialist feminism, probably like Luce Irigaray, Julia Kristeva and Hélène Cixous, who ‘have sometimes been criticized for their emphasis on the body, particularly on women's organs’ (Cynthia, et al. 2016). Drabble, like these feminists writers, ‘plays on the traditional conception of woman as the “other” to the male subject who has no agency or identity of her own’ (Cynthia, et al. 2016).

In another example of Drabble’s subtle use of intertextuality, she echoes Virginia Woolf’s The Waves, in which Bernard describes how ‘those moments of humiliation and triumph that come now and then undeniably’ and Jenny’s reflection that ‘Everything in [her] body seems thinned out with running and triumph’ reminds us of Drabble’s use of terminology here (McNichol 1992: 475, 360). Isabel Andrés Cuevas argues that ‘the carnivalistic triumph(s) over any attempts for fixity and encapsulation’ in Woolf’s The Waves, and this suggests that Drabble is exploring the notion of gender fluidity and complexity, rather than entirely relying on stereotypes (Cuevas 2012: 135). Returning to menstruation, we see in the novel that the ‘bleeding’ process or abjection, which makes the entire male world ‘dissolve and fade’ for the female, carries with it the stigma and shame that are projected by males: ‘Let armies fight and die, let peoples starve. She hopes that the seat of her skirt will not be stained when she rises’ (GoI 320). Liz seems to leave everything behind as if all of these things are part of this patriarchal, masculine world, even the starving women and children. One of the problems with this type of perspective is that it is completely self-centred and ego-driven, and excludes others, just like the phallic patriarchal view which completely excludes women seeing them merely as objects not something human or alive to communicate with. I would argue Drabble is saying that essentialism can favour either the male or the female. The sexes are depicted here in a kind of essentialist way, as if the difference is absolute and the polarity can never shift at all, whether it is a male supremacist essentialism, which has generally been dominant in the world for most of the history of humanity, or whether, on the other hand, it is a female supremacism. ‘This essentialist dualism’, as Martine Watson Brownley observes, is reinforced throughout the novel, as violence is repeatedly connected to the male world (2000: 163). However, Brownley challenges Drabble’s as well as Mariam Cooke’s ‘story of war as men’s business’, because ‘women all over the world bear arms in both liberation struggles and national armies’ (Cooke 1993:177; Brownley 2000: 164). Nevertheless, Drabble keeps her western female characters away from armies and occupies them with women’s business, involving menstruation and the efforts of hiding it. Liz goes to extraordinary lengths to conceal the fact that she is bleeding. It is what Sophie Laws calls, ‘the etiquette’ that requires that ‘women may not make men aware of the existence of menstruation, either implicitly or explicitly’ (qtd in McArthur 1992: 128).
Although menstrual blood is linked to fertility, birth ‘glory’, it is also an abject substance which linked to cultural taboos. In On Female Body Experience (2005), Iris Marion Young tackles the issue of how women ‘keep signs of their menstruation hidden’ and how ‘women every month carry the burden of abjection, the monstrous, the stigma of birth and death, as a practical and enforced shame’ (Young 2005: 11). As menstruators, Young observes, ‘women threaten psychic security systems’, which happens ‘because female processes challenge the distinctions between inside and outside, solid and fluid, self-identical and changing’ (Young 2005: 11). But Young does not see this shame as a product of patriarchy but as an equally shared shame. She shows that ‘both men and women experience menstruation as abject and monstrous’, because of the anxieties both males and females harbour about ‘the dissolution of self and merging with the ghost of a mother’ (Young 2005: 11). Therefore, she says, the feminine is ‘separated from the clean and the proper masculine’ in order to keep this anxiety at bay (Young 2005: 11). 
In The Gates of Ivory, similar views on menstrual blood are emphasized in a quotation taken from Nam (1981), a book by Mark Baker about the Vietnam War, and inserted into the novel. It is about a nurse talking about nurses’ fear of being taken prisoner and ‘not having any Tampax’ and how they ‘all packed the same things’ (GoI 138). ‘My flak jacket was so full of Tampax that nothing could have penetrated it’ (GoI 138). Here Tampax has a double meaning, protecting these women from the stigma and shame of menstrual blood and also protecting their lives by making their flak jackets impenetrable. Thus, women not only defend themselves, they also fight against forces that control them, repress them and deny them their reality. The novel emphasizes the notion that menstruation has that liminal power that can protect life force. The same can be said of Al-Shismah’s leaky body and its liminal power that makes bullets go through it, but never kills him. The same ‘Life Force’ is brought back to the camp of the displaced Khmers in The Gates of Ivory. At first, when women stopped menstruating, ‘it seemed that a whole generation would be barren’, but after a time there is a recovery and a ‘high birth rate.’ Women ‘became fertile again’ and ‘when the United Nations Border Relief began to supply free food and water, they began to breed… swarming the camp with children’, as Helen observes through her colonial gaze (GoI 112). She tells Stephen that the women in the camp ‘share husbands, like in Kampuchea itself. There aren’t enough men to go around. But they breed’ (GoI 112). Her colonial gaze associates these people with animals or the abject. The use of the words ‘breed’ and ‘swarming’ are negative because of their animal connotations, treating these people as Other or abject. The word ‘swarming’, in particular, is associated with insects and has racist overtones. She even suggests that they now breed because of the intervention of the West. Drabble can be seen to be satirizing these views and challenging racist attitudes, showing that women can have these attitudes as well, although the text remains ambiguous in this respect. She is interested in the reproductive nature of the Other but sees it in a more positive light.

The idea of Otherness reproducing and regenerating itself is like Al-Shismah’s regeneration of itself. In both cases, Otherness threatens the Western empire. The narrator in The Gates of Ivory describes Helen’s tone as ‘brutal but uneasy. A no-nonsense, managerial middle-class British tone’ (GoI 112). This uneasiness echoes Marlow’s description of the narrative of the manager, who ‘inspired uneasiness. That was it! Uneasiness’ (Conrad 1999: 49). In The Gates of Ivory, the uneasiness involves an anxiety and dread of fecundity and fertility. Helen is unsympathetic and fearful of what she sees as the excessive, voracious and sexual gustatory appetite. Stephen finds Helen’s ‘bracing, abrasive tone’ interesting and wonders ‘what are these people to her, or she to them, that she should weep for them? She did not weep. She worked’, echoing Hamlet on the player king: ‘What’s Hecuba to him, or he to Hecuba?/ That he should weep for her?’ in another example of Drabble’s subtle intertextual reference (GoI 113, 112; 2.2.530). Drabble seems to use this reference to imply that Helen doesn’t identify with the victims of violence whom she is there to help. Stephen compares Helen and other aid workers to the ‘displaced Khmers’ and ironically refers to their quarters at Aranyaprathet as ‘the camps of the displaced West’ (GoI 124). These workers are driven to leave their Western countries because ‘there is no longer any place in the West for self-sacrifice, dedication, brotherly love, compassion, community’ (GoI 109).

However, Stephen thinks that these relief agencies are ‘misguided’ and ‘act on false premises’ (GoI 109). Conrad is evoked here, as Helen is compared to the hypocritical European traders and agents at the Central Station and their talk about helping the black Africans, which ‘was as unreal as everything else—as the philanthropic pretence of the whole concern’ (Conrad 1999: 52). Both Drabble and Conrad are pointing ‘to a paradox at the heart of Western civilisation’ (Goonetilleke & Sinibaldi 1990: 74). Drabble implicitly equates this underestimation of the native and their exploitation with cannibalism, as she turns immediately to talk about this topic, the cannibals described through Simon Grunewald, who sleeps with a cannibal woman on Irian Jaya, as people, who ‘did not believe that other people were Real People’ and for them ‘other peoples were unreal. So you could eat them’ (GoI 113). Colonialists pretend to be superior, assuming the sub-humanity or inhumanity or even non-humanity of those who are not exactly like themselves. By comparing Helen’s activities to the ‘cannibalism of the dead’, she is turned into a monster and an abject (Kristeva 1982:  78). In other words, we are asked to consider whether the actual or supposed cannibalism of some natives is negligible in comparison to the institutional cannibalism, which western ‘humanitarian intervention’ ironically involves, feeding off the suffering of the natives to present its own symbolic virtue.  

As for abjection and menstruation, the narrator tells us that women in the camps find a coping mechanism to deal with the unwanted flow of blood because ‘sanitary pads and towels are forgotten luxuries’ and ‘menstrual blood runs down the legs of women who once took a butterfly pride in their appearance. Women smell. Women choose to cease to menstruate’ (GoI 133). Besides the lack of protection, the women in the camps prefer to get pregnant for another reason, which is to resist the loss of lives in the war: ‘They’re not happy. How can they be happy? But they breed’, Helen says (GoI 112). The implication here is that these women are flexible in different situations. They find ways to manage as best as they can. They share knowledge among themselves, showing resilience and collective survival skills. Liz thinks of the stories of premature menopause from the camps and then the rise in the birth rate as she squats in a bath in Hanoi: ‘To what end? To its own end’, wonders Liz, as a ‘strange elation’ fills her (GoI 322). Thus, Liz thinks that these women try to increase the number of births. ‘The nation dies’, Mme Akrun tells Liz when she meets her in the camp, adding, ‘it is sad, but what can one do? One must learn to begin again’ (GoI 284). The women in the camp, including Am Nara, show strength and power in not wasting their monthly bleeding. They have the power to make a new start, a rebirth. The menstrual blood has ceased to be abject and becomes grotesque. This ‘very material bodily lower stratum of the grotesque image’, to quote from Bakhtin, ‘(the genital force, the organs of the body) bears a deeply positive character’ and the final result is always ‘abundance, increase’ (Bakhtin 1984: 62). It can also be compared to the walls of Paris built with genital organs of women in Rabelais’s fiction. The human bodies of these women ‘become building material’ as ‘fecundity’ and ‘the increase of population’ can be viewed as the ‘best military defence’ (Bakhtin 1984: 313). Such a function for women is not approved of by feminist critics such as Luce Irigaray, who thinks that men see women as ‘a maternal machine designed to have babies, [and] populate the home’ (1993: 146). Drabble can be seen to reject both these essentialist conceptualisations of females as reproductive entities, showing rather that reproduction and sexual activity involve choices which women can and should make themselves. 

Pregnancy

Unlike The Gates of Ivory, neither the original Frankenstein nor Frankenstein in Baghdad is about feminine experience, but about usurping the female procreative function. In Shelley’s story, as some feminist critics hold, Victor becomes ‘the manufacturer of future counterfeit women as objects of exchange – a counterfeiting of pregnancy and delivery by a “sublimated womb”’ (Rajan & Wright 2006: 182). Anne Mellor thinks that the deepest horror of Mary Shelley’s novel is that it raises the possibility of ‘eliminat(ing) the necessity to have females at all’ (Mellor 1988: 115). So in this story, the problem is not one of motherhood, but of men usurping this role. 

The Gates of Ivory tackles the feminine phase of pregnancy, which is, to use Bakhtin’s model, ‘two bodies in one’ when ‘from one body a new body always emerges’ (Bakhtin 1984: 26). The pregnant body expands its boundaries by changing shape ‘so drastically’ it makes the pregnant woman ‘morphologically dubious’, as Rosi Braidotti puts it (1997: 64). This idea of constant change is similar to the autonomy of the body parts of Al-Shismah, in Frankenstein in Baghdad. It involves a continuous process of regeneration and decay and resembles the cycles of western intervention in other regions, which involve alternating between conflicts and so called regeneration. This is a political idea in Drabble’s novel, connected to the idea that, if the power is not asymmetric, society would be more flexible, like the female body, and could respond to it and change the circumstances. If the body can morph, then the body politic can, too. The pregnant body is not only an Other, it incubates the Other inside it. It gives birth to the Other, reproduces the Other and Otherness, so Otherness is central to the female body and is therefore essential to the body politic.  Drabble so often writes about maternal experience that Elaine Showalter labels her as ‘the novelist of maternity’ (qtd in Joannou 2000: 56). Drabble gives maternity positive meanings. 

In The Gates of Ivory, Am Nara is ‘at last vastly pregnant’, as well as Hattie, who is ‘vastly pregnant’ with Liz’s stepson, Aaron (GoI 288, 384). It suggests the enormity of the experience of pregnancy and it is linked to the idea of how the female body dramatically alters in shape and scale during the process, again implying changefulness. Hattie feels that her ‘belly is swollen’, as though ‘there were a fish hook’ inside her, ‘pulling and pulling’ (GoI 209), and ‘an ache at the base of [her] spine, a swelling in [her] soft parts’ (GoI 209). The multiplicity and hybridity of the female body is shown, implicitly contrasted to the uniform male body. The Bakhtinian image of ‘dual-bodied, dual-faced’ can be applied (Bakhtin 1984: 409). Such growth of what Bakhtin calls ‘excessive dimensions’ has an obviously grotesque character (Bakhtin 1984: 293). The grotesque and the monstrous pregnant body is seen by Bakhtin as unpleasant and ugly, because the body shape is radically different to its previous form, with the baby growing inside it. This reflects patriarchal anxiety regarding the uncontainable nature of the female. It is part of the process. This is what is rejected, hated, provokes disgust. However, the pregnant body is not totally seen as monstrous, though different. There is a kind of enjoyment of difference. Hattie’s ankles swell and ‘look a bit funny too. A bit puffy’ (GoI 348). It seems to me that, in Drabble, there is a fascination and pleasure in difference. Hattie describes how it feels to be early pregnant:

She lays her hands demurely on her soft belly, and she feels within her the gathering clots of blood that are to be Liz Headleand’s grandchild. She will risk it. She quickens, she feels herself quicken, as the small cells cluster. (GoI 231)

Like the swollen face, which is one of the ‘typical symptoms of the grotesque life of the body’, Hattie’s ‘heart is swollen too’ because ‘the heart doubles its size during pregnancy’ (Bakhtin 1984: 308; GoI 348, italics in original). This is a positive element of the grotesque because, of course, the heart is associated with feelings and emotions. Hattie is over forty and Aaron is ‘ten years younger’ and she is ‘ten years younger than his mother, more or less’ (GoI 221). She thinks of Aaron, who is ‘only thirty’, as ‘a baby’ compared to her age (GoI 217), describing herself as ‘a very elderly prima gravida’ (GoI 348, italics in original). Her friend, Polly Piper, is also over forty and ‘regret(s) not having children’, having ‘spent twenty plus years trying not to get pregnant. Then two years trying to conceive. And nothing. Nothing’, as she tells Hattie (GoI 349, 137). She thinks it is not bad luck, as Hattie suggests, but her responsibility, for postponing pregnancy for a long time. She says in an ironic way that ‘it’s the judgement of the Lord’ (GoI 137). 

Following Hattie’s example, presenting pregnancy at a rather old age can be identified with Bakhtin’s ‘figurines of senile pregnant hags’, though this sounds ‘more than ambivalent’ for feminist readers, as Russo observes (Bakhtin 1984: 25; Russo 1994: 63). According to Russo, this Bakhtinian view of the senile pregnant hags ‘valorizes traditional images of the earth mother, the crone, the witch, and the vampire’, making a connection between the female body and the earth (Russo 1994: 1). For Russo, this image is ‘loaded with […] connotations of fear and loathing around the biological processes of reproduction and the aging’ of the female body (Russo 1994: 63). Russo, like Drabble, seems to show a fear of losing reproductive capacity, which is connected with death and monstrosity. The name ‘Polly Piper’ is reminiscent of the ’Pied Piper’ of Hamelin, the widely shared folk tale of the piper who performs a monstrous act, removing all the children from the community after its leaders refuse to pay him the agreed sum for clearing the environment of rats. For this character, all the potential children she might have had, which modern society has promised her, are gone. This idea of the fragmented bodies is presented here because, in a sense, these unborn children are like parts of herself that have not been able to develop, like Sa‘dawi’s idea of undeveloped, immature bodies not becoming whole. Because they cannot come out and be alive, they are a kind of metaphorical still births. 

Mother, Madonna or a Whore?

In the Iraqi version of Frankenstein, Hadi al-Attag takes the role of ‘a father and a mother’ at the same time (FiB 2013, 121). In the Beirut 39 translation of an extract from the novel, the narrator says that al-Attag is proud of ‘his great skill in needlework, patchwork, and merging disparate parts’ and for making, ‘of his own volition, an intact corpse’, which is the ‘result of six days of work’ (FiB 2012, 52-3). Al-Attag’s needlework skills are traditionally seen as female ones. These aspects also suggest merging disparate parts. In many ways, al-Attag is like a mother figure or the female. As the creator of Al-Shismah, al-Attag took the role not only of a mother, but also of a divine creator, by assigning six days for his creation. Both al-Attag and God, who like Frankenstein, ‘dispens[ed] with nature or any physical force and creat[ed] the world out of his own Word, as if no mother of the world were necessary’, had no need of a woman to fulfil their creation (Collings 2000: 292). Aside from Al-Shismah and al-Attag, in Frankenstein in Baghdad, Sa‘dawi has fallen into a stereotypical trap of evaluating and presenting women as ‘mother’ or ‘whore’, a very binary, simplistic and patriarchal view of women. Sa‘dawi does not deny the use of these stereotypes but has said that ‘his novel needed such characters specifically’, without saying why.
 In her review of the novel, Elen Ghulam criticizes its treatment of women: ‘If you knew nothing about Iraq except what you read in this novel, you would think that Iraqi women folk are either saint-like sad old ladies or prostitutes. Nothing in between’ (Ghulam 2015: n.p.). 

The mother figure in Frankenstein in Baghdad is Elishua, a Christian woman, who has lost her son, Danyal, in the Iraq-Iran war in the 1980s. She lives alone with her balding cat, Nabu, in a house next door to al-Attag. Like Stephen’s body in Drabble’s novel, which is never retrieved, the body of Danyal remains missing after his assumed death in the war. She believes that her son is still alive and she waits for him to return. Elishua is like Drabble’s Mme Akrun, suffering from the loss of her eldest son, Mitra, who disappeared during an ambush by the Khmer Rouge. However, unlike Akrun, Elishua could not trace her lost son through international agencies and media, because the Saddam regime banned the media from showing any negative aspects of the war. The stories of both Akrun and Elishua show the human cost of war. Both live through the memory of their sons. Elishua does not want to leave her house and go with her two daughters, who marry and emigrate to Australia, because ‘she is not able to bear the guilt of abandoning her son’ (FiB 2013, 287). Similarly, Mme Akrun asks herself, ‘if she abandons him now, will he die because she forgets him?’ (GoI 115). This search for the son can be seen, from a Freudian perspective, as the mother desiring what she herself lacks: the phallus or ‘a substitute for phallic and symbolic dominion’ (Kristeva, ‘Women's Time’, 1981: 31), and to involve the Lacanian idea that we are always seeking and desiring, but never finding, what is lost, in order to achieve wholeness. Elishua and Mme Akrun are seeking to reconstitute themselves as wholes in a sense by finding their sons. Further, the son seems to represent the head of the family according to patriarchal values. In other words, these women represent dependence on the norms of  patriarchal society. They sacrifice themselves in an attempt to restore its order. These women are unable to live without a dominant male and mourn a lost patriarchal symbolism in the mother-son bond.

Being helpless, Elishua engages herself in a daily silent dialogue with an iconic image of Saint George to whom she pleads for the return of her son, which must be ironic, given that he is the patron saint of England. Al-Attag’s creature is brought to life by Elishua, showing that women are still needed for procreative purposes in this novel. Elishua’s decades of prayers to Saint George, whose iconic image fighting the dragon hangs in her dusty home, are finally answered: ‘Rise up oh Danyal … rise up oh Dannia […] come oh my son’, she keeps calling. Al-Attag’s assembled body, we are told, ‘rose up promptly from his place’ because ‘the command’, which the dead youth spoke about, has reached him when ‘the old lady ignited by her call this astounding construction’ and she ‘brought him out from the unknown and gave him the name: Danyal’ (FiB 2013, 63). She also offers him her son’s clothes. When Al-Shismah looks in the mirror for the first time, he sees ‘a very ugly face’ with stitches on his face and neck. He wonders ‘how the old woman was not struck by his dreadful visage’ (FiB 2013, 65). However, though Elishua ‘knows this man does not bear much resemblance to Danyal’ (FiB 2013, 64), for her the difference does not matter. She knows many stories narrated by distressed women of men returning with completely different features. This could be a reminiscence of W. W. Jacobs’ ‘The Monkey’s Paw’ (1902), which features a similar idea of the return of a dead son, built around wishes that do not succeed, but go awry in macabre ways. In this short story, two parents who have acquired a monkey’s paw with a spell make a wish for the return of their dead son, but they forget to wish for the return of their son in his former state before his mutilation and death in a machine where he used to work. After hearing knocking on the door, the father makes another wish to stop a disfigured son from coming back. But for Elishua, deformity does not matter because ‘she sees only what she wants to see’ in the new Danyal (FiB 2013, 65). 

Al-Shismah seems comfortable in his hybridity, unlike Shelley’s monster who is terrified and filled ‘with the bitterest sensations of despondence and mortification’ when he views himself in a transparent pool (Shelley 2012: 79). He becomes very angry with Victor for creating ‘this miserable deformity’ and then rejecting him (Shelley 2012: 79). Al-Shismah is also angry with his creator and wants to kill him, not for creating and rejecting him, but for causing the death of the hotel guard whose soul animates his body. When Al-Shismah looks at the black and white picture of Danyal as a young man wearing the same clothes as he is in the present, he sees the reflection of his own figure in that picture and he thinks that he ‘seems, excluding those unskilfully done stitches on his face and neck, as if he looks like’ Danyal (FiB 2013: 65). This could be connected with Lacan’s mirror stage and the entrance into Symbolic identifications, leaving his Imaginary status to enter the social world, to belong to a family. By receiving the name Danyal, he sees himself as Danyal and he truly enters into language, while his Victor-like creator, al-Attag, excludes him from the symbolic world by never giving him a name, keeping him in the Imaginary, poised on the margins of language. Elishua, however, gives him her son’s name because she believes that she has the power to bring her son back. The creature is a kind of surrogate of Elishua’s lost son or a replacement, like the body parts that he himself uses to reconstitute himself with. She is replacing a part of herself with something else so that she can fulfil a need to be a mother. This could be seen as grotesque in a negative way, but the novel suggests actually in a positive way because the process of substitution is shown to also involve renewal and regeneration. It is an example of how women can be flexible, whereas men cannot. This mother cannot have her original son, so she takes a different one to satisfy her needs. Like Elishua, Mme Akrun also believes in the power of maternity as she says:

Some instinct tells her that she has the power. If only she can find it, if only she can use it wisely, the power will be in her. As once he was born from her body, so once again can she bring him back into this world. (GoI 115)

However, this power of the female as purely maternal is a patriarchal version of the female, showing that her job is to repair damage done to the patriarchal line. Thus, both Elishua and Mme Akrun perpetuate patriarchal values unwittingly. Unlike Mme Akrun whose son never comes back, Elishua thinks that she has managed to bring her son back to life by a ‘miracle’ (FiB 2013: 64). Mme Akrun stops her search for Mitra when her younger son, Kem, loses a leg in a mine explosion. His dependence gives her a purpose in life: ‘As she sat by Kem’s bedside, the plaintive ghost of his brother Mitra slipped quietly away into the shades of the jungle. Mitra was forgotten’ (GoI 288). Before his amputation, Kem is a ‘wild’ and violent boy, who is very angry with his mother (GoI 118). In her heart, we are told, ‘she cannot blame him for his violence’ because ‘he is a child of violence’ of a patriarchal system, therefore, ‘it is natural that he should rage’ (GoI 173). He often ‘shouts at her, “Mitra is dead! You think he is eating meat in a restaurant in America, but he is dead! Dead! Dead!”’ (GoI 173). Kem’s aggression toward his mother can be considered as an active Oedipus complex, which is a manifestation of his ‘sadistic fantasies’ (Jakovljev & Matacic 2005: 353). For Freud, the rage is evoked by the mother’s prohibitions and by ‘being rejected as a boy’ (Jakovljev & Matacic 2005: 354). He is jealous of Mitra, the father-figure, who ‘is no longer the medical student’ but ‘the man with the [phallic] knife’ who is ‘proud of himself for outliving his father and taking on the burden of manhood’ (GoI 116). After the mine incident, Kem’s need for his mother becomes a necessity, therefore she feels: 
She is reborn as Mother. Her family is complete once more. She is happy. She walks towards him as he sits waiting in his bamboo prison, with her head held high, with the step of a young girl. It has been hard, but Kem is her reward. (GoI 289)
This is a representation of a selfish aspect of female maternal desires. She feels that ‘he is safe’ in his ‘bamboo prison’ as if he has returned to her womb again and to the pre-Oedipal stage. He becomes dependent on her because of his amputated leg, as if castrated by the father or male violence. She has full authority over him. When he becomes incomplete, Kem needs a mother because mothers can understand incompleteness. 

It is also worthy of note to view the monster as disabled because he lacks all the body parts that make up a whole body and is constantly replacing them. Al-Shismah describes how his body starts falling apart, so that ‘the thumb of [his] right hand has fallen as well as three fingers from [his] left hand. [His] nose has melted. [His] flesh withers causing big openings’ (FiB 2013: 165). This sounds like a horrible version of Bakhtin’s more positive estimate of the ‘openings’ of the body and their links to the world. Al-Shismah’s falling fingers also remind us of The Gates of Ivory and the two finger bones in the package sent to Liz from Kampuchea. In both cases disability and the need for a mother are emphasised. While fatally ill in Kampuchea, Stephen recognized that Liz ‘could have saved him’: ‘She would have forced particularity upon him’ (GoI 307). This ‘particularity’ of ‘an embodied woman’, as Stephen thinks of her, is her flexibility and incompleteness, which ‘implicitly deconstruct the binaries of Stephen’s theoretical politics’ (Brownley 2000: 163). Stephen dies because he could not find the mother figure while Al-Shismah mothers himself when regenerating. Kem seems to be luckier than Stephen and Al-Shismah because he finds a mother to replace his disability. As a castrating mother, as Martine Watson Brownley observes, Mme Akrun finds in Kem her ‘ideal child’ after his emasculation, mutilation, and passivity, therefore, he displaces all thoughts of Mitra (Brownley 2000: 166). Freud suggests that a girl never resolves her ‘Oedipus complex’ and ‘never totally abandons her mother’ until they are passed to another man (Johnson, Strong Mothers, 1988: 159). Mme Akrun’s younger daughter, Sok Sita, is ‘not so bright. Suffering has stupefied her’, or, in Freudian terms, ‘intellectually handicapped, morally deficient’(GoI 118; Roith 1987: 1). She remains with her mother indefinitely while Am Nara fulfils the second role, marrying in order to leave the mother. Thus, the presentation of these two characters reflects Freud’s views. Being ‘sexually deficient’ and having ‘a deficient superego’, Sok Sita is similar to Al-Shismah (Roith 1987: 5; Slipp 1993: 181). Images of women, as Nancy Burke points out in Gender and Envy (1998), ‘as deficient, as containing a hole or wound’, seem to be an exact description of Al-Shismah’s body, which is full of holes and has a mouth like a wound, which brings us back to Russo’s grotesque bodily metaphor of the cave (Burke 1998: 122). 

This grotesque metaphor of the cave is emphasized again in Frankenstein in Baghdad when linked with the genitalia of two female characters, the licentious and promiscuous Nawal al-Wazir and the prostitute Zina. Nawal is a very attractive fortyish widow, who describes herself as ‘a liberal woman with a liberal spirit’ (FiB 2013: 270). She has a dubious relationship with Mahmud al-Suwadi’s boss. Mahmud falls in love with her, though he is about twenty years younger than her. She probably views him as Hattie views Aaron, as a ‘baby’, telling him, ‘think of young women your age’ (GoI 217; FiB 2013: 273). However, everyone around Mahmud accuses Nawal of being the ‘fuck buddy’ of his boss (FiB 2013: 52, 111).
 Mahmud does not seem to mind this sexual affair, though the boss probably ‘slept with her tens of times’, because he thinks of her as a sex object that ‘is worth all efforts exerted to get her to bed’ (FiB 2013: 111). He becomes obsessed with the idea of making love to her. When he complains to his friend, Hazim, the photographer, about this, the latter replies, ‘the matter concerns your male member. Find a flesh hole for it always’, as if it functioned independently of the rest of his body (FiB 2013: 131). This statement made Elen Ghulam write about the tragic lack of a female presence in the novel and how ‘women appear on the scene to provide a flesh hole for the men to stick their members in’ (Ghulam 2015: n.p.). This abject image of the ‘flesh hole’ makes Mahmud ask the prostitute, Zina, to visit him in his hotel room whenever he misses Nawal. He even addresses Zina as Nawal because the latter is the object of his desire:

For him, Zina could be any woman in the world, but she is still the same woman, Nawal al-Wazir, whom he loved, and he did not long for anything except putting her in his arms. There she is in his arms, though she says her name is Zina. (FiB 2013: 263)

He considers Zina as an inferior woman, who is only there for sex, therefore he denies her identity and projects another identity onto her. After a binge-drinking night, Mahmud goes to work in the morning and starts to look at all women as sex objects:

He was looking at the bottoms of the female employees and cleaners and longing to sleep with them all, altogether. Every woman he looks at, he conceives the indecent position of topping her. (FiB 2013: 55)

Towards the end of the novel, female characters are completely absent from the narrative, which might be intended to emphasize Sa‘dawi’s contradictory view that ‘males are the manufacturers of all the destruction and catastrophic actions in this country’.
 Sa‘dawi stresses that he did not refer to any female body pieces in the building up of Al-Shismah for the same reason, which contradicts his depiction of Al-Shismah with a double gender. However, women literally and completely disappear from the text. In reality women are also victims of violence, as well as men and animals, and may also be participants in conflict. 

The Relation of the Abject and the Grotesque to the Supernatural in both Novels

The monstrous images of the ‘crones’, ‘witch’ and ‘vampire’ that Russo mentions can be found in The Gates of Ivory, where such images are associated with feelings of fear and loathing in relation to the female body (GoI 349, 126, 363, 136, 218, 244, 381, 383). Miss Porntip is described as a vampire in relation to Stephen, in the sense that: ‘She can suck him dry as she wants’, literally sucking on his smallest finger (GoI 53). In her essay on this novel, Holly Fils-Aime suggests that the finger-bones sent to Liz seem to be ‘symbolically, what would be left of Stephen if Miss Porntip’s charms were allowed to do their work’ (Fils-Aime 2005: 41). Significantly, Drabble also gives Miss Porntip ‘the supernatural quality of a Circean enchantress’ (Fils-Aime 2005: 40).

The grotesque parody of Miss Porntip soon turns into an abject image when Stephen ‘vomit(s) her up’, telling her that she is not ‘a real world’ and leaving her and Bangkok, and ‘the Land of Never Mind’, ‘depart[ing] for the Promised Land, from which no traveller returns’ (GoI 107). By vomiting her up and out of him, he is rejecting everything that she represents, her sexuality and femaleness, because he cannot handle them, othering her in this vivid and dramatic way by thinking not only of her but of the whole of Bangkok as if it is she. It is as if he cannot gestate the female, retain and nurture it, but must eject it in order to remain ‘pure’, as a male. Stephen departs for the promised land, going from one ideal to another and, of course, failing, since he is seeking the ideal female of patriarchal myth, which is another example of Drabble’s irony. 
Miss Porntip is compared to Kurtz’s African mistress, who is, to use Conrad's words, gorgeous, proud, superb, magnificent (Conrad 1999: 88, 89). Both women are physically shocking and monstrous. Marlow introduces her as a ‘wild and gorgeous apparition of a woman’ (Conrad 1999: 88). Similarly, when Stephen meets Miss Porntip, he considers her ‘an apparition’ (GoI 41). It seems that Drabble is parodying racist and sexist stereotypes by creating Miss Porntip, ‘Drabble’s supreme parodic creation in a novel’, as Brownley points out (2000: 175). When the English characters first hear of Miss Porntip in Stephen’s papers, they think of her as ‘a bad joke’: ‘Had Stephen not realized that foreigners were no longer funny, that racial stereotypes were out?’ (GoI 230). She exhibits the ‘sexual promise (and threat), untiring sensuality, unlimited desire’ that Edward Said has connected with the stereotypical Oriental female and that others, like Jean Baudrillard, have connected with Oriental and African women (Orientalism, 1979: 188). Baudrillard’s stereotypical views are made overt and enforced in his book Cool Memories through simile, describing how Thai women ‘spontaneously embody the sexuality of the Arabian Nights, like the Nubian slaves in ancient Rome’ (2003: 168). However, the novel shows that Baudrillard is wrong, and supports Said’s argument on patriarchal concepts of women, while Drabble does not mean Porntip to be a stereotype, but a complex character. Although Miss Porntip is a sensual woman, she is not passive or mute, like the stereotyped African woman in Conrad’s novella. Miss Porntip is Drabble’s ‘most energetic, capable, and strong-minded female character in the novel’, as Brownley states (2000: 176). Miss Porntip attacks Conrad, describing him as a ‘racist sexist swine’ and, as the narrator points out, ‘aligning herself firmly and problematically with Chinua Achebe and other literary intellectuals’ (GoI 89). Despite the feminist literary analysis concerning women’s empowerment and agency in Heart of Darkness, Conrad’s depiction of Kurtz’s woman is entirely sexist because she is shown as a neutral figure, separated from society and silent, so Miss Porntip is correct in saying he is sexist and racist (Smith 2009: iv). But Miss Porntip goes to another extreme by ‘problematically’ aligning herself with Achebe, in whose novels, such as Things Fall Apart (1959), ‘women are relegated to an inferior position’ where ‘their status has been degraded’ (Rehman 2013: 311). Being an African sexist writer rather than a western one seems to be problematic to Drabble. Drabble rejects both these writers. Miss Porntip rejects one kind of patriarchy, but she seems to accept another, as her life seems to suggest, because she is living in a male dominated world, yet does not challenge it. It is an example of how many women are against overt misogyny and patriarchy, yet live in a mental world where they think they have freedom and equality, but actually do not. 
Sa‘dawi also connects women in his novel with the traditional image of witches by associating Elishua with a cat. Many characters accuse her of witchcraft because she is seen talking to her cat. Ninous’s wife, whose family used to live in Elishua’s house, accuses the old woman of ‘black magic’, claiming that she saw her cat ‘conversing with her’ (FiB 2013: 74). Nabu is a very humanized cat and very monstrous as well. He rubs his body against Al-Shismah’s trousers during the monster’s visits and becomes his close friend. Nabu’s hair keeps falling out, coming off in Elishua’s hands when she rubs it, and the cat becomes lazy, stretching his body and sleeping most of the time. The name Nabu refers to a god in Assyrian and Babylonian mythology, reflecting Elishua’s Assyrian origin. As a god, Nabu is associated with wisdom, writing and safeguarding the Tablets of Destiny, in which the fate of the human race was recorded. This cat projects people’s loss of reason in the time of war. They hand over their fate to criminals. Al-Attag tries to cover up the existence of the monster while Elishua gives him shelter and he gets many helpers and supporters over time. It shows how the entire society ‘constructs this evil being which is purging our life now’, as one of the characters says (FiB 2013: 272). Nabu reacts to trauma by ‘blowing coat’, a scientific term for shedding hair in dramatic quantities. As a grotesque figure, losing his hair is like losing a bit of his grotesque bodily function and the link between his body and the world. There is an element of the grotesque becoming abject, reflecting the anxiety and fear of the cat about the carnage, explosions and death which engulf life in the city of Baghdad. The image may also represent the cat’s pariah status, or what Esther Berry calls ‘disconnectedness’, its nakedness and defencelessness in the face of daily violence (2006: 40). 

In The Gates of Ivory, people lose their hair, like Nabu, when traumatised. When Stephen contracts malaria, he is treated by a Khmer woman named Chan Tu, who thinks that Stephen ‘has become almost a pet. He is bald and old and sick and harmless’ (GoI 311). Stephen sees ‘a bald dog with hanging teats scratch its own pink leprous skin’ (GoI 302). Stephen sees the same bald dog also scratch its skin, when the Khmer Rouge decide to send him to a Khmer communist hospital.  There ‘he had a high fever, and was moving in and out of delirium’ and ‘most of his hair fell out. He could feel tufts, wisps, still clinging his cranium’ (GoI 300). It shows that he is ‘a disconnected man’, as described by Liz (GoI 28). He sees himself as ‘gross’ because he is ‘thin, lank, pink, burned, bald’ (GoI 307). Moreover, in The Gates of Ivory, losing hair is associated with abjecting the self, as well as death. Liz has a ‘nightmare’ of Stephen, ‘bald as an egg, with bones and metal plates exposed’, symbolizing his death (GoI 344). Similarly, after Kurtz’s death, Marlow describes his head as bald as ‘an ivory ball’ (Conrad 1999: 76). Just before he dies, Stephen lies ‘in the wooden hut on stilts, skeletal, balding’, as his friend, the photographer Konstantin, remembers seeing him (GoI 355). Skulls and skeletons are recurrent motifs that convey the abjection of baldness. The piles of skulls in Cambodia, which are but ‘images of our time’, are mocked by references to ‘poor Yorick’, all refer to loss and death (GoI 141). In his last days, Stephen dreams that a ‘skull glows incandenscent, like the bald egg of a phoenix’ (GoI 304). The skull turned into ‘mummy’, which is a play on words, when Stephen begins to see his mother in it: ‘The hairs of our head may be numbered, but she is skull, she is bald’ (GoI 305). Stephen is totally disconnected. However, though baldness in Stephen’s case represents the male grotesque, for other male characters this is not so. For instance, Pol Pot is described as being ‘quite fat’, ‘like a fat tiger in a suite’, ‘mad’ and ‘barbaric’ (GoI 212, 69, 114, 150)

The Carnivalesque      

The concluding pages of The Gates of Ivory are constructed in a carnivalesque fashion. Just as in Rabelais’s underworld, ‘a banquet forms the setting of the entire episode’, with Liz, preparing food for the mourners after Stephen’s Memorial Service in England and in Cambodia, Mme Akrun cooking a feast for Kem when he leaves hospital, ‘fitted with a wooden leg’ (Bakhtin 1984: 385; GoI 288). Now they are ‘reunited’, we are told that there is ‘rejoicing and hope and excitement’ (GoI 289). The same thing can be said about the funeral, except that it has no reunion. Although it is ‘a funeral’, everybody is ‘having a good time’, as Drabble states (Wachtel 1994: 298). Moreover, during the Memorial Service, Hattie has to leave in an ambulance to go to the hospital to give birth. Liz acknowledges that ‘Hattie’s timing had been inspired. A death and a birth’ (GoI 385). Liz and Mme Akrun are like Rabelais, who ‘wants to see himself, his old age and senility, flowering in the new youth of his son, grandson, and great-grandson’ (Bakhtin 1984: 405). Hattie, who wants to be surprised about the gender of the baby, thinks about naming the child, ‘Stephen or Stephanie’, another grotesque element, carrying the idea of substitution of bodies (GoI 380). The death of Stephen is a symbol of the death of an era, ‘the death of communism’ (GoI 20). ‘We are told’, Drabble observes, that ‘capitalism has won’ (Wachtel 1994: 301). However, Drabble does not want to believe in this as she is optimistic and ‘waiting for something wonderful to happen’ (Wachtel 1994: 301). She states that she cannot provide it, ‘but I can certainly keep my characters with their hopes still intact’ (Wachtel 1994: 301). The end of the novel captures the sense that the world is dominated by severely destructive forces, and identifies these forces as male and patriarchal: but it at least suggests that women tend to be survivors – alert, good listeners and good communicators. 

Like The Gates of Ivory, Frankenstein in Baghdad ends with a celebration, but not in a Bakhtinian carnivalesque fashion that ‘marks a real triumph, for life has defeated death’, as in Drabble’s novel (Bakhtin 1984: 408). Al-Shismah appears in the final scene with Nabu in a derelict building, smoking a cigarette and gazing from the window, looking at the people who are celebrating the false news that the authorities have caught Al-Shismah, whom they call Criminal X (FiB 305). He is looking at the sky, in which dark clouds have gathered (FiB 2013: 305). People dance happily on the streets, accompanied by popular music bands, but everybody runs home when it starts to rain. It is not a generating rain, but an ominous one because Al-Shismah ‘loves life’ and will continue killing people for spare parts to replace the disintegrating flesh; for Al-Shismah it is death that gives life, but not in a grotesque and positive way because of the failure to distinguish between life and death (Bakhtin 1984: 318, 404). There is no natural process of ‘the death of the old and the birth of the new’, as in the Bakhtinian model in which ‘the ever-regenerated body of the people’ carries on (Bakhtin 1984: 149, 226). Al-Shismah is more of a super-abject than a grotesque because he is a killer, who both embodies the abject in himself, in the otherness of his body and actions, and projects it onto others.

Conclusion

When the presence of the grotesque and the abject is examined in both novels to determine where one concept is perceptible rather than the other, I have shown that the two novels cannot be categorized as either grotesque or abject. At some point in both novels, the grotesque is the dominant mode while the abject also features in both novels, as they shift between the grotesque and the abject and combine aspects of both concepts. As a result, it is not possible to describe either of them as grotesque or abject; it is a more complex situation in which the grotesque and abject are hybridised in different characters and different scenarios. Thus, we can say there is a combination of both concepts: grotesque-abject in both novels. The term ‘grotesque-abject body’ is investigated by Kelly Hurley in ‘Abject and Grotesque’, and is defined as ‘a body of fear, but fear tempered with fascination’ (Hurley 2007: 138). In other words, this body scares us but also interests and fascinates us. This notion can be applied to both novels, with the presence of either unusual and terrifying beings or horrible and monstrous people who ‘one cannot bear to look upon […] but cannot bring oneself to look away from […] either’ (Hurley 2007: 138). Hurley also observes that the concept of the grotesque deals with ‘blurred and indistinguishable “admixtures” of unlike forms’ as Brigid Cherry maintains (2012: 113). Such admixtures are weird bodies that violate the laws of nature and straddle categories because these creatures ‘collapse the distinction between human and animal’ (Hurley 2007: 139). 

In Frankenstein in Baghdad, Al-Shismah is a grotesque-abject body. Like Shelley’s creature, which has a grotesque body of ‘gigantic stature, and the deformity of its aspect, more hideous than belongs to humanity’, Al-Shismah is a grotesque because he displays the abnormal and the monstrous, and is associated with ‘death’ (Shelley 2012: 50). It is an ‘unfinished and open’, ‘dismembered’, and ‘secret’ body (Bakhtin 1984: 26, 179, 11, 29). He is simultaneously abject because he ‘disturbs identity, system, order’ (Kristeva 1982: 4). He is an embodiment of such ‘disturbance’ of identity since he is patched together out of other bodies or corpses. He ‘is the utmost of abjection. It is death infecting life. Abject’ (Kristeva 1982:  4). Al-Attag seems to be conscious that this corpse is abject, referring to it as ‘impure’, and although he himself is not keen on cleanliness, he washes his hands after ‘his terrifying messing with human remains’ (FiB 2012: 53; FiB 2013: 35). Similarly, Victor calls his creature ‘the wretch, the filthy daemon’ (Shelley 2012: 50). Al-Shismah is presented as not having ‘a fixed face’, his face ‘changing from time to time’ (FiB 2013: 321, 334). He does not ‘settle on any state’, does not ‘pause in any place’ and he ‘moves in such an incredible energy that is not owned by any human beings’ (FiB 2013: 251). Even bullets do not affect his stitched-up body. He ‘clings to life’, killing in order to continue living and in order to avoid ‘dissolution and annihilation’ (FiB 2013: 334). Sa‘dawi’s creature is bizarre, ‘very ugly’ with ‘a wide mouth’ that looks like ‘a wound along the jaws’ and with ‘stitches all over the forehead and the cheeks and a big nose’ (FiB 2013: 65, 82, 97, 98). He is initially characterized by his ‘hybrid body’ (FiB 2012: 51). He violates categories, breaking down the distinction between human and inhuman. Related to that hybridity is his kinetic body, always in the process of transformation, with the fall of the decayed pieces of his flesh and the construction of their replacements. His body, which ‘has no homogeneous colour’ is as ‘viscous’, leaking ‘fluids’, from ‘the holes’ and ‘the gaps” of his body, which reek of ‘a strong rotten odour of death’ (FiB 2013: 34, 97, 164, 163). However, ‘looking at him brings out malice, fear and panic’ (FiB 2013: 97). As an admixed being, he arouses ‘the abhorrence and a disgustful curiosity’, to use Hurley’s terms, in those who come into contact with him (Hurley 2007: 137). The narrator describes how abhorrence and disgustful curiosity make Al-Shismah kill four drunkard beggars. They attack him while he tries to avoid them, but they rush into him when they look at him: 

His ugly face was a motivator for them to attack him, they did not know anything about him, but it was the sleeping hate energy which was suddenly awakened towards a disgusting person. (FiB 2013, 144)  

So, the presence of such a being creates in the viewers the sense of attack, scare and attraction; he arouses ‘aggressiveness’ besides ‘fear and fascination’, to use Kristeva’s terms, where the fascination is manifested as a collected physical revulsion from the perceived abhorrence of the monster’s appearance (FiB 2013, 144; Kristeva 1982:  45). Likewise, Victor’s creature’s face arouses similar aggressiveness from the frightened society around him. This ‘violence’ or aggressivity, as seen by Lacan, is directed towards the image of the other that we see in transitivism in ‘the mirror stage’ when our image is reversed causing confusion between the I and the other (Lacan 9). It is the image of the fragmented body or the grotesque-abject body that produces such violence.  It is a sophisticated way of blaming the victim.
The Gates of Ivory is the grotesque and abject ‘story of skull landscapes and killing fields’ (GoI 21). It is also about discussions of grotesque and abject situations of ‘severed bones, heads, feet and ears’ (GoI 15). The grotesque-abject is represented in many anecdotes and ‘Atrocity Stories’ from history books, newspaper cuttings and from Stephen’s papers, featuring ‘rapes, thefts, disembowellings, floggings, raw flesh, amputations, desecrations, firing squads’ (GoI 124). Though in The Gates of Ivory, there are no Frankenstein-like beings or the human made monstrous, there are fantasized monstrous creatures, living in the Imaginary realm, such as ‘the werewolf and minotaur, with the head of a human and body of a beast, [used to] symbolize the divided nature of la bête humaine’ and the monster made human (Stovel 1991: 128). In her sleep, Liz sees admixtures such as ‘men with monkey heads and pig heads’ and ‘chattering beast-men with bird faces’, in vast oriental landscapes (GoI 344). In what seems to be a passage in Stephen’s fragmented papers, entitled ‘The Fever Hospital’, the lords of death and goddesses are described as admixtures (GoI 335). These admixtures are similar to Sa‘dawi’s creature, whose body must have been composed of human and animal parts because explosions kill people and animals alike, mixing their bodies together, just like Nahim’s body and his horse. 

In The Gates of Ivory, the images of admixtures and abnormal beings, besides reflecting the divided and obscure nature of the characters in the novel, also show how men are grotesquely degraded either by death, in Stephen’s case, or by evil, which turns them into beasts. The grotesque here is a representation of violence and ‘a vision of a world of arbitrary, bloody power, of power for its own sake, of power beyond ideology or justification, a world of the strong few and the weak many’ (GoI 154). These beast people are human monsters roaming ubiquitously throughout the novel. There are ‘beastly murderer(s)’, ‘killing one another like beast(s), like worse beast(s)’ (GoI 165, 95). These beast people include a serial killer in England and the ‘so wicked’, and ‘very extreme’ Khmer Rouge in Cambodia, also referred to as ‘mythical monsters’, a description, which equates them with admixed beings and ‘fabulous monsters of antiquity’, as Hurley phrases it (GoI 197, 103, 45; Hurley 2007: 139). These beast people, who are basically historical and literary characters, are ironically exaggerated to caricature the negative and the inappropriate, which is exactly what Sa‘dawi tries to do by creating a monster, representing violence and division. The Khmer Rouge, ‘the folk monsters of the modern world’, are led by Pol Pot, ‘a big bad monster’, who ‘was responsible for the death of a nation’ and who drives ‘this quiet, faraway peasant people mad’, resulting in ‘one million, two million dead. Corpses, skulls, killing fields’ (GoI 45, 18, 311). In contrast to Sa‘dawi’s novel, the victim/perpetrator dynamics in Drabble’s novel are more explicit: here, only the perpetrators are described as monstrous, where Sa‘dawi’s creature is both victim and perpetrator in his monstrosity. Unlike Shelley’s creature, whose ‘body parts either belonged to the worst criminals of the day, or were stolen by criminals’, Al-Shismah’s body is a hybrid of unknown criminals and suicide bombers as well as innocent victims (Marshall 2011). That makes the body more grotesque in Sa‘dawi than in Shelley or in Drabble because of the key carnivalesque trait of being ‘ambivalent and contradictory’ (Bakhtin 1984: 24-25). This character also has some positive aspects in the sense that he survives in the most extreme circumstances and develops a close relationship with Nabu, who likewise embodies some positive elements as discussed in more detail below. 

 
In Drabble’s novel, the Khmer Rouge are perpetrators and both grotesque-abject figures. They are terrifying beings, who also arouse interest in those who encounter them. When they capture Stephen, his ‘fear [is] tempered with fascination’, to use Hurley’s words:      

Stephen found himself wondering, quite calmly, if he was about to be killed. One part of him was frozen with terror, another more interesting and unexpected part of him was watching to see what would happen next. (GoI 298)

It is his fascination with the Khmer Rouge and Pol Pot, what he himself calls a ‘fatal curiosity’, that brings him to Cambodia, which eventually leads to his disappearance and death in ‘a field hospital of old-fashioned malaria or dengue’, a similar cause that led to Kurtz’s demise (GoI 337). One aspect of Stephen’s fascination with the Khmer Rouge is that they embody the profound vision and impose this on others. Stephen becomes the postmodern version of Kurtz, subject to the idea of that which appears to be dark, but powerful, although he does not perpetrate any atrocities, unlike the latter in Heart of Darkness. Like Marlow, who thinks of Kurtz, as well as himself, as a victim, Drabble considers Stephen as a victim, whose death ‘represents only one amongst one or two million deaths’ (Wachtel 1994: 294-95). As with Al-Shismah’s grotesquely ambivalent nature, Stephen is also ambivalent: partly innocent and partly criminal. He is criminal for being in the wrong place. It is the victim to be blamed, again. Stephen is not responsible for horrors, but naïve to believe in a pernicious cause, Year Zero, for instance. There are many examples of this belief in the twentieth century: the five Cambridge scholars spying for Stalin; British politicians and members of royalty encouraging Hitler.   

Kelly Hurley’s idea of the grotesque-abject body that horrifies and fascinates can be seen in female corporeality, which has ‘a unique blend of fascination and horror’, as Rosi Braidotti observes (2007: 81). Braidotti refers to this blend as a kind of ‘anomalous and deviant vis-á-vis the norm’, which ‘the female body shares with the monster’ (1997: 81). In the following section, I will examine the representation of the female body as monstrous in both novels to determine the extent to which such representations constitute a so-called politics of the body in relation to the grotesque and abject.

Both novels are about monsters. The Gates of Ivory explores Pol Pot’s ‘Killing Fields’ and the frightful scenes of modern history. Similarly, Frankenstein in Baghdad is about how people become monsters in the time of war. The idea of violence, grotesque bodies and dehumanization and the idea of horrible mutilation and fragmentation that bring The Gates of Ivory and Frankenstein in Baghdad together is treated from different perspectives in both novels. The Gates of Ivory attempts to bear witness to violence and the fragmentation left in the aftermath of the Khmer Rouge regime, albeit from a very western ‘outsider’ perspective of Good Time, dealing with the otherness of the culture and cruelty of Cambodia, or Bad Time, through grotesque and abject imagery. Conversely, Frankenstein of Baghdad has no such outsider perspective or Good Time and its action is seen through the eyes of the participants in the violence of post-invasion Iraq, the abject imagery of death and destruction, or Bad Time, becoming increasingly everyday. Both Drabble and Sa‘dawi deal with these themes with unsettling abject imagery, but also with a more positive sense of the grotesque. However, Sa‘dawi focuses on the result of violence while Drabble attempts to tackle the roots of violence. She believes that ‘there is also something very violent and primitive in us that we have not quite come to terms with’, but despite this, she is ‘optimistic’ and thinks that ‘there’s better in people than is ever allowed to show’ (Wachtel 1994: 293).

By creating new textual bodies out of literary references, both Drabble and Sa‘dawi are doing violence to the precursor texts. It is an act of violence done to Conrad’s text, though a creative and positive violence, in some ways. Whereas in Frankenstein in Baghdad, which is also based on another text, as signalled by the title, there is a kind of a mocking reference, a kind of a glance at the West which created this situation in Iraq. It is based on a Western text which thus reflects Western philosophy, yet it is the West which has perpetrated the terrible crimes witnessed. In Drabble and Sa‘dawi, a politicized violence of revisiting is present, both asking whether western violence in the world will ever change.
The investigation undertaken in this chapter has shown that violence is given a grotesque body either allegorically, as in Al-Shismah, or actually as in the Khmer Rouge, whose body ‘multiplies’, as we are told in the closing paragraph of The Gates of Ivory, like the grotesque maternal reproduction, both being monstrous (GoI 387). Giving Al-Shismah a double-gendered body, Sa‘dawi indicts both men and women for taking part in chaotic violence by forming this monster. In Drabble, female characters are treated differently. When the narrator refers to Mitra at the novel’s end as a soldier of genocide, who himself ‘multiplies’, she metaphorically implies the denial or appropriating female reproductive capacities because ‘there is no need for women where he is. Nor is there any reason for women to want to be there’ (GoI 387; Brownley 2000: 163).

Although Drabble describes specific female bodily experiences such as menstruation, menopause and pregnancy, openly and without reservations, liberating them from the closet, she almost violently forces the female body into the public and political domains, where women are still sometimes denied full participation. Using Bakhtin’s arguments about populist carnival culture, one can see that Drabble’s depiction of the grotesque woman is an attempt to undermine the official or traditional view of women through exaggeration. By her portrayal of the female as a monstrous being, she parodies society’s perceptions of women as deviants and also questions the impression of a female essence and certain stereotypes. It can be seen as a parody of the traditional phallocentric and stereotypical portrayal of women.

Hence, we can say that the grotesque and the abject are not the cause of violence, but are representations of it. In Drabble’s novel, violence is identified and recorded while in Frankenstein in Baghdad, it is unidentified. Al-Shismah’s name indicates unrevealed sources of violence. He represents the spiral of sectarian violence and blind killings in post-occupation Baghdad. He is an embodiment of horror and violence, which caused him to come into being. Sa‘dawi conjures up notions of distortion and deformity in the image of Al-Shismah, for the purposes of not only caricature and irony but also cynicism. The grotesque monster here, whose life depends on the deaths of others, is an extreme, fantastic exaggeration, a satirical image of the dehumanised and dehumanising reality of war. This Bakhtinian carnivalesque monster is a representation of the people in Iraq and their ‘mass body’, to use Bakhtin’s words (1984: 255). They are collectively taking part in the evil of the sectarian war. Although some characters in the novel blame the Americans for ‘creating this monster’, others in the novel such as Nawal al-Wazir think otherwise (FiB 2013: 335). She is working on a movie with an apparently similar theme to the novel, which is about ‘evil which we all share yet we claim to fight and how we want to eliminate it from the street when it sits inside us!’ (FiB 2013: 271-72). The novel reveals ‘the corruption and moral bankruptcy of an entire society and its occupiers’, as Ikram Masmoudi observes in War and Occupation in Iraqi Fiction (2015: 16). In an interview, Sa‘dawi says that ‘all of us are responsible for the current state of ruin’, referring to the civil war and sectarianism (Noori 2014: n.p.). Everybody is sectarian apart from ‘God, who is not sectarian’, one of the characters says (FiB 2013: 318). It reflects how the people, even those not necessarily involved directly in the conflict, take sides, becoming either pro-Shiite or pro-Sunni. Sectarianism is ‘transformed into flesh’, to borrow Bakhtin’s words (1984: 83). Al-Shismah’s body parts are themselves representations of ‘sects’; he kills from both sides to avenge victims of criminal acts. The novel shows how sectarianism is the crime that threatens the peace, security and prosperity of the whole country. If Drabble writes a story ‘without heroes and without salvation. It had only victims’, in Sa‘dawi’s novel, ‘no one is a pure criminal or a pure victim in the time of war: everyone has a bit of both. Even the saint has a conflicted nature’ (Najjar, ‘A Golden Piece of Shit’, 2014: n.p.; Iraq Body, 2012: n.p.). One of Al-Shismah’s followers tells him that even saints are criminals ‘as long as they carry weapons’ (FiB 2013: 173). The ‘interiorised bestiality’ philosophy in Frankenstein in Baghdad shows that the destruction will go on if the people do not abject the ‘beast within’, to use Chantal Bourgault Du Coudray’s terms (2006: 5). Although the beast multiplies in Drabble’s novel, it remains a faraway abject and Pol Pot remains absent. Despite Stephen’s death, the characters manage to start again in a carnivalesque manner. Liz makes a feast and Mme Akrun, like Candide, literally cultivates her garden in the displaced persons’ camp.


The protagonists in The Gates of Ivory remain disconnected. Their inability to connect with the outside world is emphasized, although Drabble meant to write about ‘the world as immensely interconnected’, as she tells her interviewer, Wachtel (1994: 297). The ‘London characters’, like Drabble herself, as she indicated in the interview, lead a life in the ‘Good Times’, where violence and death seem ‘10,000 miles away’ (Wachtel 1994: 296; GoI 353). Even when they go to ‘Bad Times’, they remain detached. Stephen does not die of violence but of fever. In Frankenstein in Baghdad, none of the characters are onlookers like those in The Gates of Ivory, but participants in everyday violence. The absence of ‘footlights’ in Frankenstein in Baghdad where there is no separation between actors and audience in the sense that everybody is culpable in the social chaos and collapse makes the action more Bakhtinian than that in The Gates of Ivory, where the main characters observe horrors rather than being directly involved (Bakhtin 1984: 7).


Finally, in both novels, baldness, associated with frailty and vulnerability, embodies a kind of nakedness, which could be said to imply hope, in that humans are ‘naked apes’, and as babies, are usually hairless, as well as being vulnerable. In this sense, Nabu and Stephen could both be said to represent the potential birth of a new world, out of that destroyed and traumatised by violence. Indeed hairless animals, like Nabu, resemble human embryos, and dying and ageing humans are often seen to return to an infantile, pre-Oedipal, pre-symbolic state, near death, as if the end is also a new beginning. More precisely - the cat in Rabelais is also carnivalesque, linked to ‘revitalizing’ and ‘renewal’ as in the scene when ‘Gargantua used a March cat as a swab and suffered lacerations’ (Bakhtin 1984: 374, 113). This certainly supports the sense of dogged optimism that Drabble holds to, and suggests that Sa‘dawi’s bleak landscape not only gives birth to, and effectively becomes, a self-reproducing, self-destructive monster, but that it nevertheless also gestures to the non-grotesque, non-abject birth of a potentially new kind of person, or the return of one from the deep past, in the form of the humanised, hairless Nabu, named after the ancient god of wisdom and writing, suggesting that, notwithstanding the catastrophic contemporary crises delineated by these authors, the hope, albeit faint, remains: that the pen may ultimately prove mightier than the sword.

Chapter Three

Shahrazad Does not Lapse into Silence: Violence, Feminism, Narrative and Testimony in Margaret Drabble and Lutfiya al-Dulaymi
It would perhaps be somewhat paradoxical to typify Shahrazad as an example of a ‘narrated woman’, but perhaps Todorov’s concept can help us to understand the incomparable narrative stature which she acquired during the course of time. After all, there are hardly any characters in world literature which have gathered such a rich variety of literary connotations and appearances as Shahrazad, based on a relatively frugal description in the source text.

Richard van Leeuwen (‘Narrating/Narrated Women’, 2016) 

In Iraq,
after a thousand and one nights,
someone will talk to someone else.
Markets will open
for regular customers.
Small feet will tickle
the giant feet of the Tigris.
Gulls will spread their wings
and no one will fire at them.
Women will walk the streets
without looking back in fear.
Men will give their real names
without putting their lives at risk.
Children will go to school
and come home again.
Chickens in the villages
won’t peck at human flesh
on the grass.
Disputes will take place
without any explosives.
A cloud will pass over cars
heading to work as usual.
A hand will wave
to someone leaving
or returning.
The sunrise will be the same
for those who wake
and those who never will.
And every moment
something ordinary
will happen under the sun.

Dunya Mikhail, from ‘The Iraqi Nights’ (2013: 97-98)

Introduction

Shahrazad, the legendary female storyteller of Alf layla wa-layla (The Thousand and One Nights) or the Arabian Nights, uses narrative to preserve her life and the lives of other potential women victims of her tyrannical ruler-husband, Shahriyar.
 The great popularity of the figure of Shahrazad and her stories has led to increasing critical interest in her and her tales and in their re-embodiment in modern and contemporary texts. In literary history, Shahrazad has been seen as a figure for narrative – a specifically gendered narrative. Having entered into the Western narrative tradition at the beginning of the eighteenth century, Shahrazad has ‘straight away become the female narrator [narratrice] par excellence’, as Adriana Cavarero states in Relating Narratives: Storytelling and Selfhood, adding,

The figure of the female storyteller – old witches and wise wet-nurses, grandmothers and storks, fates and sibyls, can be encountered at every stage of the literary imagination to attest to the sources and the feminine practices of narration […] Scheherazade thus functions as a significant link between an East and a West that come together through the feminine matrix of the tale (2000: 122). 

As Cavarero says, the female narrator, though depicted in a multitude of ways throughout literary history, has been a constant voice across cultures and time. In the two focal novels studied in this chapter, this idea of the diachronic and synchronic continuity of a female voice, which is at once heterogeneous and inclusive, also features strongly, as they both illustrate that ‘there is always a woman at the origin of the enchanting power of every story’ (Cavarero 2000: 122). In ‘What is an author?’, Michel Foucault views Shahrazad as standing in clear opposition to the hero of the Greek epic specifically in relation to violence, in so far as her motivation is not to die. Foucault’s reference to Shahrazad in the context of writing as a powerful means to ward off death is ‘no small thing’ because it is ‘the one reference to a woman’ in that essay (Cobb 2015: 69). 

In this chapter, violence, feminism, storytelling and testimony are examined in the two novels, The Red Queen: A Transcultural Tragicomedy (2004) by Margaret Drabble and ‘sayyidat zuhal’ or Saturn Ladies: A Tale of a People and a City (2009: 2012) by the Iraqi writer Lutfiya al-Dulaymi. Shahrazad is included in this chapter, not only because of her importance as both feminist archetype and a figure for fictional narrative itself, but also because she serves as a cultural bridge between the two novels. I discuss whether the fact that Shahrazad is a feminist archetype contradicts her fictional nature or if these factors intersect in an analysis of these two novels. Drabble and the Iraqi writer, al-Dulaymi, who appear to be quite different writers, share many things in common: both were born in 1939, both are prolific writers and both are feminists. Al-Dulaymi has published more than a dozen novels, short stories and play scripts, many of them translated into many languages. She has also published a half-dozen works of literary criticism. She is highly influenced by the figure of Shahrazad, stating this clearly in many of her articles and interviews. As for Drabble, Shahrazad’s influence on her narrative is an implicit and unconscious one. The storyteller in The Red Queen is significantly gendered as female like the legendary oral storyteller of the Arabian Nights. 
In this chapter, Drabble and al-Dulaymi are compared and contrasted as far as the narrative influence of Shahrazad is concerned: in one case in an Iraqi context explicitly in relation to form and content, and in the other implicitly. Therefore, I argue that the authors of these two novels take Shahrazad as an archetype for their female protagonists, as her example demonstrates how to use storytelling not only to survive violence and to end it, but also to narrate it as a fictional testimony. The chapter examines how Shahrazad is incarnated in the work of both writers and how some of the Scheherazadian tradition and elements are employed by Drabble and al-Dulaymi, such as the story-within-story and the fantasy world. 
Some critics consider the Arabian Nights as an early example of what might be called a self-conscious text or a metafiction because it is a story about narrating a story. Some other critics take a different line and consider Shahrazad to be the author of the collection of stories. In fact, the exploration of authorship of the folk collection of tales in the past ‘gave rise to the myth of a powerful female origin’ (Sallis 24).
 However, delineating the historical origin of Shahrazad is not within the scope of this chapter, which instead examines whether the Arabian Nights can be read as a biography or a testimony of a literary individual named Shahrazad. 

As for Drabble’s novel, the author explains in a prologue and afterword that the novel is based on the memoirs of an eighteenth-century Korean crown princess known as Lady Hong or Lady Hyegyŏng. Drabble turned the autobiography into a novel. It is divided into two parts. The first part, titled ‘Ancient Times’, is about the memoirs of the Crown Princess, narrated by her ghost. The second part, titled ‘Modern Times’, ending in ‘Postmodern Times’, is about the afterlife of these memoirs, two hundred years later in modern Britain. In this part, Barbara Halliwell, or Babs, an academic, to whom a copy of the memoirs is mysteriously sent, reads the book on the flight to a conference in Korea. She finds herself totally haunted by the Crown Princess’s story. In this chapter, I will explore how the novel is concerned with storytelling, survival and testimony of the life of the Crown Princess and Babs. 

The Red Queen, which is, as Milada Franková points out, a ‘social testimony’ of Drabble’s rewriting of the Princess’s memoirs, goes well with al-Dulaymi’s Saturn Ladies in being concerned with female trauma and testimony (2011: 83). Additionally, al-Dulaymi’s novel has many biographical aspects, as acknowledged by the author. The protagonist, Hayat, who is a storyteller, compiles the stories of the people around her, especially a group of women, whose stories are put in a section called ‘The Book of Girls’. The tragic experience of each woman is narrated in a notebook. But there is a link between narrating the stories of these women and their survival. As a result, the chapter considers the degree to which the novel is a testimony to the violence that these women, including the author, are caught up in. No less traumatic are the lives of the women in The Red Queen, who suffer losses, but battle to survive. 

Though the Arabian Nights was conceived in the Middle East in the medieval period, contemporary theoretical approaches do not seem anachronistic, given the Arabian Nights’ concerns. The Arabian Nights can be seen as a feminist text and hence I try to examine how far the protagonists of these two modern novels are Shahrazad-like feminists. I discuss how the violence against women caused by Shahriyar in the Arabian Nights is echoed in these two novels: in particular, I examine whether women in these two novels are empowered through combating violence, as Shahrazad is. Shahrazad resists being a victim and endeavours to stop the victimization of other women. Her existence is crucial for other women in empowering not only her, but also all the women of her era and those women in posterity who read the Arabian Nights. She articulates the voice of the voiceless subaltern women of her society. She tells her father: ‘By Allah, O my father, how long shall this slaughter of women endure?’ (Burton, vol.1, 1885: 15). She speaks on behalf of all Shahriyar’s victims, who are deflowered or raped and then killed. Shahriyar is implicitly a rapist, who is encouraged by what Lara Stache calls, ‘the complex of beliefs’ that supports violence against women. Therefore, the Arabian Nights fits into the category of ‘rape culture’, which is a ‘representative of a culture of violence against women’ (Stache 2013). However, on the other hand, Shahriyar’s actions are represented not as the norm but as a terrible extreme arising from a ‘rape culture’. According to Dianne F. Herman, a culture can be characterized as a rape culture when it encourages men to subscribe to values of control and dominance, anger and violence, and when it also holds the female rape victims as responsible for their victimization (1994: 49). Shahriyar, who gives full vent to his anger on all of womankind, blaming them for his wife’s unfaithfulness, represents men of his culture who ‘feel a need to prove themselves to be “men” by displaying dominance over females’ (Herman 1994: 49). Therefore, men like Shahriyar give themselves the right to honour killing. However, all the women who were raped and killed by Shahriyar were the passive victims of his violence though, of course, they were not responsible for their passivity because they were not offered any time to react, while Shahrazad, being a daughter of the vizier, had the privilege of knowing what was going on around her, had the time to counter this passivity with her plot, which saves her and the other remaining women.

After the betrayal of his wife, Shahriyar becomes traumatized and very violent, leading us to consider whether trauma leads to violence as much as violence leads to trauma, or whether his state of mind is affected by a loss of control over a female. Shahrazad is able to cure Shahriyar from his trauma using storytelling. This chapter explores the extent to which it can be said that storytelling is shown to have a healing effect in both novels and whether they illustrate how speech paradoxically is both connected to violence and to the healing process. 

There are many similarities between The Red Queen and Shahrazad. The first similarity lies in the title of Drabble’s novel, ‘The Red Queen’.  In fact, the Crown Princess, both the historical figure and the character, ‘was never a queen in my lifetime, red or otherwise’, as she says in the novel, ‘I became a queen after my death’ (TRQ 29). Actually Drabble is not faithful to the original material of the memoirs as she mentions in the Prologue. Moreover, the Princess, who comes from the history of the East, just like Shahrazad, is here ‘to retell [her] story’ (TRQ 15). Therefore, being referred to as a queen from the East and a storyteller, the Crown Princess becomes an incarnation of Shahrazad. Drabble was possessed by the Crown Princess, as she says in the Prologue: ‘once I had met her, I could not get her out of my mind. She insisted on my attention. She made me follow her, from text to text, from country to country’ (TRQ 9). Drabble also says that she ‘was originally inspired by [the Princess’s] voice and her story’, but it could be said that Drabble was recalling through the Crown Princess the figure of Shahrazad, who also has a strong persona and a unique narrative voice (TRQ 11). There is some evidence to suggest that Drabble chose to write this novel because of the influence of the figure of Shahrazad, who works as an archetype. According to Carl Jung, archetypal characters of fairy tales are part of the ‘collective unconscious’, that is, ‘part of a racial memory passed down genetically from previous generations’ (Jones 2002: 129). Therefore, as Borges states in his book, Seven Nights, there is no need to have read this ‘so vast’ book of The Thousand and One Nights to be influenced by it, for ‘it is part of our memory’ (1984: 47). 

Drabble considers the comparison between Shahrazad and the Crown Princess as ‘a clever idea’.
 In correspondence with her, she stated that she was not aware of Shahrazad when she wrote the novel, though, of course, she is familiar with the Arabian Nights.
 She states that she first knew about Shahrazad because of the symphonic piece Scheherazade (1889) by the Russian composer, Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov (Marzolph & Leeuwen, vol. 2,  2004: 690).
 Some of Drabble’s contemporary writers, such as Jorge Luis Borges, John Barth, Italo Calvino and Angela Carter, and her own sister, A. S. Byatt, tried to revive Shahrazad and the Arabian Nights because they ‘were interested in the opportunities offered for modernist and postmodernist literary experiments’ (Irwin, vol. 3, 2010: xx). Given Shahrazad’s presence in post-modern literature, it seems certain that Drabble must in fact have known about the figure. By describing The Red Queen as an ‘experiment, and an adventure’, which ‘is unlike anything [she has] ever attempted before’, Drabble seems to be doing the same thing as her contemporaries, as she tells her interviewer, Young-Oak Lee, ‘trying to cross cultures and seeing that there’s a possible contact across cultures’ (2007: 496). According to Robert Irwin, writers in modern times have frequently referred to the original stories of the Arabian Nights: ‘Often overt or covert reference to the Arabian Nights has been used as a kind of literary echo chamber in order to give depth to a more modern story’ (Irwin 2010: xiii). Probably Drabble’s interest in the Nights, which is a multicultural emblem, made her amenable to another multicultural story as the basis for a novel.
Shahrazad and Her Iraqi Granddaughter

In contrast to Drabble, who, as I have argued, was unconsciously influenced by Shahrazad, Lutfiya al-Dulaymi was directly inspired by her. Like many other fiction writers including Drabble, al-Dulaymi read stories from The Thousand and One Nights when she was a child. In an essay about her literary influences, al-Dulaymi describes The Thousand and One Nights as the first ‘book that touched my hands’, which was not a textbook (2007: 81). Like Borges, who started reading the Nights ‘in secret as a young child’, al-Dulaymi sneaked into a secret room one summer afternoon and found One Thousand and One Nights there: ‘How could those thousands of nights exist, asked the nine-year-old girl as she embarked on the search for an answer’ (Fishburn 2004: 144; al-Dulaymi 2007: 83). Soon, she was attracted by the figure of Shahrazad, who ‘risked her life in order to expose the secrets of that murderous, woman-killing king’ (al-Dulaymi 2007: 84).    

In another essay about Al-Mutanabbi Street, where her first book was published, al-Dulaymi writes that she had discovered as a child ‘the richness of the story through 1,001 (sic) Nights’ (2012: 16). Since then she had been ‘determined to become the contemporary Shahrezade’ (sic) (‘Al-Mutanabbi’, 2012: 16). Al-Dulaymi also writes that Shahrazad ‘plucked me out of my time and visited upon me the spell of dreams and tattooed a shining mark on my forehead, setting in place my destiny, as had the gods and goddesses of old’ (‘Al-Mutanabbi’, 2012: 16). She writes that Shahrazad told her to ‘go to the place of books. You will be one of those women who narrate stories, one of the daughters of Shahrezade’ (‘Al-Mutanabbi’, 2012: 16). This relationship between al-Dulaymi and Shahrazad is like that between Drabble/Babs and the Korean Princess. Drabble tells her interviewer that when she was writing The Red Queen, she felt the presence of the Crown Princess quite strongly: ‘I felt her sort of looking over my shoulder’ (Lee 2007: 485). Al-Dulaymi sees herself as a politicized version of Shahrazad. The modern Iraqi author has lived in exile since 2006 after receiving death threats from extremists. After the 2003 US-led invasion, Iraq’s intelligentsia have found themselves the target of religious radicalism, assassins and kidnappers, which has forced many of them to flee the country. She says, ‘in contrast to Shahrezade’s salvation through stories’ that ‘the contemporary tale and the narration of stories would eventually expose me to death at the hands of terrorists’ (‘Al-Mutanabbi’, 2012: 16). This is based on the understanding that her feminist and ‘communist’ views were highly controversial (Hasan 2015: n.p.). Al-Dulaymi thinks the threat is against all creative women, but she challenges the threat and continues to be creative: ‘The extremists had decided to cut out this woman’s [i.e. herself] tongue, to decapitate her, but she escaped death and gave birth instead to another in her series of offspring’ (‘Al-Mutanabbi’, 2012: 16).  By using the imagery of giving birth to describe her work of art, al-Dulaymi identifies herself with Shahrazad, whose tale, as Cavarero asserts, ‘not only stops death, but also gains the time to generate life’ by giving birth to three sons (2000: 123). In short, the tale of both al-Dulaymi and Shahrazad ‘proliferates and procreates’, to use Cavarero’s terms (2000: 127). This can also be compared to the way pregnancy and birth were shown to be presented in The Gates of Ivory  in the previous chapter, where this process is associated with death and rebirth.

Al-Dulaymi invokes Shahrazad in her work to depict Iraqi realities and themes concerning women and violence. In her short story, ‘Shahrazad and Her Narrators’, Shahrazad comes back through the ages. She wonders: 

A few women were saved when I mobilized my voice against one murderer a long time ago. What about all those killers in your own time? Who’s going to tell stories to postpone human demise? (2008: 38) 

A man from the present answers: ‘The world has changed, Princess, changed beyond the redemption of storytelling’ (‘Shahrazad’, 2008: 38). But al-Dulaymi seems to challenge this view that redemption is impossible through the women’s art of storytelling by her invocation of Shahrazad and the ways in which she makes her speak for herself. Suzanne Gauch has emphasized, in Liberating Shahrazad, that modern Shahrazads should continue to speak out ‘for the Nights stories really are infinite; many rulers have come and gone and still many remain, and now is no time for Shahrazad to fall silent’ (2007: 6). Shahrazad, in this short story, reveals, through her conversation with the man, that her biographers have misunderstood her and ‘betray the spirit of her thought’ (Joubin 2009: n.p.). Their retellings of her stories are full of inconsistencies because they have not listened to any of her words: ‘No one asked me who I was and what I wanted. What got them were the masks, not my fragile humanity, anguish, deprivations or fears’, Shahrazad complains (al-Dulaymi, ‘Shahrazad’, 2008: 38). As a subaltern, Shahrazad is condemned only to be spoken for and represented in a distorted fashion. The problem is not with Shahrazad’s inability to speak, but with the reluctance of a patriarchal culture to listen to her. Her voice is erased in an act of ‘epistemic violence’, as Spivak says in ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’ (1988: 281). Similarly, al-Dulaymi’s short story is about present-day women and their complaints in a world governed by patriarchal values. According to Shakir Mustafa, who edited an anthology of contemporary Iraqi fiction, Shahrazad, in this story, ‘crosses worlds and centuries to preserve a feminine vision in the face of relentless attempts to domesticate it’ (2008: xviii). The calls for women’s rights and ‘liberated feminine subjects’ are the central preoccupation in the works of al-Dulaymi and her contemporary women writers (Mustafa, 2008: xvii). In her anthology about modern Arabic fiction, Salma Khadra Jayyusi describes al-Dulaymi as a writer who ‘depicts with sensitivity and precision the plight of liberated Arab women and the way they are consigned to loneliness when they abandon the traditional role of women in Arab society’ (2005: 261). By depicting Shahrazad as a modern woman, al-Dulaymi shows that her main preoccupation is, as Jayyusi says, ‘the situation of women in the Arab world’ (2005: 261). 

Al-Dulaymi, who lived all her life in Iraq till 2006, has witnessed the turmoil and the atrocities in Iraq in the past several decades. Her latest novels focus on the themes of trauma, agony and the hardships women endure in a war-torn country and in exile. Although al-Dulaymi is not silenced by violence and exile, in Saturn Ladies, neither Shahrazad nor Hayat is able to speak because of war and violence after the US-led invasion. Hayat watches Shahrazad, whose statue is erected along with Shahriyar’s in Abu Nawas Street in central Baghdad, running away with Shahriyar and the poet, Abu Nawas, in a boat in the Tigris: Shahrazad’s ‘lips are closed on the echoes of speech. She stopped telling stories when the sound of bullets prevailed’ (SL 27). Shahrazad, who is an emblem of the Golden Age of Iraq during which the Arabian Nights was first compiled in Baghdad – which was then a centre of political power as well as science, culture, philosophy – is silenced now by the invasion and the loss of sovereignty, although the individual threat of violence by Shahriyar did not succeed. It is the colonizer’s oppression and violence that mask her voice and leave her with ‘no space’ to speak, to use Spivak’s terms (1988: 307). We are not told where the fleeing Shahrazad’s destination is, but the suggestion is that she will live in exile, like al-Dulaymi, her granddaughter.  

There are other references to Shahrazad and the Arabian Nights in Saturn Ladies. The novel opens with Hayat, the present-day Shahrazad, waking up from a heavy sleep ‘as if I were resurrected from a perpetual death’ (SL 9). She is needed at another time of terrible violence. She hears the sounds of explosions in Baghdad and she feels hungry as if she has spent ‘one thousand and one days of hunger and thirst’ (SL 10). The allusion to the Arabian Nights seems here to be used for new and more contemporary political purposes. Hayat is unable to speak, being almost comatose: ‘I felt a paralysis afflicted my tongue, which made it stick on the roof of my mouth. I tried to move my tongue, but I could not’ (SL 11). Hayat, whose ‘mouth dried and stiffened’, struggles to narrate her stories orally, like Shahrazad, but is able to write them down, like her creator, al-Dulaymi (SL 11). Hayat says,

I have written down our stories … stories of loss, pains of imprisonment and disappearances, the shame of emasculation and the amputation of the tongue and the humiliation of the rape of girls. (SL 17)  

However, sometimes, Hayat does narrate her stories orally, like Shahrazad, but to walls, watches and mirrors in the basement of her house. She does so, ‘to preserve our stories’ like Shahrazad (SL 29). Thus, through the character of Hayat, al-Dulaymi, the granddaughter of Shahrazad, returns to that archetype as a way of communicating contemporary events because, like Shahrazad, she was exposed to violence and unconstrained power in her daily experiences. Through storytelling, Hayat or Al-Dulaymi herself tries to preserve the memory of her country and its history.
Shahrazad and Metafiction, Violence and Testimony

‘We tell ourselves stories in order to live’, says Joan Didion; ‘we tell our lives as a story’, says Paul John Eakin (qtd in Maftei 2013: 3).  Both are referring to a crucial link between storytelling and living or surviving, although Eakin links fiction with autobiography, whereas Didion sees narrative as a necessary means of living and ‘of understanding one’s (already existing) life, as well as the lives of others’ (qtd in Maftei 2013: 3). Both are true simultaneously and can be applied to the Arabian Nights, in which there is a correlation between the frame tale and enclosed tales: Shahrazad is telling stories to live as well as telling about her own story of survival. Therefore, it is a very early example of metafiction. Shahrazad, who is willing to sacrifice herself in order to protect other women, is projecting her own story and objectifying her own inner pain and fear, especially in her first inserted stories ‘The Story of the Merchant and the Demon’. The inserted tales here have a ‘story-as-ransom motif’, which demonstrates the power of words to influence reality: Shahrazad’s ‘own fate and by extension others’ (Pinault 1992: ix; Warner 2011: 155).  

The One Thousand and One Nights is known as ‘The Book without Authors’, being anonymously written by ‘presumably male authors’ (Irwin 2004: 42; Haase 2008: 857). However, Ibrahim Muhawi holds the assumption that the ‘authors’ of the Nights were women rather than men because of ‘the role that cultivated urban ladies play in the Nights and the fact that in the Arab world oral folktales are narrated primarily by women’ (Muhawi 2005: 335). Contrary to Muhawi’s assumption, Adriana Cavarero believes that Shahrazad is not the author of the stories, but rather the one who transmits them orally because ‘the young Arab girl reads, remembers and recounts’ (2000: 123). However, Cavarero suggests that ‘the art of choosing the occasions and the modes of the narration is nonetheless completely hers’ (2000: 123). As for Foucault, he sentences Shahrazad to death when he proclaims the ‘death of the author’ in his essay, ‘What is an Author?’, in which he examines the ‘relationship between writing and death’ and how death is ‘manifested in the effacement of the writing subject’s individual characteristics’ (1998: 206). He gives the example of The Arabian Nights, in which ‘the motivation, as well as the theme and the pretext’ of the narrative was ‘the eluding of death’ (1998: 206): 

One spoke, telling stories into the early morning, in order to forestall death, to postpone the day of reckoning that would silence the narrator. Scheherazade's narrative is an effort, renewed each night, to keep death outside the circle of life. (‘What is’, 1998: 206)

Foucault does not directly say that Shahrazad is the real author of the One Thousand and One Nights, but rather indirectly, as some critics, such as Muhawi, have indicated, he implies that she is the author: 

In this discourse Foucault makes two significant assumption (sic): that the Nights belongs to the same European culture that produced the Greek epic, and (like Ghazoul) that Shahrazad is the “author” of the Nights. (Muhawi 2005: 334-35)

Since Foucault examines ‘the author’s disappearance’, Muhawi believes that the Nights ‘consists of a set of expanding strategies for making the “author” disappear’ (1998: 206; 2005: 335). Thus, according to Muhawi’s interpretation, we can establish that the Nights is textually ‘postmodern’, or metafictional, and its author is Shahrazad:

Once the frame tale is established, Shahrazad disappears in the cycles of tales she narrates, while within these cycles, the narrator of the frame story disappears in the embedded tales. (Muhawi 2005: 335)

Muhawi’s and Foucault’s interpretations of the Arabian Nights and the assumption that its heroine is the real author puts the frame tale of the collection in the category of fictionalized autobiography that represents the merging of fact, fiction and testimony. 

In Demeure: Fiction and Testimony, Derrida formulates the concept of the ‘unexperienced experience’ (2000: 47). In this book, Derrida brings to the surface the difficulties of bearing witness to one’s own confrontation with trauma and death, basing his argument on the experience of the French writer, Maurice C. Blanchot, who was almost executed by a Nazi firing squad in 1944, as he recounts in his text The Instant of My Death. In Derrida’s analysis, the ‘unexperienced experience’ is the experience of the protagonist’s own imminent death, which is deferred in unexpected ways. For Derrida, there is a link between fiction and thus literature and ‘even the most authentic testimony’ (Demeure 2000: 47). Thus, fiction fills the unexperienced gap of testimony as Derrida emphasizes when describing ‘the distinction between a testimony and a fiction of testimony’ where ‘a passion of literature would take place, this is where it would have one of its places, if not its proper place’ (Demeure 2000: 35-6). This theory can be applied to Shahrazad. She is a survivor bearing witness to a traumatic event caused by Shahriyar. The deferral of her death day after day for almost three years puts her in waiting. Shahrazad’s imminent death remains unexperienced. She testifies to her deferral of death because she has survived it, therefore being able to talk about it. As a survivor, Shahrazad’s testimony implies the gap of her unexperienced experience, but she completes this gap with fiction, narrating stories and creating literature. According to Derrida, literature ‘can even feign a trap; these traps pass themselves off as real traps and trick the machines designed to detect simulations under even the most sophisticated camouflage’ (Demeure 2000: 29). Shahrazad uses literature to trick the king. Her story or at least the act of telling a story can be read as an autobiography that blends both fact and fiction because, as Marylin Jurich states in Scheherazade’s Sisters, ‘while Scheherazade tells her story, she is her own story’ (1998: xviii). As a trickster, Shahrazad conceals her motives from Shahriyar, using storytelling to transform him (Jurich 1998: xviii). Shoshana Felman considers autobiography as ‘an act of testifying’, while literary critics consider them ‘as an imaginative art’, often treating them ‘as though they were indistinguishable from novels’ (qtd in Maftei 7 2013; Eakin 1985: 3). In Fictions in Autobiography, Paul John Eakin states that most autobiographers ‘freely avow the presence of fiction in their art’ (1985: 7).  Therefore, it is ‘as reasonable to assume that all autobiography has some fiction in it as it is to recognize that all fiction is in some sense necessarily autobiographical’ (Eakin 1985: 10). The same idea is expressed by Hélène Cixous, who says that ‘all biographies like all autobiographies like all narratives tell one story in place of another story’ (1997: 178), therefore, ‘every autobiography is fictional’ (Cixous & Calle-Gruber 1997: 86). 

According to Husain Haddawy’s version of the Nights, Shahrazad begins her first story with ‘The Story of the Merchant and the Demon’ (1990: 17). It is about a merchant who kills the son of an old demon when he accidently throws away date seeds with force (it reminds us of Al-Shismah in Frankenstein in Baghdad, who wants to kill al-Attag for accidently causing the death of the guard of the hotel). The demon tells the merchant of his intention to kill him. The merchant requests the demon to spare his life for one year to wrap up his affairs. After the year has passed, the merchant goes back to the same place, where he happens to meet three old men. He shares his story with them. Each of the old men makes a deal with the demon: if they narrate a story that the demon considers ‘strange and amazing’, then he should grant them each a third of the merchant’s blood (Haddawy 1990: 22). The demon agrees and after listening to their stories, he keeps his bargain and gives each the third of the merchant’s blood. Thus, through this scheme, the merchant’s life is saved. The embedded stories here are classified as ransom tales, each one buying the life of the merchant, which represents Shahrazad’s situation, whose stories stay her execution.
Moreover, as an author, Shahrazad’s narration about herself as a character can be seen as another example of twentieth century metafiction. Beside her ‘multiplied narratives’, Shahrazad manages to ‘put herself into the text’, as Hélène Cixous encourages women to do in ‘The Laugh of the Medusa’ (Morsy 2007: 233; Cixous 1976: 875). The enclosed narrative in the Arabian Nights also creates a metafictional text (Elias 2012: 15). Postmodern writers such as John Barth have attributed their use of a tale-within-a-tale structure to their fascination with Shahrazad (Elias 2012: 15). Barth states that he never forgets Shahrazad, ‘though the tales she tells are not my favourites, she remains my favourite teller’, showing that the act of telling and the tale can be separated (qtd in Kundu 2008: 181). 

Shahrazad is considered as a ‘great novelist’, as E. M. Forster asserts, ‘exquisite in her judgements, ingenious in her incidents, advanced in her morality, vivid in her delineations of character, expert in her knowledge of three Oriental capitals’, yet ‘none of these gifts’ saved her from her intolerable husband’, apart from keeping him in suspense (Aspects, 2002: 22). Forster’s defamiliarizing judgment stems from the fact that Shahrazad constantly frustrates the reader’s narrative expectations by telling stories in which characters also tell stories in which even more layers of stories are established. This is particularly the case for ‘The Story of the Fisherman and the Demon’: within the story, ‘The Tale of King Yunan and the Sage Duban’ is narrated and, further, within that frame three more tales are included. The embedded narration is also used to great effect in other tales that Shahrazad narrates, such as ‘The Story of the Three Apples’ as well as ‘The Story of the Hunchback’, within which more than ten stories are narrated.

This cycle of stories keeps Shahriyar in suspense and preserves Shahrazad’s life. As she faces what Derrida calls the ‘imminence and deferral’ of death, she comes up with a strategy for storytelling that helps her to ‘defer conclusions, prolong suspense, and interiorize meaning’ (Derrida 2000: 46; Hejinian & Warren 2014: 717). She establishes a kind of ‘epistemological suspense’ by deferring the full ‘redemptive effect of the lesson’ until the end of the one thousand and one nights when ‘the totality of the tales’ re-educates Shahriyar and transforms him into a new person (Hejinian & Warren 2014: 717). The Tales show how a tactful and astute woman can alter circumstances in which a male ruler can threaten and undertake the serial violent rape and killing of women with impunity to one in which peaceful co-existence through rational discussion, and mutual understanding can be maintained.

Metafiction in The Red Queen and Saturn Ladies 

In The Red Queen, Drabble uses the real memoirs of the Korean Crown Princess to create her own version of these historical documents, though only in relation to the first part of the novel, which is about the Crown Princess’s marriage at the age of ten to the heir to the throne, Prince Sado; her survival of court intrigues; her loss of her firstborn child and her husband’s descent into insanity and subsequent murder by his own father, King Yŏngjo, who sends him to his death following eight days confined in a rice chest. The part concerning ‘Postmodern Times’ makes it ‘appropriate for a postmodernist, metafictional novel’ (Stovel 2007: para 2): but it is not the only part of the novel that is postmodern, or metafictional: in fact, the first part also fictionalizes history and is metafictional. Drabble turned historical facts into what Linda Hutcheon calls in her Politics of Postmodernism, ‘historiography’, which is ‘an attempt to comprehend and master [the past] by means of some working (narrative/ explanatory) model that, in fact, is precisely what grants a particular meaning to the past’ (1989: 64). This ‘fictionalized historical representation’ of the past involves ‘historiographic metafiction’, although Drabble states that ‘this is not an historical novel’ because it is not entirely based on facts, but also on Drabble’s speculation (Hutcheon, 1989: 58; TRQ 11). Beside this intersection of facts and fiction, there are other forms of historiographic metafiction in the novel, such as paratextuality. According to Hutcheon, metafictional paratextuality can be found in the form of ‘chapter headings and epigraphs’ as well as in ‘footnotes, forewords, and epilogues’ and other devices (1989: 84). Drabble uses many of these devices. For example, in the Prologue, Drabble refers to the historical material she used to write the novel. She even includes a bibliography.  

The second part of the The Red Queen is entirely fictitious where we are introduced to Babs and learn about the affinities between her and the Crown Princess. Like the Princess, Barbara lost her first child, and her husband, Peter, went mad because of his difficult relationship with his father. Though Peter has not murdered anyone, he has tried to strangle Barbara during a quarrel. In this part also, Babs has a short love affair with a dying man, Jan van Jost, a world-renowned Dutch sociologist. In ‘Postmodern Times’ Drabble writes herself into a final scene, ‘extend[ing] the metafictionality’ of the novel and recreating the role of Shahrazad in the Arabian Nights (Stovel 2007: para 10). The novel ends with Babs and Van Jost’s widow raising a daughter, an adopted Chinese orphan, and Drabble, herself, as a character in the story, accepting a commission to write about the memoirs. 

In The Red Queen, Drabble, like Shahrazad, attempts to link reality with magic by incorporating fantastic elements into a more realistic narrative. This nod at magical realism in the novel lies in the pervasive ghost voice of the Red Queen. Though fantastic, the ghost voice is ‘firmly anchored in realism’ (Franková 2011: 85). It links the Red Queen to contemporary reality. Drabble has used a ‘Gothic setting’ in order to ‘challenge the assumptions of realism’ (Fiander 2004: 13). For example the ghost lives in modern times, reading books and newspapers and surfing the Internet. The ghost uses these sources, just as historiographers and novelists do, to refurbish the story of her life and to draw comparisons and clarify in retrospect. She compares herself with other princesses and queens and she even competes with them: she says of Marie Antoinette, ‘we compete beyond the grave’ (TRQ 90). Although Drabble has associated herself in essays and interviews with the tradition of realism, she actually produces what Christopher Bigsby describes as ‘by no means an innocent realism’ (qtd in Fiander 2004: 14). This is manifested in what Lisa Fiander calls ‘the introduction of elements that normally would have no place in realistic fiction’ (2004: 14). The Princess has written the story of her life when she was alive, but now her ghost is the one who is ‘to tell and retell [her] tale, as [she] told and retold it upon earth’ (TRQ 52). In ‘What is an Author?’, Foucault states that ‘the work, which once had the duty of providing immortality, now possesses the right to kill, to be its author’s murderer’ (1998: 206). In The Red Queen, it seems that Drabble has become the ghost-writer of the memoirs. By assuming the task of creating a new story through the retelling of the old, Drabble resembles Shahrazad. According to John Barth, ‘the contemporary writer resembles Shahrazad, whose life depends on her ability to entertain the king with old stories made new’ (Jablon 1997: 30). In ‘Narrate or Die’ (1999), A. S. Byatt states, ‘we are all, like Shahrazad, under sentence of death, and we all think of our lives as narratives, with beginnings, middles and ends’, but these endings of narratives involve ‘endless new beginnings’ like the Arabian Nights, in which ‘the narrative plot is potentially capable of proliferating the tales infinitely’ (Cavarero 2000: 124). The ghost in this story is given an oral voice like that of Shahrazad, wandering in contemporary times, breaking ‘the silence of death’ to narrate her story (TRQ 136). The Crown Princess has been given ‘a new voice in our time’, as Drabble writes in the Prologue (TRQ 10). This voice, like that of Shahrazad, has been mixed with the voice of the narrator and, ‘inevitably, with the voices of her various translators and commentators, all of whom will have brought their own interpretations to her and imposed their personalities upon her’ (TRQ 11). Like Shahrazad in al-Dulaymi’s short story, ‘Shahrazad and Her Narrators’, the ghost of the Princess complains about the distortion of her representations: ‘My amanuenses and translators discuss and at times misinterpret my affairs in cyberspace’ (RQ 133).  The book refers to the ‘shockingly incorrect views on Orientalism and the oriental mind’ (TRQ 247). 

Like Drabble, al-Dulaymi writes in a metafictional mode in Saturn Ladies, in which the protagonist narrates self-consciously about storytelling: ‘I am in the basement recording my story and the story of the city’, Hayat says (SL 189). She describes the words she is writing as a flood: ‘I sank in the flood of words in all languages. The language was suffocating in the fire. Words of panic that hit like drums in Baghdad’s space of steel’ (SL 91). She also says that ‘stories were pouring on me like an unmanageable flood’ (SL 18). The image of the stories as like water is similar to that in Salman Rushdie’s novel, Haroun and the Sea of Stories. Hayat’s flood of stories is ‘without logic or sequence’ (SL 18) and she is conscious of failing ‘to organize her tales in chronological order’ (SL 18). The events of these tales are so traumatic that the line between reality and the imaginary becomes intermixed, as well as the line between the present and the past: ‘What do I do with familiar contexts and when Baghdad is rolling about in the abyss of fire, blood and madness??’ Hayat asks (SL 18). Also in a purely metafictional gesture, she says that the important thing for her is to narrate the stories ‘as they flow and come to me. I record them and move forward’, not unlike the Foucauldian view of author as scriptor (SL 18). Hayat’s self-conscious text is being recorded while she is hiding in the basement. The image of water and the image of the basement bring the text close to Julia Kristeva’s genotext of the pre-semiotic chora. According to Kristeva, ‘the semiotic chora is found in the unconscious’, and we can see the basement in the novel as a representation of the ‘unconscious’ (Kristeva, 2013:  144; al-Ani 2015: n.p.). Hayat’s way of writing is a reminder of the life of an infant, experiencing ‘the bodily drives of desires and needs’ without being conscious of them (Kristeva, 2013: 144). She unconsciously wishes to return to her mother’s womb, to be safe from the violence of the outside world. She calls the basement a ‘women’s house’, ‘basement of mirage’ and ‘basement of visions and dreams’ and a hiding place (SL 87, 14, 35). When the American troops raid her house, they turn it upside down, but they do not discover the basement. Hayat says, ‘Their hands did not touch the world of the depths. They are satisfied with what is ephemeral of our lives’ (SL 35). The basement, as a place where Hayat knits her stories and preserves her life, is similar to Shahrazad’s, creating expression and subversion out of oppression, and thus we can see that the story has a grotesque quality, in that it finds some positive elements bound up with horror, as discussed in the previous chapter.

The idea of living in a basement and writing subversively could be read as a reference to its appearance in Dostoevsky's Notes from the Underground, in which an unnamed narrator of the story, who disillusioned by the oppression and corruption of the society in which he lives, withdraws from that society into the underground. This idea is repeated in Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man (1952), itself drawing on Dostoevsky, in which the narrator tells the reader that he has gone underground in order to write the story of his life and invisibility.

Hayat keeps reminding us of what she will narrate in her notebooks and tells us that she will ‘travel through times and conditions of my city in its epochs and the girls’ stories to make a mosaic image of all that ruin’ (SL 19). Hayat’s journey through time is similar to that of the Crown Princess and the fantasy world of Shahrazad’s stories. Hayat travels to the Babylonians, assuming the character of a maid, who escapes when she is taken to be buried with her mistress. She keeps escaping from similar incidents from era to era, passing through the Abbassid time and witnessing historical tragic events, like the first ransacking of Baghdad by the Mongolian leader, Hulagu Khan, in 1258 AD, and other devastating occurrences, only to wake up again in the basement of her present home in Baghdad to find the city has become ‘a complete ruin’ (SL 190). Like Drabble, al-Dulaymi uses historical metafiction to comment on contemporary life. She shows that women’s suffering in the past is the same as in the present. The narrator describes how the hordes of Hulagu and Timur Lang (Tamerlane) used to ‘set up a minaret of skulls using the heads of its inhabitants’, including women. Timur Lang ‘ordered every mogul to fetch ten heads of Baghdadi men and when they could not find enough men they cut off the heads of women and counted them with the heads of men’ (SL 231). Amazingly, Timur Lang is referred to in The Gates of Ivory when Liz reads Stephen’s notes in reference to Arnold J. Toynbee’s A Study of History (1951):

Tamburlaine, according to Toynbee, is remembered as ‘The monster who razed Isfara into ground in AD 1381; who built 2,000 prisoners into a living mound and then bricked them over at Sabzawar in 1383; piled 5,000 heads into minarets at Zirih in the same year; cast his Luri prisoners alive over precipices in 1386; massacred 70,000 people and piled the heads of the slain into minarets at Isfahan in 1387; massacred 100,000 prisoners at Delhi in 1398 … and built twenty towers of skulls in Syria in 1400 and 1401’ (GoI 121)

Unfortunately, Stephen failed to pick out the sentence, ‘and dealt with Baghdad in 1401 as he had dealt fourteen years earlier with Isfahan’, which immediately follows the statement, ‘towers of skulls in Syria in 1400 and 1401’ in his source, A Study of History, or maybe Liz does not read the whole thing (Toynbee 1951: 98). However, similar atrocities happen in modern-day Iraq, not only committed by American soldiers but also by extremists: ‘the ghostly masked men (extremists), coming from the deep Middle East, severing the heads of men and women’ (LS 30). Drabble believes that ‘History repeats itself’, which is also what the narrator in Saturn Ladies tries to show (Lee 2007: 492). Hayat wants to ‘narrate the history of our disasters’ and ‘the tales of our pain’ because she thinks that ‘narrating stories helps us endure the difficulties of time’ (SL 172, 107). 

The repeated trauma in Hayat’s experience can be read according to Freud’s theory of the fatalist death-plot. In Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1922), Freud claims that ‘repetition points to a universal trauma located not in a past event but in an event which is yet to come – the subject’s own death’, as Ariela Freedman puts it (2003: 7). In Freud’s psychoanalytic formulation, as in the modernist novel, 

the movement of the subject is always a movement towards death: towards the trauma that has not yet occurred, but is still inscribed in the novel’s anticipations and repetition. (Freedman 2003: 7)

According to this, trauma in Hayat’s experience becomes ‘a foundational principle rather than an exceptional event’ (Freedman 2003: 7). In ‘Freud’s Masterplot’, Peter Brooks describes such repetition in the plot ‘as the movement from passivity to mastery’ of a choice of ‘an imposed end’, which is to overcome death (Brooks 1977: 1977: 286). Hayat is overcoming death by her choice of preventing ‘the improper end’ to use Brooks’ terms (1977: 292). Hayat is seeking a proper end like the inexhaustible Shahrazad, who stands for the fight against death and extinction.
Hayat is ‘surprised by the disappearance of names’ in her notebooks. The events there ‘become interconnected’ and ‘related to all of us’, she says (SL 17). Everyone in the compilation is a witness of the others’ events. Hayat herself becomes the witness to all the events in the notebooks, therefore she ‘lived with tens of times multiplied fear’ (SL 17):

For what had happened to Hala in the Abu Ghraib prison could have happened to me, and what al-Qaida men did to Manar and her family is what occurred to Rawya and perhaps what happened to Luma, is exactly what happened to Helen. What the jailers did to my mother at the beginning of the nineteen seventies could have happened to me by them in the nineteen nineties and whoever executed my brother Majid in 1991 is the same one who kidnapped Fitna, the wife of my uncle, Sheikh Qaydar, and castrated my ex-husband, Hazim (SL 17-18).

Here, the names of these characters become irrelevant, because what has happened to them could have happened to anyone else in Iraq. Metafiction can be said to be tuned to a political purpose to the extent that it suggests that every story is linked to another one, which is different from Shahrazad, where the stories all relate to the single scenario of the protagonists dilemma. On the other hand, like Shahrazad and her story-within-a-story technique, Hayat starts narrating the stories then lets the voices of the characters speak for themselves. However, in other respects, Hayat’s narration is quite different from Scheherezade’s stories and the language throughout the novel leaps from first person and second person narrative to the third person. In The Red Queen, the ghost is the first-person narrator of the first part of the novel, narrating in the past tense, while the second part has a third-person narrative in the present tense. Both Drabble and al-Dulaymi use self-conscious narrative in their novels. But while Shahrazad’s influence seems formal in Drabble’s case, it is both subject and style in al-Dulaymi’s. 
Feminism in Drabble and al-Dulaymi
By contrast to the way in which feminist politics is implicit in the Arabian Nights, The Red Queen, which is ‘a feminist book’ by a self-described feminist, is centred on women (Lee 2007: 488). The Crown Princess says that ‘I am a prime and occasionally quoted example of the new “her-story”’, rather than ‘his-tory’ (TRQ 14). However, if we read The Red Queen in relation to Shahrazad, then it depicts a modern feminist view of her as a resilient, courageous, self-controlled and intellectually independent woman. Drabble must be aware of contemporary authors, who, consciously or unconsciously, have displayed a renewed interest in Shahrazad as ‘a modern-day feminist’ (Malti-Douglas 1997: 40). In The Arabian Nights, Robert Irwin states that ‘many women writers from the mid-twentieth century onwards have attempted to redress the injustice of Shahriyar’s treatment of women and his threat to execute Scheherazade’ (2010: 254). One example of this is the American feminist Ethel Johnston Phelps, whose short story, ‘Scheherazade Retold’, is a retelling of the frame story of the Nights, but which gives it a new explicitly feminist ending. Phelps has Shahrazad continue her narration of stories until the king’s early death, upon which she herself manages the publication of the text (Malti-Douglas 1991: 26). In the epilogue of the actual Nights, the king gives the order to have Shahrazad’s tales written down. This ending, according to Fedwa Malti-Douglas, gives rise to ‘male preeminence’ because it is Shahriyar who copied the stories and his male successors distributed them (Malti-Douglas 1991: 28). Therefore, Phelps tries to reverse this. In The Red Queen, Drabble can be seen as doing what Phelps has done to Shahrazad. The Crown Princess outlives her husband and her father-in-law and she writes her own story: ‘I wrote various accounts of my story during my earthly lifetime, and I must say that they were well written’ (TRQ 14). When she wrote them, she ‘had a sense of triumph, and of survival’ (TRQ 130). And with this mood she comes back to retell her story. Babs, who is described in the novel as ‘a feminist’, is chosen by the Crown Princess as her envoy. In Babs, we find a new Shahrazad: ‘She is older, wiser and, on the whole, happier now’ (TRQ 168). Her husband, who becomes violent due to his mental illness, ‘ended up in such profound, imprisoned, helpless inertia, imprisoned in a well-guarded and expensive Retreat’ (TRQ 168). This destiny would have been arranged for Prince Sado or King Shahriyar had they lived in modern times.

 Like The Red Queen, Saturn Ladies is also a ‘feminist book’. It gives attention to women’s voices (al-Masoud 2013). In an interview, al-Dulaymi states that the novel attempts to ‘give importance to the feminine will through female narration that is freed from the domination of the male voice’ (‘Ubayd 2010: n.p.). She also states that the women in the novel try to create a destiny for themselves and that ‘some of them might fail in their choices and some do not surrender, but run from one hell to another’ (‘Ubayd 2010: n.p.). Al-Dulaymi illustrates the resilience of these women, who ‘move forward without turning back’ (‘Ubayd 2010: n.p.). These characters, ‘like the proto-feminist heroine in Arabic literary tradition Scheherazade’, do not give up and surrender but try to secure a better life for themselves (Morsy 2007: 245). Also, like Shahrazad, Hayat tries to protect other females from the violence of war. She offers shelter to what she calls ‘lonely women’ in the basement of her house. Hala and her mother find in the basement a hideout until a humanitarian organization helps them to travel to Syria. Other women, such as, Rawya, Manar and Helen all gather in the basement till they manage to travel abroad.       

Like Shahrazad, the protagonists of both novels are empowered by the act of defying violence and abuse. They do not accept being passive victims of patriarchal violence. Hayat, like Shahrazad, tries to be stronger and protect other women from violence. However, unlike Shahrazad and Hayat, the Crown Princess is specifically empowered by death. In her earthly life, she led an ‘imprisoned and privileged life’, but after death she is able to move freely, going a little north of London (TRQ 33). She has been reading ‘nineteenth- and twentieth-century anthropological and psychoanalytical literature’, which enables her to understand her past life (TRQ 26). She labels the afflictions of her husband with psychological concepts, unknown in her time: ‘My husband would now, in your age, be likely to be classified as a paranoid schizophrenic’ (TRQ 72). She also tries to describe the son-father relations, using Freudian concepts, such as that of the ‘Oedipus Complex’ (TRQ 253). But even during her life, the Crown Princess was strong and empowered by violence, although she ‘did not ascend the throne in Prince Sado’s place. Yet I was, in my own way, a great lady, and princess of an ancient kingdom. I was not a handmaid’ (TRQ 89). Though she ‘never became the Red Queen’, her indirect power and strong will play a key role in leading not only her son to the throne, but also her grandson after the death of her son (TRQ 89). Therefore, women in both novels are presented as strong and explicitly feminist, in a reimagining of Shahrazad’s example. 
Violence, Speech and Survival

As a fairy tale, the Arabian Nights is full of violence. Some scholars suggest that violence is necessary in these folk tales in order ‘for change to occur’, defending their violence ‘as integral to their healing power’ (Fiander 2004: 5). In the frame story to the Arabian Nights, violence is directed against women by Shahriyar. His violence can be read as a self-protection not only to prevent repeating the same experience of being betrayed by a wife, but also as a method to ease his mental suffering. Being adulterous with a slave, his wife puts him under intense psychological pain of what is known as infidelity trauma (Ortman 2009: 11). In fact, he is both a trauma sufferer and perpetrator. He has his wife killed and he himself ‘killed every one of his slave-girls and replaced them with others’ (Haddawy 1990: 10). He also takes ‘a binding oath that whatever wife he marries he will abate her maidenhead at night and slay her next morning’ (Burton 1885: 14). The inversion of victim/perpetrator status makes him inclined to inflict physical pain on women, though for a short time till their deaths, not only as a punishment against all womankind, but, knowingly or unknowingly, to lift himself out of his own psychic distress and help him avoid damaging himself. This analysis is taken from Elaine Scarry’s book, The Body in Pain, but the meaning and context have been reconfigured. Scarry states that ‘physical pain is able to obliterate psychological pain because it obliterates all psychological content, painful, pleasurable, and neutral’ (1985: 34). She cites Karl Marx’s aphorism, ‘There is only one antidote to mental suffering, and that is physical pain’ (1985: 33). Of course, Shahriyar does not suffer physical pain himself, but he inflicts it on his brides to feel relief. This is a rather different, patriarchal variant on Scarry’s argument. 

In Drabble’s The Red Queen, Prince Sado, like Shahriyar, ‘sought relief in murdering others’ (TRQ 156). Sado commits a series of murders of court men and women. The Crown Princess escapes death, though having a chessboard thrown at her, ‘hit[ting] her left eye and caus[ing] a hideous swelling’ (TRQ 82). Sado ‘admitted that he found relief in killing’ (TRQ 156). In the novel, Babs says that Sado has an ‘astonishing self-knowledge, in such dark ages’ (TRQ 156). There is a kind of compliance with modern theories of psychology: ‘What had given him so much access to his own mind?’ Babs wonders (TRQ 156). 

In Saturn Ladies, Hani, Hayat’s brother suffers the trauma of losing his two brothers by the war and then losing his wife, Zina, while she is giving birth to their son, Sarmad. His trauma and ‘the shock of losing her made him insane’ (SL 141). He becomes isolated and violent. He writes in his diary, which he gives to Hayat, that he raped his young Turko-woman servant ‘violently like a bull’, while calling the name of his wife, ‘Zina, Zina’ (SL 141).  He acknowledges his inhumane act against the helpless woman, but reproduces stereotypical and naturalised gender binaries at the same time: ‘Some men are beasts and some women are doves’, he writes (SL 141). The woman becomes pregnant, has an abortion, and is kept for three years, then physically abused and kicked out. When he tries to trace her, Hani finds out that she has been married and then divorced because on the wedding night, she was found not to be a virgin. She was isolated by society because of what Sana al-Khayyat describes as ‘fadiha’ or the scandal that accompanies the divorce in such cases (1990: 35). Then, she was recruited by a gunman from al-Qaida, who ‘used her in a suicide bombing operation in a market place’ (SL 142). Though he did not kill anyone himself, Hani is like Shahriyar in being the cause of the death of not only one person, but many people, who were victims of the desperate suicide bomber who he had previously victimised.
Also in Saturn Ladies, Hazim, Hayat’s husband, is traumatized by the actions of the former regime. He works with a human rights organization but he gets picked up and imprisoned because he has found evidence of crimes committed by the regime during the 1990s. He is castrated in front of other prisoners, who are also castrated after him. Hazim attempts to kill himself, but the doctor, who castrated him, prevents him, saying, ‘you are not free to choose the way of your death. We are the ones who decide that and when and where’ (SL 152). After his release from prison, he keeps crying, he beats his wife and then divorces her. He expresses his resentment toward everything: 

I divorce you. Go to any man and leave me alone. Piss off. Go to hell. Go away and be adulterous if you want. I hate you, hate you. I hate all human beings. I hate myself. I hate the earth, the skies and women. I hate everything. (SL 153) 

Hazim shares with Shahriyar his distaste for women. Shahriyar blames all women for the betrayal of his wife and Hazim turns on Hayat as a reminder of his state. The anxiety of both Hazim and Shahriyar are representations of excessive masculine domination inherent in a patriarchal system (Breitenberg 1993: 377). However, unlike Shahriyar, Hazim is able to express his anger verbally. Even Hani manages to write about his feelings in his diary. But Shahriyar ‘falls silent before pain’, to use Elaine Scarry’s terms (1985: 10). We do not hear him talking about his suffering and pain, but we hear about his bloody acts of violence. In ‘The Dangerous Role of Silence’ (2015), the psychologist and psychoanalyst, Suzanne B. Phillips, states that ‘somewhere in the space between violence and trauma is dangerous silence’, emphasizing that the psyche cannot handle that level of violent suppression of emotions and that repression produces a violent reaction (82). The danger lies in the silence because it ‘intensifies the impact of trauma’ (82). According to Phillips’ essay, the trauma that goes unspoken ‘too often “outs itself” as more violence against the self and/or others’, calling this ‘a tragic cycle’ (82). Shahriyar’s silence puts him in the middle of a tragic cycle. He cannot find words to express his feeling of shame and pain. In The Body in Pain, Scarry tries to answer the question concerning ‘the relation between expressing pain and eliminating pain’ (1985: 11). She assumes that ‘the act of verbally expressing pain is a necessary prelude to the collective task of diminishing pain’ (1985: 10). However, according to Scarry, psychological suffering is ‘often difficult for any one person to express’ because ‘intense pain is also language-destroying’, since ‘the content of one's world disintegrates, so the content of one's language disintegrates’ as a result of the pain (1985: 11, 35). This seems to be what pain does to Shahriyar, making him incapable of self-expression. Pain has a similar effect on Sado in The Red Queen. His self-disintegration and language disintegration become clear in the scene when he stands near the deathbed of his stepmother, and his father, King Yŏngjo, who is the cause of his pain, arrives:

Sado had been behaving with such courage and such proper and properly apparent filial devotion until that moment, but at the approach of King Yŏngjo he seemed to collapse. He retreated from the bedside and crouched on the floor in a corner, like a guilty child. He looked frozen with horror. His tears dried, and he was unable to speak or move. (TRQ 70)

The appalling effect of the arrival of his father on Sado makes him speechless and motionless, since the father always criticizes his son:

He criticized his behaviour, his silence, his crouching attitude – he even criticized the way the bottoms of his trousers were tied. It was a grotesque scene. … and all that Yŏngjo could do was to berate his son for the way he tied his trousers! (TRQ 70) 

Sado is never able to stop his father’s criticism, and so falls silent before pain, just like Shahriyar. But unlike Shahriyar, Sado is never able to diminish his pain and he never recovers. 

Moreover, Scarry points out that, because the distressed person is normally so bereft of the resources of speech, ‘it is not surprising that the language for pain should sometimes be brought into being by those who are not themselves in pain but who speak on behalf of those who are’ (1985: 6). In the Arabian Nights, it is Shahrazad who invents what Scarry calls ‘remedies’ for Shahriyar’s suffering of ‘perpetrator trauma’ in her verbal act of expressing pain through the art of storytelling (1985: 10). Art, according to Scarry, ‘record[s] the passage of pain into speech’ (1985: 9). Scarry observes that psychological suffering ‘is susceptible to verbal objectification, and is so habitually depicted in art’ (1985: 11). Shahrazad manages to assist Shahriyar by expressing for him, in her tales, the reality of his pain and the reality of his violence. Shahrazad eventually, ‘transforms him morally’, as Anuja Madan emphasizes in ‘Shahrazad as Seductress and Moral Agent’ (2011). According to Madan, Shahriyar is ‘seduced by the power of stories’, which is ‘shown to be supreme over the king’s authority’ (Madan 2011: n.p.). Moreover, Shahrazad’s power of verbal objectification can be seen as self-extension, which is, according to Scarry, ‘a vehicle through which the pain could be lifted out into the world and eliminated’ (1985: 54). Scarry also observes that ‘the voice becomes a final source of self-extension; so long as one is speaking, the self extends out beyond the boundaries of the body, occupies a space much larger than the body’ (1985: 33). Thus, Shahrazad is dramatizing her struggle to stay alive through her tale-telling, using her imagination and voice. 

The stories Shahrazad chooses to begin with, which are ‘The Story of the Merchant and the Demon’ and ‘The Story of the Fisherman and the Demon’, are instrumental in engaging Shahriyar. The demon can be seen as a symbol of male power and authority. Hence, these stories represent Shahriyar himself. Accordingly, these stories resonate with Shahriyar’s life because they repeatedly bring up betrayal by women. Though these stories do not only distract Shahriyar from his own story, but keep reminding him of it, he gets immersed in them. Thus, Shahrazad’s ‘first few stories achieve what he has not been able to, despite his severe retributions: provide fulfilment to the betrayed husband/himself’, as Madan  points out (2011: n.p.).  By verbally depicting similar situations as his, Shahrazad is able to diminish his pain and free him of his deep depression, though it also comes close to feeding his ‘repetition’ ‘compulsion’ (Freud 2015: 13). The critic, Jamal Bencheikh, says that Shahrazad ‘put all her talent into creating tales that confirmed [Shahriyar’s] distrustful feeling towards women’ (qtd in Mernissi 2001: 57). The stories are simply an imaginative recasting of Shahriyar’s own situation, ‘the imaginary world imitating the real world’ with the king in each story literally finding people who suffer from the same wounds of betrayal as himself (Madan 2011: n.p.). Though these people are fictitious, they help the king to connect with them. Phillips emphasizes the importance of empathic connection with others as a bridge ‘to voicing and assimilating the unspeakable’ (2015: 82). However, the order of Shahrazad’s stories becomes significant as they progress. The first few tales are more reflective of Shahriyar’s life than the later ones till the six hundred and second night when the king hears his own story integrated with Shahrazad’s other stories. In Labyrinths, Jorge Luis Borges describes this night as ‘magical among all the nights’, in which Shahrazad narrates the story of ‘The King's Son and the Ifrit's Mistress’, a tale that reveals the truth about Shahriyar, who ‘hears the beginning of the story, which comprises all the others and also—monstrously—itself’ (Labyrinths 1964: 195). Borges emphasizes the cyclical and shocking aspect of Shahrazad’s story within a story, which has a purpose not only to tell ‘forever the truncated story of the Thousand and One Nights, now infinite and circular’, as Borges asserted, but also to remind the king of his own story when he was with his brother, King Shah Zaman (Labyrinths 1964:195). After having been betrayed by their queens, the two brothers embark on a journey in search of another, who is more wretched than they are. They encounter a demon with a glass chest containing a young and beautiful woman (Haddawy 1990: 9). While the demon sleeps, his woman forces the two brothers to sleep with her, and then she takes their rings, as she did to ninety-eight men before them. They realize that the demon’s misfortune is clearly worse than their own and they lose trust in all women. Shahrazad’s story involves a prince who experiences the same incident as Shahriyar and his brother with the demon’s woman. As a listener or reader, as Borges would call him, Shahriyar hears his own story. In Liberating Shahrazad (2007), Suzanne Gauch states that King Shahriyar ‘surely catches sight of his own reflection in the characters brought to life for him by Shahrazad’s voice’ and ‘as he postpones his vengeance, we cannot but assume that he takes the lessons of these judges as his own’ (2007: 13). Shahrazad puts Shahriyar in ‘the Mirror Stage’, where he begins a process of identification of internal self with that external image which leads to a changed understanding and representation of the self. She thus adopts a maternal role towards him. Shahriyar’s changing self is also what is known as the ‘borgesian image of self-embedding’ (Fishburn 2004: 157). The self-embedded layers are revealed when Shahriyar sees himself reflected in these tales, which are examples of the device known as mise en abyme (‘a miniature portrait of a narrative within itself’), which occurs ‘when the work turns back on itself, and appears to be a kind of reflexion’, as Lucien Dallenbach confirms in The Mirror in the Text (Faris 1982: 815; qtd in Fishburn 2004: 155). So Shahriyar is redeemed by Shahrazad’s narration, but could the Crown Princess in The Red Queen do the same to Prince Sado? Though she could not, she says that she wrote her fourth memoir in tribute to him: ‘It is his true memorial. In this version, I tried to tell the truth about his illness’ (TRQ 131). She comes back from death to give voice to Sado and to ‘vindicate the tragic temperament and career of my unfortunate husband, whose horrifying end had such complex and painful reverberations for the history of our country, and for me’ (TRQ 14). 

In Saturn Ladies, Hayat, like Shahrazad, has ‘a mountain of stories. A thousand stories are generated every morning’ (SL 106). And also like Shahrazad, Hayat narrates stories because she ‘knows that stories are found to numb the pain or to calm down fear of the people’ (SL 29). She wonders, ‘will re-narrating of the events help me to reach a meaning?’ Hayat also writes down her story as well as the story of the city of Baghdad and its people. She is their ‘tongue and remaining voice’ (SL 49). Therefore, men and women ask Hayat to record their stories. She is their envoy, as Babs is the envoy of the Crown Princess in The Red Queen. In an episode where Hayat finds a boy who lost his way, she narrates a story to him in which there are thousands of men and women, holding books. The narrator hears their voices, saying, ‘we were condemned to muteness’ and ‘you must narrate our stories, otherwise they will die away with our death’ (SL 108). They insist to her, ‘don’t waste our stories. Carry them and disseminate them in the open so that people hear about what had happened to us’ (SL 108). These people need Hayat’s voice to express their pain and hardships. This idea is repeated throughout the novel. Rawya tells Hayat to keep her story in her notebook, ‘In order not to be forgotten, write it down for us before we die and our stories are folded down. Record our stories in your notebooks’ (SL 252). Rawya tells her friends that ‘we must submit our souls to Hayat, I mean our stories so that Hayat can write them down’ (SL 250). The insistence on survival through Hayat recording their stories as the overlap here between ‘souls’ and ‘stories’ suggests, takes us back to the Nights and the theme of storytelling and the prolonging of life; as Faten Morsy says, ‘storytelling has proven to be the conqueror of the ultimate and all-silencing event, death’ (2007: 231). In Saturn Ladies, the name Hayat and the name of her lover, Naji, appear to have some significance: Hayat in Arabic means ‘life’ and Naji in Arabic means ‘survivor’. Hayat is in constant struggle to survive, saying ‘my death and the death of thousands of people are for no avail. Life is to avail’ (SL 24). Hayat has compiled ‘thirty long notebooks throughout the years of the calamity of the sanctions and the war of the occupation’ (SL 17). She ‘equates storytelling with life’, as Shahrazad does (Byatt 1999: n.p.). ‘I won’t surrender to death’, Hayat says, ‘at least not until I finish my book’ (SL 51). It is because she knows that she will live, as Shahrazad lives ‘in the endless repetitions of storytelling’ (Byatt 1999: n.p.). 

As in the Nights and Saturn Ladies, the themes of life, death and survival are dominant in The Red Queen. The Princess survives, breaking the chains that confined her during her lifetime and defeating death after her death. Drabble says in the Prologue, ‘after death, [the Princess] is no longer confined by the culture that imprisoned her. She speaks out from it. She represents a peculiar version of the phenomenon of life after death’ (TRQ 11). The Princess managed to survive and continues to survive by telling stories:  ‘I have been dead now for 200 years, but I have not been idle. I have been rethinking my story, and my history’ (TRQ 14). The Crown Princess does not want her long and extraordinary existence to be forgotten, so she sends her ghost to Babs. As Shahrazad did ‘over nearly ten centuries’, the Princess and Hayat find in storytelling the means to survive violence, death and extinction (Hovannisian & Sabagh 1997: 7).

Testimony and (Auto)biography in The Red Queen and Saturn Ladies 

The Red Queen has some autobiographical elements from its author’s life. Though Drabble herself appears in her own novel, she is also reflected in the character of Dr Halliwell. While Dr Halliwell’s borgesian image of self-embedding is reflected in the story of the Crown Princess because of the striking affinities between their stories, she holds the mirror that reflects Drabble’s image, or at least that of the implied author. In the Prologue, Drabble writes, ‘like my fictitious heroine of modern times, I was utterly engrossed by’ the memoirs (TRQ 9). Drabble adds that she wrote the novel as an attempt ‘to describe the nature of the impact that they had on me and on Dr Halliwell’ (TRQ 9). Like Dr Halliwell, Drabble does not believe in ghosts, but ‘I do believe that in some sense the Crown Princess is still alive’, she says. Also like Dr Halliwell, Drabble felt the presence of the Crown Princess: ‘To me, she was almost a disembodied person’, as she told her interviewer Young-Oak Lee (2007: 485). Also like Dr Halliwell, Drabble travelled to Korea to attend a conference and, like her, she visited the palaces and the gardens that belong to the era of the Crown Princess. This ‘mimetic mirroring or subjective projecting’, suggests Drabble’s ‘self-reflexivity’ in her novel (Hutcheon, 1989: 7).

The colour red is significant in The Red Queen, since it appears even in the title. Like the Crown Princess, who, in her childhood, dreams of having a red skirt, Drabble ‘had a little red velvet dress’ that she was very fond of when she was a child, as she says in the Afterword of the novel (TRQ 273). She mentions that she was wearing a red dress as she was writing these words: ‘If she had not mentioned her red silk skirt, I would not have been entrapped by her’ (TRQ 273). Babs is also attracted to the colour red, probably like Esther in The Radiant Way. This might be seen as ‘coincidence and chance’, which ‘are the only explanations available’, as Glenda Leeming asserts, but to Drabble, the reference to the red skirt stands for the universality of oddity, which communicates itself even across time and space (2006: 111). In an afterword to The Red Queen, Drabble acknowledges that she had a ‘little red velvet dress’ as a child that led her to be ‘entrapped’ by the Crown Princess (TRQ 273). She adds that she is ‘wearing a red dress’ while writing the afterword. The three women in the novel are ‘united’ by this strong attraction towards this colour (Leeming 2006: 111). Given my earlier analysis of menstrual imagery, red is a ‘feminine’ colour – reclaimed from abjection. The colour also suggests that The Red Queen can be read as partly fictitious and partly autobiographical for both the Crown Princess and Drabble, or at least that autobiography is one of the strands of discourse in the text. 

By writing The Red Queen, Drabble wanted to produce a commentary not only on the time of the Princess, who was ‘designed to be a poor and helpless woman, in a world where men held the power – and power was absolute, in those days’, but to ‘explore the modern world too’, in which Dr Halliwell, who is ‘a realist, a materialist, a modern woman’, lives as well as Drabble (TRQ 15; TRQ 258). Therefore, the novel can be read as a testimony and confession about the time of the Crown Princess and that of Drabble. 

Like Shahrazad, both the Princess and Babs speak about the difficulties women face during the period when they are or were living. Like Shahrazad, the Crown Princess extends herself beyond the boundaries of the body to narrate her story and to give voice to the voiceless women who ‘lived in repressive times’ (TRQ 37). Her self-extension is through the ghost voice. Like Shahrazad and her life-saving stories, the implied author wants to use her artistic talents to live like the Crown Princess beyond time. Drabble says in the Prologue: ‘some books outlive their authors. I do not think that I am speaking here of narrative skill, or of literary talent, although the Crown Princess had both’ (TRQ 11). Drabble, too, probably wants to have a life after death and to survive through her work, like Shahrazad. Therefore Drabble has chosen this quotation, ‘the dead weep with joy when their books are reprinted’, from Alexander Sokurov’s film The Russian Ark (2003), as an epigraph and introduction to The Red Queen (TRQ 8). The ghost of the Crown Princess feels ‘proud’ because her ‘writings survived’ (TRQ 132). She has ‘watched the process of their dissemination with interest and amazement. My story has seized the imaginations of generations then unborn’ (RQ 133). We are reminded of Foucault’s ideas in ‘What is an Author?’ because The Red Queen is dead, but her text survives. 

Lutfiya al-Dulaymi denies that Saturn Ladies is based on her own biography, but she acknowledges that she shares similarities with Hayat and her uncle, Qaydar (‘Ubayd 2010: n.p.). Like Hayat, she had to live in exile. In an interview, al-Dulaymi states that ‘the novel resembles’ her (‘Ubayd 2010: n.p.). It can be considered as a testimonial novel, in which women talk about their trauma and suffering. These women live alone. It is because of war, male characters are absent. Hayat says, ‘sometimes we like to call our street as women street for the men have almost vanished from our neighbourhood and what is left of them are their shadows, pictures and some of their smells, which are evaporating with time’ (SL 83). Women in al-Dulaymi’s work are always depicted as living alone. However ‘it is rare for an Iraqi woman to live on her own as a matter of choice’, says Haifa Zangana in City of Widows (2007): ‘the adult female is almost always a part, and often the center, of a household of five to ten people of all ages’ (109). It seems that al-Dulaymi wants to stress the fact that the absence of men through war gives women more freedom and independence, and that women are capable of living on their own. But they also face the tribulation of war alone. Like Huda and Nadia in Beyond Love, these women, who were friends in Baghdad, are reunited at a UN refugee centre in Amman, seeking asylum in any country that would accept them. Hayat writes about life in exile away from the ruined Baghdad and its ‘pains’ (SL 248). She says: ‘a little piece of paper had changed us from fugitive citizens into refugees abroad, meeting one another in the winds of fear, splintered and dispersed in frosty cities’ (al-Dulaymi 2010: n.p.). Hayat refers to this refugee centre and to her friends at the beginning of the novel, mentioning that these women have given her pieces of paper on which they wrote their stories. Hayat narrates these stories as testimonies of their sufferings from violence in a patriarchal society.  

Also like Beyond Love, the issue of the honour killing tradition is examined in Saturn Ladies. Such contemporary concerns of a patriarchal culture can be applied equally to the Arabian Nights. Saturn Ladies condemns and ridicules this practice by giving the example of an honour killer who does not know the identity of his victim, Badria, nor the identity of her rapist. He asks the men, who embrace and hug him after he has killed her, about this but they seem not to have any specific information, except that Badria was very beautiful (SL 225). David Ghanim argues that ‘under the rule of strictly moral code, there is zero tolerance toward women who violate this moral code to the point that women are expected to defend the code until death’ (2009: 43). Thus, if a woman has not died defending herself in the case of rape, ‘it is the duty of the men in the family to make sure that she does’ (Ghanim 2009: 43). It is because the social construction of masculinity is based on ‘his ability to deny other men sexual access to his female relatives. Therefore, masculinity is also related to punishing transgressions of this moral code’, as Ghanim observes (2009: 43). This analysis can be applied to Shahriyar, who kills his first wife and continues to kill women ‘to make sure of his honor’ and because he believes that ‘there is not a single chaste woman anywhere on the entire face of the earth’ (Haddawy 1990: 10). Holding these women responsible for their victimization is part of the rape culture which Shahriyar is part of. This culture is the main cause for Badria’s killing.  

In ‘The Book of Girls’, al-Dulaymi includes the story of Hala, which is another example of how women are blamed for rape. Hala, who is thirty five-years old and unmarried, is imprisoned in Abu Ghraib by the Americans, who accuse her of aiding a terrorist group because they caught two armed men, hiding in her rear garden. In the prison, an American soldier rapes her. She feels ashamed: ‘my disgrace is delayed thirty-five years to explode in a scandal of rape in the time of insanity’ (SL 275). After her release from prison, she has to live in hiding from her uncles and their sons, who are after her in order to undertake an honour killing. When Hala’s mother finds out about this, she spreads rumours that Hala is still in Abu Ghraib prison and that the US authorities have reversed their decision to release her, so that both she and her daughter have time to escape to another country (SL 106).

‘The Book of Girls’ references a wide range of female experiences and exposure to violence by men like Shahriyar, who react with extreme violence to women whom they consider to be violators of their radical moral codes. In one notebook, Rawya is threatened with death if she goes to work. ‘I was supposed to die before I witness or hear these atrocities’, Rawiya says (SL 162). She decides to stay at home because ‘they threatened to cut off my head and throw it in front of my house’ (SL 162). She told her girlfriends to stay at home as well, ‘please do not leave your houses. Leave your jobs. We do not want to die such gruesome deaths like this one’ (SL 162). Before this, Hayat narrates an incident in which gunmen stop a vehicle carrying female bank employees in Baghdad, getting the women, who were not wearing scarves, out of the vehicle, they then unsheathed their swords, shouted ‘Allah Akbar’ or ‘in the name of Allah’, and severed the heads of four women, threw them on the sidewalk and disappeared (SL 162). Hayat keeps mentioning similar violent incidents that ‘are reoccurring from time to time’ (SL 63). 

In another notebook, in which al-Dulaymi focuses on feminist testimonies of violence, Manar is wanted by militants for collaboration and receiving medicines from foreign aid sources (SL 253). Unlike Rawya, who leaves her work after receiving threats, Manar cannot stop ‘using the drugs to save dozens of lives’ (al-Dulaymi 2010: n.p.). Four gunmen break into Manar’s house, killing her mother and brother. They rape Manar and, after shooting her in her arm, they leave her for dead to be saved by her sister Amal, who escapes death because she is at her clinic during the attack. Both women decide to go to Amman to avoid more violence.

Conclusion


When Drabble says of the Korean Princess that she ‘did actually belong to the future’ we can see that this is also true of Shahrazad (Lee 2007: 484). Both Hayat and Babs can be seen as representations of modern-day Shahrazad. Susanne Enderwitz says that Shahrazad’s wit and self-assurance place her ahead of all other women, in particular of the women of later or more ‘advanced’ ages (2004: 191). Likewise, the Crown Princess is ‘a prescient woman who lived out of time’, as described by Drabble in the Prologue (TRQ 11). Babs thinks that the Princess ‘must have been hundreds of years ahead of her time. Indeed, time has not yet caught up with the Crown Princess’ (TRQ 149).  Hayat is a narrator and Babs is a ‘vain, ambitious and flirtatious academic, who is at an age when she still seems to think she has so many free choices to make’ (TRQ 245). With their intelligence, knowledge and beauty, The Red Queen and Shahrazad incarnate modern day woman.

In the analysis of The Red Queen and Saturn Ladies, the fact that Shahrazad is a feminist archetype and a figure for metafictional narrative seem to intersect. Drabble and Al-Dulaymi, who can be seen as daughters of Shahrazad, seek to change the world through ‘the power of stories’ (Bennett 2012: 2). Though al-Dulaymi is obviously influenced by Shahrazad, Drabble is likely to have had the archetype of Shahrazad in her unconscious mind when writing her novel. The Red Queen shows how storytelling helps the Crown Princess to be remembered and to survive in the present time. Her story can be read as a testimony of her court life. Its personal details mirror and interconnect with Babs’ story. It helps Babs overcome her insecurities and develop a new sense of herself, while in Saturn Ladies, narration is very important for survival. Hayat keeps recording the atrocities women face during the war so that she can publicize them, just as the Crown Princess does. The women in these stories survive as long as their stories are remembered. 

The notion of ‘death’ appears in Saturn Ladies as a political threat, a mode of patriarchal domination. In Reading for the Plot (1984), Peter Brooks analyses our desire for textual conclusions with Freud’s argument about the ‘meaning’ of life being in death: Shahrazad and Hayat exploit this precisely by not offering expected endings. Brooks reads sub-plots as means to prevent ‘the danger of the short-circuit: the danger of reaching the end too quickly, of achieving the improper death’ (1984: 104). Like Shahrazad, Hayat and her creator, al-Dulaymi, as well as Drabble and her Red Queen use narrative as a kind of working through, leading to closure – even if that resolution is necessarily incomplete because their stories do not end with death. In a sense, we understand that because these novels are narrated through the continuous female voice discussed earlier in this chapter, that they imply continuity within a hybrid tradition, as much as the hopes of individual women to survive.

Chapter Four

Soft Violence and Gender Dynamics in Margaret Drabble and Aliya Mamduh

‘Oh! that gentleness! how far more potent is it than force!’ 
Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre (1847)

Introduction

In this chapter, I examine the concepts of ‘soft violence’ and gender dynamics in Margaret Drabble’s eighteenth novel, The Pure Gold Baby (2013), and the Iraqi woman novelist, Aliya Mamduh, in her fifth novel, al-mahbubat (2003), or The Loved Ones (2006). The Pure Gold Baby follows a young anthropology student, Jessica Speight, whose unintended pregnancy, as well as her decision to keep the child, curtail the fulfilment of her dreams of living in Africa. Mamduh’s The Loved Ones, winner of 2004 Naguib Mahfouz Medal for Literature, is about Suhaila Ahmad, an Iraqi actor and dancer who lies comatose in a Paris hospital, helped by her intimate women friends and her son, Nader Adam. 

The title The Loved Ones refers to Suhaila’s friends, who are predominantly expatriate women from various parts of the world. They envelop her in the warmth of friendship to help her to survive. The Pure Gold Baby is also about friendship of Jess’s ‘generation, her fellow-mothers’, but in Mamduh’s novel, the women belong to different generations, nationalities and ethnicities (PGB 6). Both novels focus on the concept of a female-centred community. In Drabble’s novel, this involves the narrator, Eleanor, and Jess, her lifelong friend, while in The Loved Ones the women friends, including Rabab, Ferial, Blanche, Caroline, Layal, Tessa Hayden and others, These women, in The Loved Ones, are part of a polyphonic narration based on fragments of conversations, memories and letters, pieced together and remembered around Suhaila’s sickbed by these women and her son, Nader. The Loved Ones is split between Nader’s narration and Suhaila’s diary and correspondence but each section has also involved a multiplicity of other voices. 

In The Loved Ones, both the mother and the son leave Iraq after the disappearance of Suhaila’s husband in mysterious circumstances during the Iraq-Iran war. The Loved Ones is dedicated to Hélène Cixous, who wrote a foreword to the novel, while ‘the French feminist critic, playwright and professor named Tessa Hayden in the novel seems patterned after Hélène Cixous’ (Ghazoul, ‘Afterword’, 2007: 316). The novel pays homage to Cixous because ‘the author Mamduh found in her a personal friend’, reflecting a key theme in the novel and the significant element of autobiography embedded in it (Ghazoul, ‘Afterword’, 2007: 319). Other autobiographical elements in The Loved Ones include the fact that the author herself also left Iraq in the 1980s, settled in Paris and has one married son, living in Canada, and it has been claimed that ‘dozens of characters in the Loved Ones […] can […] be identified by those who know Mamduh’s milieu in Paris’ (Ghazoul, ‘Afterword’, 2007: 316). Thus, the novel involves a layered narrative, in which fictive elements are interwoven through an autobiographical base, but altered and reconceived by dividing the narration between two main characters ˗ mother and son ˗ and interjecting perspectives of other characters throughout both parts. The effect is to suggest that an individual’s personal life-story is inextricably bound up with those of others, which the novel makes clear, includes the influence of Cixous on the author. In fact, Mamduh takes Cixous’ idea that women, in particular, are constituted as much through the intercommunications and shared experiences as through the restrictive and often violent male-dominated structures in which they live, and applies it to her characters’ situations, suggesting that such solidarity is a key to women’s potential self-actualisation (Chakraborty 2013: 2896)

The events in The Pure Gold Baby begin in the early 1960s, which can be seen as a reflection on the time when the author first started writing novels. She says, perhaps with a hint of irony, that she ‘look[s] back with great nostalgia’, given the way she depicts such attitudes in her writings. The Loved Ones depicts events in 1990s and goes back to the 1980s when the past is recalled ‘in bits and pieces’ (Drabble, ‘Questions & Answers’, n.d.: n.p.; Ghazoul, ‘Afterword’, 2007: 315). In Drabble’s novel, Jess’s daughter, Anna, the ‘pure gold baby’ of the title, is born with special needs, which forces her mother to become ‘an armchair, study-bound, library-dependent anthropologist’ so she can take care of her daughter. The title, ‘pure gold baby’, shows that Anna is not contaminated by violence, worldliness or male desires and projections. The title may also reflect Jess herself, with her idealist notions about humanity, which she practises when sacrificing her family life and career to care for Anna. The title is a phrase from a Sylvia Plath poem, ‘Lady Lazarus’ (1962), as Drabble states (‘In our heads’, 2013: n.p.):

I am your opus,
I am your valuable,
The pure gold baby (Plath 1981: 246)
It refers to Anna, who ‘hasn’t got a sense of doom or destiny’ (Drabble, ‘In our heads’, 2013: n.p.). This suggests that, though subject to mortality, females in some ways also partially transcend it. 

Soft Violence 

In this chapter, I discuss the significance of education and gender in light of Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of symbolic power. I examine whether the characters and the events in these two novels challenge or confirm Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic violence and indicate either its value or its limitations. These questions are viewed in the context of the narrative techniques employed by both writers, and how this affects our apprehension of the story and the extent to which we find soft violence depicted in them.

Symbolic violence is an indirect form of violence, which operates by means of the tacit ‘complicity’ of the dominated to the dominant (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992: 167). Bourdieu describes symbolic violence as ‘a gentle violence’, which remains ‘imperceptible and invisible even to its victims’ and that is ‘exerted for the most part through the purely symbolic channels of communication and cognition (more precisely, misrecognition), recognition, or even feeling’ (Bourdieu 2001: 1-2). Bourdieu’s ‘sociological thought contains a philosophical anthropology’, which ‘attempts to define and understand what it means to be human’ (Peters 2011: 63; Dutton 2013: n.p.). He depicts the human condition as a quest for meaning, which is also a quest for power. His philosophical anthropology studies how power is unequally distributed (Lizardo 2011: 6).

Bourdieu refers to the concept as ‘symbolic’ violence, yet he also uses ‘soft’ or ‘gentle’ in his definitions of symbolic violence, interchangeably because domination is ‘established and maintained [by institutions] through strategies which are softened and disguised’ (1991: 24). According to Bourdieu (1991), ‘soft’ violence is a form of social control that fosters the reproduction and legitimation of unequal social relations (24). It is ‘censored, euphemized, that is, misrecognizable’ and ‘invisible’ or masked (Bourdieu 1990: 126). Rather than tackling physical coercion, Bourdieu addresses the ‘softer’ violence, which for him, is a ‘more subtle means of exercising power’, as he puts it in Language and Symbolic Power (1991: 24). However, Bourdieu (2001) complains that people sometimes naively assume that, ‘to emphasize symbolic violence is to minimize the role of physical violence’ (34). He believes that ‘soft’ violence has as many ‘real’ and ‘actual’ effects as direct violence, although not necessarily bodily ones. Soft violence sometimes takes ‘the form of a more effective and in this sense more brutal, means of oppression’ (Bourdieu & Eagleton 1992: 115). In The State of Nobility (1996), Bourdieu points out that those who undergo soft violence are complicit in it as they deny themselves the possibility of evading it once they become aware of it or ‘they deprive themselves of the possibility of a freedom founded on the awakening of consciousness’ (4). Soft violence can be linked to Foucault’s concept of biopower or ‘power over life’ because both are ‘forms of social control’ and based on domination, though biopolitics cannot be evaded by consciousness (Colaguori 2010: 388). Bourdieu’s concept is not ‘symbolic’ violence, in my view, but ‘soft violence’, which describes this type of psychological effect perfectly well: because of its real effects, I prefer to use ‘soft’ rather than ‘symbolic’ in my analysis of the novel and its connection to violence. I will return to this point later when I discuss Jess and her relationships with other characters.

According to Bourdieu, soft violence does not result from physical force but from forms of symbolic domination and classification caused by contemporary social hierarchies and social inequality in advanced capitalist societies, ‘in which the violence has become soft, invisible’ (Bourdieu & Eagleton 1992: 115). It is worth mentioning that in his discussion of domination, Michel Foucault, in Aesthetics, Method, and Epistemology (1998), remarks that ‘humanity installs each of its violences in a system of rules and thus proceeds from domination to domination’ (378). Because it is a misrecognized or unperceived form of everyday violence that takes place ‘below the level of the consciousness’, soft violence can be analysed according to Freud’s analysis of the underlying influences of the unconscious (Bourdieu 2001: 42). Bourdieu argues that the systems of categorization and domination are seen as natural and legitimate by both the dominant and the dominated (Schubert 2008: 183). He asserts that the structures of relations of domination are the constant work of reproduction of unequal social relations that involve institutions such as ‘families, the church, the educational system, the state’ (Bourdieu 2001: 34). In this way, he can be said to merge Freudian and Marxist theories of personal and social dynamics, borrowing quite significantly from Foucault, who engaged with the same intellectual traditions. It is inevitable that such rethinking should have occurred, given the shift from empire-building to consumer capitalism in the West and the collapse of the Soviet Union and the post-war model of state socialism towards the end of the twentieth century, and it is therefore important to compare the extent to which recent and contemporary fiction from Western and non-Western cultures are influenced by such ideas (Kornai 2000: 27). In The Pure Gold Baby, reference is made to ‘the wane of Marxism’, ‘politicians and statisticians and eugenicists’ (PGB 209, 105). In The Loved Ones, one of Suhaila’s friends, Narjis, is a member of the Lebanese Communist Party and ‘she followed her destiny through all of the organizations on the far left’ (TLO 160).

Identifying the dominant social institutions or structures also has an echo of Gramsci's theory of hegemony, which was an early attempt to reconcile classical Marxism to the new, post-war European circumstances. Nevertheless, by attributing violence to the institutions of the state, hegemony becomes more objective or ‘systemic’ than the way classical Marxism conceives it, in a way similar to the theory of invisible objective violence by Slavoj Žižek, who refers to hegemony in his essay ‘Class Struggle or Postmodernism? Yes, please!’ (Moi 1991: 1019; Žižek 2000: 97). In Violence (2008), Žižek argues that subjective violence, which is ‘performed by a clearly identified agent’, is the result of objective violence, which involves ‘the often catastrophic consequences of the smooth functioning of our economic and political systems’ (1, 2). Žižek also refers to soft or ‘symbolic’ violence, but only as embodied in language and its forms (2008: 1-4). Thus, Žižek has built upon and tested Bourdieu’s ideas and attempted a reformulation in response. In a recent article, Žižek (2014) states that ‘there are many violent features of language rendered thematic by philosophers and sociologists from Bourdieu to Heidegger’. In many of his books, especially Language and Symbolic Power (1991), Bourdieu shows how everyday linguistic exchanges can express relations of power and how language ‘can be used as an instrument of coercion and constraint’, thus, language is a form of domination and a mechanism of soft violence (1). According to Bourdieu, the state is 
the culmination or a process of concentration of different species of capital: capital of physical force or instruments of coercion (army, police), economic capital, cultural or (better) informational capital, and symbolic capital. It is this concentration as such which constitutes the state as the holder of a sort of meta-capital granting power over other species of capital and over their holders. (Bourdieu, Practical Reason, 1998: 41)

Bourdieu also believes that the complete past that has produced the person continues to have an effect in the present. In Distinction (1996), he defines habitus as a set of dispositions that ‘tends to generate practices and perceptions’ (6; Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic, 1991: 13). Bourdieu explains that ‘the ways of thinking, perspectives on the world, patterns of perception, and the principles of judgment and values at work in a society’ all feed into the habitus (Moulaison 2007: 46). Further, these cultural orders structure ‘all the expressive, verbal, and practical manifestations and utterances of a person’ (Krais & William 2000: 56).

In The Pure Gold Baby, soft violence can be traced in many aspects, although Drabble said that she was not aware of Bourdieu’s theory when she wrote the novel, whereas Aliya Mamduh is well informed of Bourdieu’s concepts and mentions him by name in The Loved Ones, in relation to another of his theories concerning language (TLO 285).
 I will discuss these modes of soft violence in the two novels, as represented by the domination of the education system, the church, and other institutions, as well as exploring how it is manifested in relation to gender and racial domination. First of all, I will examine the soft violence of the educational system, focusing on the intellectual status academia brings and the power it invests in individuals and organisations, as represented in the novel by the Professor, who is depicted as Jess’ tutor at the School of Oriental and African Studies, or SOAS.

According to Bourdieu, soft violence ‘can be overcome with the weapons of consciousness and will alone’ (Bourdieu, Masculine, 2001: 39). Jess has to overcome the Professor’s soft violence by becoming conscious of that violence, which is deeply rooted in her practices and perceptions. It took her decades after the Professor’s disappearance to admit that she was not unaware of the Professor’s treatment of her, as Eleanor states:

‘He took advantage of me’, said Jess, smiling wryly as she clasped her ‘Present from Southend’ mug. ‘I didn’t think that at the time, but I suppose I do now. I thought I knew what I was doing, but I didn’t’. (PGB 228)

Later in life, Jess seems to understand the soft violence she suffered from when she was very young and she also realizes the Professor’s true essence: ‘Looking after Anna had enabled her to see the Professor as an undeveloped and childish person’, (PGB 44-45). While women have to become mature through life experiences which propel them into uncertain and dangerous circumstances, men are in some ways insulated from such issues and thus never grow out of their childhood identities. 

The Loved Ones shows the female characters wrestling with issues and relating to ideas which Bourdieu articulates. Rabab recognises the tendency of all of the friends both to have allowed themselves to become victims of soft violence in the past and to still be influenced by it in their mature years:

We contracted leprosy and they came to fear our touch or any proximity to us, but we are still scratching at the old site of their ugliness and their old pus and their monstrous, deformed shapes. Our heads are still bowed, and I am in the forefront. (TLO 276)

The disease metaphor of ‘leprosy’ captures the idea that internalising one’s own oppression and negative projection is equivalent to a collective contagion rather than an individual condition. Rabab understands how deeply soft violence can affect women’s lives, and how difficult it is to overcome. However, unlike Bourdieu, she identifies the root cause of this psychological problem in male domination, as indicated by her reference to ‘their ugliness and their pus’, and the myth-making that accompanies it: ‘monstrous, deformed shapes’. Rabab talks about how the friends accepted a position of subjugation and marginalisation: ‘each of us took a small space, a tiny margin of existence […] small and unobtrusive’ and she compares this behaviour to ‘trying to conceal a nest egg from the eyes of the tax office’ (TLO 279). Thus, Rabab detects a degree of female complicity in their own oppression, and reinforces this by associating it with surreptitious attempts to conceal their bodies and characters from the wider world, as if they felt their desires were somehow illicit. However, Rabab not only explains soft violence, she also critiques it:

Every ordeal has some appearance of begging. Even our understanding and the other person’s attempt to understand us makes a sort of beggary. And here I am, watching myself begging your understanding. (TLO 276)

Thus, Rabab realises how a pervasive culture of self-subjection is embedded in the lives of women, and how even well-meaning attempts to sympathise with and understand gender victimhood, and, by implication, the plight of refugees, of the Other, are contaminated with a form of self-sacrificing, self-denying masochism. Again though, the key point of Rabab’s sharp criticism is to encourage Suhaila to see how she can extract herself from such a position through self-awareness and self-affirmation, of the kind Rabab achieves through her sculptures. This narrative here involves the reader in this process of ‘begging your understanding’, showing the relation of reader to text/narrator. On some occasions, the author does not explicitly indicate the point at which the narrator changes, giving the narrative a degree of fluidity and ambiguity. Ghazoul further explains that:

Mamdouh […] revers[es] the order of time to enmesh the reader in the complex scenes first, before moving to unravel the ambiguities. This playing back […] challenges readers and invites them to draw a human map and a human archive in otherwise fragmented and ruptured lives. (‘Afterword’, 2007: 317)    

In The Pure Gold Baby, the reader seems to be ‘behind a curtain of unknowing, a cloud of unknowing’ (PGB 268). There is much equivocation in Eleanor’s narration, in phrases like ‘I suppose I do now’ (PGB 228). The unreliable narration adds to this sense of layered uncertainty. Jess’s story is filtered through a biased narrator with particular issues of her own, so that, in a sense, we have to work to construct a relationship with the protagonist made enigmatic by these devices. Eleanor can be seen as the mouthpiece of the author or ‘the stand-in for Drabble’, though we cannot necessarily rely on her judgements (Goudie 2013). When driving Jess and two other characters home from a fundraiser in her new Honda car, Eleanor says: ‘Sylvie, Jess and Raoul are my passengers, my puppets, I can take them wherever I wish’ (PGB 192). As a matter of fact, Drabble also drives ‘a Honda Accord, which I love’, as she told her interviewer, Samuel Muston (2010), suggesting that she is, in fact, Eleanor, though again we have to remember the way Drabble constructs narratives that deliberately resist facile interpretations, in order to encourage a reading which is more of a learning process, in which the reader must actively work at comprehending and understanding enigmatic, contradictory or complex aspects of characters and contexts. There is also a possible debt to Muriel Spark’s novel The Driver’s Seat (1970), a dark metafiction about a woman taking over the driver’s seat – to drive the plot towards her own death. Generally, Drabble considers that her third-person narrators are very close to herself: ‘they are me; they are not unreliable’ (Leeming 2006: 15). However, Eleanor is an unreliable narrator, as Drabble has her explain:

I haven’t invented much. I’ve speculated, here and there, I’ve made up bits of dialogue, but you can tell when I’ve been doing that, because it shows. I’ve known Jess a long time, and I’ve known Anna all her life, but there will be things I have got wrong, things I have misinterpreted. (PGB 253)

The narrator seems disingenuous for ‘mak[ing] up what she doesn’t know’, as Lisa Hill comments (2013: n.p.). In terms of Eleanor’s comments about Jess’s uncertainty about her ex-lover, we understand that Jess is aware that her feelings for the so-called Professor were predominantly about lust and physical attraction:

She found him very attractive. Well, perhaps that is an understatement. She thought herself ‘madly in love’ with him, though in later years she came to see that this phrase (which she employed only in the schoolgirl privacy of her student mind) was merely a gloss on her finding him ‘very attractive’. (PGB 21-22) 

Not only do we understand that Jess develops an understanding of her motives in taking part in this affair, we see that it is filtered through a narrator who seems unwilling to articulate such ideas directly and overtly, which has an element of moralism and even resentment about Jess’ affair, as when she says that, ‘love excused and gave permission to adulterous sex’ (21-22).
Bourdieu argues the following in relation to gender differences:

Because differential socialization disposes men to love the games of power and women to love the men who play them, masculine charisma is partly the charm of power, the seduction that the possession of power exerts, such as, on bodies whose drives and desires are themselves politically socialized. Masculine domination finds one of its strongest supports in the misrecognition which results from the application to the dominant of categories engendered in the very relationship of domination and which can lead to that extreme form of amor fati, love of the dominant and his domination, a libido dominantis (desire for the dominant) which implies renunciation of personal exercise of libido dominandi (the desire to dominate). (Bourdieu, Masculine Domination, 2001: 79-80) 

I believe I need to consider whether such concepts are applicable to the way sexual relationships are depicted in The Loved Ones and The Pure Gold Baby, or whether they represent gender in a less binary and perhaps more complex way, which includes the idea that women can exercise a degree of self-control and autonomy even where explicit and implicit forms of power curtail such possibilities.

Education, Gender and Soft Violence

In both The Pure Gold Baby and The Loved Ones education is vital in crystallizing women’s aspirations and future. In most of Drabble’s novels, female protagonists are empowered by education, which offers them equal opportunities to men. In novels, such as, The Radiant Way, which is referred to in The Pure Gold Baby as well as in The Millstone, the role of highly educated women in society and their careers is emphasised (PGB 19). Back in the 1960s and 1970s, as Allan Massie observes, ‘Margaret Drabble was the voice of a university-educated generation of young women’ (2013: n.p.). She became distinguished by depicting educated women and, as Lidan Lin points out:  

Drabble emphasizes these changes by contrasting Jane Austen’s provincial and domestic heroines with her own mobile and Cambridge-educated new women… to bring the force of history to bear on the new social conditions surrounding post-war British women. One important change is the availability to women of equal opportunity for higher education and scholarships, a
reality simply unimaginable for Austen and merely a dream for Virginia Woolf. (Lin 2005: 10)

Drabble is also referred to as a campus novelist because the setting of many of her novels is in a university milieu. Ann K. McClellan equates Drabble with Virginia Woolf, Dorothy Sayers, Anita Brookner, and Jeanette Winterson because they ‘all write of women academics who seek to escape from personal relationships through a retreat into scholarship’ (2001: 16). Drabble’s female protagonists, chiefly in her early novels, are graduates from Cambridge or Oxford, such as the three friends in The Radiant Way, Liz, Alix and Esther, who establish successful careers after graduation from Cambridge, and Jess in The Pure Gold Baby, who is a professional academic.

Nevertheless, Drabble increasingly comes to question the value of such experiences for women and to show how such apparent freedom of opportunity granted to women in the 1960s and 1970s was part of a governmental reconstruction of society, offering women the dubious possibility of continuing to fulfil traditional roles as carers and receptacles for reproduction, while at the same time performing highly skilled functions for the state, in academia and other areas, as discussed in Chapter One.


In The Loved Ones some have even obtained Master and Doctorate degrees in various disciplines. There are also three women friends, Suhaila, Rabab and Ferial, who are like Liz, Alix and Esther, the Cambridge students, ‘the crème de la crème of their generation’, who became friends during their study in the Fine Arts Academy of Baghdad University and remained friends all their lives (TRW 86). Suhaila was a distinguished student of theatre, Ferial in the art of décor and Rabab in sculpture, in The Loved Ones. They were all short women, so that ‘in the Academy everyone called [them] The Tripartite Alliance of Short Women, following the pattern of The Three Knights’ (TLO 209). In one sense, we can detect a degree of condescension towards female members of staff in the use of this epithet. However, as often in the novel, we are asked to see such changes as products of more significant processes. For instance, Suhaila says to Asma, ‘I swear to you […] in Baghdad I was taller by at least five or six centimetres’ and then asks when ‘this meek, enigmatic and obscure kind of rotting set in?’, noting that nobody answers her (TLO 209). It is as if talking about the effect of self-image, ageing and trauma on the physical body is taboo, while at the same time a heightened awareness of such issues is shown to be a part of her developing insight into her own psyche and society. We are reminded of the way Mamduh represents the physiological and psychological effects of soft violence, as a kind of unspecific yet ubiquitous socially transmitted disease.

Rabab describes Suhaila’s performative brilliance as a dancer and actor, and at the same time her unhappiness regarding the intellectual constraints imposed on her by the academy: ‘your radiance on stage and your despondency in the academy’s quadrangle. You were a lot, you were an abundance, you were more than we were, much more’ (TLO 276). Suhaila describes her own dance practice in the novel too, describing how it was the only opportunity she had to transform what was a modest amount of space into ‘my one and only test site’ (TLO 272). When things seemed to be going badly and the audience were unhappy she says that this ‘tempted me and generated new symbols and allusions’, which they did not associate with her, suggesting that she was able to communicate outside her assumed range when challenged, generating new meanings and concepts by pushing her own and her audience’s boundaries (TLO 272). Her practice makes Suhaila feel powerful and influential: ‘dance guided me to shake the whole world into moving with me and through my inspiration’, enabled her to ‘organize [her] pain and make it more resistant’, and ‘gave a frame to friendship and fortified my commitments to [them]’ (TLO 272). The novel shows how the intellectual rigour involved in artistic practice builds resilience and fosters the expression of new ideas. In a sense, it represents the polar opposite of the restricted roles placed on women in patriarchal societies, a way in which women communicate their identities, feelings and ideas with and through their female friendship networks. In both novels, the question of how and whether individuals’ particular talents and abilities are capable of being fitted into institutional structures is important, and The Loved Ones suggests that Suhaila both works towards yet simultaneously resists fitting into any frameworks, whether institutional, personal or theoretical. 

Suhaila was ‘a fresh young thing, twenty-four years old’ when she got married to Adam, who was in his mid-thirties while Jess was ‘in her early twenties’ when she started her affair with the Professor, who was in his middle age (TLO 6; PGB 44). Unlike Jess, whose affair with the Professor, her pregnancy and giving birth did not have any influence on her study and performance as a student, Suhaila’s marriage to Adam when she was still a student at the academy was ‘infused in the insanity of your inner nature with a sort of stupid wariness’, according to Rabab, and put limits on her ‘comings and goings’ (TLO 278-79). Rabab also notes that Suhaila did not ask her about her own sexual and romantic experiences since they had been separated by war and conflict, implying a degree of awkwardness on Suhaila’s part about such matters, while Rabab is very candid on this subject. We might draw a parallel with Jess, whose movement was restricted after Anna’s birth, although there is a clear difference between caring for a disabled child as a single parent and entering into a marriage whilst studying at university. We understand that this is an example of the way certain individual requirements complicate the solidarity between the female characters involved, and how governmentality can force individuals into contradictory or complicated combinations of roles.

This enigmatic and contradictory feature in Suhaila is evident throughout the novel. For instance, she remembers a conversation with Nader when they were living in Brighton, in which she told her son that ‘it is up to us to refrain from annoying life, life as old age’ (TLO 209). However, she admits to the reader that, in reality, ‘every one of my desires was as rampant and foolhardy as it ever was’ (TLO 209). Both in terms of marrying while a student and warning her son to submit himself to time’s influence, she expresses a conservatism which is at odds with her underlying motivations and wishes. However, eventually she manages to integrate her disparate and contradictory aspects and reunify her fragmented self, as discussed later in this chapter.

Like Drabble and Mamduh, Bourdieu considers education as empowering, though in a rather negative way. Emily Tabb explains Bourdieu’s concept of education as a system ‘overcome by symbolic violence, as its mediating structures determine the allocation of status and power’, exacerbating social inequality further rather than reducing it (2011: n.p.). In The State Nobility, he argues that ‘no one can deny that the school plays a crucial role in the distribution of knowledge and know-how’, but that it also contributes ‘to the distribution of power and privilege’ (1996: 118). He calls the educational system ‘an institutionalized classifier’ that reproduces ‘the hierarchies of the so​cial world’ (Bourdieu, Distinction, 1996: 387). Education is also responsible for the construction of the habitus of every individual, according to Bourdieu. Through this, the school imposes lasting dispositions ‘or trained capacities and structured propensities to think, feel and act in determinant ways, which then guide them’, as Loïc Wacquant explaines (qtd in Navarro 2006: 16). 
In The Pure Gold Baby, schools and universities are shown to reproduce the hierarchies of the so​cial world. We are told that, ‘big men of the future’, who ‘were now in the process of re-writing history’, are ‘products of SOAS and the LSE and the Inner Temple’ (PGB 9). In these schools and organizations, there are also ‘all the lesser people’ of diverse nations and ethnicities, though all from middle-class sectors of their societies (PGB 9). These students from developing countries study at SOAS to obtain power that will enable them to get higher positions still, on returning home. University education and degrees help the establishment of class difference, as the graduates will move out to a higher social class and this provides them with the means of perpetrating soft violence on others.

Bourdieu’s work in relation to women, their status and education has been questioned by some critics, given that women have penetrated the male academic citadel for several decades, while being aware of their previous lack of status and trying to overcome it. The education system has changed too, giving females more chance of competing for high ranking jobs and careers: women now compete with men in the labour market on the basis of their professional qualifications and expertise; and there are more women professors in academia than ever before. In Formations of Class and Gender (1997), Beverley Skeggs states: ‘Education was the means by which [women] could convert their caring capital into an economic resource in the labour market’ (82). Bourdieu’s philosophical-anthropological views, on the other hand are more concerned with males and their quest for power. 

Women as well as men in The Pure Gold Baby and The Loved Ones obtain titles and posts. In both novels, his theories about men could also be applied to successful women. In The Pure Gold Baby, a university education empowers Sylvie, one of the minor characters of Jess’s and Eleanor’s mothers’ group, to become a doctor specializing in bladder disorders. Later on, she gets the title of Baroness and becomes a Member of Parliament (PGB 258, 155). The title and the post are given to her owing to her education, academic medical title and her performance. However, Bourdieu sees academic titles as similar to noble titles in the sense they are ‘privileges’; Sylvie’s academic title is thus ‘a privilege symbolically instituted and guaranteed by the state’ (Bourdieu, The State, 1996: 374, 377). When she becomes a baroness, Sylvie, ‘the public woman’, obtains what Bourdieu terms as a ‘title-nobility’, which is as respected and revered as the ‘blood-nobility’ (PGB 176; The State, 1996: 373). It is not an exaggeration to say that the domination accredited by the university is seen by Bourdieu to equal that of the state because the educational system is considered ‘as the principal (indeed, the only) means of access to administrative positions’ in any so-called developed country, as well as in so-called developing ones, as indicated by examples from The Loved Ones discussed below (Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic Power, 1991: 49).

In The Loved Ones, both Adam and Diya, Suhaila’s brother, have educational titles, which accredit them with power and authority. Adam had two military college degrees, including Staff College, which put him in the ruling elite of Saddam’s regime. He even lived in ‘Qusur al-Fawq, the palaces of those above where men of high status and high salaries lived’, Saddam’s palaces, allocated to his generals and top men (TLO 155). Nader boasts of his father’s authority and describes it as ‘the badge that let [him] entry everywhere’ (TLO 108). On the other hand, Diya, who ‘had graduated from the College of Law and Political Economy with honours and opened a law office in partnership with the top graduates from his year’, was offered many high-ranking state ‘positions: postings in judicial diwan, a governorship in one of the southern provinces’, but declined them all (TLO 106). 

The state is shown to fear educated and independent-minded people like Diya in The Loved Ones. For instance, this character is threatened by Adam, who warns that: ‘Now the time has come for you to work on our behalf. It is the only sure cause there is. Otherwise. …’ (TLO 106). Education empowered Diya to oppose the ruling Ba‘th Party’s destructive policies, but he had to flee the country and take refuge in France, where he marries a French woman from a rich family and gets a good job with a high salary. However, his escape from Iraq could be the reason for the disappearance of Adam, his brother-in-law, as the practice of the regime of bringing into account all the relatives of those who oppose the regime or flee the country during the war, especially those with educational titles.     

Women, in The Loved Ones, are also empowered by education, as the examples of Tessa and Layal show. Professor Tessa Hayden presides over the events in The Loved Ones, in a role similar to Jan van Jost in The Red Queen. She is described by Suhaila on the day she met her as:

A species of being unsuited to descriptions or qualifiers. In our beautiful Arabic literature, storytellers used to launch their stories by saying, There was once a certain place, toward which we will set our face. That’s the sort Tessa is – she’s worthy of all of us setting our faces toward, she is a destination in herself. (TLO 18)

This suggests that Tessa has a timeless and a visionary quality, and is a source of knowledge and insight. In her actual life, Tessa assists Suhaila to carry out her dance epiphany on the Théâtre du Soleil and she was one of the examiners in Layal’s PhD thesis Viva Voce at the Université Saint-Denis. This also tells us that Suhaila is a reflective and poetic individual in her own right, and, as a narrator, can capture the essence of others with an original parallel. This ability to understand other women is shown to be a particular characteristic of the female characters in The Loved Ones.

In The Pure Gold Baby, Jess, as the narrator tells us, was educated ‘in what she believed to be a noble tradition’ (PGB 12). What prompts Eleanor to describe Jess’s education as noble is the notion that acquiring, developing and spreading knowledge is a social benefit. However, if we follow Bourdieu, it may also imply that the new academic ‘elite’ are thought of as a nobility in the newly established category of democratic understanding, in which scientific knowledge also accomplishes a magical or religious act (Bourdieu, The State, 1996: 374). The university in the novel is described as a ‘mysterious cradle’ (PGB 102). SOAS is described as ‘magical’ and ‘bewitching’, and we are told that they remain so for Jess ‘even into her late middle age!’ (PGB 8). Thus it could be argued that the concept of the greatness of the university dominates Jess throughout her life, as do academic titles, showing total ‘submission’ to this system, which is what Bourdieu describes as ‘voluntary servitude’ (The State, 1996: 4). 


Similarly, in The Loved Ones, the three friends, Suhaila, Rabab and Ferial, remain entranced by the Fine Arts Academy years after they have left it, as evidenced in the ‘Diaries’ at the end of the novel where the three friends comment on their time there and on their lectures and professors. On the other hand, the years these women spent together at university are shown to be the key element in their individual development as artists, rather than the institution itself. In addition, their pursuit of truth and understanding, despite the very dangerous circumstances all have to deal with, continues in their later lives. Thus, Ferial comments on Rabab’s ‘selected archive’ of her sculptures, stating that ‘the fantasy erupted and returned to us our confidence in the old art, the art we used to study and dream of’, produced in conditions of poverty and great insecurity by Rabab as a refugee in Rome, suggests that the remarkable, even magical artistic abilities which these women have derive less from their university education than from the ways in which they interact with and support each other (TLO 273-274). Suhaila also says Tessa ‘carries about her a certain magic. She bears the authority and integrity of the wise’, suggesting that this female professor has a kind of charisma not found in males, either professors or otherwise (TLO 221-22).

Bourdieu has observed that students are taught specific subjects and have to conform to particular forms of judgements, which later would become an essential part of their habitus. He states in Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture, that ‘all pedagogic action is, objectively, symbolic violence’ (1990: 5). In The Pure Gold Baby, it could be said that particular ideas and attitudes are shown to be imposed on Jess at SOAS. For example, she is taught not to trust ‘missionaries on principle’ (PGB 37). Therefore, when Jess passes a judgement on Dr David Livingstone, for instance, she is repeating the attitude that her school has imposed on her: ‘She disapproved of Livingstone as a proto-imperial trader with a gun, as she had been taught to do at SOAS’ (PGB 37). Jess is unconsciously complicit in the act of being dominated by her school, according to Bourdieu’s concept of soft violence. However, the problem with this theory is that it generalises experience: for instance, for every school that taught this idea, there were hundreds which taught that Livingstone was a hero of the British Empire, given that he was ‘the most celebrated missionary in British history, and in his day the greatest celebrity in the English-speaking world’ (Tomkins 2013: n.p.). The ‘soft violence’ of state and independent institutions can be seen to be much more pervasive in this era than any which might attempt to counter it. The ‘soft violence’ of state and independent institutions is shown by Drabble to be much more pervasive and dangerous than any individual’s inevitably somewhat compromised relation to those institutions.
In The Loved Ones, the academy has imposed its ideas, rules and attitudes on the students. However, unlike Jess, some students were rebellious, such as Rabab, who remains so all her life. Ferial jokes that ‘this creature remains a hazard. It is as if we were still in those classes!’ (TLO 273). Because ‘her movements echo her own sculptures [and] not the one she was ordered to sculpt one of those years and because of which she was dismissed from the academy’ (TLO 273). It would appear that she sculpted her own body ‘in her under-clothes’, which ran counter to the academy’s rules about observing modesty, especially in relation to women (TLO 273). She wanted to show them ‘the freedom to take decisions, for a woman isn’t merely a body as most men think’ (TLO 280). She describes her dismissal as ‘my first swallow of bitterness; afterward, the cup overflowed’, but the most important point is that she continued to pursue her artistic ideas in a brave and resistant way (TLO 275). Despite her poverty, she manages to travel to Rome, where, as she writes to Suhaila, ‘I studied, and I learned, and got work, even cleaning the shit of some rich old women who were mere skeletons’ (TLO 276). She also writes to Suhaila that, 

From these bodies, the bodies of women in particular, emerged my sculptures and my formations and my misshapen, monstrous figures as well. From that site, and among those old women, I was born. That was the essence of my life or rather, more accurately, the core of the art. (TLO 276)

Rabab insists on recounting her engagement with the decaying and unregulated bodies of these women, who are an intriguing counterpart to Bakhtin’s ‘laughing hags’ (Bakhtin 1984: 25). She wants to show how such experiences can provide learning experiences and insights which cannot be achieved through mainstream educational programmes, and in so doing, in writing, attempts to educate others: 
Their remains and talents are still there upon my hands, and their true insolence runs across my body […] They were very gifted with vomit and excrement, with urine and sweat, with laziness and chatting and unbearable crudeness. They were gifted with all of the illnesses of the ancient and medieval and modern world that you can possibly think of. (TLO 277)

Rabab sees these women as embodying the history of the world, with its endemic maladies, its corruption and waste, and uses her engagement in caring acts to capture this meaning. Bourdieu seems to agree that there is a sickness in the form of masochistic tendencies inside each female, but does not seem to imagine that they can be tracked down, and certainly does not locate the place of realisation in corporeal being but rather in psychology. Rabab goes on to say that she ‘found care and security’ in her embraces with these women, and that they ‘helped me to excavate my blindness and impotence’ (TLO 276-77). Thus Rabab finds freedom and insight which, coupled with her bravery and resistance to conventional ideas and approaches to artistic practice, allow her to break down barriers to her own and others’ full appreciation of the nature of the world we inhabit. It also enables her to sculpt a young man ‘nude and into his body I cast the rebukes, prohibitions, and insults that my notorious body attracted when I was in Baghdad’, as she writes (TLO 277). Mamduh’s presentation of Rabab’s acts of rebellion, with their connection to the grotesque, and their artistic realisation of the abject, the result of complex processes of soft violence, as a profound and shared truth, challenge Bourdieu’s concept of the unconscious complicity of domination. 

Most of Rabab’s statues are of old women because they are available to her, but she makes it possible to find beauty in their apparent ugliness and obscenity. Similarly, Eleanor, in The Pure Gold Baby reflects that young people never understand that they will be aged and decaying later in life. She remembers going on a school trip to the Rodin Museum in Paris when she was seventeen and seeing Rodin’s bronze of an old woman. Later she learned it was called La Belle Heaulmière, or ‘the helmet-maker’s once beautiful wife’, among other names, but this type of factual knowledge is shown to be less important than her experiential learning in this circumstance, in which she and her peers were ‘appalled and offended’ by it, but where she grasps how the statue conveys socio-political truths to her as a result of the horror it conveys:

She is drooped, sagged, imploded. She is passive. She is a passive recipient of the battery, the assault of time, and of the contempt of men. Her breasts are dry and dangle, her ribs stand out, her skin hangs in folds from her withering frame, her back is bowed in submission. (PGB 141)

 Here Drabble aligns this ageing body with the Bakhtinian ‘grotesque’. However, such association of the ageing body with the ‘grotesque’, as Elisabeth Schwaiger maintains, suggests that this ageing body ‘possesses the power to transgress and subvert reified culturally normative concepts, such as those constituting what is culturally understood as female beauty’ (2012: 31-32). This power to transgress and subvert seems to attract Rabab to ageing bodies. Thus, while both novels might be said to consciously or unconsciously reflect Bourdieu’s concept of education as a form of soft violence, both also suggest alternative means of learning which cannot be reduced to the fundamental power relations he proposes.      

Symbolic Alchemy

In Practical Reason: On the Theory of Action (1998), Bourdieu states that symbolic violence transforms the ‘relations of domination and exploitation’ into ‘affective relations’ in a kind of ‘symbolic alchemy’, transfiguring ‘power into charisma or into the charm suited to evoke affective enchantment’ (102). This is a promising idea, drawing on alchemy as the transformation of base metal into gold, as the title of Drabble’s novel connotes, which seems to imply that monetary value is not human value. According to Bourdieu, symbolic alchemy exists where ‘this structural hypocrisy is imposed particularly on the dominants, according to the formula of ‘noblesse oblige’ (Bourdieu, Practical Reason, 1998: 99). Bourdieu applies the ‘magic’ and ‘transfiguration’ of symbolic power, not only to the relations of domination and exploitation, but also to the gift-exchanges of the ‘potlatch’, which are early forms of mechanisms in pre-state societies, but are still embedded in social relationships of societies that are no longer pre-state ones (Practical Reason, 1998: 100). Bourdieu thinks that gift exchange between unequal agents ‘institutes durable relations of symbolic domination’ (Practical Reason, 1998: 100). 

Female students, according to Bourdieu, are more submissive to their professors than the male students, due to their ‘desire for personal contact and for domination by the master’ (Bourdieu et al, Academic, 1994: 107, 110). In The Pure Gold Baby, the Professor, who he is always referred to only by his title can be said to use symbolic alchemy in the transfiguration of his domination into exploitation, or at least to a highly unethical act by the male authority figure in this case, a relationship which most contemporary feminists in academia would refuse. The Professor’s gift to Jess is sexual satisfaction, which puts Jess in a dominated position because she feels grateful to him for giving her orgasms, which she considers a privilege that other women of her generation rarely enjoyed. The narrator says:

Desire was satisfied unfailingly, and that, at this stage in her life, was quite good-enough for Jess. Not many women get that much. She knew that, from the stories of her friends, from the New Wave women’s magazines, and from reading the new novels of the day, which were beginning to pay close if belated attention to the female orgasm. (PGB 22)
The Professor gets the benefit of this symbolic alchemy by transfiguring it into ‘symbolic capital’ and ‘magical power’, according to Bourdieu’s theory (Practical Reason, 1998: 102). The Professor’s symbolic capital is his honour and prestige, while his magical power is his physical strength, a strong sex drive and a sizeable penis. Here too, as the quote above suggests, it is in a context in which women’s sexual pleasure had only just begun to be discussed in public forums, and in relation to her friends, whose male partners had little sexual power or ‘magic’, that Jess was satisfied with such a relationship. Eleanor says that Jess ‘began to wonder what she had ever seen in him, apart from the size of his penis’, suggesting that she quickly overcame any wonder that may have been part of her attraction to this man as a young adult (PGB 44-45). While Bourdieu’s ideas can be seen to be relevant to the situation described, Jess’s understanding that her sex life is more satisfying than most other women’s, implies that male dominance and gender power asymmetries in western society has a paradoxical downside, in that men cannot live up to the expectations such a position requires of them.

In The Loved Ones, Suhaila is dominated by her husband, Adam. She also turns him into ‘charisma’ by allowing him to exert influence upon her. Adam not only has a strong body but also an authoritarian social position: ‘he was a courageous and daring officer, an athlete who had graduated from the Military College’ (TLO 7). Like the professor, Adam’s gift to Suhaila is also sexual satisfaction: ‘He is my Superman-strong and robust, certainly fertile, full of lust and always able to do it, again and again’ (TLO 6). This implies that regular, fulfilling sexual activity is as important to women as to men, though it also assumes that sexual satisfaction is what the male always strives to give to a woman, rather than it being mutual or variable. Both the Professor and Adam have what Bourdieu calls ‘symbolic force’, which is ‘a form of power that is exerted on bodies, directly and as if by magic, without any physical constraint’ (Masculine, 2001: 38).

The sexual affair of the couples in both novels, on this basis, can be seen as a game of domination and submission, as asserted by Bourdieu, who states that ‘the sexual act itself is seen by men as a form of domination, appropriation, “possession”’, while he himself sees ‘female desire as the desire for masculine domination, as eroticized subordination or even, in the limiting case, as the eroticized recognition of domination’ (Masculine, 2001: 20, 21). Bourdieu’s view can itself be seen as essentialist and androcentric, in the sense that he assumes he can know the fundamental characteristics of female sexuality. The differences between the dynamics of Jess and Suhaila’s relationships, and their particular motivations for being in them, alert us to the dangers of generalising in such a way.

It took Jess decades after the end of their affair to realize that the Professor ‘had taken some small professional risks to possess her’, suggesting that he may have actually desired her more than she did him (PGB 233). The affair between Jess and the Professor reminds us of J. M. Coetzee’s novel Disgrace, in which professor David Lurie’s sexual activities are all risky, particularly his affair with one of his female students, which leads to his ruin. Drabble is probably aware of Lurie’s misfortunes, therefore she made the decision not to accuse the Professor. Suhaila, in The Loved Ones, knows that she is ‘passive’, as others used to tell her, but she remains submissive to her husband’s violence (TLO 69): ‘Even an intense thrashing didn’t dislodge me from submissive state’, she tells Nader (TLO 3). When her husband beat her violently, she became more worried about his welfare than her own. She tells Nader of one occasion where she fainted due to his beatings, but when she awoke ‘was like a deranged woman’, possessed by fear of what might ‘happen to him’ (TLO 4 italics in original). She does not want her husband to be questioned by the police about his treatment of her because it would damage his charismatic image. This is a good example of the way in which hard violence and soft violence collude to make women feel responsible for the crimes committed against them.


If Adam can be said to fit Bourdieu’s criterion for the charismatic male, The Loved Ones shows that women can be charismatic too. Ferial is also described as charismatic, even later in life:

Ferial remained intensely feminine, continuing to attract men merely by the way she walked, her speech, and her laughter. Her appeal was like a secret police who always find exactly the right circumstances in which to inflict punishment on others. (TLO 272)

Suhaila’s semi-humorous analogy suggests that Ferial’s sexual attraction to men is a powerful force which she exploits, in order to have at least some power over these men. This is especially important when we consider the position of women at university, vastly outnumbered by men who saw the women as prey, regardless of how the female characters dealt with this situation, as Rabab remembers: ‘at the time, I felt as though we were part of a permanently ongoing hunting party and the one with the most bodily strength would master us’ (TLO 280). This can be directly linked to inherent violence of sexuality and Freud’s concept of the ‘id’, which is ‘the primeval, spontaneous, pleasure-seeking, sexually oriented component that is inherent in every individual’ and it is ‘the source of unconscious motivations for behavior that appear in the form of needs for sex and aggression’ (Utech 1994: 24). Thus, it does not dissolve gender differences, but it rather reinforces patriarchal concepts of them.  

In The Pure Gold Baby, Eleanor describes Jess in a way that suggests she has great magnetism, which is related to an ability to generate sexual desire in others, in a way which is startlingly similar to the type of charisma Bourdieu portrays men as having:

Jess, was, and is, an attractive woman, with a hypnotic intensity of attention that tends to mesmerise an interlocutor… one might even say seductive […] When she is talking to you, she transfixes you. (PGB 34)

Not only does Eleanor describe how Jess attracts others, we feel that she too is attracted by Jess’s charisma. Though it is not made clear at any stage whether Eleanor is aware of having lesbian inclinations, this aspect of the relationship between narrator and protagonist in The Pure Gold Baby also draws attention to the very traditional and binary aspect of Bourdieu’s theory regarding gender, which he closely ties to heterosexuality. The fact that Eleanor has children and grandchildren, but feels empty and sad about having little to show for her life reinforces this idea that she has been unable to express her true identity, but has sublimated it into a friendship with, and preoccupation about, Jess’s life: ‘I don’t know why life seems emptier when one is older, even when it is full. It thins out, like the hair of one’s head’ (PGB 246). 

In The Loved Ones Suhaila raises the possibility of gender role-reversals and reconfigurations, albeit as a joke, when she says, ‘what if we had the moustaches, hair on our faces like theirs, and what if instead of those drivers we were the ones to drive them to work? (TLO 2). As she says, nobody laughs at her joke, which indicates the fear involved in thinking of gender differently in a rigidly gender binary and asymmetrical society, and the kind of soft violence which denies otherness and chastises any expression of it through collective silent disapproval, even if only in the form of an awareness of its existence.

 
When Jess marries Bob, she contrasts his sexual prowess to that of the Professor, dismissing the latter, as he ‘had not been much fun’ (PGB 114). Bourdieu’s masculine domination theory explains Jess’s attitude here, in that it states that women are ‘socially prepared to see sexuality as an intimate and emotionally highly charged experience’, while men are ‘inclined to compartmentalize sexuality, which is conceived as an aggressive and essentially physical act of conquest oriented towards penetration and orgasm’ (Masculine, 2001: 20). As a woman, Jess wanted an emotionally highly charged sex experience, but the Professor was more possessive (PGB 114). Suhaila in The Loved Ones describes Adam’s ‘manner when asleep’ as ‘extremely seductive and it had its own kind of power over’ her (TLO 6). But ‘it was never long before [she] would again be [her] passive, weak self’, as she tells Nader (TLO 6). Though totally submissive to her husband, it seems that she has a more ambiguous attitude towards him and a rather sceptical attitude towards herself, in retrospect. She recounts the thoughts of Ken’s wife, Lady, about the importance of sex within a relationship, saying that ‘we do it all the time. We give ourselves and our partners pleasure. It is a beloved act and it is nice’ (TLO 258). Lady describes how she experiences it as a kind of cleansing or purging, which enables her to ‘deliver me from my maladies and points of weakness’ (TLO 258). Suhaila goes on to compare herself with ‘the German philosopher Kant’, who thought that it was reckless to ‘squander semen, saliva and sweat because he thought it would drain away his philosophical energy’ (TLO 259). She asks herself why she preserves her own powers and holds her ‘sexual potential’ inside, concluding, by implication, that she is wasting her energies by conserving them for purposes to which they are unrelated: ‘I am nothing but an actress and dancer on her way to retirement’ (TLO 259). There is a sense that she discovers this late in her life, and experiences it in the crisis in which she dances on the verge of death while in a coma.

 
Some feminist writers have focused on female sexuality and it’s relation to dominant patriarchal and phallocentric norms, in a way which is relevant to these two novels. For example, Luce Irigaray, a self-proclaimed lesbian feminist and critic, considered the female vaginal orgasm to have been entirely co-opted into male power:

Those orgasms are necessary as a demonstration of masculine power. They signify the success ­ men think - of their sexual domination of women. They are proof that the techniques for pleasure men have elaborated are that man is the uncontested master of the means of production of pleasure. Women are there as witnesses (Irigaray 1985: 199). 

Irigary summarises Freud’s ideas about female sexuality. She explains how Freud thinks that ‘“the development of a little girl into a normal woman” requires transformations that are much more complicated and difficult than those required in the more linear development of male sexuality’. She states that, 

‘penis envy’ determines the girl's desire for her father, desired as the man who will perhaps give her one, that ‘desire,’ which is overly ‘active,’ still has to give way to the ‘passive’ receptivity that is expected of woman's sexuality, and of her genitalia. The ‘penile’ clitoral erogenous zone has to relinquish its importance in favor of the vagina […] (‘The Infantile Genital Organization,’ p. 145). […] This entails a ‘move toward passivity’ that is absolutely indispensable to the advent of femininity [for Freud]. (1985: 41)

 Bourdieu also borrows from Freud quite extensively in his theories of female sexual identity. Both novels seem to suggest that the protagonists enjoy, what is called in French as ‘la petite mort’ or ‘little death’ due to orgasm, at the time when they practiced penetrative sex with a male partner but had different responses to it in retrospect: Suhaila begins to realise that she has clung to this desire for too long; and Jess loses interest in it altogether.

Jess and Suhaila’s situation is somewhat related to Irigaray’s ideas. Both women talk about their orgasms with their friends and, in Suhaila’s case, with her offspring (TLO 16). For Jess, these confessions happen when Jess is older and ‘considered herself long past the age of courtship’, while in The Loved Ones, Suhaila tells her son about her intimate relationship with his father (PGB 209): ‘Forgive me, Nader. But you must let me raise the curtain for you on those years of our life that are now over and gone’ (TLO 16). This indicates that these characters live in relatively enlightened and educated communities where it is thought to be part of being enlightened that one is desirous and able to talk about sex in general and one’s own sex life almost as much as any other subject. 

It is not only her sexual health that preoccupies Suhaila, but her body’s changes. We learn that ‘every day she would sit down and write out these opinions of her [hormone discharge] as if it were a sacrosanct duty’, meaning that she checked whether she was entering the menopause on a very regular basis, presumably because this would have a significant impact on the relationship with an unnamed man she is engaged in (TLO 16). These elements of self-policing and anxiety are features of biopolitics, which locate the phobic concerns it has with women’s bodies and their reproductive and sexual potential inside the female body and mind, another form of internalisation by the oppressed. Suhaila’s friend, Caroline, thinks her own affair ‘renewed [Suhaila’s] mental powers’, and the novel suggests Suhaila’s relationship may ultimately have had a similar effect, though the fact that Caroline is not portrayed as a rejuvenated individual suggests that it may also not be true of Suhaila (TLO 16). The idea that women need to have sex (largely assumed to be penetrative and heterosexual) to release a pent up sexual energy, can also be seen to be implicitly questioned in The Loved Ones. It is a kind of soft violence in that it categorises women’s needs for men and prescribes a solution which reinforces the structures that make them powerless. Since we know nothing of Suhaila’s lover, we cannot make judgements on Suhaila’s sex drive in Bourdieu’s terms, and it seems that Mamduh has deliberately avoided defining this individual, so that we cannot reduce the affair to something containable in theory or presumption. However, later in the novel, we hear about Faw, but we do not know whether Suhaila’s lover is Faw or an entirely different individual not mentioned at all in the novel. Here Mamduh is using a similar enigmatic style to that of Drabble, in the way she presents Jess’s character through Eleanor.

The professions of both the Professor, ‘the academic’, and Adam, ‘the charismatic leader’, to use Bourdieu’s terms, put them ‘within the dominant class’, as described in the social topology of Distinction (1996: 600, 208, 265). In The Pure Gold Baby, the Professor is referred to as ‘the dominating Professor’ (PGB 116). The social value or ‘prestige’ of the Professor and the charismatic leader comes from the cultural capital ‘that is dominant in the structure of their assets’ (Distinction, 1996: 102). This cultural capital, according to Bourdieu, alludes to ‘a specific cultural competence’, consisting of ‘inherited knowledge’ and views as well as skills that confer ‘power’ and ‘social status’ (‘The Forms’, 1986: 244-6). Bourdieu believes that, ‘consciously or unconsciously, the great majority of students (especially in the humanities) cast the professors in the role of “master of wisdom”, or guru, dispenser of rules of life’ (Bourdieu et al, Academic, 1994: 7).
Suhaila, who ‘never ever mentions [Adam] by name’, refers to him as ‘the lord and master, the sayyid’, but it is made clear that she only used these terms at the time, as a young woman, when ‘his disappearance and the spectre of the refugee camps tore my youth and my desire to live up by the roots’ (TLO 210). As a young woman, marriage, even to a violent husband like Adam, was the only source of stability and the only protection from potentially even worse violence and even greater horrors than domestic violence. Thus, when Bourdieu concludes that ‘women “enjoy” the treatment inflicted on them, in a kind of masochism inherent in their nature’, we can see this as entirely a male fantasy about, and horror for, the true nature of the female body, and the actuality of female control of her own body, including its sexuality and sexual drives (Masculine, 2001: 40). It reminds us of the early marriages in The Radiant Way and how they were all failing marriages and how Liz, like Suhaila, was suffering from domestic abuse by her first husband.  

Bourdieu claims, in the Preface of Distinction, that he is not essentialist and some feminist scholars, including Toril Moi, have recognized the potential in Bourdieu’s approach for offering help to their endeavour to overcome ‘the traditional essentialist/non-essentialist divide’ (Moi 1991: 1019). Like Freud’s, Bourdieu’s views, as Holly Thorpe states, ‘evoked strong criticisms’ from feminist scholars, who argued that it presents ‘an ahistorical, androcentric worldview’ (2009: 492). Bourdieu’s insights into gender, as Julie McLeod points out, ‘reproduce standard binaries of masculine domination and female subordination as if these structures are unitary, coherent and unchanged by and in contemporary social life’ (McLeod 2005: 19). But The Pure Gold Baby and The Loved Ones do not do this. These novels not only offer a feminist inversion of the stereotypical Freudian/Western traditional view of gender, but they also offer a multi-layered critique of structures of power. 
Aliya Mamduh parodies these stereotypical ideas about women when she has Suhaila write about her Swedish friend, Caroline: 

Had she lived in the era of Marquis de Sade he would have begun by pulling and stretching her, with all possible cords, attaching them to arms and shoulders, legs and belly and chest. He would have brought all the candles on earth close to her face and surrounded her eyes with flames. (TLO 266)

Suhaila means that Caroline needs a great shock to awaken her sexual desires, and to escape from her entrapment in the world of mathematics and work: 

I had a feeling that she was in need of a whole host of such encounters […] of passions and love affairs, some indecency and truly obscene behaviour […] that would mean all of her projects on these gadgets would be botched. (TLO 266)

Suhaila’s fantasy is either the result of a suppressed and frustrated sexual interest, or irritation at Caroline’s suppression of her sexuality. She uses sarcastic terms to describe her friend which are themselves a sadistic pleasure, calling her ‘Duchess Caroline’ (TLO 266). She also imagines ‘the hard push of a button stripping her of all her modesty and devilishness, without giving any consideration to her hellish iciness’ (TLO 266). 

Not only does this section undermine essentialist notions of male domination and female submission, since Suhaila herself realises a sadistic fantasy of her own, it also signals a key change in Suhaila, who has also avoided sex, buried herself in ‘work’, that is her trying to find her missing husband through sending letters to humanitarian organizations, and been distant towards those to whom she is attracted (TLO 205). The Loved Ones shows how coupling the imagination and the body helps women to achieve a degree of freedom and expressiveness which gives them the opportunity to overcome the external and internal constraints imposed upon them by the masculine practices of military war, economic competition and social conflict.

Through Suhaila’s gaze, we get a quite explicit description of and insight into the characters’ sexual activities and tendencies in a similar way to Drabble. It is a kind of subtle deconstruction of this male view of women. This Drabble-like style in The Loved Ones questions stereotypical ideas about women, including those of Bourdieu. Another way in which the representation of sexual relationships in The Loved Ones challenges notions put forward by Bourdieu can be seen in Suhaila’s relationship with Faw:

Who is Faw? Who are you? He enticed me but he was a liar. How did I find him in my path? He [was] someone whom I had put together in my mind before I ever saw him […] My life was mundane as I made my way and kept my eyes on reality. And then he took me in his arms and I took him like one hypnotized and put him under my tongue, and so he slipped into every part of my body. (PGB 234)   

Suhaila has already constructed him before he arrives. He recognizes her need for someone like him and they both take the opportunity to make the most of what they can get out of the situation. They have sex, based on their mutual needs, including Suhaila’s need to escape from the humdrum nature of her ‘mundane’ life. As she says, she ‘kept her eyes on reality’, and only acted ‘like one hypnotized’, rather than really being so. This section draws attention to the kinds of compromises people have to make where there is a conflict between social mores and desires, which both novels suggest is very common. Thus, the idea of performing a role is presented as a necessary and usually mutual practice. Sexual urges are shown to be fundamental aspects of human life, and negotiating ways of satisfying them is shown to be equally common and necessary, even if this involves masturbation. The novelist uses the phrase ‘the secret act’ for masturbation twice in order to describe how men have to find some satisfaction ‘just to remain somewhere above despair’, as if this were an abject act, where men try to resolve conflicting feelings about their own socio-sexual identity, this act being a sign of inadequacy in the phallocentric economy (TLO 19, 277).
Male Power; Female Resistance
Though it is not very difficult to guess that Drabble’s vision conflicts with Bourdieu’s ideas in The Pure Gold Baby, this theory may have some merit. The relationship of Jess to the Professor, for example, can be seen in Bourdieu’s terms, as that of exploitation and ‘seduct[ion]’ (PGB 232). Bourdieu describes such relations as ‘soft relations of exploitation’ that can ‘only work if they are soft’ (Practical, 111).  As a victim of exploitation, Jess is condemned in Bourdieu’s theory as being compliant, collaborating ‘in [her] own exploitation through affection or admiration’(Practical, 1998: 111). Jess accepted the Professor’s plan, the secrecy, and assisted him in exercising soft power over her. 

In The Loved Ones, the husband and father influence Suhaila’s life. Her relationship with them brings out how the family reproduces asymmetrical power relations, which cause damage to the person in the subordinate position. She writes in her memoirs: ‘as for my identity, it was fragmented, dispersed between sayyid-father and sayyid-military man’ (TLO 269). The abusive husband exploited her for his ends and her father did the same: ‘My father, too, used me for the sake of his own great glories’ (TLO 269). He used to produce roles for Suhaila and other new actors to perform on the stage of his theatre. He wanted to use his daughter to attract the attention of the press, nicknaming her the ‘untamed animal of the theater’, a title which we are told, ‘ran like fire’ through the local and regional Arabic press (TLO 269). We are also told that every ascent she ‘made in the theater was accompanied by a punishing, blasting volcanic lava in bed’ by her husband, who ‘was getting drunk and staying away’ from the scenes of her success, which suggests that he directed a violent sexualised rage at her, out of envy, and a sense of his own inadequacy in comparison to his talented and intelligent wife (TLO 269). Suhaila tells Nader that she ‘didn’t know whom to obey or what to listen to: the instruction and admonitions of the impresario or the commands of the military husband?’ (TLO 113). Her career as an actress was interrupted by her husband, who one day ‘surprised me on stage, dragging me by the costume of the last role I ever played onstage […] caught my head under his feet and struck it with a practiced hand’ (TLO 234). The damage and the trauma, which lead to her coma later in her life, all started then, the effect of soft violence manifesting itself in the form of psychosomatic reactions, as discussed previously in this chapter: 

It’s possible, Nader, that the headaches and illness began around that time, once I was convinced that my talent would be converted into mere scrap iron […] It seemed to me that death was taking up position, lying in waiting for me, ready to attack if I were not to act and dance. (TLO 113) 

In this testimonial narrative, Suhaila’s identity is redefined by her illness and later her coma. This testimony reminds us of the Crown Princess, who comes back after death to narrate her story. As one of Suhaila’s friends explains to Nader, ‘the violence Suhaila faced from your father […] caused her to suffer nervous and behavioural problems’ (TLO 73). Suhaila’s death-in-life status represents her victimization by patriarchy. 

Suhaila also accepts the domination of her husband, in spite of his domestic violence against her. She herself wonders why she accepted this situation, asking Nader rhetorically, ‘how could we not have fled? How did we go back to them? How did we go back, smiling into their faces and concealing our anger behind the high walls?’ (TLO 4). Suhaila is talking about her husband as well as the husbands of her female neighbours and friends, who practised domestic violence against their wives. Being ‘angry’ shows that Suhaila and her friends were obviously aware of the violence against them, so it is not a complete lack of awareness of their oppression or domination, as Bourdieu maintains, but then this involves overt violence rather than soft violence. Suhaila also tells Nader that, ‘it wasn’t a matter of being just stupid or silly. After all, we would refuse to sleep on the very same bed or perhaps even in the very same room’ (TLO 4). Taking such action shows that these women resisted their oppression, unlike Jess, who only gradually begins to resist the Professor’s soft power, although we could argue that the fact that she does become less interested in him suggests that she is not entirely under his thumb psychologically. Suhaila shows another form of resistance when she tells Nader: ‘We did not – at all! – stumble over our clothes when trying to escape, as they imagined. No! To the contrary, we were good and ready’ (TLO 4). These female characters are depicted using satire and parody to resist oppression, as a necessity: ‘We bore up under it and we mocked them until it tired them out and they stopped’ (TLO 4).

 
The men’s violence was inflicted in secrecy, making it very difficult for the women to be able to talk about their experiences or validate their anger and dislike. The males outwardly presented one persona, while acting very differently in private: 

We had to handle it by acknowledging that what happened to us in private rooms, concealed from all eyes […] was just some excessive and misplaced energy and it was not something to boast about, of course. Granted, it was a mistake, but it was not a sin or even a scandalous social ill. Don’t try to apply labels – it all comes down to the same thing. (TLO 4)
This is very common across cultures, of course. However, both novels show that any practices such as this, either direct or indirect, are a product of the societies in which they take place, and not simply a result of the weakness of individual women, or the intrinsic inhumanity of men. Thus, in Suhaila’s context, marriage continued to take traditional patriarchal forms, since the Iraqi state legally required this. Women had less social status at all levels of society during the reign of Saddam Hussein, who reversed all the positive steps that had previously been taken by his party to advance women’s and girls' status in Iraqi society, ‘in order to consolidate power’ (‘Background on Women's Status’, 2003). In contrast, the secrecy of Jess’s dates with the Professor on Thursday afternoons can be seen in the context of 1950s post-war British society in which moral values were applied openly to family life and relations, even though many people took part in surreptitious liaisons in reality. Adultery, abortion and homosexuality were all illegal, and so took place on society’s margins, but on a scale that the official culture refused to recognise.

In the Middle East, ‘even though violence against women is customary and widespread’ across most societies, as David Ghanim points out, ‘incidents of violence are rarely documented and draw little attention from the public eye’ (2009: 24). The phrase, ‘we had to handle it’, can be interpreted as, we were forced to handle it. They talked to each other about the explicit violence and came to the conclusion that it ‘was just some excessive and misplaced energy’. They all knew that this was not the case, but were very aware that to talk about their feelings and experiences would mean the punishments becoming even more severe and common, thus showing that the dynamics of these marriages involved soft as well as hard violence against women. They were required to see the men in this light, and to share a tacitly acknowledged lie. 

However, the thought that such avoidance strategies involve guilt on the part of the victim, is not apparent here, for two reasons. Firstly, the shared use of a euphemism to describe such violence can be seen as a kind of collective acknowledgement of, if not resistance to, the asymmetrical power relations on which these marriages are shown to be based. Secondly, they also tacitly accept an element of enjoyment of sex, though not violence, with their partners, as the caveat ‘of course’ in ‘not something to boast about, of course’ implies, agreeing that such contradictory feelings were ‘not a sin or even a scandalous social ill’, given the severe constraints under which these women lived. The novel suggests that sexual drives are positive aspects of women’s psychologies and bodies, not problematic aspects which they need to suppress or should feel shame about. The section of the Canadian Diaries in which Rabab describes the physical bodily processes of the old Italian women, discussed above, suggests this. Suhaila’s situation is more complicated, because she is pulled between her deep conditioning in traditional values and her experiences of her own body and the shared discussions she has with other women about desire and sex.

Thus, when Suhaila tells Nader, ‘don’t try to apply labels – it all comes down to the same thing’, which is domestic violence, we understand that she understands how dominant male formations divide and rule women through the imposition of judgemental binaries such as ‘whore or virgin’. This is reminiscent of Ahmad Sa‘dawi’s treatment of women in Frankenstein in Baghdad,  where female characters are not simply spellbound by forms of male power and violence, but being aware of the way these mechanisms work, though unable to intervene and alter them. 

These characters have to minimize and trivialize male violence to themselves and among themselves, and we are told that they ‘have forgiven everything: the intense pain, those particularly humiliating slaps to the napes of our necks, and the army bats’, as Suhaila says, along with being threatened with firearms (TLO 3). These women seem to have projected affective ideas onto their oppressors, such as that they should be pitied: ‘our sense of hurt and vexation arose from our pity for them’ (TLO 3). 

All these women were married to military men and all of the men are likely to have been suffering from post-traumatic disorder because of the war. Suhaila tells Nader:

Your father was sweet and gentle. That was in the beginning […] I don’t remember when it was that he was corrupted. If you were to ask me, I would tell you that possibly it happened when the patrols to the north started. You don’t believe that, of course, nor do I, but…  (TLO 58) 

She probably means Saddam’s chemical attack on the north of Iraq when thousands of Kurds were poisoned and killed in 1988. That massacre seems to have traumatised Adam and his fellow military men, therefore, these men may have become violent with their wives, as other men have before them, given the militarised nature of patriarchal societies. Adam here is like Youssef, the soldier, in The Loved Ones, who was also traumatised and became violent. However, we cannot exclude the possibility that this exchange is meant to indicate that women are required to find excuses for male violence, especially within a family context, where the image of the father cannot be allowed to be tarnished. In The Pure Gold Baby, domestic violence caused by war and trauma is presented through Zain, a Sudanese writer and journalist living in exile, whose country is torn by ‘civil war and drought and famine’, who stabs his white wife with a kitchen knife, and is admitted in Halliday Hall for ‘psychiatric treatment’, showing how serious post-traumatic stress can be both for sufferers and those related to them, but also suggesting that men of all classes can be violent towards women, whether this is a result of personal trauma or biopolitical ideology (PGB 128, 108; PTSD: The Management, 2005: 37). Thus, though it may well be true that male violence can result from war experiences, both novels suggest that such experiences exacerbate existing binary stereotypes of women, rather than creating them. 

In The Loved Ones, Mamduh shows her female characters were not only victims of physical violence but also on the receiving end of biopolitics. They internalise their supposed inferiority and see those at the top of the hierarchy as intrinsically superior to them. Suhaila and her female neighbours internalised a sense of inferiority because their socio-cultural environment insisted that it was necessary to look up to men and assume their superiority. Here, too, though, Mamduh illustrates that such processes are far from universal, and that different women deal with such overwhelming power asymmetries in different ways. Ferial, Suhaila’s friend, who was also married to an aggressive and violent army officer, fought against him physically:

If he hit me on the cheek I slapped the nape of his neck. It was all hideously, shockingly, ugly. It was me who commanded him, one way or another, to beat me. He was not endowed with patience and I would not take back my words or withdraw from battle. A blow to the head and I would kick back. I would sprout wings. Humiliation – yes, indeed! – but in the corners of my eyes my fatal charge was amassing: scorn. Something like joy was in it, alive and real, something that would require a whole other life if I were to truly recall and assess it and not simply be rid of it. And even then. … (TLO 270-71).

This passage is shocking in many ways, beyond the depiction of brutal physical violence between husband and wife, with the female acting as violently as the male. This is because, in retrospect, Ferial recognises that she wished to provoke her husband to hurt her– ‘I commanded him to beat me’, and because she depicts herself as the dominant player in these sordid events. This can be read as sadomasochism, which is ‘the giving or receiving of pleasure, often sexual, from the infliction or reception of pain or humiliation’ (Burton 2015: 87). However, this does not explain male violence against women as it only suggests that sexual relations are complex and influenced by many factors. Also, the most important thing here is probably that it counters essentialist ideas of gender. Ferial’s desire to be beaten seems to confirm Bourdieu’s view of the intrinsic masochism of women, yet the fact that she instigated the violence for some distorted desire contradicts it. Once again, it seems that, in The Loved Ones, like The Pure Gold Baby, we are shown how women, when in supportive but open female friendships, can learn from their experiences, see their own failings and problems, and be honest enough to share them with others. In fact, such communicative openness acts as a kind of therapy for these characters, and is contrasted to the inability of male characters to adopt this social talking cure. 

Ferial’s honesty stretches to a recognition that female friendship in itself is insufficient to counter the self-destructive social forces which infect them, despite superficial signs of conventionality and stability, alluding to the socio-economic circumstances that determine their state of abjection and angst:

Our clothes are modern and the ways we beautify ourselves are in fashion, but our skins are spattered with the oil of fear and our hearts drag behind them a caravan of illnesses, misery, and obscenity. Even friendships did not come to our aid or stand with us. To my eyes they appeared threadbare, shabby, and out-worn; they were not strong enough to excite respect or sincere, pure affection. (TLO 271)

This unromantic and clear-sighted retrospective view of the problem is the source of nourishment which Suhaila needs to survive her collapse, and it crucially includes an understanding of the underlying processes which cause such psychological issues, in a way which Bourdieu’s model seems not to accept, along with the idea that people can learn, change and develop, with the informal help of others:

Our illnesses […] are sicknesses devised by others. They are their invention… We must not leave all of the old places to our coming maturity and old age […] It commands many talents [to usurp] what we used to imagine we were capable of preserving: nobility, self-esteem, and zeal. Why shouldn’t it, when this is the sole remaining danger for us in front of them. (TLO 271)

Ferial provides a critique of the forces ranged against them and offers a strategy that will ‘usurp’ them, seeing the power of males over them as illusory, and based on a concerted attempt to deny them their basic human features of ‘nobility, self-esteem and zeal’. She tells Suhaila that remembering the horrors of the past enables them to understand how this system of denial functioned, and therefore provides them with a means to overcome the ‘sole remaining danger for us’. It is these kinds of hard-nosed, critically sharp and uncompromising analyses by her friends Ferial and Rabab that we are made to feel penetrate the ailing Suhaila and cure her of the sickness imposed upon her.

Like some of the women in The Loved Ones, Jess looked up to the Professor. She did not listen to the warnings of others who worked with the Professor and knew his real intentions towards her. Guy Brighouse, Jess’s supervisor at SOAS, ‘had warned her off the Professor and his habits, but she had taken no heed’ (PGB 223). We can see this as the Professor’s 'hypnotic power', as Bourdieu puts it, having captivated her (Masculine, 2001: 42). Eleanor is astonished that Jess did not ‘resent the structure of her relationship’, but this may tell us more about Eleanor, given that she herself, in some ways can be seen to have desired a relationship with Jess too, which she would naturally assume would be more equal (PGB 21). Thus, though it seems that Eleanor sees through the mask of soft violence as she recounts events she has a second-hand knowledge of, we realise that Drabble is presenting this character in quite a critical light, in that she cannot be trusted to give an objective assessment of Jess’ situation, and the novel implies that she may not want to understand how Jess had a degree of control in the relationship too, and used the Professor for sexual gratification. In a way Eleanor acknowledges her lack of omniscience when she admits that it was hypocritical of her and her friends to warn her of the Professor, ‘But who were we to warn her? We were all busy making new mistakes, or learning how to live with our old ones’ (PGB 50). Thus, most individuals, male and female, are shown to have been seeking sexual satisfaction in various ways, though rarely finding it, a situation which apparently has been common in UK universities since their expansion in the twentieth century, and Drabble even hints that Eleanor realises that there was an element of jealousy regarding Jess’s success in this area in retrospect, illustrating that both novels are concerned with the way women learn through their experiences.

Bourdieu sees soft violence as unconscious acceptance of social differences and hierarchies because ‘the social order is progressively inscribed in people's minds’ (Distinction, 1996: 471). The narrator shows, in a sarcastic way, Jess’s submission to the Professor’s temptation by accompanying him to his study room and how he lays her down on ‘the institutional professorial Turkey carpet’ (PGB 21). The study room seems on the surface to stand for the power and domination of the educational institution and the professorial post, while the Turkey carpet can be seen as a symbol of exploitation and inequality. As commonly known, women are the manufacturers of Turkish carpets, but ‘they still encounter gender inequalities with respect to control over their own labor power and household expenditures’ (Ornelas n.d.: n.p.).

It is possible to draw a parallel between the exploitation of these Turkish women, and of Jess by the Professor. In The Loved Ones, the carpet industry is also shown to be a place of injustice and inequality. One of Suhaila’s friends in Paris, Blanche, is an Iraqi refugee, who, when she was in Iraq, began to work with her father in the carpet business though she was a graduate of the College of Communications. She was denied the opportunity to work in the press, to which she aspired, because she was not a member of the ruling Ba‘th party (TLO 168). Blanche, who hopes to write a book on carpet weaving, writes in correspondence with Suhaila that ‘my feelings of pride have expanded every time I have read, because all of those who craft those fine and lush types of carpet, all of them are women’ and though ‘most distant from the honorific of heroines’, ‘the one reaction they have to their situation is to protest their bad treatment’ (TLO 240). This reminds us that collective action by workers is another way in which women can resist their exploitation, where they live and work in working-class communities.

Love and Marriage

The age of Jess and Suhaila is significant in showing how they were victims of soft violence. Women, as Bourdieu argues, ‘generally agree with men (who, for their part, prefer younger women) when they accept the external signs of a dominated position’ (Masculine, 2001: 36). From this perspective, Jess was attracted to the Professor’s mature age and therefore she was willing to be dominated by him. Suhaila’s marriage was an arranged one and she did not have any say on it, but though Adam is her mother’s relative, ‘the day he came to ask for [her] hand [her mother] was the one who refused; [her] father insisted, though, that he was the one for me’ (TLO 7). So, it is the domination of her father that led to her marriage, as expressed through the system of patriarchy.

Nader’s mixed marriage can also be described as a marriage of convenience, like his grandfather’s second marriage to another young woman. Nader got married to Sonia, a British woman, because that marriage ‘meant [he] was soon to grasp, with [his] own two hands, the sacred wreath of those two divine nationalities’, the British and the Canadian, now that the couple live in Canada (TLO 10). For him these ‘nationalities of the civilized world’ are holy and sacred compared to his own original nationality of a war-torn country (TLO 11): ‘All that this young Iraqi guy wants is a foot-hold, or maybe two, in order to see himself worthy of this lucky break, the two blessed citizenships that he’ll very soon possess’, he tells us (TLO 10). He even plans to divorce Sonia after obtaining these ‘two blessed citizenships’ (TLO 10). After marriage, though, we are told that his love for her ‘swings back and forth’ and that his ‘appetite for sex has diminished to almost nothing’, indicating the downside in the long-term of such marriages of convenience, though it is also linked to the change we see in Nader, as he realigns from a more male to a more female identity (TLO 25; Hirschhorn 2011: n.p.). 

Sonia’s age could be the reason for the failure of their marriage, though the age difference is slight and Nader dismisses it as ‘a trivial factor’ (TLO 26). He thinks that this marriage has stolen his ‘youth’ (TLO 183). It seems that Sonia is also aware of the age difference between them and wishes that he was older. In the Middle East, ‘the idea of a more mature woman marrying a younger man’ is considered unconventional and even abnormal (Ashraf 2015). However, such unions are not altogether rare, particularly when it is a matter of convenience, such as the marriage of Nader and Sonia, though it happened in the West.  

As far as age is concerned, both Jess and Suhaila fall in love with young men after their affair/marriage have effectively ended. Jess falls in love with and marries Bob Bartlett, an anthropologist and professional photographer, while Suhaila falls in love with Faw, an Iraqi dancer who partners her in her seven-minute dance in the Théâtre du Soleil in Paris. Jess’s Bob is ‘more her own age’, and, the narrator says that Jess ‘engaged in a cool, mature friendly equally balanced sexual partnership with Bob’, while ‘Faw was years younger than [Suhaila] though by how many years [she] could not tell’ (PGB 47, 116; TLO 233). Jess’s marriage with Bob is soon dismissed as a failure and her perceptions of Bob are considered as ‘[having] been mistaken’ (PGB 116). Jess does not take Bob seriously, probably because he is not a mature man. However, the case is totally the opposite with Suhaila, who writes in her diary, that when she danced with Faw, she made sure that she appeared composed so he would take me seriously and with due forbearance, considering my age’ (TLO 297). As mentioned earlier, our understanding of Suhaila revolves around her attempt to free herself from the oppression she experienced during marriage, and its effects after her husband disappears. The novel suggests that it is possible for women to realise their desires and ambitions at different times in their lives, if they are in a situation in which it is tolerated both by society and by those involved.

Jess’s marriage with Bob is described by Eleanor as an opportunity that she is keen not to miss, yet keen not to want to maintain for long either: ‘This marriage was not destined or even very seriously intended to last […] It was only a matter of time’ (PGB 87). Jess ‘never took the name Bartlett and often forgot it was legally hers’ – probably like Drabble herself, who uses her maiden surname when she publishes her novels rather than that of her ex- or current husband (PGB 99). Jess treats Bob almost like a pet, describing him as a ‘more manageable, more entertaining species’ (PGB 50). Then a direct comparison between Bob and the Professor is made:
The Professor was a wedge, a prow, a beak. Austere, determined, rock hard and unrelenting. Bob, as his name happily suggests, was a rounder chap, with animal spirits and a good deal of energy (50-51).
The words ‘wedge’, ‘beak’, ‘austere’, ‘determined’ used here are taken from Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse (1927), which Drabble is very familiar with and wrote an introduction to its 1992 edition (Woolf 1992: 85, 86, 52, 152, 248, 249, 249, 21, 115, 162, 226, 272). Drabble believes that it ‘is one of the truly great novels. There’s not a word over, or missing’ (Yagoda 2004: 111).

 In Woolf’s novel, Mr. Ramsay is, like the Professor, domineering and ‘egocentric’ (22). In this way Woolf, ‘gives the reader a sense of the disconnectedness that her characters are experiencing’, as Elizabeth Hirt points out (63). In The Pure Gold Baby, Jess ‘wished to disconnect [the Professor] from the story, and she appeared to succeed in doing so’ (PGB 26). In some ways Jess’s controlling approach can be seen as to be related to her relationship to her disabled child, in that she always puts her daughter first and thus needs to distance herself somewhat from her partners, while also achieving some pleasure and sexual satisfaction. In another way, we can see her relationship with Bob as a reverse of her affair with the Professor, given that she is the dominant individual in the marriage. In this sense, Drabble’s signature irony can be detected, since traditionally men tend to infantilise and patronise women, in the way Eleanor says Jess treats Bob.
In The Loved Ones, Suhaila cannot disconnect her husband from her life, even after his disappearance which reminds us of Elishua in Frankenstein in Baghdad, who cannot disconnect herself from her son, who, like Adam, was missing during the Iraq-Iran war. It also reminds us of Mme Akrun in The Gates of Ivory and the missing son, who, like Adam, being traced through international agencies. Suhaila sees her husband and his domination in their son, Nader, even without the physical presence of both men. In her correspondence with Suhaila, Blanche writes:

You were afraid of the reactions of Nader if he were to discover [the relationship with Faw]. Ayy, Nader is here, your son, though he is in Canada, it is as if he is living in your apartment, in the second room (TLO 243). 

Like Elishua and Mme Akrun, Suhaila perpetuates patriarchal values unwittingly. Because of Nader, Suhaila does not have a serious affair with Faw, though she regrets this: ‘if Nader allows me I bring in Faw. I take little sips of his blood and invite him to the banquet of my lifetime’ (Mamduh 284). However, reading the original Arabic text shows that Marilyn L. Booth’s English translation of this phrase as ‘if Nader leaves me I bring in Faw’, is not very accurate. Though one of the meanings of the Arabic word ‘yada’uni’ is ‘to leave me’, which Booth uses here, it has other meanings such as ‘to let me’ or ‘to allow me’, which I think are accurate here because Suhaila is treating her son as her ‘master’, as his father, because for her Nader is a man, ‘like your father, like all the men in every place in the world. You are all alike’, as she tells him (TLO 296, 131). She thinks that she needs Nader’s approval. Even Blanche writes about Suhaila confessing to her that after she danced with Monsieur Faw on the stage of the Théâtre du Soleil, she was ‘afraid of the reactions of Nader if he were to discover it’ (TLO 243). Mamduh presents Suhaila as a liberal and westernized woman, yet one who still exercises self-policing and observing her behaviour with men, which is a form of soft violence imposed on oneself because of the repression of patriarchy. Suhaila even confesses things to Nader without him asking her to do so, such as when she tells him not to ‘accuse [her] by saying that that lawyer was flirting with’ her (TLO 69):

I beg you not to get angry with me. I really did not notice, believe me, that that lawyer seemed to find me attractive or that he was flirting with me […] he means to show his concern for us. He is polite, he’s warm, but he is a man as you are. (TLO 131)

In traditional Arabic families, the female has to admit and confess things, but the male does not have to do so because the dominant patriarchal ideology thinks that the woman can be tainted while the man cannot. In her correspondence with Suhaila, Rabab, who is also western in her attitudes and behaviour, particularly when she goes to Rome to study, tells her about her ‘miserable relationship with virginity’ and how she ‘took it all very calmly’ and she ‘didn’t have any regrets’, which reminds us of Alix in The Radiant Way and how she was embarrassed by her virginity (TLO 280). Although Rabab does not feel any ‘shame’, she thinks of her ‘eight siblings and [her] retired father, whom [she] would now be obliged never to see again’ because of honour killing and also given the situation in Iraq, her native country (TLO 278). Thus, we see that the state is a more powerful institution than the family, as it routinely fragments and destroys family structures, reducing people to isolated units, unless they can build replacement structures, like the women in The Loved Ones.

Some reviewers of The Pure Gold Baby, consider it ‘odd’  that Jess did not feel that she was somehow polluted and did not suffer any ‘opprobrium’ for having a baby outside marriage ‘in pre-Swinging London’, which would have been attached to her ‘even if she were a well-educated, middle-class woman’ (‘Book review: PGB’ 2013: n.p.). Unlike Rabab, Jess has no problem in meeting her father, in fact, he ‘loved his special granddaughter, Anna’ (PGB 43). However, her father hoped that ‘Jess would find another man, a better man, a husband, a father for Anna’ than the Professor, which suggests that he believed that the nuclear family was the best institution in which to bring up children, a notion that, as we have seen in Chapter One, was strongly promoted in post-war Britain (PGB 43). Jess’s mother is even more worried about it because she was not as ‘attentive to Anna’ as her husband (TPGB 43). Eleanor ‘speculated (but not in Jess’s hearing) that this was because Anna’s grandmother feared the suspicion of a hereditary taint’ (PGB 43). The hereditary taint refers to Jess’s endeavour to trace a similar case to that of her daughter in her parental line (PGB 27). But it could also refer to the view some people hold about the disability of the child as a punishment from god for adultery, and possibly for inter-generational and inter-racial fornication too, when in fact there is no suggestion that any of these factors played any part in Anna’s disability. 

Jess’s relationship with Bob is completely the opposite to that with the Professor: ‘Jess had the upper hand in the relationship [with Bob]. She had the house, she had the confidence, she had a network of her friends around her' (87-88). In his theory of sexual labour and men’s upper-handedness in Masculine Domination, Bourdieu emphasizes the idea that women respect men, who are above them or dominating them: ‘the man should occupy the dominant position within the couple’ because women ‘can only want and love a man whose dignity is clearly affirmed and attested in and by the fact that he is visibly “above” them’ (Masculine, 36). Bourdieu’s description of men is applicable to the Professor as well as Adam in The Loved Ones, but does not seem to apply to Jess and Bob, to Faw or to Suhaila’s father and the young actress. 

Jess portrays her relationship with the Professor as ‘glamorously adult and pleasantly secretive’ (PGB 50-51). For her, ‘Bob appeared like a tiny figurine in her memory, very small and boyish’, signifying that she took him lightly because of the size of his penis, as the words ‘figurine’ and ‘boyish’ indicate (PGB 116). Therefore, Jess finds something missing in Bob compared to the Professor: ‘she began, unfairly, to consider her sexual relations with him […] as unsatisfactory’  (PGB 114). What Jess finds missing is, certainly the Professor’s sexual stamina and arousal. Eleanor says:  
Bob had been fun, while he lasted, but he did not last as long, and there was something trivial, something superficial, about the level of his desire. It did not go deep enough. Or so Jess now considered. (PGB 114)
Bob’s sexual failings show his inability to assert his superiority, while Jess has the upper hand. Eleanor accuses Jess of being a ‘castrating woman’ (PGB 113). Drabble has taken this term from a speech in which her fellow novelist, Doris Lessing, was called this because she wrote ‘about men’s sexual failings’, as Drabble herself admits (Muller, ‘Women Writers’, 2013). Jess talks about such things with Eleanor. When Bob comes back after a month’s absence in a business trip, he finds his wife ‘unresponsive’, but Eleanor thinks that Jess should be a dutiful wife, following the traditional model: ‘Most women used to feel a polite or submissive need to placate and satisfy their husbands’ sexual demands. [but Jess] felt no obligation [to do so]’ (PGB 113). This shows Eleanor’s unreliability and projections, and the kinds of conservative attitudes and ideologies which women who sought a degree of sexual and social independence were likely to face. Jess’s sexual unresponsiveness can be seen as an expression of her unwillingness to settle for a sexually subordinate role, in which her primary duty is to satisfy her husband: we are told that ‘it was as though the Bob-need in her had died’, particularly after meeting Zain, a Sudanese expatriate, with whom she enjoys ‘intense physical pleasure’ (PGB 115, 120). Because of a violent outburst against his white wife, Zain ends up in a psychiatric halfway house, where Jess first meets him. She finds him to be a ‘stunner. Intellectual energy and a dangerous sexual radiance poured from him’, and ‘irresistible’ (PGB 107, 109). She admires his strength and notices how the seat trembles when Zain sits back forcefully on it (PGB 108). For her, Zain ‘was the enterprise, the journey, and the adventure’ (PGB 110). She has ‘appeased through him a more fleshly and subversive longing’, meaning that part of her sexual motivation involves a desire to be politically radical in her relationships, as well as to enjoy a more physical sexual life (PGB 126). 
Economic and Cultural Capital

As The Pure Gold Baby progresses, Jess’s position in the novel could be said, from Bourdieu’s perspective, to alter from that of a victim of soft violence to that of a perpetrator of it. Her character changes as she switches these positions and becomes more like the Professor, possessive and dominating. However, as Eleanor tells us later, the Professor is not really a professor, he was only ever a doctor, a title that Jess herself acquires, becoming Dr Speight. We are informed that Jess has ‘given him that title, in her dialogue with herself and eventually with us, as a joke. He’d been Dr Lindahl, not the Professor. He’d never become Professor Lindahl’ (PGB 234). Like the Professor, Jess starts ‘teaching an extramural class or two’ (PGB 7). Her degree empowers her ‘to pull rank with her doctorate’ (PGB 96). In this way, Drabble is drawing attention to what recently became known as intersectionality, as described in Chapter One, which recognises that an individual may be relatively privileged in one way, in this case in class terms, but oppressed in another, here by gender. However, at the same time she is showing how those who suffer from oppression can also puncture the illusion of its necessity through dry humour, as in the phrase ‘pull rank’, which is customarily associated with vertical male-dominated hierarchies, such as the army, from which this term derives.


In Aliya Mamduh’s novel, academic titles also change characters and make them practise soft violence on others, as Layal does with Nader. Nader notices that Layal ‘was much changed the last time [he] saw her. She had finished her university studies and gotten a master’s degree with honors and then had begun to work toward a doctorate’ (TLO 20). He also notices that ‘now she seemed quieter, deeper’ (TLO 20-21). He compares her to his father, in the way he dominates his mother:

And Layal is always in front of me, always there ahead, like my father’s whip. I imagined a whip uncoiling, exploding in her hands, and instead of throwing it elsewhere, she cracks it in my face. (TLO 184)
The parallel Nader makes between Layal and his father, in terms of the literal and metaphorical violence both are seen from his respective inflict, on himself and his mother, respectively, can be seen to imply that men as well as women can be violent and dominant. However, when we appreciate the context of this statement, we realise that Nader, at this point in his life, is still strongly conditioned by male stereotypes of dangerous female power, and that he is actually beginning to reconceive his own identity as a dominant male, and empathises with his mother rather than his father. Layal rejects Nader because ‘love was not on the top of the list’, as she tells his mother, Suhaila (TLO 225), but she tells Nader, ‘I have been fleeing from the war and you are coming from it. The war is between us’ (TLO 203). Though it is true that they ‘were both fleeing from war’ and ‘death’, it is clear that Layal does not see Nader as suitable for her after obtaining these academic credentials. Suhaila thinks that the academic title has a deep effect on Middle Eastern women, as when she learns that her friend, ‘Caroline had a master’s degree in mathematics’, and she has got another degree, which is equivalent to a doctorate in the philosophy of Enlightenment from Durham University, she tells her (TLO 264): 

If you were an Eastern woman, Caroline, you would have split my head apart talking about it and singing your own praise about the academic heights you had achieved, and you would have insisted that I call you professor. (TLO 264)

Caroline, of course, does not want to be called a professor and though she is described as ‘generous, lenient, gentle, tolerant, and courageous’, she still suffers from ‘self-pride’, as one of Suhaila’s friends notices, probably because of her university degree (TLO 265, 264). 

In The Pure Gold Baby, beside her academic promotion, Jess has ‘become rich,’ because her own house in London is ‘worth £800,000’ (PGB 231, 235). She has bought the house with the money given to her by both the Professor, who gave it for an abortion, which she did not have, and her father, whose money ‘made [her] think of it, that made it possible’ (PGB 230).

The fact that Jess needs finances derived from men, her former lover and her father, resembles the type of narrative found in nineteenth-century fiction, which often portrays a world in which ‘the roles of men and women were fixed’ and traditional with men earning money and women sitting at home, raising their children, in the sense that it illustrates the extent to which wealth has been accumulated by men, and thus taken from women, across time (Demir 2012: 295). We might think that the fact that Jess does not fulfil her aspiration to leave Britain to pursue a career in field anthropology but remains in her home country to raise Anna also fits this model. However, in Jess’s case, she does not remain at home because a male is the household breadwinner but to care for her disabled daughter, and she still manages to maintain an independent academic life within this setting. In a sense we see that wealth gives her the ability to make decisions about her life that she would not otherwise have been able to make, but feel at the same time that this wealth is her right, as are her life choices. It is significant that she does not spend her money on a lavish lifestyle, use it to increase her wealth still more, use it to enter higher social echelons or pamper and treat herself, but for practical and necessary purposes. 

In The Pure Gold Baby, Jess’s career is also interrupted, not by patriarchy but by motherhood. However, despite her ‘interrupted career’, Jess’ university study provided her with gold in the form of Anna, ‘the pure gold baby. Les enfants du bon Dieu’, which leads to the Professor offering money to Jess for an abortion (PGB 6, 147). The baby (gold), the money and the house she bought can be seen as symbols of cultural and economic capital, which are transformed into higher educational credentials, which she has achieved (PGB 147). They can be considered as a major means of social reproduction in rich developed societies (See Sullivan 2002: 157). 

This can be seen as an example of what Bourdieu calls cultural capital. He suggests that there exists 

not only ‘economic capital’ in the strict sense (i.e. material wealth in the form of money, stocks and shares, property), but also ‘cultural capital’ (i.e. knowledge, skills and other cultural acquisitions, as exemplified by educational or technical qualifications), and ‘symbolic capital’ (i.e. accumulated prestige or honour). One of the most important properties of these fields is the way in which they allow one form of capital to be converted into another - in the way, for example, that certain educational qualifications can be cashed in for lucrative jobs. (Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic, 1991: 14) 

Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital directs our attention to the means whereby social inequalities are generated through the classifying power of taste, as expressed in the consumption of culture. Bourdieu found that the possession of specific forms of cultural capital – of intellectuals and artists, for example – is used to maintain special dominance over those who do not possess such competences (Elliott 2014: 70).  However, if we apply this concept to the Professor’s money for Jess’s ‘abortion’, this can be seen to represent the cruel materialism of such capital, which cannot allow any stain to appear on the elegant surface of academic life, as well as underscoring the fact that the blunt weapon of wealth and power reproduces the conditions in which such cultural capital is maintained (PGB 230). Thus we can see how cultural capital is part of what Gramsci termed the hegemonic superstructure, which, in his model, is always wedded to the economic base of capitalism, though usually not visibly so (Ramos 1982).
In conclusion, the gain from that academic title helps Jess to ascend to the middle class. Thus, the narrator tells us that we ‘need not feel too sorry for Jess. Some sorrow is appropriate, but she was not, as I hope I have made clear, an object of pity’ (PGB 34). Education has enlightened and empowered Jess and enabled her to manage her relations with men with a degree of control. In doing so, we are given some insight into the paradoxical weaknesses of the dominant binary gender, men. Thus we are told that Jess is able to liberate herself from the Professor’s tangles, and that she ‘moved on, liberating herself from the irresponsible, emotionally arrested, possibly mythical, possibly mythologised Professor’ (PGB 47). The word ‘possibly’ implies, that, in retrospect, Jess had some idea that male charisma and power, signified by the lecturer, is generated by structures of male power in society, rooted in history, and the mythologising of the male in history by the dominant gender. Drabble challenges ideas like Bourdieu’s gender generalisations, suggesting that Jess gains insights into gender relations through living them and reflecting on them, Moreover, the narrative of gradual, piecemeal, relatively ambiguous change captures Drabble’s idea of personal and social development well: it is a process fraught with difficulties and contradictions, but one in which the individual female, through her decisions, can gain some valuable insights. The educational system, in comparison, is shown mainly to perpetuate existing socio-cultural asymmetries of power, though, as a by-product, offering women the opportunity to discover truths about themselves and society which would not otherwise have been available to them

Jess becomes rich and almost equal to upper-class Sylvie, who invites her to a fundraising party. The depiction of upward class mobility in Drabble is in stark contrast to the rapid downward fall of the protagonists in The Loved Ones. In Drabble’s novel, characters, like Jess, move up in a gradual process over a long period of time, showing a lack of mobility in the class system, while in The Loved Ones, after having ‘servants and drivers’ and living in ‘extravagant villa in the neighbourhood that was fenced in with electric wire and police dogs’ in Iraq, war and exile make Suhaila live on Paris Municipality’s meals, which ‘looks very much like my old shoes’, showing the sudden and catastrophic changes that war and conflict bring to apparently stable middle-class lives (TLO 279, 155, 4).

In The Pure Gold Baby, now that Jess has become ‘bold, brave, independent, proud, self-sufficient’, she does not allow men to dominate her (PGB 229). Zain ‘disappeared, without protest, as Bob before him had disappeared’ (PGB 128), once she decides that she no longer wishes to be in a relationship with them, again implying that women can free themselves from the burden of male power. However, she ‘ejected Zain’ on the pretext that Anna would come home from the school for children with special needs (120). The use of the word eject, ie to throw out; to throw away; to release, which involves violence, shows Jess’s soft violence, and the excuse she gives suggests the kind of deception men are shown to use against women. Bob is also a victim of her soft violence. By making the female protagonist perpetrator of symbolic violence, Drabble contradicts the gender essentialism of theorists like Bourdieu. 

Evidently, Bourdieu’s theory has many limitations. In The Loved Ones, female characters are sometimes powerful and dismiss men they are no longer interested in, for example, as Layal does to Nader. Thus, both novels are highly sophisticated and non-conventional in the depiction of their female protagonists. Drabble and Mamduh appear to question the basis of theories of female complicity in male power. The subtle narratives of both novels challenge the fixed polarities of gender essentialism reproduced in any number of ways through modern theory as well as traditional and contemporary socio-economic structures, without therefore rejecting critiques of structures of male power. 

In both novels, mothers are closely entangled with and influence their children. but these relationships are also shown to be complex and contradictory, rather than another form of soft power, in reverse. Thus we are told that, for Jess, Anna, was ‘a millstone, an everlasting burden, a pure gold baby, a precious cargo to carry all the slow way through life’, which is an intriguing apparent reference to Drabble’s own early novel, as well as Plath’s poem: a metafictional moment. This also shows that Jess has understandably conflicting emotions regarding her decision to raise Anna by herself. At the same time, she acknowledges that Anna ‘would be what she would be’, and accepts the consequences of her developmental disability and the effect it will have on her life, a perspective which is consistent with her clear-eyed attitude towards her male partners and her relationships (PGB 19-20). Drabble’s third novel, The Millstone, also depicts the life of a young, single woman in London in the 1960s, who had an unplanned baby, which changed her life.  

Many critics, including Elaine Showalter, as I said in Chapter Two, hold that Drabble is ‘the novelist of maternity, as Charlotte Brontë was the novelist of the schoolroom’ (qtd in Joannou 2000: 56).  However, motherhood in The Pure Gold Baby is not a vital aspect which determines Jess’s self-identity. This elucidates Drabble’s own conflicting and unresolved ideas about motherhood, based on her own experiences as a child (Tapaswi 2012: 108). Eleanor suggests that Jess is too possessive towards her child: ‘the word “over-protected” sneaks into Jess’s mind, unbidden. Maybe it is, after all, through selfishness that she has kept Anna at home. Through selfishness, through pride’ (PGB 162). Eleanor reproaches Jess for making Anna ‘dependent’, and says that her friends called her ‘obsessive Jess’, but she refused to listen (PGB 202, 163). However, given Anna’s precarious social position, it is understandable that Jess would be wary about exposing her to potentially harmful circumstances, and thus to preserve her ‘pure gold baby’ from being damaged by others (PGB 6). The fact that this issue is not made prominent in the novel suggests that this could be seen to tell us more about the distorted and uncritical attitudes of Eleanor rather than any kind of soft violence or oppression on Jess’ part. Though this can be seen to be a problem with the narration, which some critics have drawn attention to, it is also a way of suggesting that society applies a kind of soft violence to disabled people even as it seems to be ‘caring’ and sympathetic towards them, if we take Eleanor to represent a typical perspective on disability (Merrigan 2013: n.p.).

Suhaila’s relationship to her son, Nader, is made more central in The Loved Ones. Nader believes in retrospect that ‘she was immoderate in her love and she coerced me into accepting her extravagance’ (TLO 151). However, the novel does not censoriously condemn ‘immoderate love’, but shows it to be a key female capacity. This is ironic, though, since Nader himself shows a similar type of ‘immoderate love’ towards his own child, Leon, in a maternal manner. This shows us that Nader’s embarrassment about his mother is more to do with the understandable difficulty he has in acknowledging his female side, which results in him trying to reject the love his mother has for him. When Nader states that ‘she wanted to hear me say to her, Let me see all of your teeth when you smile’ (TLO 151), we understand that the idea of his mother displaying her talents offends him, and this divides the mother and son, as a result. Thus, in a sense, Nader becomes a vehicle for denying what Suhaila ‘want(s)’, preventing her from fully realising herself, or showing ‘all her teeth’, and refusing to allow her to be happy, to ‘smile’, though her staunch and obstinate desire to continue to mother him in his adult years and protect him from Sonia’s dominance shows how deeply she has been conditioned by her subordinate role in relation to males in the past.

Nader cuts all ties with his mother because ‘she provoked me into anger by using her love. With it she made me oblivious. There is no one like her for loving excessively’ (TLO 151). When Suhaila was pregnant, she wanted to have a female baby and to call her Al-Thuraya (The Pleiades). In spite of having a boy and giving him a boy’s name, Suhaila keeps on calling Nader this female name even after emigrating to France, as her friends tell Nader when they meet him later, near Suhaila’s sick bed. She is upset by the sight of her newborn baby’s male genitalia, telling Nader: ‘I cried – I bawled and squealed – when faced with that extraordinary and simple thing [the baby’s penis]’ (TLO 59). 

Suhaila wanted a beautiful girl-child, to be her ‘companion, [her] dear companion’, probably, to be like Anna, a pure gold baby, but Nader, though potentially a pure gold baby in his own right, is conflicted, in that, in a highly masculinised society, the feminine and maternal side he has cannot be shown (TLO 58). When Suhaila goes to Canada to witness the birth of her grandson, she tells Nader: ‘Inside of you I see a mother, a sister, some kind of soothing feminine touch’ (PGB 26). Indeed, we are told that ‘his masculinity made itself scarce’, as Suhaila notices (PGB 261). Even before his marriage, Layal told him not to shave, as he was ‘too sweet’ otherwise (TLO 19). Gender roles themselves are shown as soft violence. Nader’s wife, Sonia, wields power over him, from Suhaila’s point of view, or, as Ghazoul sees it, ‘appropriates the patriarchal role of repression’ (‘Afterword’, 320), but this is to deny what Nader himself is also shown to try to deny, which is that in many ways he is more female than male, but his biology determines his destiny in a highly patriarchal world. Eventually Nader comes to feel dominated by his wife, as he does by his mother, and ultimately tries to reject them both, disappearing from his mother’s life in order that ‘my backbone would firm up, my bones would grow strong, and my manipulative abilities would double’ (TLO 20). However, the fact that he marries Sonia suggests that he is actually seeking a situation in which he does not have to display the kind of traditional male authority he fruitlessly seeks.


Suhaila sees ‘authority… etched on her desiring face; the halo of vindictive femininity casts its light all around her’, and she tells Nader what to do (TLO 261-62). She thought that Sonia’s authority ‘had something supernatural about it, like the force of the legendary creature, the ghoul’ (TLO 262). She believes she has ‘surrender[ed] the flag to [Sonia]’ (TLO 263).  However, we see here how Suhaila’s view of Sonia is distorted by an underlying distaste for his being ‘desir(ed)’ by another woman; that she is directing her energies into an area in which she must accept that she no longer has control, and projecting demonic and monstrous features onto another. The Loved Ones explores the complexities of relational and psyche-related dynamics, and Suhaila comes to a realisation that ‘jealousy [is] sinking its claws into’ her (TLO 261). 

It is Suhaila’s friends who rescue her from her obsession with her son’s situation, which might be seen as a radical kind of socio-cultural capital which Bourdieu’s model appears not to consider. Caroline phones Suhaila and asks when she will return to work, and, from what she has heard on the network of friends they belong to, puts her finger on Suhaila’s problem regarding her son and demands honesty: ‘do not swallow your pride in front of me and say yet again, “I was unable to stand what was in front of me”’ (TLO 263), thus attempting to get Suhaila to face up to what is holding her down, indicating that this network is not simply caring but also, when necessary, critical. Ferial articulates Suhaila’s problem and solution succinctly:

The grandson arrived and she is the mother. You are not. Sonia has taken on all the roles and so has her son, and he crosses the spaces between you and her like a clock hand. Return to yourself a little. Return to us. (275)

Such advice can be seen to have a positive if delayed effect on Suhaila, who ultimately does manage to let go of these complex ties and return to life with a new autonomy. Thus, where the dynamics of the biological family are shown to overwhelmingly frustrate women’s capacities and potential, the self-constructed affinity group Suhaila is part of enables her to escape from that matrix. 

Colonialism 
Neither The Pure Gold Baby nor The Loved Ones is about colonialism directly, but they make reference to it. For instance, in The Gates of Ivory, Drabble refers to Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1899), and in The Pure Gold Baby to Africa and its colonization by the Europeans. For Jess, Africa is different from the one described in Heart of Darkness, as she thinks of it as the place from which ‘all life’ came (PGB 148). Drabble’s novel engages with issues of colonialism and post-colonialism. Aliya Mamduh is also concerned with the effect of colonialism on Iraq and other countries, like Vietnam and India, as reflected in the characters that belong to these areas.   

Although The Pure Gold Baby does not celebrate Conrad, it nevertheless reflects some of Conrad’s horror at the European colonialist practices in Africa, expressing even more damning evidence with recent historical visions to show readers the overwhelming and long-lasting impact of colonialism. Drabble’s novel reiterates the soft violence and domination of the representatives of colonialism and neo-colonialism in missionary work and explorers who fortified colonialism. The novel also reminds us of the political changes which led to the replacement of the missionaries with Non-Governmental Organizations of neo-colonialism.

Bourdieu relates his view of soft violence to colonialism, though he is thought to ‘perilously overlook colonialism’ by a number of critics (Go, 2013, p. 50; Said, 1989, p. 223). In his Algerians (1958), Bourdieu views colonialism as a ‘racialized system of oppression based on violence’, underpinned by soft violence, because, he believes, colonialism is ‘the exercise of power’ by the dominant colonisers on dominated, colonised people (Go 68; Bourdieu 1962, 120). He believes that because colonial society is based on a ‘caste system’, the original population of the colonised state are characterised as inferiors and scornfully called ‘natives’ by colonisers, who also consider them to be ‘strangers’ (Bourdieu 1962,132, 134, 131). Bourdieu wants other races as well as women to be conscious of their oppression in order ‘to understand both their oppression and the possible remedies for it’, as Clare Chambers puts it (2008: 61). Bourdieu blames the natives for being passive and for allowing the colonisers to dominate them. The negative nature of the natives, according to Bourdieu, gives the opportunity to the colonial system to function properly. The passivity of the dominated society makes the gap between them and the dominant society ‘steadily become wider, as much in the social and psychological as in the economic domain’ (Bourdieu 1962: 134).
The Pure Gold Baby stresses that the colonists are able to work on the lands of native people because of the passivity of the latter and the colonial assumptions of the former. Jess describes a tribe in Zambia’s Bangweulu Lake as simple pygmy hunters and fishers who ‘wouldn’t like the new industrial prosperity of the copper mines’ (PGB 81). Eleanor believes that the passive attitude of these local tribes is reactionary, ‘in support of colonial oppression’ (PGB 81). When the Zambian tribe members were forced to work in the copper mines they went mad because they ‘would not eat of the flesh of the amphibious land-dwelling fish called nkomo, because if you ate of this […] it would drive you mad’ (PGB 36). The colonised people stick to their food taboos and do not like to change and work in the industries, and the colonisers cannot understand why they care so much about these taboos. They do not see that this is a way in which colonised people resist the cultural and economic domination of the coloniser, who not only wants to exploit them but also to ‘convert’ them into something which they are not, namely western consumers

The novel also reiterates the racial and sexual exploitation of the colonized people, as reflected in a booklet of hand-coloured drawings of colonised people that Jess’s father acquired in a bazaar in North Africa and which contains ‘bare-breasted Africans […] bosoms that descended like leathery sacks of wineskins below the waist, and little conical breasts that pointed cheerfully upwards’ (PGB 10). Soft violence might be about how we represent the other. The hegemonic graphic representation and visualisation of the black female body and ‘the representation of the racial/sexual other was first seen in orientalist paintings, and reached its apogee in the colonial era’, as Ponzanesi points out, which suggests that soft violence can also be found in visual representations of the other, as well as verbal and written form (2005: 165). Ponzanesi argues that the sexual representations of the black body are ‘cultural technologies of domination’ in which ‘the black body became an icon for sexuality in general and sexuality became a metaphor of domination’ (Ponzanesi 2005: 165). Another scholar, Ann Laura Stoler, similarly argues that ‘sexuality serves as a loaded metaphor for domination’ and ‘sexual images illustrate the iconography of rule’ (44).

Eleanor describes how her postmodern society would see Jess’s father’s booklet as racist and sexist and compares it with the ‘Family of Man’ exhibition in the 1950s (PGB 117). She highlights what she terms ‘its alleged limitations’: 

It has been deconstructed as racist and sexist, and images that had seemed beautiful and universal to me (as the pictures in Jess’s father’s book had appeared to Jess) were condemned as condescending and exploitative. (PGB 117)

The novel also condemns the miserable living conditions of the natives in the African colonies and condemns the ‘condescension and racial prejudice’ practised in them (PGB 36). The African colonies are described as being plagued with ‘laziness… dirtiness… unhealthiness! The smallpox, the jiggers, the worms, the ticks, the syphilis, the scurvy, the leprosy!’ (PGB 36). This description reminds us of the way Conrad’s Heart of Darkness stresses the corruption of the colonisers and their agents who take pains to depict Africa as a very dangerous and neglected continent. Frantz Fanon, the Martinique-born African-French writer, thinks that the colonisers deliberately neglected the regions in Africa, while plundering their natural resources and exporting them to meet the needs of the industries of their mother countries. The colonisers, Fanon holds, allowed only certain sectors of the colony to become rich and prosperous (Fanon 1963: 158). This neglect of some parts in the colonies, Fanon argues, continues to dominate in postcolonial times because the members of the African bourgeoisie imitate their Western masters (1963: 157). Fanon, like Bourdieu, blames the dominant class structure in the colonies for the poverty and suffering of the majority. He holds that it is all a matter of class, planted by the colonisers: 

Europe has multiplied divisions and opposing groups, has fashioned classes and sometimes even racial prejudices, and has endeavored by every means to bring about and intensify the stratification of colonized societies. (Fanon 1963: 10) 

But, unlike Bourdieu’s theory of soft violence, Fanon endorses physical violence as a means to confront colonialism: ‘Yes. For violence, like Achilles' lance, can heal the wounds that it has inflicted’ (Fanon 1963: 29).

Fanon also points out that today ‘the European nations sprawl, ostentatiously opulent’, but this European opulence, which ‘is literally scandalous, for it has been founded on slavery’, have been built up ‘with the sweat and the dead bodies of Negroes, Arabs, Indians, and the yellow races’ (1963: 95). Fanon’s views on colonialism can be perceived in The Loved Ones in the representation of the Arabs, Suhaila and her son, the Indian, Sonia, and the Vietnamese driver, Ken. Nader is always conscious of his inferior origin as an Arab. On his way from Canada to France, he goes through some difficult times in airports. The French security officer at Charles de Gaulle Airport in Paris ‘started to study [Nader’s] temporary Canadian papers’, which makes Nader feel ‘uneasy to the point of alarm’ (TLO 8). Although he lives in the West, he feels like the colonised natives, who, as Fanon argues, are ‘always on the alert’ and ‘always presumed guilty’ (1963: 52). Nader ‘was afraid, in fact, my fear acid-like, fully able to scorch my skin and then burn all the way to my heart without emitting the slightest telltale smoke’ (TLO 8). He describes how he was standing at the rear of the queue and how he was ‘on the edge of collapse’, because he feels that ‘everyone here stares at me, giving me cryptic looks’ (TLO 8, 9). His feeling of inferiority makes him feel ashamed of his Arab identity, as soft violence is shown to affect the victims of islamophobia as well as of colonialism: 

I have come to know ultimately that my blood will stay with me, loyal to the end as I push it away, trying to cover it up and hide it as if it’s a sin or a physical handicap. Arab blood. (TLO 8, 9) 

Nader represents those who attempt to escape from the historically determined position of the ethnically and socio-economically oppressed Arab, but the novel shows that such denial does not prevent him from being on the receiving end of the racism of western governmentality. The fact that he associates his ethnic identity with immorality and disability suggests that he has internalized the dominant European stereotype of the Arab, which is a common colonial and post-colonial phenomenon. The novel suggests the need to cherish both cultural and ethnic diversity, on one hand, and to recognise the socio-cultural roots of one’s own identity on the other.

 When ‘the policeman stares [him] in the eye uncovering [Nader’s] anxiety’, he frightens Nader still further (TLO 9). This ‘arrogant master who will straddle us’, to use Fanon’s words, makes Nader think of conflict: ‘We were alone facing a battle that had to be joined even if it were to be fought solely with “white weapons.” Words, just words’ (TLO 9). The new technology of body-search equipment makes him feel like a slave that ‘should be in a cage or a cell, as if I required a guard, chains, locks, and keys’ (TLO 9) because he is dehumanised by such an invasive process. 

Unlike Youssef in Beyond Love, whose ‘roots run deep into the earth’, therefore he did not leave Iraq, Nader feels that he is rootless and that feeling becomes stronger when Tessa Hayden sends a plant in a vase to Suhaila’s room in the hospital, with which he connects (BL 106):

I was still holding tightly onto the plant as if it were a connecting cord between me and those roots of mine that had been severed. I held it gently, as if it harbored a part of my mother’s soul, of the spirit of my homeland from which I had so long been absent. (TLO 147)
This reawakening by Nader of a sense of his own identity, rooted both in his mother and in his nation, Iraq, and of repairing the personal damage inflicted on him by neo-colonialism, is a significant moment in the novel, as it is related to the more general philosophy of the novel, which shows that victims of violence can become survivors, and in doing so gain a degree of enlightenment and self-understanding, which may not otherwise have been possible.

In The Loved Ones, the psychological state of survivors of male violence is depicted as a kind of disease that is similar to post-traumatic stress disorder. Suhaila is seen by her peers, and by herself, to suffer from some kind of mania, though it is also one which gives her a visionary quality when she releases her pent-up feelings, in a way which disconcerts the family: thus, Diya’s wife Marianne complains that ‘she has begun to spread terror in the hearts of the two little ones’ (TLO 255). Marianne wants to eject Suhaila from the family, to send her home, as if her ‘madness’ is an intrinsic part of her otherness, her Arab identity: ‘your country is somewhere else; somewhere out there, I mean, in that region of the globe’ (TLO 255). She insists that Suhaila ‘must make yourself go to a psychiatrist’, meaning that if she is to remain in the West, she must submit to western models of madness, treatment and cure (TLO 255). The references to leprosy and madness in The Loved Ones suggest to us that the Iraqi author, Mamduh, is familiar with Foucault’s Madness and Civilization (1961). The novel shows that submitting to western models is a fundamental misunderstanding of Suhaila’s problem, which is ultimately caused by the role of the West in global politics, and the patriarchal structures across the world. The sense is that, like the three friends, people in general have been displaced from their true loci, literally and metaphorically, and must find ways to reconstruct their identities in challenging and hostile circumstances.


Another way in which the idea of soft violence of the author, Mamduh, differs from Bourdieu’s is that she shows it to be inextricably linked to the hard violence of Western foreign policy and capitalism. Nader, who gets a well-paid job in Canada, tells his mother:

There’s nothing left here except marketing […] My identity here is completely a matter of what I do for a living […] I’m a commodity too […] Commodification extends to anything that might possibly enter your mind. (TLO 257)

In western society, any capital, literal or metaphorical, is a resource for exploitation, including creativity and the imagination. Every aspect of self, community and environment is forcibly reduced to a price by and for corporate business, and identity itself becomes a vehicle for profiteering. This perspective suggests a profoundly hollow, entirely ruthless world. Western countries invade, disrupt and exploit other countries in order to gain access to and exploit the human and natural resources present, to open up new markets for western corporate business, often in weaponry and security, and to undermine potential rival economies and ideologies, in the process causing suffering on a vast scale, through direct use of violence, as well as more subtle, softer forms. 

Explicit violence as a product of war and colonisation is also shown in The Loved Ones. Nader describes the horrific conditions recounted by the Vietnamese driver, Ken, who was his landlord in Brighton, about his mother’s suffering during the Vietnam War and how, when he was still a toddler, his family and many others made their way to the West, ‘transported in trucks and trains […] crowded with American soldiers’, wrapped inside his mother’s clothes. He narrates how, when she transferred him from her chest to between her thighs, his mother’s ‘pubic hair sprinkled her urine slowly along my palate […] I would […] nearly choke from the stream of it and from the blood she was hemorrhaging’, a practice which ‘saved my life’ (TLO 259, 260). The refugees are ‘crushed like insects, our bodies to be tossed into […] garbage piles or dumped at crossroads’ (TLO 260). The novel goes on to describe the rape and violence to which these very vulnerable people were routinely subjected. And as in Drabble’s The Gates of Ivory, Mamduh’s novel moves between Good and Bad Times, showing how outsiders or Westerners look at those in Bad Times.  
From the relative tranquility of Canada, Suhaila, who went there to witness the birth of her grandson, notices that the western media concentrates more on a skiing accident in Europe than the fact that ‘at dawn on that very day American planes were strafing the Amiriya shelters in Baghdad’ (TLO 267), killing at least 400 civilians in the process, but claiming it was a legitimate target. Thus, the novel graphically illustrates the horror of hard violence, as well as exploring soft violence, and links the cruelty and barbarity it inflicts to the nature of the globalised western capitalism, an aspect entirely missing from Bourdieu’s theory.

In its treatment of colonialism, The Pure Gold Baby deals in many parts with missionaries, including David Livingstone, Mungo Park, Mary Slessor and others. Because these missionaries enact the soft power of the Church, they also represent colonialism. According to Joseph Nye’s Soft Power (2004), missionaries function as the soft power of the colonizers through their policy of ‘attraction, not coercion’, which attracts masses of people and make them their followers (Nye 94). By following the missionaries and embracing the religion of the colonizers, these masses of people are unconsciously supporting colonialism. Anthropologists can be viewed in the same way. Rose Goring, in her review of The Pure Gold Baby (2013), describes these missionaries as ‘intrepid Scots (who) represent the extremes of colonial attitudes towards the African continent’. In including missionaries in her novel, Goring argues, Drabble is ‘as concerned to chart modern political and social progression, and the errors of our forebears,’ as to focus on her fictional characters. Bourdieu, in his Language and Symbolic Power, terms the priests ‘oblates’ of the churches and says that they are nothing without the institutions they serve (1991: 195). Apparently, Drabble shares Bourdieu’s view, as she says:

Most missionaries went forth from oppressed lives, from lives without prospects, to better themselves […] They were mill workers, Presbyterians, Congregationalists, the children of drunkards. (PGB 175) 

Drabble considers the two missionaries David Livingstone and Mary Slessor as good examples of the people who lived ‘oppressed lives’, because they were raised in utter poverty and had to work to support their families in childhood (Akpanika 2015: 525). However, when they became adults the church gave them power and authority to dominate others. The novel deals with the imposition of a new religion and culture on the colonized people, in what Bhabha calls ‘the colonialist project of English civility’ (1994: 108), where the Bible functions both as a religious book and an ‘English book’, bearing ‘both the standard of the cross and the standard of the empire’ (1994: 108, 92). Livingstone presented the Bible to the African people in magic lantern shows and they were amazed by the Biblical stories in them and were particularly impressed by the story of Moses in the bulrushes, and of the baby in the manger with the ox and the ass, because they reminded them of some scenes they were familiar with, such as the shores of Bangweulu. Though the natives were not converted to Christianity, they viewed the crucifixion as a horrible act and Livingstone thought  that they might not have fully understood that it was not being recommended by the Gospels (PGB 86-87).  The use of the magic lantern ‘to produce a visual effect’ (Bhabha 1994: 118) on the natives shows Livingstone to be part of what Nicholas Dirks has called ‘the cultural technologies of domination’ (Ponzanesi 2005: 166), or the soft power of colonialism. 

         In both novels, colonialism is shown to have seriously adverse effects on individuals, families, communities, societies and on the world in general, though it is viewed from different perspectives in each, namely through western and eastern perspectives. Moreover, it is also linked in both novels to the way a dominant ideology constructs and promotes a negative impression of the Other, and thus links the position of women in patriarchal and male-dominated societies to that of non-Europeans subject to western power. 

Conclusion
The Pure Gold Baby is written in the past and present tense as the narrative goes back and forth. Drabble experiments much with rhetorical questions, tense, direct address and so on. There is a deliberate conversational relationship with the reader, which shows Drabble’s kinship with the novelists of the past, like Charles Dickens and George Eliot, but also suggests that she favours parole over langue, informal communication to formal, written texts, and thus fluidity and open-endedness to fixity and logocentrism (Allardice 2011: n.p.). Barthes talks about the academic tendency to ignore or subordinate parole to langue, but that such attitudes limit the scope of criticism significantly

Language and speech: each of these two terms of course achieves its full definition only in the dialectical process which unites one to the other: there is no language without speech, and no speech outside language. (Barthes 1968)
The conversational aspects of both novels generate a sense of inclusivity and heterogeneity, beyond a limited educated readership, as well as reiterating its power within the novels to generate insight and self-expression in the protagonists. As Glenda Leeming states, addressing the reader ‘may contribute to the impression that the narrator, or through the narrator the author, is a communicative presence’ (2006: 14). About her style, Drabble wrote:

In our head we switch tenses all the time. I like watching things on hand-held camera and I think I write a bit like that – I zoom in and out and go backwards and forwards, because that’s how my brain works. It makes some people queasy, changing perspectives from ‘I’ to ‘we’. (‘In our head’, 2013)
By creating Eleanor, Ellen Cronan Rose believes that Drabble is ‘messing up’ her novel ‘with the untold’, and others say she lets her narrator dominate her readers by using a vague language which only offers conundrums (Rose 1988: 92; Creighton 1982: 20-21). Drabble, though, said that she does not ‘feel superior’ and cannot dominate her characters, which we can understand to involve a refusal of the soft violence of authorship, which is especially significant in novels with strong autobiographical and documentary elements, as the relationship to real persons and situations is closer, and the relationship with the reader is more complex. One of the reasons for this negative reaction to Drabble’s method here may be that the switch between ‘I’ and ‘we’ challenges ‘the ideology of consumer capitalism’, which promotes only the ‘I’ and suppresses the ‘we’ (Cerni 2007: 12; Lasch 1991: 218). Another idea that Drabble seems to be playing with is that female language and expression is less abstract and more ‘messy’ than male language, which is associated in the western tradition with facts and truths, which is not to say that she represents these two types of language as binary and essentialist opposites, but that she, like Mamduh, understands that the historical oppression of women in many times and cultures has forced them to invent their own ways of communicating, which cannot be rationalised or controlled by patriarchal structures.

To conclude, I find Bourdieu’s theory of soft violence to be relevant to both novels, in which violence takes two forms: the symbolic and the physical. Physical and soft violence are closely related.  Soft violence is likely to be hidden, as in state violence, for example, you do not see it. It is legitimised by the system as Moon-Kie Jung asserts in his essay, ‘Symbolic and Physical Violence’: ‘Symbolic violence is a necessary condition of possibility for the legitimate use of physical violence’ (Jung 2004: 128). Thus, soft violence can cause just as much damage, psychological or literal as hard violence. However, there are certain limitations in applying this theory to sophisticated prose fiction like The Pure Gold Baby and The Loved Ones as far as gender is concerned, as discussed at length in this chapter. The most obvious issue is the overt misogyny involved in Bourdieu’s characterisation of the universal female as masochistic and irredeemably attracted to the purportedly charismatic male, along with the gender polarisation it involves. Following on from this, it means that he does not consider variations on power relations, or the possibility that women may find forms of resistance to such social conditioning collectively and independently. Moreover, he does not consider that females can be charismatic and attractive to other women, or that men can have less masculine features than those determined by patriarchal ideology.


As discussed in this chapter, though Bourdieu’s ideas might seem to apply to both novels, ultimately to do so means that we reduce the complex interactions and presentations of gender dynamics into a monolithic entity and tend to blame female (and feminine men) for pursuing victimhood, whereas both novels illustrate how women find various ways of resisting the logic of such dynamics and of this theory. Both novels portray how women can be weakened and undermined by the difficult circumstances of living in cultures and society which heavily favour men but they also show the ingenuity and collegiality of such women, and how they can and do overcome such powerful structures.

In The Pure Gold Baby, the theme of the death of the mother is repeated in the novel. Eleanor shows deep concern about Anna and her future as a woman with disabilities with an ageing mother. In The Loved Ones, Suhaila becomes Lady Lazarus coming back from death, as narrated by Nader:

“Na–.”

It is her.

I started. As if stung by lightning I jerked my head up to look at her. The eyes were half open. (TLO 151)  

I heard my mother’s voice a second time. “Na–”

“Mama. Look at me, now, I’m here, right beside you, Mother. We all want you to come back. (TLO 156)

Caroline tells Nader that his mother will come back because ‘she is just away, just travelling, as if she wanted a bit of a break by herself in order to come back renewed, to accustom herself and fit in anew with us. And with her own self’ (TLO 147). In the end, just as Nader is seen to go through a process of transitioning from a more male to a more female identity, so the novel does the same, taking Nader with it, as it were, as part of a more far-reaching transition, embodied in his mother, Suhaila’s return from near death: a process which all the protagonists play a part in. 

Rabab explains how ‘from […] among those old women, I was born’, and goes on to show how this creative breakthrough was accompanied by a realisation of her own sexual complexity, whereby she found herself attracted to and in a relationship with the ‘wild, gay grandson’ of a socialite she created sculptures for, who had ‘an unrivalled way of arousing my femininity’ (TLO 276, 277). Rabab chooses to ‘give him my virginity as a sort of bounty to that ferocious beauty’, thus making that which is traditionally seen as a valuable commodity into a free gift, as the relationship allows her to bring submerged aspects of her identity to light. Another consequence for Rabab of allowing herself to find herself through unconventional creative and sexual means is that it gives her a clear and unambiguous perspective on her previous affair with an Iraqi man: it ‘was a trivial lie’ and the Iraqi cultural context which tied her to him, ‘all those stars in the Baghdad sky […] bankrupt’ (TLO 278) . 

Both novels suggest a remarkable gift for survival and self-rehabilitation in women, a power which is neither the obverse of male domination nor an intrinsically female characteristic but a quality which is the product of the positioning of women in socio-cultural and economic margins, across time and place; an evolved ability to analyse and comprehend the nature of such realities, and thus to resist the culture that either kills them or manipulates them into killing themselves, metaphorically, theoretically and in reality.

Conclusion

Will the killing ever stop, will the Numbers Game ever be played out, will atrocities ever cease, will the choir and the congregation be able to rise to the crescendo? No, of course not. Earth shall be fair, and all her people one! No, of course not, these voices are not powerful enough, they are not unified, they strain but they cannot make it, they are earthbound, feeble, out of tune. They are human. (GoI 368)

The purpose of this research is to examine the theme of violence in selected novels by Margaret Drabble and four Iraqi novelists. One of the most important observations one can draw from comparing these texts is that, though violence varies in frequency and intensity in these novels, its impact can be seen to be very similar across cultures and periods. This thesis argues that though the investigated novels deal with social and political problems belonging to two different social environments, there is a wide space of comparison regarding themes such as physical violence, soft violence, gender dynamics, class divisions and inequality, history and politics. The similarities found among these novels make us imagine that characters from the paired novels meet and engage in a kind of dialogue with each other. 

Liz, Alix, Esther and Shirley in The Radiant Way and The Gates of Ivory meet and speak to Huda and Nadia in Beyond Love. Esther’s refugee status, which makes her detached from mainstream English life, is very close to Huda and Nadia, both being refugees in Amman. Alix also meets the two Iraqi protagonists in being a biopolitical construct and in her conformity and fear of the threat of violence, although she lives in the West. Liz and Shirley also speak to the Iraqi female characters in being forced into conventional structures, such as marriage. However, the Iraqi females, particularly Huda, seem to resist conformity to patriarchy by being hesitant in accepting a marriage proposal.

In The Gates of Ivory and Frankenstein in Baghdad women in ‘Bad Times’, such as Mme Akrun and Elishua, meet each other and they speak about their missing sons in the war and how they try to find them or even find their replacements. Liz meets Al-Shismah, in the female incarnation, and they converse about seeping blood and menstruation. The dying Stephen meets the cat Nabu. Both are balding and both are associated with writing and hope. The male Al-Shismah cannot meet Pol Pot, who remains absent. However, both are monsters, who cause destruction and mass deaths.       

The Red Queen in Drabble’s novel meets Hayat in al-Dulaymi’s Saturn Ladies and both meet Shahrazad of the Arabian Nights. The three protagonists are storytellers, who seek to resist violence and death and to change the world through the power of their stories. Babs in Drabble’s novel also speaks to Hayat, for both women try to preserve history. Babs gives the testimony of the Princess’s court life to the novelist character, Margaret Drabble, to rewrite it as a novel, while Hayat writes her own testimony, as well as of that of other women, in a book. These women believe that preserving their stories will help them to survive, and in turn empower other women to narrate their own stories and, similarly, survive too.
Jess’s women friends in The Pure Gold Baby, who stand beside her in her difficult times as a single mother of a disabled baby, meet Suhaila’s friends, who are gathered around her sickbed, trying to help her to survive. Jess also meets Suhaila and speak about their cruel and domineering partners and their suffering after the disappearance of their men. Anna meets Nader and they speak about their shared circumstances, missing fathers and their being the only children of their mothers. Eleanor speaks to Rabab about Rodin’s bronze of an old woman, which she visits in Paris and Rabab speaks to her about her statues of old women. The colonised Africans in Drabble’s novel meet their Iraqi and Vietnamese counterparts in Mahmouh’s novel.  

The novels, The Radiant Way, Beyond Love, Saturn Ladies, The Pure Gold Baby and The Loved Ones present solidarity among women. They also present the kinds of experiential learning, as in Suhaila’s case, who learns much about her body and ageing; Jess, who comes to understand the nature of soft violence involved in her affair with the Professor; Liz, who develops a much more mature understanding of men through her marriages; and Huda, who realises that she did not, after all, wish to marry the man her family had planted in her life as future husband; and the Korean Princess, who is able to comment retrospectively on her personal history due to the fact that she has made use of various opportunities provided by institutions and technologies, to develop her learning, in her afterlife. All the various strategies employed by these characters to gain insight into the nature of their situations are shown to be important to women, marginalised from or only partly recognised by male-dominated education systems and principles. In contrast, men are shown to depend more on official sources of knowledge for their understanding of themselves and the world in which they live. Moreover they are shown to tend to conflict over different perceptions of reality, and to desire to monopolise knowledge, and hence power, like Shahriyar. For instance, the struggle between the Korean king and his son in The Red Queen; the scenario in The Loved Ones, where Adam aggressively confronts Diya over his purported conformity to the ruling regime; and Charles’ competitive desire to achieve high social status, regardless of the harm it causes to others.

In Drabble’s novels, physical violence is, most of the time, far away, because Drabble herself appears to believe this is the case in her society. Therefore, her characters, such as Stephen and then Liz, travel thousands of miles to have first-hand knowledge of it. It is in Cambodia, where Khmer Rouge militia have killed millions of people; or in Korea, where the Red Queen lived; or in Africa where Jess longs to travel; or even in Iraq, where the Iraq-Iran war is mentioned in one of these novels. In the Iraqi novels, physical violence is always there. Even when the characters in these novels travel to safe cities, such as Amman or Brighton or Paris or Montréal, violence remains fresh in their minds and its trauma is never healed.  

Investigating the selected novels of Drabble and the Iraqi authors show that overt and covert violence are closely related. They are interwoven and interconnected. Both Drabble’s The Radiant Way and Hadiya Husayn’s Beyond Love present history and the explicit and implicit violence that has been committed through it, particularly by the biopolitics of Thatcher and Saddam. The physical violence brought by the strategies of these two leaders is shown to have a great impact on the characters in these novels. They spurred fear in these characters and that fear of violence shapes their lives. 

In The Gates of Ivory and Frankenstein in Baghdad, the overt violence, brought by the colonisers who live in the ‘Good Times’ is shown to have created monsters, such as Pol Pot and Al-Shismah. These monsters not only exercise explicit  but also implicit violence. They create fear and fascination, which makes some attack them, particularly Al-Shismah, but some others help them to go on living.   

In Drabble’s The Red Queen, al-Dulaymi’s Saturn Ladies, and the Arabian Nights, both types of violence are presented. In these three fictions, men as well as women are shown to be victims of both hard and soft violence. Unlike the females, violence makes male victims violent as well, in both novels. In Drabble’s novel, Prince Sado is the victim of the soft violence of his father, the king, who does not favour him and frequently criticises him. The prince comes to hate as well as fear his father. These emotions make Sado behave in an unnatural way, killing for relief, just like Shahriyar, in the Arabian Nights. In al-Dulaymi’s novel, Hazim is castrated by the regime, which turns him into a violent person. In Drabble’s novel, ostracism, punishment and violence compel the Korean Princess to follow her gender stereotypical norms. She finds herself trapped in her marriage with Prince Sado. And though she is uncomfortable in her new courtly lifestyle, she can never get out of it, just like Shahrazad, who is also trapped for life by marrying king Shahriyar. Besides the violence of the patriarchal society, women in Saturn Ladies face the calamities of war alone, though unlike Drabble’s Princess, but like Shahrazad, they try to resist patriarchal violence, when finding themselves entrapped in it. 

  As in The Red Queen and Saturn Ladies, traumatised men become violent in The Pure Gold Baby and The Loved Ones. Zain in Drabble’s novel and Adam, Suhaila’s husband, as well as the husbands of Suhaila’s friends, in Aliya Mamduh’s novels, commit domestic violence against their wives because of the trauma of war and violence, which, in the Iraqi novel, they themselves take part in. Also in the Iraqi novel, they practise soft violence on their wives, who, as in the previous novels, find themselves trapped and unable to change their situations.

Additionally, in both The Pure Gold Baby and The Loved Ones, soft violence transforms the relations of domination into affective relations in a kind of symbolic alchemy, transfiguring power into charisma or into the charm suited to evoke affective enchantment. Both protagonists, Jess and Suhaila, are dominated by males for being bewitched by their charismatic personalities and their sexual capabilities. But we also see how these two women become perpetrators of soft violence themselves by being too possessive of and domineering to their children. In these two novels, institutions like education empower men as well as women and make them dominate others. Jess, in Drabble’s novel, as well as many characters in the Iraqi novels, are empowered by their university education, university degrees and academic titles, which enable them to move up to a higher social class and enjoy the power and authority of good positions in the state and society and provide them with the means to practice soft violence on others. 
It is worth reiterating that physical and soft violence are closely related because ‘both symbolic violence (soft) and concrete (hard) violence are understood sociologically as forms of social control’ (Colaguori 2010: 388). They are interwoven and interconnected, like the two sides of a coin. So, where there is physical violence, there is always soft violence and vice versa; in some ways, though, as we have seen, hard violence is often displaced onto a different person or place, or  to a different time. Soft violence is likely to be hidden away somehow, like state violence, which is legitimised by the system, as Moon-Kie Jung points out: ‘Symbolic violence is a necessary condition of possibility for the legitimate use of physical violence’ (2004: 128). Thus, soft violence can cause just as much damage, psychological and physical as hard violence. In a sense it seems better to consider hard and soft violence as a continuum or spectrum, rather than a binary opposition.
Among other findings, I conclude that the Iraqi novel, Frankenstein in Baghdad, can be seen to be prophetic of the forming of Daesh, the terrorist group that has violently imposed a caliphate in parts of Syria and in northern Iraq in recent years. Al-Shismah’s weird name is like that of Daesh, which is an adapted acronym of the group’s Arabic name. This novel accurately predicts, as well as being an uncanny allegory of the campaign of terror that feeds the war-torn body of the countries mentioned, an unstoppable process that renews itself by creating more violence and more terror, so that Al-Shismah is a prototype of Daesh. I would like to conclude by speculating that Ahmad Sa‘dawi should write a sequel to his novel, entitled, Frankenstein in Iraq and Syria, given the recent development of this organisation.

Finally, I would like to emphasize that no one before has brought Drabble and the Iraqi novelists into dialogue in this way, to illuminate both violence and the literary practice of metafiction. This thesis has shown how both Drabble and the Iraqi writers of the focal novels show both an engagement with and simultaneous resistance to theory, which is seen to impose models on life and literature which simplify or distort the complex realities of living in a world where so many underlying causes are hidden and opaque in official accounts, and from individual perspectives. Though these writers, and sometimes their characters, use theory implicitly and explicitly, or acknowledge its validity in certain ways, they all insist that true learning is experiential, dialogical and mutual or collective, just as the characters in these novels from different cultures and the novels themselves do. Indeed, these novels all find ways of subtly eluding the imprint of theories, even when playing with the concepts they entail. They do this through literary devices and narrative strategies, such as puns, parody and, as it were, parenthetical discourses with their very many, mainly female readers, as this thesis has shown.

Recommendations for Further Studies


I found that Drabble was influenced by the Sudanese novelist Tayeb Salih (1929-2009) and this influence is clearly shown in The Pure Gold Baby. It seems that she had read Salih’s two English translated novels, Season of Migration to the North (1966) and Wedding of Zein (1962) when she created Zain, the Sudanese character in The Pure Gold Baby. In this novel, the title of Salih’s novel, Season of Migration to the North, which was declared ‘the most important Arabic novel of the 20th century’ by the Arab Literary Academy in 2001, is echoed by Zain in a dialogue with Jess: ‘The migration to the North has destroyed many’ (PGB 108). There are similarities between the character Zain and Salih’s depiction of the main characters in his two novels, Mustafa Sa'eed and Zein. It seems that Drabble has picked the name Zain from the name Zein, the protagonist of Wedding of Zein. Both Mustafa Sa'eed and Drabble’s Zain travel to London and study economics. Both characters marry white English women and both are compared to Othello because they stab their wives. There are also similarities between Drabble’s Zain and the biography of the Sudanese author, as both were working with the BBC. 


There are other aspects of comparison, such as the influence of Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness on both Drabble and Salih, and their exploration of cultural hybridity and cross-colonial experiences. I think all these aspects deserve further research and examination.  

Through close reading of the novels, The Red Queen, The Radiant Way and The Gates of Ivory, I found that Drabble is very interested in the colour red. In these novels, the colour red is associated not only with violence, but also with the female biology; the open body where blood seeps out. Because of its association with female body, the colour red is also linked to social gender construction. In this thesis, I discussed these points thoroughly in chapter two, which deals with The Gates of Ivory and I refer to them when examining The Red Queen in chapter three, but I did not include them in the chapter that examines The Radiant Way because they did not fall within the scope of the chapter. I would like to suggest them for further studies on The Radiant Way. 

In The Radiant Way, the colour red is associated with fears that usually accompany the menarche, as in Liz’s case, whose fears, as described by the narrator, are explained in exactly the same way as in Mary Chadwick’s The Psychological Problems in Menstruation (1932), which is considered the earliest psychoanalytic work about menstruation. I suggest exploring this connection between Drabble and Chadwick through further study. Though it is hard to find Chadwick’s book, but details of it can be found in The Curse: A Cultural History of Menstruation (1976) by Janice Delaney et al. 

Also in The Radiant Way, Esther is described as obsessed with the colour red and in Cambridge, her college room, which has ‘red-draped walls’, is compared to Freud’s consulting room although Esther ‘claimed not to be interested in Freud’ (TRW 92). Unlike Esther, Drabble claims to be heavily influenced by her readings of Freud, but obviously her novels are very critical of the implications of some of Freud’s theories. I suggest a further study of Drabble, Esther, Freud and the colour red. 

The colour red is also significant in Beyond Love, and can also be associated with Freud’s theories, particularly those in ‘The Taboo of Virginity’ (1918), in which menstruation is associated with losing virginity, which is the case in the Middle East, according to David Ghanim’s Gender and Violence in the Middle East (2009). This can be developed further and linked to honour killings. 

I also suggest the title ‘the Dance of the Macabre, Rebirth and Revenge in Ahmad Sa‘dawi’s Frankenstein in Baghdad’ as a topic for further research, to examine ethical questions concerning human dignity, justice, innocence, criminality and salvation. Georg Lukács’s The Theory of the Novel (1920) contains interesting and useful ideas on this topic.


I find the function of food in Drabble’s The Pure Gold Baby and Aliya Mamduh’s The Loved Ones very interesting because it is associated with gender and patriarchy in both novels, therefore, I suggest it for further study.
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� She wrote that, on 20 June 2017, in a reply to my email about the availability of her books in Iraq.





� I will refer to Hadiya Hussein as Hussein and to Saddam Hussein as Saddam throughout the thesis.


� In correspondence with Sa‘dawi on 21 September 2016, he says that Al-Shismah ‘is not a male or female. He is beyond gender’.


� See the call for papers web page of the 12th annual meeting of the European Association for Modern Arabic Literature (EURAMAL) < https://euramal12th.wordpress.com/about-the-conference/>.  





� He posted that, in Arabic, on his Facebook page on 10 October 2016.


� In a correspondence with Sa‘dawi on 21 Sept. 2016.


� The ‘fuck buddy’ expression is transcribed in Arabic letters and mentioned twice in the novel with reference to Nawal.


� These comments made in correspondence with him on 21 Sept. 2016.


� The book is known as the Arabian Nights in the Anglophone world after the name of the first British translation of the book by Richard F. Burton in 1885-1888, who gave it the title The Arabian Nights' Entertainment. I use the title, ‘the Arabian Nights’ to refer to the book. I also use Husain Haddawy’s 1990 translation of the tales as well as that of Burton as main references. I have not used the spelling of the heroine's name as Burton or Haddawy translates it, but rather as it is more commonly spelled, Shahrazad. It also applies to Shahriyar. 


� See Muhawi, ‘The “Arabian Nights” and the Question of Authorship’. Shahrazad is identified with the legendary queen of Persia, Homay or Humin. This reference was recorded in Al-Fihrist (the Index) by the tenth century Muslim book-seller, Ibn Al-Nadim. See Sallis, Sheherazade through the Looking Glass, Nurse, Eastern Dreams and Ch. Pellat, ‘Alf Layla Wa Layla’. 





� Drabble, personal communication with the author, at the Writers in Conversation event in Sheffield on the 10th of October 2015. 


� In an email exchange on 30 July 2014, Drabble states that in her childhood she ‘had a children's illustrated version of some of the stories, but maybe it was only Sindbad? (sic) I remember being terrified of the pictures of the Old Man of the Sea and the Roc. I would have been about seven or eight, maybe even younger’.
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� Margaret Drabble stated in a correspondence dated on 23 Jan. 2014, that she was not aware of Bourdieu’s symbolic violence theories when she wrote the novel. In a reply to my enquiry on 10 June 2017, Aliya Mamduh stated that she remembers that she had read plenty of Bourdieu’s works when she was writing The Loved Ones, but she can employ in her work only what she is able to include.      
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