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Abstract:

Ahdaf Soueif is an Egyptian Diasporic novelist who adopts non-linear style of writing to
reflect her state of in-betweeness. The fragmented structure of her fictional stories hints to the
internal conflicts of the novelist and her central character’s (Aisha). The stories in “Aisha” defy
chronology and refuse to be ordered even though they share the same narrator in the eight
stories throughout different parts of her life. The effects of displacement on the psyche of the
character would be examined in order to reflect on the fragmentation of the collection as a
whole. Therefore, the current paper tries to investigate the themes of loss and displacement in
the collection of short stories “Aisha” in an attempt to highlight the process by which the
novelist translates this sense of frustration into a fragmented piece of writing.

key words:
Loss; Displacement; Fragmentation, In-betweens.
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Introduction:

Ahdaf Soueif is an Egyptian novelist who experienced the trauma of
displacement in an early age. As a four years old child, she moved with her
parents to England on a study leave. Her encounter with the culture of the Other
coincided with the discovery of the Self as fictionalized in ‘Knowing’. The
absence of hospitality in the host country and the clash between two cultures left
its traces on her identity and later on her writings. The semi- autobiographical
nature of ‘Aisha’unfolds the feelings of loss and frustration caused by her
displacement. According to DalalSarnou (2014), Soueif is among many Diaspora
writers who expressed their nostalgia towards their mother countries and created
a new genre in literature. A genre that belongs neither to their mother countries
nor to the host countries, it is a unique literary production (p.74). Sarnou stresses
the depiction of home in the narratives of some Anglophone female writers. She
divides them into two categories:

Either they re-shape the home they left behind as grown-up
citizens

with a critical insight (as in the case of most British Arab female
writers, The axis of the home they have willingly or unwillingly
been displaced from, and then seek to change and see differently)
or,

if born in the West, they evoke home, often with nostalgia, at a
later

stage of their lives (as in the case of Arab female writers). (2014,
p.74)

The literary works written by Arab Anglophone writers brought more
recognition and visibility to the Arab world by resisting the wrong clichés. The
terrorist events of 9/11 distorted the image of Arabs and Muslims in the West.
Therefore, it is the role of intellectual and writers to defend the East and to
revise the long history of orientalist representations. More precisely, the East is
defined in terms of apposition to the West by which the qualities of
backwardness and savagery are attributed to the East while rationality and
civilization are associated with the West.

Anglophone writers of Arab origins act as cultural mediators between East and
West. They deal with the responsibility and the ethical of representing a
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minority in the eyes of a larger international audience. However, female writers
carry a double burden for being both Arabs and women. On the one hand, their
writings are expected to reflect the statues of women in the Arab-Muslim.
While, they would be excused of cultural treason in case of addressing social
ISsues.

As a Muslim Egyptian novelist and activist, Soueif tries to draw authentic
images of both Egypt and England because home is neither here or there. It is in-
between these two countries. She reflects her state of in-betweeness in her
fiction in which hybridity is manifested in multiple forms. The collection of
short stories Aishaisthematically hybrid. It treads multiple issues pertaining
border crossing, Otherness, patriarchal oppression, polygamy and identity crises.
Soueif’shybrid cultural background is fictionalized in order to capture women’s
experiences.

Soueif employs the English language to unfold women’s struggle in a
male-dominated society both in exile and in her home country. In their article
“Traumatized Voices in Contemporary Arab-British Women Fiction: A Critical
Stylistics Approach”, Ahmed Ben Amara and Omar Abdulfattah(2018) explain
how diaspora monitors the process by which Arab British female authors unveil
the agonies of their homes. Ben Amara and Abdulfattah argue:

Arab-British women writers have found in their exile a safe
spacewhere they could describe the horrific experiences
andaccompanying emotions of being themselves victims of
violenceand injustice in their original Arab societies....They
show what itmeans to be born as a fragile subject in an
oppressive environment.(p.118)

As a female immigrant author writing out of place, Soueif employs
English as her means of literary production. Therefore, she practices more
freedom in dealing with taboo themes relevant to her culture. In this regard,
HechemiTrabelsi (2003) explains the privileged situation of displacement and its
effects on the writings of borderland authors. Living in between two worlds,
transcultural writers are urged “to revisit their culture of origin by the essential
questioning of their relationships with their body, faiths, rites, languages. Their
bi-culturalism makes them more sensitive to the falsity of labels and references
and more prone to crossing of cultures” (p.16). That is to say that these writers
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are consciously aware of the fallacious representation of the orientalist
discourse. Therefore, they both write back to the colonial center and reflect the
themes of diaspora.

1. Alienation and Loss

Aisha as a work of art is fragmented both on the level of themes and structure.
Concerning themes, Aisha treads multiple issues: Alienation, otherness,
stereotypes, nostalgia, oppressive powers of patriarchy, feminine sexuality,
homosexuality and rape. The central character Aisha is psychologically
fragmented under the impact of displacement. She keeps oscillating between
two cultures and seems to be unable to settle is either. In ‘Knowing’, ‘1964’ and
‘Returning’, the setting is constantly switching between Europe and Egypt in
order to reflect on the effects of crossing borders on the heroine.

Before one delves into exploring alienation, it is important to illustrate the
cultural package ofAisha asan Eastern name. Apart from being a girl’s name,
Aisha contains the root aish “a call for life, a new life” (Trabelsi, 2003, p. 4).
Sabina D’Alessandro goes beyond the literary meaning of the name and
suggests a historical significance for it. According to her, Aisha is the famous,
intelligent, and beautiful favorite wife of the Prophet Muhammad (p.327).

In the same vain, Amin Malak (2000) articulates that the reader will meet
an extraordinary young Muslim Egyptian woman, who contradicts the
stereotypical notion of the Oriental woman presented by some novelists like the
character Ayesha by Rider Haggard in his famous novel “She”. In spite of the
high social position of Ayesha, she was not allowed to enter the West. In
contrast, Soueif enables her postcolonial heroine to transit the frontiers
(D’Alessandro, p. 327).

Furthermore, Amin Malak(2000)explains Aisha’s crisis of loss and
confusion by connecting her inner state to her numerous travels. He assures that:
“travel becomes an initiation process towards hybridity whereby cultures
coalesce, compete, and conflict simultaneously. The resulting mélange of
diverse values causes confusion and clarity, contest and collaboration,
enrichment and impoverishment” (p.142). From the surface, Aisha might appear
as separate stories dealing with multiple issues derived from the Egyptian life
style. However, an extensive reading for it may show it as a modern novel that
has fragmented structure to mirror the psychological alienation of the author and
her central character. It seemsthat Soueif reflects herself throughAisha mainly in
the stories “1964”, “Returning” and “Knowing”.

392



Reflecting Loss and Displacement through Fragmentationin the Collection
of Short Stories ‘Aisha’ forAhdafSoueif

Ben Amara and Abdulfattah (2018)assert that the stories “1964” and
“Returning” are autobiographical episodes of the novelist’s personal life in
which displacement is the core issue. As teenagers, both Soueif and Aisha
moved to England and experienced the feelings of alienation and isolation in
Cairo and London. In Egypt, Aisha always suffered from belonging issues in her
maternal culture. However, a slight hope arose with the idea of finding her inner
peace when moving to England, that hope was ruined by her mother’s traditional
way of thinking. Her mother is among the majority of women who see virginity
as a matter of supreme importance. This situation was worsened by her
classmates’ endless questions about her origins and religious background.
Ultimately, her feelings of disappointment and alienation were completed in
England and were expressed in her linguistic choice through using negative
words and short answers (122).

In ‘1964°, Soueif constructs Egypt as the anti-thesis of England in the
eyes of the little teenager.Aisha’s description and evaluation of the new setting
is linked to her old country. The coldness of England is emphasized in relation
to the warm lovely weather of Egypt. Her new school is very different from the
old one in Cairo. The new school is “cold” with “dark cloakroom” and gloomy
atmosphere, “windy corridor you had to walk through without your coat to get to
the main body of the school”(Soueif, 1983, p.34). The reader may sense the
coldness of words and emotions through Aisha’s description: “The cold made
my bones chatter, the gray depressed me”(p.38). As in ‘Knowing’, the statues of
the weather are associated with the inner side of the character to convey
intensity of emotions. The over emphasis on sun and warmth in ‘Knowing’
parallels an over emphasis on dark and coldness in ‘1964°. Aisha compares her
new cold school to the old sunny school in Egypt and further complains:

School was a disaster. The white girls lived in a world of
glamour and boyfriends to which | had no passport. The black
girls lived in a ghetto world of whispers and regarded me with
suspicious dislike. | was too middle of the road for them. (p.37)

Her school in Egypt is set in sharp contrast to her new one where she is a misfit.
She tried hard to belong to the new environment: “I wanted nothing more than to
merge, to blend in silently and belong to the crowd” (Soueif, 1983, p.35). Aisha
could not harmonize in her new environment. Thus, she courageously decides to
drop out of school despite her parents’ disapproval, she becomes more confident
and self-reliant, stops seeking friendship with her classmates. In this way Aisha
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emancipates herself and takes responsibility for her life like any independent
adult woman would do. D’Alessandro expands on the possibilities of border
writing in “1964” explaining that Aisha “breaks away from the boundaries
imposed by her school, from her parents’ stifling views of life and starts living
according to her instincts”(p.332).

This final state of strength was achieved after a long journey of sufferance to the
heart of empire. Indeed, displacement recalls the language issue specially when
linking this story to “Knowing” in which confusion between two cultures and
two literary genres suffocates the little heroine. Aisha was chattered between
reading Western classics or the Arabian Nights, and both mixed to scary her in a
terrifying nightmare. Aisha could belong neither to her culture of origin nor to
the new foreign culture. In “Knowing”, Aisha describes her nightmare: “Slowly,
slowly, the wall begins to move...In front of eyes appears a giant black Djinni
with a shaved head....Behind him appears the Vampire in the black cloak. He is
grinning widely and his long teeth are dripping with blood™ (Soueif, 1983, p.79).
The little girl is lost between the cultural signifiers of these different cultures;
vampires symbolize the Western culture while the Djinni refers to the Eastern
culture. That is to say that Aisha faced an identity crisis due to her in-
betweeness. She could not handle the cultural burden of two contradicted types
of literatures.

In “1964” and “Knowing”, the little narrator was describing the
experience of crossing cultures that transformed and determined her life choices.
However, in the opening story, “Returning”, the heroine was in an advanced
stage in her life and totally lost. It adequately exemplifies the desire to escape an
annoying past with a careless husband and sad memories. Aisha returns from
England to Cairo, after graduating as a university teacher. The narrative is
condensed with dark episodes from the protagonist’s past life in her old flat.
These sad memories rendered her experience of homecoming as unpleasant
experience. Therefore, she decides to throw the past behind.

The following passage illustrates the encounter between the protagonist and her
nostalgic memories. Aisha burns her sad experience and cleans her hands as her
mind from the ashes of the past in order to move on in life. AhdafSoueif (1983)
narrates:
Hesitantly she opened the lid, and sprang up and back with a
scream. Her veil and small, pearl-embroidered Juliet’s cap
nestled in

394



Reflecting Loss and Displacement through Fragmentationin the Collection
of Short Stories ‘Aisha’ forAhdafSoueif

tissue paper. They were covered with black moths.....She put it

(lid)
in the sink and set fire to it. She stood and watched it burn (p.24).

“Returning” is reviewed by many critics (Chambers, 2011; Alessandro; Said, 1983)
who detected the autobiographical dimension in the story, the author’s own life
is deeply felt to inject the traumas of exile and alienation into the text. The main
character feels that she does not belong to her society. Inevitably, she leaves her
country and husband to unleash herself from social oppression and male
hegemony. Her departure symbolizes “revolt” against this new society with its
“ugliness, indifference, fanaticism, and intolerance” (Ben Amara and Abdulfattah,
2018, p.122).

2. Fragmentation

The novelist mirrors her in-betweeness, loss and displacement in her narratives.
Essentially, she reflects these elements in the structure of the collection. The
stories are organized in pairs, but they still disordered. This confusion is an
intended strategy made by the novelist to entrap the reader in the narratives. The
complexity lies in the idea that there is no chance to organize the stories in a
form of a whole novel even though the author employs single narrator or what
Amin Malak (2000) describes as “the well-read, well-travelled, narrator-heroine,
Aisha... a Westernized bourgeois intellectual” (p.141).

The structure of the whole collection is like a novel composed of chapters or
vignettes. More precisely, a vignette is a short passage, essay, or impressionistic
scene that describe a character, setting or a mood (Literary Devices Editors).
The stories are so descriptive and might be gathered as chapters of a complete
work; Aisha is describing every single detail in the stories.Starting from
“Returning”, Soueif enables the reader to easily imagine Aisha’s house and
souvenirs. In “1964” the journey to the heart of the empire and the new
environment is excellently depicted. Moving to “The Suitor”, Marianne’s
precise comments on her suitors’ ears and clothes had equal importance as her
love affair that is depicted in highly emotional sexual scene.

The different stages of the protagonist life from childhood to maturity and the
effects of the experience of displacement on the heroine dictate a fractured
structure. The linear strategy of narration would not capture the complexity of
crossing borders (knowing and 1964) and homecoming (Returning).
“Knowing”introduces the theme of identity crisis in which the little narrator
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describes her earlier memories in home and how she straddles between two
worlds.

However, the remaining non-autobiographical stories shift the focus of the
collection from Diaspora to patriarchal oppressive powers. “The Wedding of
Zina” and “Her Man” are narrated by the child Aisha while listening to her nurse
Zina. This pair of stories spots light on the cruelty of the Egyptian traditions that
enslave and torture women. The innocent Zina gets through a virginity test to
pass from childhood to maturity. Then, she narrates the psychological turmoil of
experiencing polygamy.Zina’s metamorphosis into a dangerous rival to her
husband’s second wife is a theme that needs to be developed in a separate story.
The shifting focus of the collection calls for a specific structure a fragmented
novella form.

In this regard, Edward Said (1983) describes the writing structure of the
collection as “deft and patient”. he observes that Soueif “is perhaps uncritically
attached to the idea of making each story build to a final, usually clever
point”(p.1). He adds an interesting comment on herliterary production in which
he declares that Soueif*s personal experiences are documented in her first
collection Aishawith a high level of intelligence and talent:

Aisha is the central consciousness of these eight stories. They forma
cycle of experiences, from childhood to marital estrangement,
todeath; the lives of friends, relatives, lovers, family
retainersintersect with hers... The stories’ coherence derives from
theEgyptian subject-matter, which is neither exoticised nor
submittedto explanatory or ideological explanations. (p.1)

It can be argued that some stories in Aisha reveal exotic elements that might be
dangerously captured by European readers as oriental or unfamiliar. Thus, the
collection gained a lot of international attention. In an interview with Joseph
Massad (1999), Soueif admits the exotic nature of “The Wedding of Zina” and
“Her Man”, she states:

I hesitate to use the term ‘exoticization’ because again that wasn’t
something that [ was doing consciously. If it’s there at all, it’s
because genuinely for me these stories describe an exotic world
| was turning into fiction stories or fragments of stories that | had
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heard. But reading them now, | can see that they do present
Egypt or

the East in terms that perhaps the West is comfortable with: as a

world that is very traditional, very close to magic, ritualistic, a
little

brutal, and very sensual-our world as perceived by aficionados of

the Arabian Nights.(p. 86)

The above quotation is a hint that Soueif injected exotic features into some
fragments in her stories to address a larger audience. Through paintings,
photographs and Orientalist tales, the Western reader formulated a specificvision
on the East that is very similar to Soueif’s representation of Egypt in Aisha. She
creates a world that is very familiar to the Western readers.

Indeed, Ayse Circir (2018) has attempted to organize or to relate between the
stories in Aisha and to gather them under their common themes. “The Wedding
of Zeina” and “Her Man” highlight storytelling as they deal with desire outside
the binary of homosexual and heterosexual. Similarly, “The Suitor” and “The
Apprentice” investigate desire but in a more aggressive forms. Soueifalso
stresses the patriarchal structures within Coptic communities in “The Suitor”.
“The Apprentice” expands on male homosexual desire and rape (Circir, 2018, p.
43). Furthermore,“The Nativity” is a gate to a different superficial world that is
rural Egyptian society. Listening to her grandmother’s strange ideas, the
childless Aisha visits the zar with all hopes that the spiritual power of the Quran
recitations will be able to defeat any evil spirit (jin). Aisha’s strong desire to
have a child is derived from her conviction that children stabilize marriage.
Aisha’s successive visits to the zar is concluded in a violent rape scene. Through
this story, Soueif shows the disillusion of married life and the superstitious
nature of the Egyptian society.

These stories are presented as fragments which create a sense of division and
fragmentation, Soueif challenges the linear violence of Western canonical
literature with her contrapuntal way of narration. Significantly enough, she
demonstrates that the stories refuse to be closed (Circir, 2018, p. 41).Furthermore,
the final passage in the collection inspires the idea that the stories can never
reach an end and Aisha as a character is immortal. The novelist ends her final
story which is “The Nativity” by these words “And now I will have to start
waiting again. Perhaps for years. Perhaps longer. But | know she will come back
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to me. Aisha. She always does”(Soueif, 1983,p.169). The djinni’s speech
highlights the idea of death and rebirth that is rooted in ancient Egyptian culture.
Indeed, the collection is a highly complicated puzzle that confines the reader
inside it. In an attempt to understand Aisha, the reader ought to investigate
Soueif’s personal life, rural Egyptian culture, Western superiority, patriarchal
power and women oppression. All these diverse themes determine the structure
of this novelized collection. In this regard, Maria Assif expressed that the
fractured structure is more tragic and beautiful compared to the whole linear
narrative and justified the use of nonlinearity to the impact of trauma on authors.
She elucidates that “Non-linearity and silences in some contemporary Arab
American (or British) writers; fiction are expressions of the rupture or trauma
that may have been experienced”(qtd in Chambers, 2011,p. 66).

These stories if gathered as a set of connected vignettes or chapters can create a
whole novel. Yet, it would always be characterized by fragmentation because
the stories are in a form of chain or circle. Whenever the reader tries to collect
them in a coherent form from the beginning to the end, it would remain
fractured and interrupted by flash backs. It is an active process or a challenge to
read such kind of works in which complexity disturbs the mind of the reader.
However, the short stories differ from vignette from the perspective that these
stories are capable of standing on its own as individual stories while a vignette
cannot.

Conclusion:

In her collection of short stories Aisha, Soueifepitomizes her position as a
Diasporic novelist living between two worlds. Shehighlights the disturbing
effects of displacement on the immigrant’s inner stability through pointing to
Aisha identity crisis and her state of loss and frustration. The author expands on
this theme in different parts of the heroine’s life from childhood, teenagerhood
to maturity. Alienation and the absence of hospitality in the host country damage
the psyche of Aisha. One may suggest that Aisha is thematically divided into
two parts: the first part narrates the immigrant’s cultural confusion and
hispsychologicalcrisis in Diaspora when failing to assimilate. Whereas the
second part is devoted to the oppressive powers of patriarchy in Egypt and its
role in shaping women’s lives. It is important to note that Aisha is the first
literary work for Soueif. The collection is an attempt to narrate everything at
once. Therefore, Soueif reflects herself and her heroine’s situation in the
structure of the collection that could be a novel but in a more innovative shape.
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The stories defy chronology in a fragmented manner and refuse to be closed or
ordered in an attempt to reveal Aisha’s internal conflict.
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