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man civilization. In another work, Zahrat al-umr, Al-Hakim ex-
pounds his views on East-West relationships. Here he suggests ex-
plicitly ““a synthesis between the realism of the West and the idea-
lism of the East, both of which need each other”¢?.

IV Conclusion

The foregoing discussion focuses on some of the most impor-
tant issues in Bast-West relationships as reflected in the novels un-
der consideration. Al-Tayyeb Salih ends his novel with an earnest
plea for a more balanced crosscultural understanding. Mustafa
Saeed finally realizes that his political and historical grievances
against the West cannot be redressed by perverted vengeful means.
Though he realizes that he may not be able to overcome his ill-fee-
ling, he hopes that his children will be able to transcend this state
of mind with proper cultural orientation to guard them against the
potential dangers of crosscultural infection. On the other hand, Ya-
hya Haqgi concentrates on some conflicting valves between the
East and the West. Ismail’s failure to readjust himself in his own
community is attributed to his inability to reconcile his western-
acquired scientific knowledge with the deeply-rooted Islamic values
of his fellow citizens. Finally, Al-Hakim focuses on the spiritual as-
pects of the confirmation between East and West. Muhsin expe-
riences crosscultural difficulties and disappointments while in
France which prompt him to develop a self-defensive mechanism
against what he perceives as the «opportunism and excessive mate-
rialism» of the West. Muhsin, however, finally realizes that spiritua-
lism alone could hardly account for the diversity and richness of the
human civilization. His recognition of the interdependent nature of
various art forms underscores the concept of a three-fold source of
Western Culture of which one part is Arabian.

NOTES

(1) Peter Mansfield, The Arabs (Penguin Books, England, 1983), p. 497.

(2) Ibid., p. 501.

(3) Issa I. Boullata, “Encounter Between East and West: A Theme in Contempo-
rary Arabic Novel”, p. 48. In Issa J. Boullata (ed.), Critical Perspectives on
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Saeed and Ismail — Mubhsin develops a romantic relationship with a
French girl, Suzie, which is meant to crystallize the crosscultural en-
counter and as such to polarize the novel’s pervasive theme. Suzie at
first responds to Muhsin’s advances when she temporarily breaks up
with her French boy friend. Muhsin, however, is kept in the dark
about the true motive of Suzie and continues to believe that his
partner is genuinely in love with him. To his dismay, Suzie wastes
no time in dropping him when she is finally able to reconcile with
her old French boy friend. To this end, the story is presumably
meant to amplify the contrast between the unquestionable dedica-
tion of the man from the East and “the calculated utilitarianism of
the woman from the West”C%. This dark image of the West is ac-
centuated with the introduction of the hero’s friend — Ivanovitch
— who consistently reflects on the superlative qualities of life in the
East when compared to the West. Al-Hakim invents this character
to augment his early convictions about the purity of the East and to
confirm his fears about the potential corrupting effects of the West
on the moral standards of the East. Unlike Mustafa Saeed, neither
Mohsin nor the self-exiled Russian philosopher attempts to strike at
the west physically. Instead, they speculate on what they perceive
as the potential corruption of the East by the West. Their criticism,
however, is marred by a tendency to theorize and generalize with
insufficient insight into the conditions under discussion. A Sparrow
From The East therefore is criticized for lacking actual experience
to qualify for the sweeping value — judgments embodied in the no-
vel. Towards the end of the novel, Al-Hakim realizes that his call
for total rejection of the West is unwarranted. He sees the necessity
for building crosscultural bridges. Despite his bitter attack on the
materialism and lax morality of the West, Al-Hakim finally softens
his position through Muhsin’s conversation with Ivanovitch in which
the latter surprisingly admits the interdependence of the various
arts: “I realized that there was no way of understanding an art-form
other than through knowledge of the _ost of the arts”. With this
acknowledgment, Al-Hakim contrives intellectually to balance his
early sweeping value-judgemets by admitting the necessity for East
and West to complement each other for the potential good of hu-
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ness. For weeks, Ismail wonders why he has failed. He has become
disenchanted with his outstanding academic and medical records.
He even sells his books and medical equipment and confines him-
self to seclusion once again.In his solitude, Ismail starts to expe-
rience an irresistible inner call to reach for and reconciliate with the
Square and its people. Failing to resist this inner drive, he starts to
show sympathy and express appreciation for what his culture stands
for. Ismail now realizes why he failed. He “has nursed his pride
and rebelled; he attacked and, over reaching himself, he fell»@".
Now Ismail realizes that his new knowledge must be viewed as a
complement to and not a substitute for his own culture. Towards
the end of the story, we see Ismail going back to his science and
medicine, “but this time fortified by faith’®®. Applying both the
scientific knowledge of the west backed by the spirituality and faith
of the east, Ismail finally succeeds in helping Fatima regain her
sight.

The Saint’s Lamp therefore does not call for ‘a rejection of
western culture. Instead, the novel appeals for a reasonable synthe-
sis between the East and the West. Though the author categorically
shows the disruptive impact of western cultures on eastern ideals,
he nevertheless emphasizes the need for adaptation and cooperation
to ensure the survival and wellbeing of Arab culture. With this
view, Ismail becomes a success.

He performed many a difficult operation successfully
using means which would make a European doctor gasp
in a amazement. He only held to the spirit and basis of
his science, abandoning all elaborate instruments and
techniques. He relied first upon God, and secondly on
his learning and the skills of his hands®”.

3. Sparrow From The East

Unlike the Saint’s Lamp, Al-Hakim’s novel Sparrow From The
East Presents the strongest of reactions against the west and allows
little possibility for crosscultural accommodation and synthesis. The
novel is set in Paris where a young Egyptian student — Muhsin —
is studying French literature and culture. In Paris — like Mustafa

15



Though Ismail has known from childhood that the oil from
Umm Hashim’s Lamp has the special power to cure the eye ailment
of those who are true believers, he, being culturally disoriented,
reacts violently to such firmly held beliefs. He snatches the bottle of
oil from his mother and throws it out the window.

Like an angry bull before which a red cloth was being
waved, Ismail thundered, “It’s your Umm Hashim here
who will rob the girl of her sight. You will see how I |
shall treat her, and how at my hands she will get the cure
she has sought in vain from Umm Hashim”@.

Ismail, after years of cultural and educational indoctrination in
the west, has done “nothing more than substitute one form of mys-
tery worship for another: nature and art have merely replaced
religion”¥. Being pragmatically oriented, Ismail decided to strike
at the very source of Umm Hashim’s spiritual power.

He grew more agitated... and made for the front door.
On his way he picked his father’s walking stick... and ran
out of the house. He was determined to deal to igno-
rance and superstition a mortal blow, even if that should
cost him his 1ife®.

Ismail is finally able to get to the mosque and to strike at
Umm Hasim’s Lamp though at a very heavy cost. He is beaten up
and nearly torn apart by the people in the mosque; Sheikh Dardiri,
however, is able to bail him out by telling the crowd that Ismail is
obviously possessed.

After this tragic experience, Ismail goes into seclusion and in-
troversion. Occasionally, he entertains nostalgically the idea of
going back to Britain away from the land that has ironically become
totally unbearable and alien to him. Ismail is plagued by the disease
of cultural imperialism. He has become, unfortunately, of no value
to either culture as he fails to realize that his “new knowledge of
the host culture must be added to, and not substituted for, his own
culture”®®. Later on, however, Ismail starts to regain confidence in
himself and decisively plans to resolve Fatima’s ailment. To his dis-
may, all his scientific and medical methods fail to cure Fatima’s
eyes. In fact, her situation worsens to the point of complete blind-
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life canbe achieved only through self-actualization and that the va-

lue of the human person can be realized only through diversity, mo-

bility and greater personal freedom. Unable to maintain his equili-
brium and value — orientation system, Ismail finally gives in. His
failure to maintain his cultural identity alludes to the inadequacy of
the crosscultural contact. Norman Daniel argues that a situation
like this is normally harmful to any crosscultural contact “‘unless it
conduces to communication, and this can only happen if the visitor
retains full sympathy for his home culture”*@?_ Clearly, Ismail fails
to meet this qualification. His failure is attributed primarily to his
inability to realize the difference between cultural appreciation and
indoctrination; the difference between active participation in a fo-
reign culture and passive acceptance of that. Mary can be held par-
tially responsible for Ismail’s disorientation as she fails to exercise
any sort of “caution, even humility, in comparing values and in ur-
ging changes in other cultures”®?.

The biggest question for Ismail is how to adjust once again to
the cultural patterns of his homeland. After seven years of overseas
education, Ismail has certainly acquired an alien culture to a subs-
tantial degree. Unlike Mustafa Saeed, he experiences substantial
difficulties in handling himself both personally and professionally.

Ismail stole a glance from the corner of his eyes at the
house. It was much smaller and darker than he could re-
member. Did his people still use an oil lamp. The old
pieces of furniture scattered in the rooms seemed, in
spite of the long years of companionship, as if they were
strangers in a land of exile. Ismail wondered why the
stone floor was not covered with carpetV.

He is outraged later to learn that his mother is using oil from
Umm Hashim’s lamp to cure Fatima’s long contracted eye disease.

“What is that, Mother?” asked Ismail.

«It is oil from Umm Hashim’s Lamp», replied his
mother... As if stung by an adder, Ismail jumped to his
feet. Wasn’t it strange that on the first night of his return
he, an eye-specialist, should see how some diseased eyes
were treated in his own country®?.

13



mething meaningful alongside many other meanings of
deeper significance'®.

(2) The Saint’s Lamp

The potential impact of the West on the East has been given
differing literary formulations by different authors. While some of
the most celebrated contemporary works, such as al-Tayyeb Salih’s
Season of Migration te the North, have cautioned against the possi-
bility of cultural domination, others call for accommodation and
synthesis and for the adaptation of whatever is culturally transfe-
rable. Among the latter group comes Yahya Haqqi’s celebrated no-
vella The Saint’s Lamp. In chronicling the rise and development of
its protagonist, Ismail, The Saint’s Lamp emphasizes cultural
commitment and crosscultural adjustment as keys to success and
happiness. As a son of a grain seller, Ismail grows to seek a fulfill-
ment of his fathers desire to become a successful medical doctor.
Despite the tremendous sacrifice made by his family to access him
to the privilege of private education, Ismail — to the dismay of his
familly — didn’t do well enough to enter the School of Medicine.
His father, acting on a friend’s advice decided — with great reluc-
tance — to send him to England. Seven years later, Ismail
completes his studies and becomes a qualified ophthalmologist.
While in England, Ismail undertakes a heavy dose of cultural trans-
formation. Contrary to his early upbringing of simple piety and spi-
rituality, Ismail starts to experience a strong urge to challenge and
to a certain degree to despise some of the wellrooted beliefs and as-
sumptions in his own society. During his apprenticeship in England,
Ismail has the opportunity to meet Mary who, in the words of Su-
san A. Gohlman, “symbolizes all of those western values which Is-
mail lacked, but who is nonetheless believable as a character des-
pite her obviously symbolic function'”. Mary acts as a catalyst as
Ismail progresses along the scale of acculturation. She tries consis-
tently to guard Ismail against laying too much emphasis on the spi-
ritual aspects of life. She explicitly teaches him that “beauty be-
longs to the things of this world, not to the next”(®®. Furthermore,
Mary struggles to convince Ismail that fulfillment and happiness in
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Mustafa Saeed is torn apart between two cultures. He is suffe-
ring from xenophia. In this state of mind, Mustafa Saeed’s behavior
can only be explained as, “a normal exercise of the cultural filter”
which is “a valuable function of the defense mechanism”(®. His
holographic will stands in testimony to his inability to resolve the
crosscultural conflict which has marred his vision and inflicted his
life:

It’s futile to deceive oneself. That distant call still rings in
my ears. I thought that my life and marriage here would
silence it. But perhaps I was created thus, or my fate was
thus — whatever may be the meaning of that I don’t
know. Rationally I know what is right: my attempt at li-
ving in this village with these happy people. But myste-
rious things in my soul and in my blood impel me to-
wards far away parts that loom up before me and cannot
be ignored. How sad it would be if either or both my
sons grew up with the germ of this infection in them, the
wander-lust.

This testimony lends credibility to Professor Maxwell’s argu-
ment that Mustafa Saeed, though intellectually capable of absorbing
western civilization, is nevertheless emotionally incapable of diges-
ting it. Mustafa Saeed like any other Arab intellect is seeking pos-
sible ways to restore posture and dignity after a long period of indi-
gnation at the hands of western colonial powers. He is imbued with
a profound sense of his glorious past but he is equally outraged at
the dependency, backwardness and decline in power of his nation in
relation to the west. The nub of the question for Mustafa Saeed is,
“Whether it is possible to modernize without westernizing; to deve-
lop without acculturation to the dominant societies; the problem is
to discover the cost of modernizing”®®, Though Mustafa Saeed is
emotionally incapable of resolving this predicament, he hopes that
his children with proper cultural orientation would be able to over-
come this crosscultural impasse:

If they grow up imbued with the air of this village, its
smells and colours and history, the faces of its inhabitants

and the memories of its floods and harvestings and so-
wings, then my life will acquire its true perspective as so-
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the course of events»®. This attitude causes Saced a great agony
and precipitates a deep emotional reaction in him. He threatens to
kill Jean Morris, which in the end he does. Mustafa Saeed’s violent
reaction brings the novel to its climax and invites a great deal of in-
terpretations and criticism.

Several criticscomment on Mustafa Saced’s personality and spe-
cifically on his psychological reactions to women. Muhammed Sid-
diq notes that «Mustafa Saeed himself, while masquerading as the
puppeteers, seems to be no more than a puppet driven by forces
and impulses he can neither understand nor control»"'9 Sidiq goes
on to assert that Saeed is fully aware of his «perverse attitude to-
wards women» but denies him any ability to understand the un-
derlying motives behind his behavior. Such interpretation of the no-
vel, though interesting, fails to account for the very basic philoso-
phy permeating the novel. That is Mustafa Saeed’s determination to
settle his quarrel with the West — to subjugate, if at least tempora-
rily, the country which had for decades assaulted his culture and
plundered his homeland’s natural and human resources. In the
court room, his British lawyer makes this point distinctively clear.
He tells the court jury that

... Ann Hammond and Sheila Greenwood were girls who
were seeking death by every means and that they would
have committed suicide whether they had met Mustafa
Saeed or not. Mustafa Saeed, gentlemen of the jury, is a
noble person whose mind wasable to absorb western civili-
zation but it broke his heart. These girls were not killed
by Mustafa Saeed but by the germ of a deadly disease
that assailed them a thousand years ago®V.

There is no doubt in my mind that the «germ of a deadly di-
sease» referred to in Professor Maxwell’s court defense is an implicit
indictment of western expansionism — a frank and open admission
that historical conflicts across cultures can only be resolved through
tolerance, considerable love and mutual understanding. In line with
this, Mustafa Saeed himself makes the following remarks, «Profes-
sor Foster Keen turned the trial into a conflict between two worlds,
a struggle of which I was one of the victims»(2),
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and genius to bring the historical grievances of his contrymen t0 the
attention of the British public audience. In his lectures and publica-
tions, Saeed exposes the cruelty and depravity of British imperia-
lism in Africa. His list of publications includes titles such as: The
Economics of Colonialism, Colonialism and Monopoly, The Cross
and the Gunpowder and The Rape of Africa®,

Mustafa Saeed’s relationship with English women involves the
political history of lies, exploitations and unfulfilled expectations
which marked the relationship between the Sudan and the British
Colonial rule. While in Britain, Saeed uses his talents to seduce En-
glish women into sexual contact with him which will lead to their
eventual destruction. The English women who come in contact with
him are attracted by the exotic mystery of Africa and the East. Isa-
bella Seymour, for instance, is being enticed by Mustafa Saeed’s
mystical history:

Doubtless one of my forefathers was a soldier in Tarik Bin
Ziyad’s army. Doubtless he met one Of your ancestors as
she gathered in the grapes from an orchard in Seville.
Doubtless he fell in love with her at first sight and she
with him. He lived with her for a time, then left her and
went off to Africa. There he married again and I was one
of his progeny in Africa, and you have come from his
progeny in Spain(®.

Ann Hammond sees in Mustafa Saeed a fulfiliment of her year-
nings for «tropical climes, cruel suns, purple horizons. In her eyes I
was a symbol of all her hankerings. I am South that yearns for the
North and the Ice»™. Like Isabella, Ann Hammond is unable to
bring her relationship with Saeed to fruition — she finally commits
suicide leaving behind a note that says, «Mr. Saeed may God damn
you»®. The last woman Mustafa Saeed has an affair with is Jean
Morris. Unlike the other women, she hesitantly agrees to marry
Saced and persistently tries to deny him love and affection. She
even despises him and casually admits her infidelity. In retrospect,
Saeed realizes that Jean Morris is «brazen in word and deed, she
abstained from nothing — stealing, lying and cheating; yet against
my will, T fell in love with her and I was no longer able to control



home countries after a long period of humiliation at the hands of
superior Western powers. Another equally pressing question facing
Arab intellectuals is how to unlock the secrets of Western powers
without falling prey to Western domination and acculturation. Seve-
ral Arab novelists have wrestled with these issues by «placing their
protagonist in the West, then tracing his behavior there and upon
his return to his Arab homeland»®. Following this tradition, Al-
Tayyeb Salih presented his remarkable novel Season of Migration to
the North.

ITI. The West in Contemporary Arabic Fiction
(1) Season of Migration to the North

Like every celebration work of Art, Al-Tayyeb Salih’s novel
Season of Migration to the North wrestles with the problem of iden-
tity and the quest for roots in alien circumstances of extraordinary
complexity and uncertainty. The novel profoundly reflects the im-
pact of Western Colonialism on an eastern intellect. One of the ma-
jor characters in the novel, Mustafa Saeed, is presented as consis-
tently attempting to assert his identity and prove his worth and ge-
nius in Britain — a country which had «raped» and «prostituted»
Saeed’s homeland for decades. The opening lines of the novel pro-
vide some suggestive clues to the theme of encounter between the
East and the West:

It was, gentlemen, after a long absence — seven years to
be exact, during which time I was studying in Europe —
that I returned to my people. I learnt much and much
passed me by — but that’s another story..., and I expe-
rienced a feeling of assurance. I felt not like a storm —
swept feather but like that palm tree, a being with a
background, with roots, with a prupose.®
Mustafa Saeed seems to be instinctively equipped with excep-
tional powers and genius. He proves his brilliance as he successfully
moves from his elementary school in the Sudan, to a secondary
school in Cairo and from there to Oxford University where at the
age of twenty four he becomes a professor of Economics at the
University of London. As a professor, Saeed utilizes his knowledge
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gly western condemnation of the East for its lack of practical achie-
vement. Islam became a subject of vicious attack and cynical ridi-
cule because after nearly dominating the world it had entered a pe-
riod of stagnation and physical decline. This gave rise to a popular
belief in the West during the late nineteenth century that the East
was lacking in capacities for self-government. This rationale made
it possible for Western powers to partition the Middle East in the
years following the First World War. This period marked the begin-
ning of Western imperialism and thus ignited even more suspicions
of the motives and intentions of the West. The struggle between
East and West was once again at its full cycle as the prolonged wars
for independence and self-determination spread throughout the
Arab World. This was a new cause of ill-feeling between the Arabs
and the West. For the Arabs the colonial era marked a long period
of suffering and subjugation to foreign rule during which their very
character and faith was put in question in various campaigns of hu-
miliation and derogation. Western colonial powers viewed the vio-
lent reaction of the Arab World to the 'mandate system’ as treache-
ry and ingratitude — an evidence of the Arabs, «perverse failure to
appreciate the benefits that had been bestowed upon them by the
imperial powers»™.

The Arab-Israeli conflict which has its origins in the Balfour
Declaration of 1917 is another obstacle to crosscultural understan-
ding between the East and West. Whereas Western literature has
generally showed a great deal of sympathy for other races struggling
for their independence, it remained cool or even hostile towards
Arab aspirations for freedom and nationhood. Arabs are convinced
that Zionist influence over vital aspects of Western intellectual life
is detrimental to their relations with the West. Peter Mansfield in
his remarkable book The Arabs inscribes a final note on the East —
West conflict. He notes that, «the struggle between Christendom
and the Word of Islam has never really ended, although it is being
fought on different battle fields and with new weapons»?.

One of the most agonizing questions facing Arab intellectuals
at large is how to restore status and dignity to themselves and their
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play in enhancing or possibly complicating human relationships
across cultures. Reasons for potential misinterpretation of a litera-
ry text will also be expounded. The impact of this on crosscultural
understanding will in turn receive adequate consideration
throughout this paper.

Il. Literature and Culture: Where does the antipathy lie?

It is widely assumed that literature can be used as a social mir-
ror to delineate popular beliefs in any given community at any gi-
ven time. In most cases popular fiction reaffirms the social and mo-
ral values found among its respective readers and in some cases it
may challenge the individual’s ideas about himself, his society and
the world. It is equally valid to argue that popular fiction is capable
of fostering stereotypical images and of heightening sensitivity to ra-
cial and ethnic prejudices in any given community. Since popular
fiction is geared towards the widest possible audience, its impact on
popular attitudes is of great magnitude. Taking this view in mind, I
will examine in the following pages the image of the west as projec-
ted in contemporary Arabic fiction. The novels under consideration
are selected solely because they project human drama in crosscultu-
ral contexts. Accordingly, three widely acclaimed Arabic novels are
selected. These are al-Tayyeb Salih’s Season of Migration to the
North, Yahya Haqqi’s The Saint’s Lamp, and al-Hakim’s Sparrow
From the East.

The history of crosscultural contacts between the east and the
west has always been marked by a great deal of mutual suspicion,
hatred and hostility. The long and often bloody struggle between
Western Christendom and the Islamic World during the Medieval
and Renaissance periods was a conflict between compatible ene-
mies. There was mutual animosity but, equally important, there was
mutual respect. This, however, changed in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth century, when the West achieved overwhelming technologi-
cal and material power. The balance of power between East and
West has been affected since then. Mutual hatred from the past
which was tempered with respect has heen replaced by an increasin-



EAST AND WEST IN CONTEMPORARY
ARABIC FICTION:
THE CROSSCULTURAL IMPASSE

I. INTRODUCTION

Any Western reader or student of Literature who embarks on
an attempt to understand the contemporary Arab world through li-
terature is confronted by a set of formidable difficulties. The same
holds true for any Arab reader who struggles to arrive at a better
understanding of the Western culture through literary sources pro-
duced either in the East or the West. At the superficial level both
readers encounter a wide range of stereotypical images of the East
and the West. A more complex problem is that most readers on
cither side are unaware that they suffer from prejudice towards the
other side. All these prejudices limit communication because of the
hostility they engender, and because of the ministerpretation of or-
dinary actions to which they give rise. The fundamental reason for
prejudice is the apparent failure of most people in this world to ac-
cept that other people might be different. Unfamiliarity with the so-
cial and cultural context of a literary text creates misunderstanding,
and misunderstanding suspicion which might lead to hatred and
fear — a situation whichcan only be described as potentially dange-
rous to crosscultural congeniality and understanding.

The primary purpose of this paper is to examine the validity of
the notion that literature can serve as an intellectual barometer for
a culture. Towards this end, a careful analysis of selected novels
and short stories from contemporary Arabic Literature is conduc-
ted. The main discussion is focused on the role which literature can
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