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Abstract  Article info   

Paul Bowles' "The Sheltering Sky" transcends mere travelogue, plunging 
readers into a disorienting psychological labyrinth where Western identities 
grapple with the complexities of the Orient. Drawing on Edward Said's 
critique of Orientalism, Homi Bhabha's concept of cultural hybridity, and 
Gayatri Spivak's insights into the subaltern voice, this analysis explores how 
Bowles portrays cultural dislocation, the shifting allure of the Orient, and 
the evolving identities of his characters in North Africa. By examining the 
characters' interactions with the enigmatic "other," the narrative unveils the 
tensions, anxieties, and transformative potential inherent in cross-cultural 
encounters, ultimately challenging the limitations of Western perspectives. 
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1. Introduction 

Published in 1949 amidst a rapidly 
changing world order marked by 
heightened cultural exchange between the 
West and the East, Paul Bowles' The 
Sheltering Sky transcends a mere 
travelogue. It plunges readers into a 
haunting exploration of cultural 
encounters, the dissolution of self, and the 
allure of the unknown. Bowles, a 
distinguished composer and writer with 
deep ties to North Africa, crafts a narrative 
rich with psychological depth, inviting 
readers to confront the complexities of 
human experience within the crucible of 
cross-cultural interaction.                           Our 
analysis embarks on a journey through 
Bowles' evocative prose, guided by 
influential theoretical frameworks that 
illuminate the novel's thematic richness. By 
drawing upon Edward Said's critique of 
Orientalism (Said, 1978), Homi Bhabha's 
concept of cultural hybridity (Bhabha, 
1994), and Gayatri Spivak's interrogation 
of power dynamics (Spivak, 1988), we 
unravel the intricate tapestry woven by 
Bowles. This multifaceted exploration 
navigates the romanticized expectations of 
the Orient held by Western travelers, the 
disorienting effects of cultural dislocation, 
and the transformative potential for self-
discovery that lies within such encounters.            
Said's seminal work Orientalism 
dismantles the West's historical 
misrepresentation of the East, exposing 
how it has been reduced to a static entity 
defined by Western fantasies. Through this 
lens, we examine how Kit and Port 
Moresby's initial perceptions are shaped by 
these Orientalist preconceptions, revealing 
the layers of exotic fascination that obscure 
a deeper understanding of the Orient.                                              
Bhabha's concept of cultural hybridity, 
explored in The Location of Culture, posits 
that cultural identities are fluid and 
constantly evolving through interactions 
with other cultures. By employing this 

framework, we delve into Kit and Port's 
experiences, revealing how their 
encounters with North African culture lead 
to a breakdown of their initial assumptions 
and a potential embrace of a more nuanced 
understanding of themselves and the 
Orient.             Spivak's influential essay, 
"Can the Subaltern Speak?," introduces the 
concept of the subaltern, critiquing how 
Western narratives often silence the voices 
of those marginalized by power structures. 
Applying this concept to The Sheltering 
Sky, we explore the experiences of 
characters who exist outside the dominant 
Western narrative, such as the veiled 
women and indigenous populations 
encountered by Kit and Port. Through their 
stories, we confront the limitations of 
Western perspectives and the importance 
of acknowledging the diverse experiences 
that exist within cultural encounters.      By 
unraveling the thematic complexities of 
The Sheltering Sky through these 
theoretical frameworks, we aim to 
contribute to the novel's enduring 
relevance. This analysis offers fresh 
insights that resonate with contemporary 
discourses on globalization, identity 
formation, and the ever-shifting power 
dynamics at play in cross-cultural 
interactions. 
2. Exploring Orientalist Disillusionment 
in Paul Bowles's "The Sheltering Sky" 

Introduction 

Paul Bowles's novel The Sheltering Sky 
invites readers on a journey fraught with 
cultural encounters, identity crises, and the 
shattering of Western fantasies about the 
Orient. Set against the backdrop of post-
World War II North Africa, the novel 
delves into the transformative odyssey of 
Kit and Port Moresby, a couple navigating 
the enigmatic landscapes of the Maghreb. 
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Within this narrative tapestry lies a deeper 
exploration of Orientalist disillusionment, 
a theme that resonates throughout Bowles's 
evocative prose. As Kit and Port venture 
deeper into the heart of the Sahara, their 
romanticized expectations, like their initial 
fascination with the veiled women, collide 
with the harsh realities of cultural 
dislocation. Bowles, drawing upon Edward 
Said's critique of Orientalism (Said, 1978), 
masterfully unravels the layers of 
Orientalist fantasy, revealing the inherent 
complexities and contradictions within 
Western perceptions of the East. Through 
their encounters with bustling 
marketplaces and indigenous populations, 
Kit and Port grapple with the limitations of 
their understanding, ultimately confronting 
the fragility of their Orientalist illusions. 

2.1 The Allure and Mirage: Enchanted by 
the "Ancient Mysteries" 

Paul Bowles's The Sheltering Sky immerses 
readers in the evocative journey of Kit and 
Port Moresby, a couple driven by 
romanticized notions of the Orient as a 
realm of "ancient mysteries" and "vibrant 
chaos" (Bowles, 1949, pp. 17, 22). This 
initial allure, deeply embedded in the 
Western psyche, reflects a longing for 
exoticism and escapism from the mundane 
realities of Western civilization. As 
Susannah Barchard astutely observes, this 
allure stems from a Western gaze that 
idealizes the Orient as a place of 
enchantment and adventure (Barchard, 
2010, p. 45). However, beneath the surface 
of this allure lies a profound 
misinterpretation of the Orient, as 
articulated by Edward Said in his seminal 
work Orientalism (Said, 1978). Said 

critiques the West's tendency to construct 
the Orient as a static entity, defined by 
Western fantasies and stereotypes. This 
idealized Orient often erases the 
complexities and contradictions of the 
region's cultures and societies.                 In 
The Sheltering Sky, Kit and Port's initial 
fascination with the veiled women 
exemplifies this Orientalist gaze. Their 
focus on the exotic mystery of the veil 
obscures the women's individual 
experiences and identities. Similarly, their 
romanticized notions of the desert as a 
timeless and unchanging landscape fail to 
capture the harsh realities of life in this 
unforgiving environment. 

2.2 The Dissonance: Confronting the 
Realities of the Orient  

As Kit and Port venture deeper into North 
Africa, their romanticized perceptions 
begin to crumble. The bustling 
marketplaces, characterized by unfamiliar 
sights, sounds, and smells, create a sense of 
disorientation that challenges their 
preconceived notions. Their attempts at 
communication are often met with 
frustration, highlighting the cultural 
barriers that separate them from the local 
population.                                               This 
growing sense of alienation is further 
amplified by their encounters with 
characters who defy easy categorization. 
Figures like Belqassim, the guide with his 
ambiguous motives, or the French widow 
with her unconventional lifestyle, disrupt 
Kit and Port's simplistic understanding of 
the Orient. These encounters force them to 
confront the inherent complexities of the 
region and the limitations of their Western 
perspectives. 
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2.3 The Shattering: The Fragility of the 
Orientalist Illusion  

By the time Kit and Port reach the desolate 
reaches of the Sahara, their initial 
Orientalist fantasies have been thoroughly 
shattered. The harshness of the desert 
environment mirrors the emotional and 
psychological turmoil they experience. 
Their sense of self begins to disintegrate as 
they grapple with feelings of isolation, 
despair, and a loss of meaning.              The 
novel's conclusion leaves the reader with a 
sense of ambiguity. Kit's descent into 
madness can be seen as a consequence of 
her inability to reconcile her romanticized 
expectations with the harsh realities of the 
Orient. Port, on the other hand, seems to 
achieve a fragile acceptance of the 
unknown, choosing to remain in the desert 
despite the hardships. 

Conclusion 

Through his masterful portrayal of Kit and 
Port's disillusionment, Paul Bowles 
exposes the fallacy of Orientalist thinking. 
The Sheltering Sky serves as a cautionary 
tale, reminding us of the dangers of 
viewing the East through a lens of Western 
fantasies and stereotypes. The novel 
compels us to approach cross-cultural 
encounters with humility and a willingness 
to engage with the complexities of the 
"Other." 

3. Romantic Expectations: Analyzing Kit 
and Port's Initial Perceptions 

Introduction 

Bowles introduces us to Kit and Port 
Moresby's romanticized expectations of the 

Orient, where they anticipate encountering 
"ancient mysteries" and "vibrant chaos" 
(Bowles, 1949, p. 17). Critic Susannah 
Barchard argues that such evocative 
phrases expose a Western gaze that 
idealizes the Orient as a place of escape and 
exotic allure (Barchard, 2010, p. 45). This 
idealized vision aligns perfectly with 
Edward Said's critique of Orientalism in his 
seminal work "Orientalism" (Said, 1978). 
Said argues that the Orient "is not an inert 
object; it is an entity constructed by the 
West through a process of representation 
and interpretation" (Said, 1978, p. 4). It's 
important to note, however, that some 
scholars view Orientalist discourse as a 
genuine attempt, albeit flawed, to 
understand the East. Bernard Lewis, in 
"The Question of Orientalism" (1993), 
argues that Orientalist scholarship, despite 
its biases, fostered a deeper understanding 
of Eastern cultures (Lewis, 1993). 

3.1 The Power of Representation 
and the Constructed Orient 

Said's concept of Orientalism highlights 
how Western literature, art, and scholarship 
have historically portrayed the Orient as a 
static and unchanging entity defined by 
Western fantasies (Said, 1978). This 
constructed Orient often emphasizes 
difference and exoticism, overlooking 
Eastern societies' rich cultural tapestry and 
historical complexities (Ahmad, 1992).   In 
“The Sheltering Sky”, Kit and Port's initial 
excitement reflects this tendency. Their 
preconceived notions, shaped by 
romanticized Western representations, 
blind them to the lived realities of North 
Africa. 
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3.2 Projection and the "Othering" 
of the East  

Ziauddin Sardar emphasizes that Kit and 
Port's initial excitement reveals a tendency 
to project Western values and assumptions 
onto Eastern cultures (Sardar, 2004, p. 23). 
This projection reinforces a power 
imbalance, where the West positions itself 
as superior and the Orient as inferior. 
Building on this concept, scholars like 
Martin Bernal, in Black Athena (1987), 
argue that the West has historically 
constructed the Orient as the "Other" to 
define its own identity (Bernal, 1987). This 
"othering" process serves to solidify a 
perceived cultural and intellectual 
hierarchy, further perpetuating the 
limitations of the Western gaze. 

3.3 The Allure and the Trap: 
Romantic Expectations and 
Disillusionment 

Kit and Port's fascination with veiled 
women exemplifies this dynamic. They 
view the women through a lens of 
exoticism, reducing them to symbols of 
mystery rather than recognizing them as 
individuals with their own experiences and 
cultural norms. This aligns with Orientalist 
tropes that often portray Eastern women as 
passive and shrouded in an aura of 
mystique (Said, 1978). However, as the 
narrative progresses, their constructed 
Orient crumbles in the face of lived 
experiences. The initial allure gives way to 
disillusionment as they confront the 
complexities of North African culture that 
challenge their preconceived notions. This 
process of disillusionment becomes a 
crucial element of their personal growth, 
potentially paving the way for a more 

nuanced understanding of themselves and 
the Orient. 

Conclusion 
As we conclude our analysis of Kit and 
Port's romantic expectations and their 
subsequent disillusionment, it becomes 
evident that Paul Bowles employs their 
journey in “The Sheltering Sky” to explore 
the pitfalls of Orientalist fantasies. 
Through their encounters with the Orient, 
Bowles unveils the complexities of cross-
cultural interactions and the limitations of 
projecting Western ideals onto Eastern 
cultures. The allure of the Orient, initially 
captivating, ultimately becomes a trap, 
ensnaring Kit and Port in a web of 
misinterpretations and cultural clashes. 
However, amidst their disillusionment lies 
the potential for growth and understanding. 
By confronting the realities of the Orient, 
Kit and Port embark on a transformative 
journey of self-discovery. Their initial 
romanticized perceptions give way to a 
more nuanced understanding of themselves 
and the cultures they encounter. This 
process, though painful, highlights the 
importance of humility and open-
mindedness in approaching unfamiliar 
territories. 
In essence, Bowles cautions against the 
dangers of Orientalist illusions while 
holding out hope for genuine cross-cultural 
engagement. Through Kit and Port's 
journey, readers are urged to question their 
assumptions, embrace complexity, and 
recognize the humanity that transcends 
cultural boundaries. 
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4. Exoticism and Discomfort: The 
Transformation of Veiled Women 

Introduction 

The transition of the "veiled women" from 
captivating figures to symbols of cultural 
barriers constitutes a central theme in Paul 
Bowles' narrative in “The Sheltering Sky”. 
Initially, Kit and Port perceive the veiled 
women with a blend of fascination and 
apprehension, ascribing to them a "silent 
dignity" (Bowles, 1949, p. 17). However, 
this initial perception undergoes a 
significant evolution as they navigate the 
intricacies of North African culture. The 
"silent dignity" gradually evolves into a 
symbol of mystery, unspoken experiences, 
and cultural barriers, challenging their 
romanticized expectations. 
This transformation mirrors the constraints 
of the Western gaze, critiqued by Edward 
Said (1978), which often reduces Eastern 
cultures to exotic stereotypes, overlooking 
their complexity and diversity. Similarly, 
Kit and Port's initial fascination with the 
veiled women emanates from their 
romanticized vision of the Orient, blinding 
them to the individuality and cultural 
nuances of these women. 

4.1 From Allure to Discomfort: A 
Breakdown in Communication and the 
Limitations of the Western Gaze 

The initial allure felt by Kit and Port 
towards the veiled women stems from their 
idealized perception of the Orient, which 
fails to acknowledge the rich tapestry of 
lived experiences. However, as they delve 
deeper into North African culture, their 
fascination gives way to discomfort as they 
grapple with the limitations of their 

understanding. This discomfort signifies a 
growing awareness of the cultural chasm 
that separates them from the veiled women. 
An illustrative moment on pages 23-24 
encapsulates this transformation. Here, 
Kit's attempt to connect with a group of 
veiled women by offering them cigarettes 
results in indifference (Bowles, 1949, p. 
24). This lack of reciprocation underscores 
the communication chasm between Kit and 
Port, limited by their cultural ignorance, 
and the veiled women, whose experiences 
and social norms remain largely 
inaccessible. 
The incident of haggling on pages 54-55 
serves as another catalyst for this 
transformation. Initially perceiving the 
veiled women as exotic entities within the 
marketplace, Kit and Port are frustrated and 
disoriented during the bargaining process. 
The women's assertive negotiation tactics 
and Kit's failed attempt to assert dominance 
through displays of wealth challenge their 
preconceived notions of passivity 
associated with Orientalist depictions of 
Eastern women. This breakdown in 
communication and control reveals the 
limitations of their initial "tourist gaze" and 
underscores the agency of the veiled 
women within their cultural milieu. 

4.2 Beyond the Veil: 
Acknowledging the Subaltern Voice 
The discomfort experienced by Kit and 
Port also reflects an emerging awareness of 
the subaltern voice, a concept elucidated by 
Gayatri Spivak (1988). Spivak contends 
that Western narratives often silence the 
voices of marginalized individuals within 
power structures. In “The Sheltering Sky”, 
the veiled women symbolize the subaltern, 
with their experiences and perspectives 
remaining largely inaccessible to Kit and 
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Port. While the narrative predominantly 
centers on Kit and Port's emotional and 
psychological odyssey, the presence of the 
veiled women serves as a poignant 
reminder of prevailing power dynamics 
and the imperative of acknowledging 
diverse experiences beyond the dominant 
Western narrative. 

  4.3 The Importance of Reflexivity 
and Interrogation 

 By portraying the veiled woman as an 
emblem of the subaltern, Bowles prompts 
readers to engage in reflexive 
introspection. There is a call to question 
assumptions and biases, particularly when 
encountering individuals or cultures 
outside one's familiar milieu. The 
discomfort experienced by Kit and Port 
serves as a crucial stage in this process. 
Their initial allure ultimately gives way to 
realizing the limitations of their 
comprehension, fostering a more nuanced 
and respectful approach to cross-cultural 
encounters. 
Conclusion 
In this chapter, we have explored the 
transformation of the veiled women in 
“The Sheltering Sky” from enigmatic 
symbols of allure to representations of 
cultural barriers and subaltern voices. 
Through Kit and Port's evolving 
perceptions, we have witnessed the 
limitations of the Western gaze and the 
complexities of cross-cultural encounters 
in North Africa. As Kit and Port navigate 
the cultural landscape, their initial 
fascination with the veiled women gives 
way to discomfort and a realization of the 
communication gap between themselves 
and the local women. This discomfort 
catalyzes introspection, prompting readers 

to question their assumptions and biases 
when encountering unfamiliar cultures.                                            
Moreover, the veiled women emerge as 
symbols of the subaltern, whose voices 
remain largely unheard within the 
dominant Western narrative. Their 
presence challenges readers to 
acknowledge the diversity of experiences 
beyond their cultural framework.                     
Ultimately, “The Sheltering Sky” invites 
readers to engage in reflexivity and 
interrogation, recognizing the importance 
of humility and openness when 
encountering unfamiliar cultures. By 
embracing discomfort and confronting the 
limitations of the Western gaze, readers can 
embark on a journey towards a more 
nuanced and respectful understanding of 
cross-cultural interactions. 

5. Disorientation and Disillusionment: A 
Labyrinthine Journey through the Orient 

Introduction 
Paul Bowles's novel "The Sheltering Sky" 
plunges readers into the disorienting 
odyssey of Kit and Port Moresby as they 
navigate the intricate and bewildering 
landscapes of the Orient. Initially driven by 
romanticized notions, their journey 
gradually unfolds into a profound sense of 
frustration and cultural misunderstanding. 
This chapter delves into the challenges they 
encounter, examining how their Western 
perspectives clash with the harsh realities 
of North African culture. 

5.1 Lost in Translation: Cultural 
Clashes and Misinterpretations 

 
Kit and Port's initial enthusiasm for the 
Orient quickly collides with the stark 
differences in cultural norms. The vibrant 
marketplaces, initially perceived as exotic 
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adventures, metamorphose into 
bewildering mazes of confusion. The 
haggling incident serves as a vivid 
illustration (Bowles, 1949, pp. 54-55). 
Their attempts to engage in competitive 
bargaining, rooted in Western notions, 
backfire spectacularly, highlighting their 
misinterpretations and the limitations of 
their cultural assumptions. Critic Timothy 
Brennan observes how these experiences in 
the desert challenge their preconceived 
cultural notions (Brennan, 1993, p. 72), 
emphasizing the vast gap between their 
expectations and the realities of North 
Africa. 

5.2 The Silence Between Words: 
Language as a Barrier 
Language exacerbates their sense of 
disorientation, acting as a formidable 
barrier to meaningful communication. 
Their lack of proficiency in Arabic forces 
them to rely on gestures and visual cues, 
hindering genuine connection with the 
locals. This limitation reinforces Edward 
Said's concept of the Orient as a stage 
where Westerners are mere spectators 
(Said, 1978, p. 29), further cementing their 
status as outsiders peering into an 
inscrutable world. 

5.3 From Bazaar Bliss to 
Oppressive Void: The Lost Wallet 
Incident 
The bustling marketplaces, once sources of 
excitement, undergo a stark transformation 
into oppressive reminders of their 
vulnerability and alienation. The lost wallet 
incident encapsulates this shift (Bowles, 
1949, pp. 101-102). What was once a 
vibrant scene becomes tinged with 
frustration and vulnerability as they 
grapple with the loss. This incident 
symbolizes their dwindling control over 

their lives within a cultural landscape 
where they lack agency, echoing Said's 
critique of Orientalism as a tool for 
dominance (Said, 1978, p. 3). 
Conclusion 
In “The Sheltering Sky”, Paul Bowles 
masterfully depicts the disorienting 
trajectory of Kit and Port's journey through 
the Orient. Their initial romanticized 
notions unravel into a profound sense of 
disillusionment and cultural estrangement. 
As they confront the stark disparities 
between their Western perspectives and the 
realities of North Africa, readers are 
prompted to reflect on their assumptions 
and biases when encountering unfamiliar 
cultures. 
6. Power Plays in the Orient: Beyond 
Romantic Illusions 
Introduction 

In Paul Bowles's "The Sheltering Sky," the 
initial allure of the Orient gives way to a 
revelation of intricate power dynamics. Kit 
and Port Moresby's romanticized 
perceptions are shattered as they confront 
the realities of cultural appropriation and 
the psychological toll of cultural 
dissonance. 

6.1 A Flawed Appropriation: 
Domination and Misinterpretation 
Kit and Port's interactions with the Orient 
often reflect a sense of cultural 
appropriation, exemplified in their 
encounter with Belqassim (Bowles, 1949, 
pp. 128-129). Their attempts to impose 
Western ideals on unfamiliar cultural 
practices underscore the power dynamics 
critiqued by Edward Said (Said, 1978, p. 
3). Their attempts to exert control and 
misinterpret indigenous customs result in 
unintended consequences, laying bare their 
vulnerability and isolation. This incident 
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starkly highlights the repercussions of 
imposing Western norms onto cultures that 
resist such influence. 

6.2 The Psychological Toll: 
Dissonance and Identity Crisis 
The cultural dissonance experienced by Kit 
and Port exacts a significant psychological 
toll, leading to an existential crisis rooted in 
their Western identities. Quotations from 
Bowles's novel (Bowles, 1949, pp. 102, 
143) vividly illustrate their profound 
internal struggles. The certainties of their 
Western lives crumble in the face of the 
unfamiliar Orient, leaving them feeling 
adrift and questioning their purpose and 
identity. These struggles mirror the power 
dynamics inherent in Oriental-Western 
relations, as highlighted by Said (1978), as 
they grapple with the fragmentation of their 
sense of self. 

6.3 A Desert of Transformation: 
Unveiling Nuanced Understanding 
Despite the challenges, Kit and Port's 
journey through the Orient becomes a 
transformative odyssey, leading to a deeper 
understanding of cultural complexities. 
Scenes such as their desert encounters 
(Bowles, 1949, pp. 170-175) symbolize 
this evolution. The vast desert landscape 
becomes a metaphor for cultural 
exploration, forcing them to abandon rigid 
perspectives and engage with the unknown 
on a visceral level. These moments 
showcase the transformative potential 
embedded in unsettling cross-cultural 
encounters, offering glimpses of personal 
growth and appreciation for cultural 
nuance. 
Conclusion 
"The Sheltering Sky" transcends 
conventional travel narratives by revealing 
the intricate power dynamics and 

psychological intricacies inherent in cross-
cultural encounters. Kit and Port's journey 
serves as a cautionary tale against 
romanticized views and cultural 
appropriation, while also offering hope for 
genuine understanding amidst 
disillusionment. As they navigate the 
complexities of the Orient, they are 
challenged to confront biases and embrace 
the unknown, ultimately exemplifying the 
transformative potential of engaging with 
unfamiliar cultures. Paul Bowles's novel 
remains a timeless reminder of the 
importance of challenging assumptions and 
embracing cultural diversity. 
7. Moving Beyond Orientalism: Cultural 
Hybridity and Shifting Identities in "The 
Sheltering Sky" 
Introduction 
Edward Said exposes the dangers of 
cultural misrepresentation in “Orientalism” 
(Said, 1978). However, Homi Bhabha 
offers a different perspective - cultural 
encounters as dynamic negotiations that 
reshape identities (Bhabha, 1994). This 
chapter explores how "The Sheltering Sky" 
transcends Orientalism, depicting Kit and 
Port's evolving sense of self through 
encounters with North Africa's 
complexities. 

7.1 From Fixed Identities to 
Negotiations 
Bhabha's concept illuminates the shifting 
selfhood experienced by Kit and Port. 
Initially drawn to a romanticized Orient 
(Bowles, 1949, p. 20), their encounters 
disrupt their self-perceptions. Faced with 
"otherness," they confront the limitations 
of their Western perspectives, mirroring 
Bhabha's notion of cultural collisions 
prompting identity negotiation (1994, p. 
37). These dynamic interactions, 
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exemplified by Port's shattered vision of 
desert mastery, challenge their fixed 
identities and pave the way for 
transformation. 

7.2. Fluidity of Self in a Hybrid 
Space 

Bowles' narrative showcases this 
transformation as Kit and Port navigate 
unfamiliar landscapes. Preconceived 
notions are challenged, revealing the 
multifaceted nature of identity within 
Bhabha's concept of cultural hybridity 
(1994, p. 37). Kit's struggle with isolation 
(Bowles, 1949, p. 150) reflects the 
challenges of this transformation. 
However, it also underscores the 
transformative potential of cross-cultural 
encounters, pushing them to confront 
biases and embrace complexities beyond 
their Western lens. 

7.3 Exploring Limits and Beyond 
Kit and Port 
It's important to acknowledge limitations. 
Some scholars argue Kit and Port never 
fully shed their Western perspectives, 
highlighting the enduring power dynamics 
between the West and the Orient (see 
Banerjee, 2003). Their journey's 
frustrations could be seen as a cautionary 
tale. However, "The Sheltering Sky" delves 
beyond Kit and Port.  Belqassim, the "man 
of two worlds," embodies hybridity, 
navigating French and Arab cultures 
effortlessly (Bowles, 1949, p. 120). The 
contrasting French couple with their 
colonialist attitudes and the Touareg 
presence further showcase the spectrum of 
cross-cultural interactions and 
complexities.                                                By 
applying Bhabha's framework, we gain a 
deeper understanding of the transformation 
and fluidity of selfhood within "The 

Sheltering Sky." While Kit and Port's 
journey has its limitations, it demonstrates 
the profound impact of cultural encounters 
in shaping identities within dynamic spaces 
of negotiation. 
Conclusion 
"The Sheltering Sky" transcends the 
limitations of Orientalism by depicting the 
dynamic negotiation of identities within a 
world of cultural encounters. Kit and Port's 
journey through North Africa exemplifies 
the transformative potential embedded in 
these interactions. Edward Said's critique 
remains relevant, highlighting the dangers 
of cultural misrepresentation. However, 
Homi Bhabha's concept of cultural 
hybridity offers a nuanced lens through 
which to understand the characters' 
evolving sense of self. Their encounters 
with the complexities of the Orient 
challenge their fixed Western identities, 
paving the way for a more fluid and 
multifaceted understanding of selfhood. 
The novel delves beyond Kit and Port, 
exploring the spectrum of cultural 
interactions and complexities embodied by 
characters like Belqassim and the Touareg. 
Through these diverse encounters, the 
narrative underscores the multifaceted 
nature of identity within dynamic spaces of 
negotiation. "The Sheltering Sky" thus 
serves as a compelling exploration of the 
fluidity of selfhood and the transformative 
power of cultural encounters in shaping 
identities within an interconnected world. 
8. Rethinking Power and Representation: 
The Subaltern Voice in "The Sheltering 
Sky" 
Introduction 

This chapter delves into the concept of the 
subaltern as introduced by Gayatri Spivak and 
its relevance in analyzing Paul Bowles' "The 
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Sheltering Sky." While Edward Said's 
“Orientalism” exposes power imbalances and 
Homi Bhabha emphasizes cultural hybridity, 
Spivak's work focuses on the silenced voices 
marginalized by dominant narratives (Said, 
1978; Bhabha, 1994). 

8.1 Beyond Dominant Narratives: 
Introducing the Subaltern 
Spivak's concept of the subaltern highlights 
power dynamics within cultural 
encounters, arguing that those with limited 
agency and voice within a dominant system 
are often silenced or misrepresented 
(Spivak, 1988, p. 292).    In "The Sheltering 
Sky," Bowles portrays a silent Orient, 
suggesting the existence of subaltern 
experiences beyond the Western 
characters' grasp. For instance, the vast and 
desolate landscapes described in the novel 
serve as metaphorical representations of 
the silenced voices and unseen experiences 
of the indigenous people inhabiting those 
regions. 

8.2 Unmasking Silences: The 
Limitations of Western Narratives 
Building on Spivak's ideas, Timothy 
Brennan argues that encounters with the 
Orient in the novel reveal how Western 
narratives construct and marginalize the 
'other' (Brennan, 1993, p. 72). Bowles' 
portrayal exposes the limitations of such 
narratives, emphasizing the diversity of 
experiences within the Orient. For instance, 
Kit and Port's interactions with local 
communities often reflect a superficial 
understanding of their culture, highlighting 
the Western characters' inability to grasp 
the complexities and nuances of their lives. 

8.3 Amplifying the Silences: 
Recognizing the Subaltern's Presence 
Recognizing the subaltern perspective 
enriches our understanding of the novel. 

Leela Gandhi notes that Spivak's 
intervention allows us to understand how 
power operates through silences and 
absences (Gandhi, 1998, p. 152). Bowles' 
narrative encourages us to imagine and 
amplify the experiences of marginalized 
voices, challenging us to critically examine 
cross-cultural encounters. Readers can 
engage in this process by paying attention 
to subtle cues and hints in the text that 
allude to the presence and perspectives of 
the subaltern. Scenes depicting interactions 
between minor characters or descriptions 
of daily life in the Orient may offer insights 
into the lived experiences of those often 
overlooked by dominant narratives. 
Conclusion 
By weaving together Spivak's subaltern 
concept with Said's critique and Bhabha's 
analysis of hybridity, we gain a richer 
understanding of the complexities within 
"The Sheltering Sky."  The novel compels 
us to acknowledge the limitations of 
Western narratives and recognize the 
presence of silenced voices. Bowles' 
portrayal of the Orient as a silent and 
enigmatic landscape challenges readers to 
confront the complexities of cross-cultural 
encounters and the need for more inclusive 
representations of diverse experiences. 
Moving forward, it is essential to critically 
examine dominant narratives and amplify 
the voices of the marginalized to foster a 
more equitable and nuanced understanding 
of cultural dynamics. "The Sheltering Sky" 
serves as a poignant reminder of the power 
of literature to illuminate hidden voices and 
reshape our perceptions of the world. 
Additionally, exploring subtle cues and 
descriptions of daily life in the novel can 
offer valuable insights into subaltern 
experiences, enriching our understanding 



 

194 

Navigating the Sands of Identity: Paul Bowles's "The Sheltering Sky" and the Western Encounter with the Orient 

of the complex socio-cultural landscape 
depicted by Bowles. 

9. CONCLUSION  

"The Sheltering Sky" goes beyond mere 
entertainment, emerging as a profound 
exploration of Western interaction with the 
Orient. This intricately woven narrative 
delves deep, dissecting the complexities of 
this encounter through influential 
theoretical frameworks. 
Edward Said's critique of Orientalism 
forms a foundational aspect of the novel's 
analysis. By revealing the inherent power 
imbalances in Western depictions of the 
"Orient," Said exposes the romanticized 
and often distorted perceptions driving 
cultural misunderstandings. This mirrors 
the characters' initial fascination with the 
Orient, which diminishes as they confront 
the harsh realities of cultural dislocation 
and isolation. For instance, Kit and Port's 
idealized view of the veiled women as 
symbols of "silent dignity" (Bowles, 1949, 
p. 17) clashes with their growing sense of 
alienation and the limitations of their 
assumptions. 
Homi Bhabha's concept of cultural 
hybridity adds depth to the narrative. 
Bhabha argues that cultural encounters are 
not smooth blends but rather "spaces of 
negotiation and contestation" (Bhabha, 
1994, p. 37). This reflects the characters' 
struggle to reconcile their Western 
identities with the allure and challenges of 
the Orient. Their initial romanticized 
notions give way to a sense of cultural 
dislocation and self-doubt, highlighting the 
fluidity and dynamism of identity in cross-
cultural contexts. For example, Kit's initial 
arrogance and Western superiority 
gradually erode as he grapples with his 

diminishing cultural reference points and 
the limitations of his language (Bowles, 
1949, p. 102). 
Gayatri Spivak's insights into the subaltern 
voice provide a critical lens for examining 
power dynamics within the narrative. 
While Bowles primarily focuses on the 
Western characters' experiences, Spivak 
reminds us that their perspectives are not 
the sole focus. The "othered" space of the 
Orient is not a silent void but rather a 
tapestry woven with diverse experiences 
and voices often sidelined in Western 
narratives. Acknowledging the presence of 
these silenced voices invites us to move 
beyond the Western gaze and consider the 
multifaceted nature of cross-cultural 
interactions. For instance, figures like 
Belqassim and the veiled women, though 
not explicitly voiced in the narrative, serve 
as reminders of the diverse perspectives 
and experiences existing beyond the 
Western characters' limited understanding. 
In summary, by intertwining these 
theoretical frameworks, Paul Bowles 
creates a narrative that transcends 
entertainment. "The Sheltering Sky" 
prompts readers to critically examine their 
cultural assumptions and biases, fostering a 
deeper understanding of the world beyond 
the "sheltering sky" of Western 
perspectives. It challenges us to confront 
the complexities and power dynamics 
shaping cross-cultural encounters, urging 
us towards a more inclusive and equitable 
engagement with the "other." 
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