¥

AORIAL COLLEGE

MILAD-E-S :
ith B++Grade

- Accredite







JM‘ 2.39..4

2026 - AUl alaal)

MILAD-E-SHERTIEF MEMORIAL COLLEGE
(Affiliated to the University of Kerala)

Lty 2yl ZaL1 § gl piwnll s






x
au;.a
s R

MILAD-E-SHERTEF MEMORTAL COLLEGE
(Affiliated to the University of Kerala)

P.G Dept. of Arabic & Research Centre
MSM College, Kayamkulam.

Alappuzha Dt. Pin- 690502

Kerala, India

Majalla al-Milad Vol .2 -2026
(Arabic and English)

Peer Review Board : Prof. (Dr) Ubaid A (Trivandrum)
Prof. (Dr) M. N. Khan (Delhi)
Prof. Muhammad Musthafa (Singapore)
Dr. Abid UP (Calicut)
Dr. Aboobacker K (Calicut)

Chief Editor : Dr. S. Farook
Editor : Dr. A. Shanil
Editorial Board : Dr. A Muhammed Thaha

Dr. K.H. Zameer

Dr. Harsha Viswanath
Dr. A. Asharafudeen
Mr. A. Anwar Hussain
Mr. Ramshad Rahim

Printed & Published By: Head of the Department of Arabic
MSM College, Kayamkulam- 690502,
Alappuzha Dt. Kerala, India

Cover Design : Baiju Win Feather
Correspondence to  : Head of the Department of Arabic

MSM College, Kayamkulam- 690502,
Alappuzha Dt. Kerala, India

Email : almilad@msmcollege.in

Date of Publishing : January 2026

Printed and published by Dr. Farook S, Head of the Post Graduate Department of
Arabic and Research Centre, MSM College, Kayamkulam. Copyright remains with the
authors of the respective papers; authors are solely responsible for the content and
views expressed herein.


mailto:almilad@msmcollege.in




il sy dalS

Litlzs cpe syl suadl guie Awliey SIS 3ol LR bl 08) p 2% O Ly
5yl 3 Gigmdly aiuarlll pud oo Byaball Ll Aimdl dlell ML 8,551
ol O Slely s U Ly idl — WS (@I58 oo 4 2o pall oyl
i) g9 cplyuslasys — WpS daale (gud Suadae Aoy AmaS Leasey "N dlze Jizmud
Ay 1) Bas s el Calins ) el e Las D ey (1 Ao gl gzl (uSan
Loal Llad Jobiss @l gl il Slalyully AL (e &5 330 suall |ia aua,
Byiolas Slegisge e Szl @3S) aBs Anlaiily dyall cuialll Jlrs @ Ao sl
Sl Bua Jaaly clall Slamdl c13] 8 mend oF Lol o (Adlaty Zuale slal @l
lall llame § 3ol Juolsill qesg (a1

b gz of Jol Lsld cAdlatly ot Lty Bsluad | (ye o, SI1 L3 ] suall s a5 319
cplisdl 9 dulyully cmdl BLAT aungs e (ad Badamie 4,508 4h 59 228l Auale Bals
il Lalsll pasger e sopmdll Gyd ) ppuadlly Sadl bl (el pan
Ao I erlanlyng Aetall eglalals saadl 1 19,57 pdd) s le¥1 GBI g ¢ il sall
wll e Bl ellasdes bl Lolalge  JI eB5e¥l Lehd gens LS
& Lalsiue slasdly Azl yghas § Loludl 5501 (0 Las)SII (@SSl taad e g ST

Jlas i (3 daslall slaed

Gl (g lly

ool Basld s

Jm‘u&n¢xﬁ&.ﬁfv






i

13

25

33

41

46

55

66

79

92

i

o e /3

s Sl

ooleds

Je¥od ol o035

c gl gl pas/s
S9! ! 32/

g 9miS deebow)

¢! el 8,40

u.o‘ éj)‘.é e

Jid /s

& ¢ ol dama Sl

O giad|
"Hags" b § Gilud¥ly Gud! dadl
Jua¥l guzs!

G il Ay iyl qaddl Cladl
Lellisg gdanll golaadl clusylas
aalat)

Lawdall e 35l daudall 3
Lyl
JLabdl aly geuidl e ! gl !
i 5l e ealyly Olgaadl A yte
daly s )

9 &9l Gl e ) gl fuiid]
el @bl 545 8 039
L3 " Aslud ¥l Ula, 38, "
OIS 9y 350 s2ds § A5,
Loeld 9o (aally ey laly 2agdally
Laglally
clagll e 2l g ddgiall 15,01 ldas
Gl
e Loty 4Latlly Aguid! gl
@l lladl @ sl s Ll
& Szl pall ol § Lailly deglall

10



101

111

120

134

147

157

170

182

195

d)..&i . ‘TQ@.««.})}BT
T ol

Dr. Harsha Viswanath

Dr.Reshma Surendran
Dr. E. Najeem

Dr. Jayalekshmi B

Dr. E. Najeem

Dr Vidya Rajagopal

Dr.BijuR |

Rashmi S. Pillai

Jetatdly adlsdl oy (gud gl olidd!
(ERES VTN IY: NS PP DA I PETOM |
"E‘)J‘

)l Ladls o Lygus § @Sl ¥g=s
el 5L da b

Traversing Deathscapes: State
Violence, Bureaucracy, and the
Politics of Movement in Khalid
Khalifa’s Death Is Hard Work

Confession in Exile: Mapping
Feminine Consciousness in
Anamika and Nazik al-
Mala’ika

When Plot Recedes to the Primacy
of Presence: Narrative and
Narrativity of Babu Abraham’s
Kambilikandathe Kalbharanikal

Whispers of the Displaced:
Reimagining Power through
Kalila

wa Dimna

Misogynistic Portrayal of
Women in Select Indian
Advertisements

Constructing Cultural
Nationalism: ldeology, Popular
Culture, and the Strategic Use of
Knowledge and Entertainment

Plural Spaces of Gender and
Identity in Bhutan: A Study on
Select Women’s Narratives

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19



T YY1 b U des AL

Jua¥l guizgl "aags" duad § SLud¥l el aad)

ol

dl iy Loy Las Lavogs "Juall guzg ol "dags" 1ad Jolils duix | 38,011 oia
Meld Ldpmgs dud 2l onts tm Alud ¥y andall Zeill 63 yunlall pall oYl
(oisa S @ Jierl) Gl OEL Jubms e 285501 3lais IS 2als sy ¥ L3S e
AMal Auawlall 45,009 g yslasedl dadly cdpalall 28 all 4ud alolaws LI¥s slad o)lacly
O 3508 dpasdd ol Caulhss 48,8 Ayl (o paitidy Aadally Adly ludl on
el I35 Bl 0 I s s snladl Jaall M dim gy o Lidl el 3l « Ly gims
Lzlse G OLud ¥l s «Jalig 448 Ay ) Lizmyas Jgouts duelall il o 2« 3adsly
Logaty Ldasy Al 58 po 8ydlie

30 ccmnmmd 2085 Y 3929 Aind Laim gy 3l 30501 2 s e dmall o eyl sy
Jalazll 8skas 1) 3,aadl alsg gl 03152l hgzmng Blezell (oliad sylitely (ol G el sy
dl s mizly PIST wllas Hgian (e Luhull 556 LS 5 )lawlly Mz dulaay 4as
i IO oo e39ms 11 3 Lo i s el Lol e o ¢yt c i) Al all
albgy Juadl gz O Ayl uSEs9 . Gatlly caslill oyga g (Lud ¥l 59,e oo il il
& slown gl bl Audog e GLud ¥l Jommy Liuds Lllas gl Bygkasdly aunddlls 5o,

ol @ of ol

FLeam¥1 a8lgll LuSad S LS, Chye sl pall ¥l @ Aylly 83,L1 Busyad) Slgua¥l (a ay ¢ yumlans or Hls9 I Ja¥l gums®
L3y 20 o csa Ml elagad] o pieally doglal ez 428Y 8l Lad¥) Liaally claladly cslually 380 LLas Joliss «cradd! § salinll
el 5l oo Lilaily LidLas e dmsims i Lid Ladsgs Byslaully qadl SUls OISLI calogy LS Zmgall ol Sl m oslas L1539 5,800
ety sl Yotz g alLalas LS oy liT 18y oISy 2wl Lad ¥l o A8Mally dolozal (2S5 1« Logo Baumdll driads "Aulix ylsd” s,

alall pall sl 8 350 ClSS anilSle sy Los cgaudanll at Layboy el

Majalla al-Milad ISSN No: 3108-1355 Vol.2 _



VoYl b Gl alee Ml dl=s | 8

ozes W e yatl s peadl 3 ) oad Lostize L 3ges Jia3 "8aga" 2uad o ] 2yl palses
capdall ae Jolanll § 4531520 48MTg el 28 G5 dly Gl (£l dl Amislg Bses 0
0233 86S e Laylyataly Shddl Hlparad Lol oy b clI3 Camgy colll 3190 Louo

douall
Jb 8 molall yall § Loguas At oo¥1 33550 Lewe Al Llaally sloza¥l zool
Ol e Jsaily ALl oylgald byall Mzl e 2l 280 @bl delas
Llex [l of Ligsli |rmie Ldumgy Al ) oty cos¥l uay @Iy auded! wlaidl 8 oLusdl)
Bleadl lda 39 Aauly 4831y 2,88 Ialayl Jomms $5S50 foudge d] g i cclusU)
Olad ¥ o A8l Aols A5y Allae putds (&1 Juadl gy ilSU "daga" Auad 7y

Ayshasely 28l yamg Audenyls Ausa; (30 Aot Loy gy Sy slamial IS (e (aindly

by oy e cgaydl Ll J5 1 dualall 23500ll Laidags oo Liaal indll dezudy
¥ lall sladl g Luele Ladssy Al Bty ) oad Liomy Ay Lidlyaodl (G 3Ll 5o
BlSay Blawms LMT9 a9y Aiwl ao oty s Apeas8¥ 2dpall 3o (§ Iyguams an
Skl Sl e 28)5]) oda iy Al e dabalio gy ool CSsST1 @ Olud¥
Ad9sne Joo capd¥l oy s sl guadl Gllasdl e adsdly cduanall § Anludly Al
Gl 3lsl! I § GLad ¥ 59,all 3T e oLkl Loae Yo (k) 305k ot o Lud !
ooyl s s ) o¥ pggie ST (G "Wago” ples] 5l d) Ayl du LS
6382 Of Sag 01 ()T US55 (B yuolas udi liylie s g 3 il Belyd M5 (y0 (Egaz]]
1395 AST el e aadly o Lad ¥l o do 1 el Bale] @9 gl (9 2ais 3 Mleld ygo
Ll Lol A=l 155l

_ 3108-1355 Vol.2 Issue -1, January 2026



9 YoYU by Ul des s

vl ale Bliwy (gudi dees
Gl cadl o zob s sanadll el (rass Jaadl sazg s "Aags" duad zyuis
Aakedly 2,Sall dny sbd L3S e Lind 2" cigmy A" (e diety SIS ) S <S5l dadly
J¥s o Wdamm o Aads Byglawel of 3han lae 3ymme Ldimgs A oSOl pug, ¥
39 L a9 Zuale dloy M5 (a3 20352 119 Auled! Uil o Apolall 23,2l 4 abolazs
oaill midy ctigayin> Aasle § Losd Luttyy Lidlyazll Sliad caunall oda Jhay cLogaoa oy
solimass 2l L ¥l 283e Belua J] (635a) snlad) CBLAST 35t 3olmts Loy oo Lad]
s slae] @ dadl ey 8 Jion com oo (£9 (e Ll dis 2mall il 138 oLl
Ladss Lol 4usShy dudyan Auegyde dpudl miay Lo 529 elidliegur Jlguitls” Azl
Sliels L Llas dio gy aidl e 1,81 165lall (g9 didiie Oglay
Al A pall cling dealall al> I
3] g alely ISL COLAISY Ay Loy Hom 1 3,50 Lyl Liels § Huadll Layns
Ugund Jooni a8y« Jo¥1 4)ls5 e Dolgine ydee 5950 dmy gy S U] Dogdoms 0 3500 tu
Foll @ hslas Sy Jlaml e Bles¥l ) Jo il G el ) alsdl ol Sgtun (50
oz dl e Jy AV Ao Bgaoma (500 4150 Y s clan Gilud Yl ala)
Honill dagat Gl a il 3 pauos ol 1 fanss siaally elll Julis cilisally sgunll
G 09 LS a8 Audyu Byguo 3 dgety OISL Ay ope 4SS Eo A I Jo ! e
Old] ol L Aags Bigar e By540..898 31555 0 60l s Ll ypud g 794090 s’ 18]l
3" 8yl azadl A5 (g Al — (o 1 &dis - (Gyanndlly sy eS A gdya ol Lo
495 359 « Soslaudlly (aBledl e M1 (it ool Laka yg4all s Solats
I o En 3l Bole symme ¥ o lall Ll LS Al 3 65 &1 alS)

bl A Loyl Abgats Sl diand "piga 523" muly @add] SLAT§ Cyais cooaall o Bkl Andlms § s sl o 50 Sigap S 2
489 38T, oliay S Fas I3 Lanls Lz gloun 8yalls il ) S sl cladl 0 pe g9 31 S Liien LlS 5y94m3 Aoyl iludiaag
8,51 8 JLsells eladl U310l ey slind (A5yl5m0 pboluoly 24165 Agamg (uids (o0 (0 daezms WL ¥ Jiliugg oot Lilly Loyl aLazal U1
Al A isdl

2018/09/24 :aaz,l 75 (2018) . at yuy "Aaga” gz (Jaa¥l >

http://alantologia.com/blogs/3228/

Majalla al-Milad ISSN No: 3108-1355 Vol.2 I_




Yo¥T b GU alee Ml dl=s | 10

i) Lo Logdiumgs Aitall L)

(53 Ll 3yl ga pazmy gy A Jasy IS (10 sy G ol ST e ST oz,
iy § sl lia e adSss Lol Ll ulal Lawogy Lple Dolaxtl 5,9, 1uS5e
e il alyis| (e WY dagmgy jdmdl Caludl joimy o cca S sl Jadl clghas
WLIS Jady gl ¢ Bydo wlshasy CABI" dasll 3 9 LeS 958 ol cainy Lalmudl
loay a1 ey " oyl a4 (g (5] o SO CadiSCiung ) 5,8 @i Gl
e @3 Al ae Joladl @ J9gus ole o @ ) Liias (6)Lal1 G 3] clmsly g3
Lasd ] G meis o0 Ladll G W) Jomty 199 . speatlly Bl e ¥ dulyully @al!
021 8,8 e Bl Hlyetuls Bydilis Blats (Audyang 48NS

L &3l g Add! alluall

ez O e ST PO o B! Wladl pgia Jo> Aiges Buaudd 2d) Lasll pies
Adadl 3 Ladge of Lz e il (s Bl sgsdl § 3ol § s sl
ddy OsSILIIS™ :Aunall sgens LS AV AL 4pady 3,Sal) sda go aill jaysy Ayl
G55 sg4ad Jl mguatll s Ly "Slajgda 3 Shuad iy Lelidl e Ogdiaad quil .8y 4l
50 ol QLadlE pany e Laay syiolic Juad (S ¥ LIS Lllas Al s cpls
Layolic usl (3 diuzmy 48 s (ly «Lgumedl SlEMall (o Budne ASd (ya ¢ 32 s «00sS!
gl O3l alazal J) Boendl § aall Wl 55 La (a9 auezdl Lo Ldas Sy

(ol Aladl izl § 63 bl bl gumdl 43055 1 Ggunedl H9adls LBl ALY

olall 511 1 Bgelly SLui¥l yo,all s

sl Luoylaiin LIS dayo gy ol W1 1550 1uas dargy Jy ol latly aash ¥ Jual¥l guzy
Ja" :Aadll jeiai LS Aoy Atensd Anly (aill dic pa o a9 Bsally 48,all alusiul
el Vi Solemy OSSO i () 0SCuas J) (T () 59,1 I3 € Las¥l 50,801 (e ciraw

‘_7;_.\\4«.” )-MA—U 4
‘_7;_.\\4«.” )-MA—U 5
@L«Jl)_x.‘als

IViEjallaaI Wilad 1SSN No: 3108-1355 Vol.2 Issue -1, January 2026



111 YY1 pliss I

I o Lunds slas¥l 5,0 Glud¥l I ¥ S ualall adloll I aedd (sl a3l
£9 A6 e s Lall Aadll oms caaill e M5 (g Aagdall 5)lsll Gy daudl Cusls
Lwwlaol oy 213 Capmgy cAidly sldl salial Amadl dulyudl e @8 > ole
sy iy (1 S "2 9" Lad duis 10Sag . (o ¥ 8,S e 8yatusg Al Bl Gudm
Foll slo @ plesdl (e 5318 ¥l O jrayiy « Sally oyl oy Ialises (43319 240520
>y ol @ GludYlg Gl

dailat!

YL Lk Loy Las Jiad Jaa¥! guzg (ol "dega” 24ad o)f dulyill sla gl 5,0
andy ¢ b Lol 13850 (adadl QLI (pa Jazey 001 801 g il Lontie &l Wlg 2|
Al 89a) 3ay dl @iz aBse pme (10 Laldll § Sigay Fb e uad Ayuadlly 4,551
LS dadl puaall ope il Loge cdidyan 3gumg olud ¥l Ll Llie § Lusgets Ldocs
I g &l 5y gbl Bl ) gol ) Glud ¥l 5 g,al) Bal> 3y0ai 43 (e uadll iy
(redall 031920

e ol ) sseall e asds "Aags" Aiad 3 g3yl llasdl o dlyll cua 28
OG5S sgome el L Bl 03Ty ¢ GoSTT pllasdl (§ Aol LS e Slool JalSS (e sl
3ally dualall &8yl oo ezl M5 (a9 Aasoly Ady A5l (o ¢ 52 o 3lall i Yy
C3¥1 1o sl (£oll 33T ass § pabu Lol Las Jua¥l guzs ColSdl puiay (8y5ka ¥l
ol

crmolall Gl pall os¥l ) Aue 55 280 H9uns "dags" ad o) dgall oSy cell (e Ly
ele ol g Jlg anudly plud¥l a8 g Hladdl Bale] ) Axisly Byes o dloss UL
sy ¥ 0T Ayl anys WS sl Lo gums (Al 3ylol) pe Jalantl § J9gee 51
Lsolaol Unyds Ldgogy diudl sy 381a3 1iST 99 aded) wlofdl Aalgn 3 Aleld 5lo]
02531 8,8 e lgally Blesedl | yazud

Majalla al-Milad ISSN No: 3108-1355 Vol.2 I_



Yo YT ol s G il oMl Al | 12

8‘)—“5).5‘-44-“

2018/09/24 :3az )Ll 5,5 .(2018) . laddl 1y "dags"  gazg c Juadl

http://alantologia.com/blogs/3228/

w5l iplee [ doo] Akl A Al (3 Aulys Adly Olud ¥l Al Sl) cagaud|
22016 sy Hadll

Sadd el s igles [ o] La bl Lgels Lsles :iud! .0olid dams slee (Jaiax]!
22009 (3931

Ghoodl udeell icn oSN [ o] LedSChng Al . duslis drw dazmag ey o e
21990 (l5¥15 gaally 43La31

Buell, Lawrence. The Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Writing and
the Formation of American Culture. London: The Belknap Press of Harvard
University Press, 1995.

Ganaie, Altaf Ahmad. Literature and Ecology: An Experiment in Ecocriticism. Vol.
4. Pune Research: An international Journal in English, 2018. Print.

Glotfelty, Cheryll., and Harold Fromm. The Ecocriticism Reader: Landmarks in
Press, 1996. Georgia of Literary Ecology. Georgia: University

_3108-1355 Vol.2 Issue -1, January 2026



13] Y. Y1 e I

Ll (gobelinll ol il culauylon 3 Halelons Balys : pyadl qaddl ol
auslasll

PENERSSTY]
435S 1yL89,S Aananll luhyuld o (8 3 caeludl 3L

Abstract

Arab folk medicine represents a significant component of cultural knowledge in the
Arab heritage, shaped over centuries of interaction between humans and their natural,
social, and religious environments. This study provides an analytical exploration of
traditional healing practices in Arab societies, examining their therapeutic methods,
cultural contexts, and social implications. Drawing on historical medical texts,
ethnographic studies, and contemporary practices, the research highlights the intricate
relationship between folk medicine and classical Arab medical knowledge. The findings
demonstrate that Arab folk medicine is not merely a set of traditional remedies but a
culturally embedded knowledge system with enduring social, psychological, and
spiritual significance.
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Traversing Deathscapes: State Violence, Bureaucracy, and the
Politics of Movement in Khalid Khalifa’s Death Is Hard Work

Dr. Harsha Viswanath,
Associate Professor of English, M.S.M College, Kayamkulam, Affiliated to Kerala
University. harshaviswanath@msmcollege.in

Abstract: The Syrian civil war, which erupted in March 2011, represents not merely
a political or military conflict but a profound reorganization of life, death, and space
under conditions of prolonged violence. As the conflict escalated, Syria became a
contested landscape governed through what Achille Mbembe conceptualizes as
necropolitics, the state’s power to dictate who may live and who must die. The regime’s
violent suppression transformed civic spaces into sites of terror, precipitating an armed
conflict that fragmented the nation along political, sectarian, and territorial lines. In
this fractured terrain, mobility itself became perilous; roads functioned less as conduits
of connection than as bureaucratized zones of delay, coercion, and death. This paper
situates Khalid Khalifa’s Death Is Hard Work within the framework of necropolitical
governance and traumatized mobility, reading the road as a space where state power,
bureaucratic violence, and human vulnerability converge.

Key words: Trauma studies, necropolitics, deathscapes, state violence, bureaucracy,
existentialis, Syrian war literature, mobility.

The Syrian civil war is a protracted, multi-sided conflict that began in March
2011 within the broader context of the Arab Spring uprisings. Sparked by popular
protests against President Bashar al-Assad’s authoritarian governance, corruption, and
economic inequality, the unrest escalated rapidly after the regime responded with
violent repression, transforming a civil protest movement into a complex armed
combat. At the core of the conflict stands the Syrian Arab Republic, led by Assad and
supported by the Syrian Armed Forces and key allies including Russia, Iran, and
Hezbollah. Opposing the regime are diverse rebel formations, notably the Syrian
Interim Government, which encompasses nationalist and pro-democratic factions such
as the Free Syrian Army and the Syrian National Army, alongside the Syrian Salvation
Government, dominated by Islamist groups led by Hayat Tahrir al-Sham. The war has
also involved the Kurdish-led autonomous administration of Rojava in northern and
eastern Syria, whose military wing, the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), played a
central role in defeating the Islamic State (IS). Extremist organizations such as IS and
the al-Qaeda-affiliated al-Nusra Front further intensified the conflict, particularly
between 2012 and 2017. Foreign intervention has been decisive, with Russia’s military
involvement from 2015 which reinforced Assad’s position, while Iran and Hezbollah

provided sustained support. The United States led an international coalition against IS,
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Turkey intervened against multiple factors while backing opposition groups, and

regional spillovers included Israeli strikes and destabilization in neighbouring states.

Necropolitics, derived from the Greek nekros (“corpse™), is a concept developed
by Achille Mbembe to explain how modern sovereignty is exercised through the
authority to decide who may live and who must die. Critically extending Michel
Foucault’s theory of biopolitics, Mbembe shifts the analytical focus from the regulation
of life to the deliberate production of “death worlds” spaces in which entire populations
are rendered disposable through war, colonial domination, systemic violence, and
structural neglect. Within these zones, human life is stripped of intrinsic value and
reduced to an expendable resource in the service of political or economic power. As
Mbembe argues, “The ultimate expression of sovereignty largely resides in the power
and capacity to dictate who is able to live and who must die . . . To be sovereign is to
exert one’s control over mortality and to define life as the deployment and manifestation
of power” (Necropolitics 11-12). Foucault’s notion of biopolitics conceptualizes power
as operating through the management and optimization of life, permitting death as a
necessary byproduct rather than a central objective. Mbembe challenges the adequacy
of this framework in addressing contemporary forms of political violence, asking
whether biopower can account for regimes in which the explicit aim is the destruction
of the enemy, justified through war, resistance, or the rhetoric of the “war on terror”

(Necropolitics 16).

Achille Mbembe proposed the term “necropolitics” to place death in the
foreground, to describe how power seeks to maximize death and obliterate its enemies,
and to address contemporary forms of life subjugated to the power of death. Biopolitics
and necropolitics are not opposites but two sides of the same coin. Contemporary
research applies necropolitics to diverse settings. Studies of conflict zones such as Syria
show how state-sanctioned violence and technologies of warfare enable absolute
domination and mass abandonment. Migration demonstrates how border regimes
function as lethal filters, transforming mobility into a matter of survival. Urban and
public health research highlights how the withdrawal of social services and tolerance
of hazardous living conditions produce forms of “slow death,” where marginalized
groups are left to deteriorate through poverty and poor health rather than overt killing.
Other analyses focus on surveillance and visual control as tools that dehumanize

populations and legitimize violence. These studies underscore necropolitics as a
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framework for understanding sovereignty as the power over death, including states of

exception, racialized exclusion, and the gradual attrition of life.

Foucault explores the meaning of what he means by “power,” explaining that
power for him is not the domination or subjugation exerted on the society by the state
or the Government, instead it has to be looked upon “as the multiplicity of force
relations immanent in the sphere in which they operate . . . . Power is everywhere . . .
because it comes from everywhere.” It is a part of the social relationship and strides
from top to bottom of the society (The History of Sexuality 92-102) The human cost of
the war, over half a million deaths and the displacement of millions, cannot be
examined solely in quantitative terms. Widespread human rights violations, enforced
disappearances, and mass displacement have generated collective trauma, reshaping
Syrian subjectivity through grief, loss, and endurance. Refugee movements further
underscore how the conflict extends beyond Syria’s borders, transforming exile into a
permanent condition rather than a temporary rupture. Large-scale fighting had largely
subsided by 2023 and the Assad regime had reasserted control over much of the
country, but still Syria remains marked by unresolved violence, authoritarian

consolidation, and lingering trauma.

The novel traditionally, has functioned as a vehicle for engaging the worldly
through the aesthetic transmutation of the mundane, elevating neglected details into
sites of recognition and shared meaning. This mediating role of linking writer and
reader through affect and pleasure presupposes a condition of relative social normalcy
anchored in stable homelands and national imaginaries. With the disintegration of Syria
as a coherent “home base” for reading and writing, the Syrian novel has been forcibly
displaced into a global literary economy. Increasingly exposed to external expectations,
it is pressured to conform to a narrow repertoire of themes like war, extremism, and
displacement while simultaneously being tasked with fulfilling and resisting the

demands of international audiences and publishers.

Cathy Caruth, in her Preface explains the need for the study of traumatic
experiences as, “in effect, not only to ease suffering but to open, in the individual and
the community, new possibilities for change, a change that would acknowledge the
unthinkable realities to which traumatic experiences bears witness” (Trauma:
Explorations in Memory ix). Within this context, Khalid Khalifa’s work exemplifies

both the possibilities and constraints of the Syrian novel’s global circulation. While the
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trauma of conflict often produces narrative hesitation, oscillating between empathy and
withdrawal, Khalifa’s fiction resists reductive representations by grounding catastrophe
within an intimate human framework. His novels have achieved significant
international visibility, receiving recognition in global literary spheres. Death Is Hard
Work (DHW) translated by Leri Price, has contributed to its transnational reception.
Critics such as Robin Yassin-Kassab praised Khalifa’s “dense, luxurious realism” and
striking metaphorical language; yet this expressive richness, when taken as
representative on a global stage, risks obscuring the struggles of many Syrian writers
whose work remains marginalized or constrained by expectations of metaphorical

€XCess.

Khaled Khalifa (born 1964) is a Syrian novelist, screenwriter, and poet. He has
been nominated three times for the International Prize for Arabic Fiction, including
being shortlisted twice. His works have often been critical of the Syrian Baathist
government and thus have been banned in the country. His major works are The Guard
of Deception (1993), In Praise of Hatred (2006), No Knives in the Kitchens of This City
((2013 trans. 2016); Death Is Hard Work (2016 trans. 2019); No-one Prayed Over Their
Graves (2019 trans. 2023) The enduring power of Khalifa’s fiction lies in its insistence
on a human scale that resists the dominance of abstract political narratives. Drawing on
his lived experience (having grown up in Aleppo and Damascus) Khalifa repeatedly
exposes how social norms, ethical certainties, and familial bonds erode under
conditions of authoritarianism and civil war. His works not only reflect the worldliness
of the Syrian novel in exile but challenges the conditions under which that worldliness

is produced and consumed.

Khalid Khalifa’s Death Is Hard Work is widely situated within Syrian war
literature that foregrounds the everyday experience of trauma rather than direct
representations of combat. Emerging from the prolonged violence and social
fragmentation of the Syrian civil war, it emphasizes how war infiltrates domestic life
and disrupts intimate rituals. Khalifa’s novel exemplifies this tendency through its
minimalist road-journey structure, following three siblings transporting their father’s
corpse across a landscape governed by checkpoints, delays, and territorial
fragmentation. Scholars frequently align Khalifa with contemporaries such as Samar
Yazbek and Nihad Sirees, whose work critiques authoritarianism and conflict through

familial, psychological, and ethical lenses. Within contemporary Middle Eastern
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fiction, Death Is Hard Work resonates with texts by Elias Khoury, Hassan Blasim, and
Sinan Antoon that deploy mobility and its obstruction to explore displacement,
fractured belonging, and the impossibility of closure. The decaying corpse at the centre
of the narrative has been read as a potent metaphor for the nation itself - decomposing,
divided, and burdened by unresolved histories while the novel’s restrained style and
symbolic economy mark a broader shift away from spectacle toward narratives that

bear witness to war through endurance, waiting, and the slow erosion of social bonds.

The defeat of IS did not restore normalcy; instead, the war left behind a scarred
social and spatial order. It is within this context of necropolitical governance and
traumatized mobility that Death Is Hard Work situate the road as a site where state
power, bureaucratic violence, and human vulnerability converge. The novel
reconceptualizes movement not as freedom but as an existential trial shaped by state
violence and bureaucratic obstruction, producing a politics of suspended death and
unending trauma. The road operates as a necropolitical space or deathscape structured
by checkpoints, bureaucratic delays, and fragmented territorial control, where mobility
is contingent, reversible, and perpetually threatened.

Throughout Necropolitics, Achille Mbembe examines how terror and death
have become central organizing forces of contemporary politics. He argues that modern
regimes increasingly require the construction of an ultimate enemy, figured as an
existential threat to the life of the body politic, whose elimination is framed as necessary
for collective survival. In the pursuit of this enemy, states authorize extraordinary
violence and produce spaces that operate beyond ordinary legal and ethical constraints.
These “states of exception,” once imagined as temporary responses to crisis,
increasingly seep into everyday governance. As Mbembe observes, the violence that
was once “more or less hidden” within democratic and biopolitical systems now “grips
the imagination and is increasingly difficult to escape” (2019 7). He describes a political

order that is progressively reorganized around death itself:

Nearly everywhere the political order is re-constituting itself as a form of
organization for death. Little by little, a terror that is molecular in essence and
allegedly defensive is seeking legitimation by blurring the relations between
violence, murder, and the law, faith, commandment, and obedience, the norm
and the exception, and even freedom, tracking, and security... Every occasion

is now one in which the supreme stake is to be risked. (Necropolitics 6)
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Although the state initially seeks enemies outside its borders, this logic often
turns inward, identifying internal populations as threats to be managed, assimilated into
biopolitical regimes, or eliminated through necropolitical means. This suspension of
juridical norms resonates with Giorgio Agamben’s theorization of the ‘“state of
exception.” In Homo Sacer, Agamben revisits biopolitics through the figure of the
homo sacer, a life that may be killed without the act being considered homicide,

distinguishing between bare life (zoé) and politically qualified life (bios). As he argues,

If it is the sovereign who, insofar as he decides on the state of exception, has the
power to decide which life may be killed without the commission of homicide,
in the age of biopolitics this power becomes emancipated from the state of
exception and transformed into the power to decide the point at which life ceases
to be politically relevant. (Homo Sacer 142)

Constructing on Agamben’s framework, Mbembe introduces the concept of
“death-worlds” - “new and unique forms of social existence in which vast populations
are subjected to living conditions that confer upon them the status of the living dead”
(Necropolitics 92). These death-worlds include overt sites of war, terror, and genocide,
spaces where total destruction is justified by the rhetoric of emergency and entire
populations are reduced to “collateral damage,” if not designated enemies to be

exterminated.

Giorgio Agamben’s notion of bare life further illuminates this terrain by
theorizing sovereignty through the state of exception, wherein individuals are stripped
of political belonging and reduced to biological existence. However, Mbembe departs
from Agamben’s largely juridical and abstract framework by situating necropolitics
within specific historical and geopolitical contexts, particularly colonialism,
racialization, and contemporary war zones. Whereas Agamben emphasizes legal
exclusion and the suspension of rights, Mbembe underscores the material, spatial, and
embodied experience of death-worlds, spaces where violence is routinized and survival
itself becomes precarious. These distinctions are particularly resonant in Death Is Hard
Work, where the Syrian civil war produces a necropolitical landscape governed by

checkpoints, bureaucratic arbitrariness, and the constant threat of violence.

The siblings’ journey to bury their father unfolds within what Mbembe would

term a death-world, where sovereign power repeatedly asserts itself through the control
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of movement, time, and bodily integrity. Unlike Agamben’s concept, which operates
as a fixed site of exception, Khalifa’s novel presents the road itself as a mobile
necropolitical space, in which life is continually exposed to the possibility of death.
Here, power does not merely suspend the law but weaponizes bureaucracy, rendering
mourning and burial, fundamental markers of human dignity, subject to negotiation,
bribery, and delay. While waiting for the release of Lathif’s body, Hussein and Zuhayr

witness a scene of an ambulance carrying the bodies of the soldiers,

It was a terrifying scene. There were more than forty corpses there in military
dress; some had lost their lower extremities, others half their heads. A furious
officer was speaking to someone out of sight, requesting more ambulances from
the hospital in Homs. . . . The nurses were opening the morgue fridge and piling
bodies on top of one another like lemon crates; their tiny fridge hadn’t been

designed to deal with so many bodies. (DHW 60)

Death is foregrounded as an everyday administrative reality rather than an
exceptional event and aligns more closely with Mbembe’s necropolitical framework
than with Foucault’s biopolitical paradigm. The novel illustrates how sovereignty
operates through the orchestration of exhaustion, decay, and humiliation, transforming
ordinary citizens into socially dead subjects long before biological death occurs.
Khalifa’s narrative not only dramatizes necropolitical governance in wartime Syria but
exposes how state power reconfigures space, movement, and kinship under conditions

of prolonged violence.

Every power strategy is the result of the greed of humans to dominate and their
minds are guided by the influence of the socio-political and economic factors of their
immediate environment. Mbembe’s concept of commandement and the banality of
coercion elucidate how violence in Death Is Hard Work is routinized through
administrative practices rather than spectacular force. The siblings’ repeated encounters
with low-level officials, soldiers, and militia members exemplify a diffuse sovereign
power exercised through delay, humiliation, and arbitrary permission. Examining
through spatial trauma theory, particularly Maria Tumarkin’s work on traumascapes
and Karen Till’s concept of wounded cities (Tumarkin 2005; Till 2012), the journey
reveals space itself as a carrier of historical violence, saturated with affect and memory.
Roads, checkpoints, and border zones operate as traumascapes that reproduce fear,

paralysis, and moral exhaustion in those who traverse them. The decomposing corpse
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at the narrative’s center materializes Mbembe’s claim that the body becomes the
ultimate surface upon which power inscribes itself, transforming burial into a
necropolitical negotiation rather than a private ritual of mourning. Death Is Hard Work
reframes movement not as escape or progress but as prolonged immersion within a
wounded deathscape, where trauma is continually reactivated through spatial passage
rather than resolved. Bolbol narrates his life as a refugee where fear dominates

everything else,

Bolbol had worked hard to gain the trust of his neighborhood. The details on his
identity card marked him out for suspicion; for four years now, similar details
had spelled catastrophe for many others. Thousands of people disappeared
without a trace, simply for being born in areas controlled by the opposition, just
as many regime supporters had disappeared in those same areas. Kidnappings,
ransoms, and random arrests were widespread and tit-for-tat responses meant
they only escalated in frequency. People’s movements were tightly controlled.

Any error could be very costly. (DHW 44)

Ministering to interior mazes of thought reveals fear as an ineradicable
metaphysical condition of Syrian subjectivity. In Death Is Hard Work, fear generates
an ouroboros like narrative structure that continually folds back on itself, destabilizing
linear progression and foreclosing clear teleology. Rather than functioning solely as
pathology, fear becomes a mode of contingency and survival within a violently
overdetermined social order. Death, accordingly, is not an endpoint but an ongoing
logistical, emotional, and political burden. These dynamics structure the novel, set in
contemporary Syria and centered on three adult siblings’ attempt to transport the body
of their father, Abdel Latif al-Salim, from Damascus to his village of Anabiya—a
journey that would ordinarily take only hours. The burial journey emerges as a
governing metaphor for Syria’s collective suffering, with the decomposing corpse
materializing a betrayed revolution and a nation collapsing inward, “Death is a solitary
experience . . . the living have a harder task ahead of them than the dead; no one wants
to see their beloved ones rot” (DHW 16). The novel portrays stark realism with its
hypercentralized narrative voice exposing both its critical power and its
representational limits, privileging embodied trauma and private grief over
revolutionary myth as the dominant register of historical meaning. Khalifa reveals how

war restructures spatial experience
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The scene in the hospital was horrifying. Officers were pacing the corridors and
shouting curses against the opposition fighters. Troops in full combat gear were
wandering around aimlessly, smelling of battle. They had brought their friends,
either wounded or killed, and dawdling there was their only way to escape or
postpone returning to battle, where death would no doubt find them as well.

Death always seemed near in this chaos. (DHW 9)

As the journey progresses, travel becomes increasingly hostile and intractable.
The siblings are burdened not only by Abdel Latif’s decomposing body in the vehicle
but also by the omnipresence of war, which manifests through snipers, air raids, tank
convoys, and armed militias patrolling the roads. Shortly after departing Damascus,
they are detained at a highway checkpoint, prompting Hussein’s whispered remark to
Bolbol that the regime is going to arrest the body. While the statement initially registers
as hyperbolic, it reflects a grim reality due to the father’s oppositional political
sympathies, an arrest warrant remains active even after death. The episode exposes a
necropolitical logic in which death itself fails to confer moral reprieve. By imagining a
scenario in which a corpse is subject to arrest, the novel underscores the extent to which
sovereign power extends beyond life into the regulation of the dead. This moment
encapsulates one of the novel’s central questions: how does one navigate a system in
which even death does not interrupt coercion? The scene implicates both oppressor and
oppressed within a self-perpetuating spiral of violence and fear, binding them within a
political order from which neither can fully escape:

Bolbol saw Hussein coming back, escorted by an agent waving his gun and
gesturing to the rest of the family to get out of the van. Hussein stood next to Bolbol
and whispered, “They’re going to arrest the body.” Bolbol assumed there must have
been some mistake, but no, when the agent led them to a tiled, windowless room,
opened the door, and pushed them roughly inside, he understood that things were
serious. It was true: they had placed the corpse under arrest. Their father had been
wanted by more than one branch of the Mukhabarat for more than two years now.
(DHW 28)

At the first of many military checkpoints, guards recognize Abdel Latif’s corpse
and attempt to “arrest” it for alleged crimes against the regime, extending state
surveillance even into death. After prolonged negotiation, Bolbol secures the body’s

passage through bribery, allowing the journey to continue. As this pattern repeats at
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subsequent checkpoints, Bolbol reflects on the absurd ease with which goods might
circulate compared to a human body, remarking that the journey would be far simpler
if they were transporting sacks of cumin rather than a corpse. These encounters prompt
introspective recollections of his childhood, shaped by a neighbourhood and upbringing

marked by wartime precarity.

Lauren Berlant responds to Mbembe’s notions of death-worlds and living death
by proposing the concept of “slow death.” In Cruel Optimism, Berlant defines slow
death as “the physical wearing out of a population in a way that points to its
deterioration as a defining condition of its experience and historical existence” (95).
Berlant looks at the experience of living under oppressive conditions in a state that
systematically works against one’s flourishing. Abdul Latif has endured much “the
things that had happened during the brutal siege, when those who had remained behind
had been forced to cook the leaves off the trees and to eat grass. They made bread from
chaff, and shared what little they had left” (DHW 49). Under biopolitics and
necropolitics, life and death, extreme and ordinary, are simultaneously taken to their

extremes and entangled.

Disciplinary power treats the body as a complex machine, seeking to discipline,
optimize, and integrate the body into “systems of efficient and economic controls”
through an “anatomo-politics of the human body” (The History of Sexuality 139).
Disciplinary power tends to function through institutions, employing tactics
like incarceration_and surveillance to target individuals. Bolbol is pushed into custody
at the check point of Qatifa and he shudders at the thought of brutal violence that could

follow,

No one could enter a place like this and know what was in store for them. So
many people had disappeared in the previous four years, it was no longer even
shocking; there were tens of thousands whose fates were unknown. . . . His
memory summoned up the tales he had heard of the horrendous tortures endured
by detainees in just such situations. The facts related by those fortunate enough
to be released from cells like these were discussed and circulated everywhere,
too terrifying to be believed. In his heart he knew that he would never be able
to endure torn-out fingernails or electrocution or suffocating indefinitely in a

congested cell or being forced to walk over rotting corpses. (DHW 29-30)
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Deborah Horvitz opines that the relationship between political power and sexual
violence towards women has to be analyzed in order to resist cultural repression.
Numerous instances unfold as the novel narrates how women and children are jailed
because they have a male member fighting against the regime, “The exceptional had
become habitual, and tragedies were simply mundane — perhaps that was the worst part
of this war” (DHW 14). Fathima’s narration of her sister-in-law who has been released
from prison only a week back presents the sexual violence endured by the female

prisoners,

The girl’s face had turned yellow, she had lost half her body weight, and her
head had been shaved to the bone. At night she raved deliriously. Fatima was
sure she had been raped while she was inside. Hussein was ready to provide
some pithy response, but Fatima went on, saying that the girl had scabies, too,
so her family had been forced to isolate her in an old chicken coop on the roof,
after all of which her fiancé dropped her and demanded compensation from her
family. (DHW 21-22)

As they pass through erratically cut-up statelets, armed men inspect their 1Ds at
every turn, “his identity card with its incriminating birthplace had been the principal
problem; now, the body of his father, the wanted man, had almost drowned them all”
(DHW 36). Many reject the very idea of letting a secular dissident cross, dead or alive:
“The officer said the word “terrorists” most emphatically, then indicated with a brief
wave of his hand that they should leave before he changed his mind, or anyway before
a telegram arrived demanding that the corpse be taken back into custody” (36). As the
corpse undergoes accelerated decomposition, the group begins to encounter a
paradoxical form of leniency at the checkpoints; guards hasten their passage, motivated
less by compassion than by a desire to be rid of the increasingly unbearable sight and
stench of death. This reluctant accommodation underscores how decay itself becomes

a form of negotiation within the bureaucratic machinery of war.

The journey is further destabilized when the siblings pass the half-devoured
body of an unknown man, prompting a heated confrontation between Bolbol and
Hussein. Bolbol provocatively suggests the ease with which they could abandon their
father’s corpse to a similar fate, left to be consumed by animals, unnoticed and
unaccounted for. In the ensuing argument, Bolbol recounts Hussein’s personal history,

highlighting his habitual volatility, emotional excess, and long standing pattern of
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conflict within the family. Meanwhile, the father’s body has deteriorated to such an

extent that even cologne can no longer mask the pervasive odour of decay.

When the siblings stop for the night inside their van, the smell attracts a pack of
wild dogs, whose attack heightens the atmosphere of fear and psychological exhaustion.
Amid the chaos, Hussein turns his aggression on Bolbol, striking him down with little
resistance. The incident marks a critical breaking point; the accumulated strain of the
journey fractures what remains of familial restraint. That night, the siblings retreat into
silence, each succumbing privately to grief, panic, and emotional collapse. After
navigating several additional checkpoints, the siblings are intercepted by an extremist
faction that denies them passage unless Bolbol undergoes a compulsory “religious re-
education” course. With no viable alternative, Hussein and Fatima, who has by now
been rendered mute are forced to continue the journey without him. Their urgency
intensifies as the father’s corpse begins to show visible signs of decay, including

maggot infestation.

Hussein and Fatima reach Anabiya before nightfall, where they are received by
a cousin and an uncle, the only surviving members of their extended family in the
village. Arrangements are made for the burial to take place at morning prayer. Bolbol
eventually arrives in Anabiya later that night, having been released into the custody of
his uncle by the extremist group. In the quiet, each sibling privately confronts the
realization that, once the burial is completed, they have little desire to maintain contact

with one another.

In the aftermath of the burial, Bolbol asserts a symbolic rupture by insisting on
being addressed by his given name, Nabil, marking a rejection of the infantilized
identity that has accompanied him throughout the journey. Fatima, irreversibly affected
by the cumulative trauma, remains permanently mute, while Hussein
uncharacteristically withdrawn, retreats into silence. As the siblings begin their return
to Damascus, they experience a palpable sense of relief while passing through the
checkpoints with unexpected ease, now unburdened by the physical presence of their
father’s corpse. The absence of the body exposes the extent to which death itself had
functioned as an obstacle within the architecture of surveillance and control. Hussein
and Fatima drop Nabil off in his neighbourhood without exchanging words, their

separation marked by emotional finality rather than reconciliation.
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Cathy Caruth, in her introduction to Trauma: Explorations in Memory is of the
opinion that “to be traumatized is precisely to be possessed by an image or event” (4).
Alone in his home, Nabil becomes acutely aware that the space still carries the lingering
odour of his father’s decomposing body. In a moment of visceral identification, he
imagines his own face dissolving under hot water, mirroring the slow disintegration of
the corpse; a disturbing image that collapses the boundary between the living and the

dead, and signals the enduring imprint of trauma beyond the journey’s end.

The road operates as a deathscape; a spatial formation shaped by social,
political, and economic power and encoded through symbolic and bureaucratic regimes.
Rather than enabling mobility, it becomes a regulated zone where sovereignty is
exercised through checkpoints, surveillance, and arbitrary authority, suspending life
between survival and extinction. The siblings’ journey is marked by delay, decay, and
enforced waiting, transforming movement into spatial trauma. From this perspective,
the road accumulates collective memory and psychological injury, as repeated
encounters with ruins, checkpoints, and decomposing bodies embed trauma into space
itself. The journey enforces stasis and repetition rather than progression, mirroring the
cyclical structure of trauma and producing exhaustion and moral paralysis. The
decaying corpse intensifies this necropolitical logic, revealing how power extends
beyond killing to the bureaucratic management of the dead. The road thus emerges as
a site where spatial control, political authority, and biological decay converge,
transforming movement into an ordeal governed by trauma and the omnipresence of
death.
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Abstract : Confession in exile is not merely a literary gesture; it is a way of surviving,
remembering and rewriting the self. As Mirza Ghalib remind us, “Dil hi to hai na sang-
o-khisht, dard se bhar na aaye kyun? — the heart, unlike stone or brick, must overflow
with pain. Between two linguistic universe — Arabic and Hindi — stand Nazik al-
Mala’ika and Anamika, two luminous writers who transform personal wounds into
cultural testimony. Their voices, though shaped by different geographies and poetics,
converge on a shared terrain of feminine consciousness. This study-Chetna, the
awakening of feminine interiority; through confessional and reflective modes. For
Nazik al-Malaika, confession emerges from exile- physical, emotional and ideological.
In poems like Cholera and The Night Ask Who IAm, she unveils a fractured self-
grappling with love war and solitude. Her confession is both elegy and resistance,
where private despair becomes a critique of collective trauma. Anamika, writing in
Hindi, gathers forgotten women of myth, history and domesticity, reanimating them
through a poetics of tenderness and invocation. While Nazik confesses her loneliness
and longing, Anamika resurrects feminine memory; where one reveals the wound, the
other guards the flame of continuity. Together, they reconfigure confession as an
instrument of resistance — an exile from patriarchal narratives and a return to the
sovereignty of voice. Ultimately, their writings from a cross-lingual duet, showing that
a woman’s interior world is never bounded by geography, but by the courage to speak
from the wound itself.

Keywords: Feminine Voice; Confessional Literature; Comparative Writing; Stree -
Chetna; Feminine Consciousness; Linguistic Resistanc

Introduction

All beings seek unity in society, yet voices of power and conflict compel
division. As Adonis®, the renowned poet suggests, exile is not merely geographical
but a condition of the soul, marked by an enduring wound (142). To write is often
to confess; and to confess, in a world unsettled by a woman'’s truth, is to rebel. As

Sukrita Paul Kumar argues, women’s confessional writing transforms this act of

3 Adonis (Ali Ahmad Said Esber, b.1930) is a Syrian-Lebanese poet, critic and leading figure of
modernist Arabic poetry, renowned for revolutionizing Arabic verse through free form, philosophical
depth and secular critique. His writings frequently explore themes of exile, identity and rebellion
against cultural and political stagnation, positioning his as one of the most influential literary voices
of the Arab world in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. His work challenges traditional poetics
and advocates for intellectual and artistic liberation in Arabi society.
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self- revelation into a mode of resistance against cultural silencing (Women and
Confessional Writing in Modern Indian Literature 112). In the works of Nazik al-
Mala’ika*and Anamika, writing thus emerges as a form of sacred disobediences; a
quiet yet seismic gesture through which the self-steps out of inherited silences. Their
texts articulate the exile of the feminine voice, long banished from cultural centres yet
persistently returning through the written word, much as Kalil Gibran conceives
expression as an act of inner unveiling, asserting that “Speech is a deeper utterance
than silence” (The Prophet 31).

Nazik al-Mala’ika, a pioneer of Arabic free verse, reshaped modern Arabic
poetry by infusing it with psychological depth, existential anxiety and feminine
subjectivity. Her works unveils loneliness, war-time alienation and the wounded
body politic with a candour that unsettled the literary traditions of her time. As
Salma Khadra Jayyusi observes, al- Malaika introduced into Arabic poetry a new
tone of psychological introspection, transforming private emotion into a vehicle for
collective experience (Modern Arabic Poetry 215-218). Although Nazik al-Malaika
is not a confessional poet in the Western sense, serval of her poems exhibits a
pronounced confessional impulse. Poems such as al-Koolira (Cholera), Unshoodat al-
Huzn (Song of Sorrow), Shadaya wa Ramad (Fragrant and Ashes) and al-Qalaq
(Anxiety) foreground an inward psychological voice in which personal anguish is
laid bare and transformed into poetic testimony. As M.M. Badawi observes, her poetry
is “marked by an intense inwardness in which personal anxiety becomes inseparable
from the larger crisis of modern Arab society” (87-92). Al-Koolira transforms private
anguish into a collective lament, revealing a deeply introspective poetic consciousness
that unsettled the conventions and stylistic norms of Arabic poetry. Naik al-
Mala’ika’s confessional impulses with their deep psychological introspection and
ethical engagement, anticipate a literary consciousness that resonates beyond the

Arabic literary tradition.

* Nazik al- Mala’ ika (1923 - 2007 ) is widely recognized as one of the foremost pioneers of Arabic
free verse (al- Shi’ r al-Hurr. Emerging from the Iraqi literary renaissance of the mid-twentieth
century, her work combines classical prosody with modernist thematic concerns, including exile,
existential anxiety, nationalist consciousness and the evolving role of women in Arab society.
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Similarly, Anamika’s poetry embodies a parallel confessional ethos, wherein
the feminine self emerges from silence, negotiating personal desire, societal constraints
and historical memory. Both posts transform private anguish into a form of cultural
testimony: while Nazik foregrounds existential anxiety in the face of collective crises,
Anamika situates individual subjectivity with the political and social margins of
contemporary India. In this way, the confessional mode becomes a vehicle for
resistance, allowing both poets to articulate the exile of the feminine voice and assert a

literary space for women’s interior worlds.

Anamika, writing from within the northern plains of Hindi literature,
inherits a different yet resonant fire. Her poetry retrieves forgotten women from myth
and memory; rebels, mystics and dissenters and restores them to the Centre of cultural
imagination. As Rama K. Trivedi observes, feminist writing by women performs an
act of cultural reclamation, challenging patriarchal narratives and re-inscribing
woman’s lived experience into literary history (Feminism and Women'’s Writing 62-
68).

Where Nazik al-Mala’ika speaks from within edge of exile, Anamika invokes
from within belonging; yet both converge upon Stree-Chetna®, a feminine
consciousness shaped not by abstract theory but by lived experience and
intergenerational memory. As Nirmala Jain argues, women’s writing articulates a form
of consciousness grounded in everyday life and emotional truth rather than ideological
abstraction (Stri Lekhan: Parampara aur Smasyaen, 41- 55). Confession becomes
creation; the private diary transforms into cultural text and the intimate body becomes
metaphor for a generation’s unspoken desires. This study reads them not as
regional figures but as architects of a transnational feminist sensibility-where Arabic
melancholy meets Hindi lyricism and where women write not merely to be heard, but

to become.

> Stree-Chetana refers to the awakening of feminine consciousness in Indian feminist thought, a growing
awareness of women’s agency, identity and emotional interiority. It marks a shift from silent endurance
to articulate selfhood, where women begin to question, resist and rewrite the structures that shape their

lives.
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The Confessional Mode and Its Universal Heritage

Confession, inits finest form, is not mere revelation; it is aresurrection. From
the trembling tones of the mystics to the tormented verses of modern poets,

confession carries the pulse of human truth.

In the West, St. Augustine’s Confessions bridged sin and salvation, while poets
like Sylvia Plath® and Anne Sexton transformed that intimacy into psychological

candour.

In the East, confession found refuge in Sufi metaphor and longing; Jalaluddin
Rumi’s yearning and Ibn al-Farid’s surrender. Nazik al-Mala’ika inherits this heritage
through modernist rupture: the individual voice trembling within collective grief. Her
language confesses not guilt alone, but loneliness, exile and the scattering of identity

across wars and borders.

In the West, St. Augustine’s Confessions bridged sin and salvation, while poets
like Sylvia Plath® and Anne Sexton transformed that intimacy into psychological
candour. In the East, confession found refuge in Sufi metaphor and longing; Jalaluddin
Rumi’s yearning and Ibn al-Farid’s surrender. Nazik al-Mala’ika inherits this heritage
through modernist rupture: the individual voice trembling within collective grief. Her
language confesses not guilt alone, but loneliness, exile and the scattering of identity
across wars and borders. Anamika’s confessions bloom differently; through mythic
rewriting, through domestic symbols, through the silences of kitchens and
courtyards. Through them, confession becomes bridge between Augustine and

Andal, between Plath and Mirabai’, exile and home, desire and resilience.

° Sylvia Plath (1932 -1963) was an American poet and novelist, a central figure in confessional
mode of literature. She known for her intense, emotional, imagery and her exploration of identity,
mental struggle and female experience

7 Mirabai, the sixteenth-century Bhakti poet-saint, wove her unwavering devotion to Krishna into
songs of longing, rebellion and surrender. Her verses blur the boundaries between the earthly and
the divine, turning feminine desire into a sacred, defiant form of spiritual freedom.
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A Feminism of Wound and Witness

Feminism-8in the work of Nazik and Anamika, is not a borrowed banner but a
lived pulse. Nazik al-Mala’ika’s feminism is forged in the aftermath of war and
displacement, where poetic utterance emerges from historical rupture. Her voice
is solitary yet defiant, personal yet unmistakably political. As Salma Khadra
Jayyusi observes, al-Mala’ika’s poetry rejects ornamental lyricism in favour of an
austere inwardness that transforms private anguish into ethical and social
consciousness (215-218). Womanhood in her work thus appears as a mode of
awareness rather than decoration and love itself becomes a form of resistance against

dehumanization.

Anamika’s feminism emerges from memory and myth. She rewrites epics to
return speech to the silenced, restoring women from the margins of legend to the
Centre of narrative authority. Her rebellion is compassionate, transforming
domesticity into critique. As Meenakshi Sharma observes, Anamika’s poetry
reconfigures mythic imagery to articulate a feminist consciousness rooted in lived
experience rather than overt polemic (24-33). Together, Nazik and Anamika craft a
plural feminist vision; intimate, introspective and deeply rooted in Eastern sensibility.
Their feminism is not a cry of anger alone, but the music of awakening: a reclamation

of self and story.
Naik al-Mala’ika: The Language of Exile, Desire, Imagery and Social
Critique

In the writings of Nazik al-Mala’ika, language becomes a landscape; sombre,
lyrical, sensuous and defiant. Desire, memory and loneliness are not abstractions;

they are living images-war- shadowed streets of Baghdad, the stillness of night
interrupted by distant echoes of grief, or the trembling metaphor of a solitary lamp

8 Nazik al-Mala’ika and Anamika share a feminist vision rooted history and culture. Nazik’s
feminism emerges through modernist critique-using free verse, rational introspection and social
reform to challenge patriarchal hypocrisy and the emotional isolation of women. Anamika’s outlook,
by contrast, transforms domesticity and confession into resistance, re-inscribing myth, memory and
everyday labour as sites of agency and collective female consciousness. Together, they demonstrate
that feminist expression may arise through both reformist critique and intimate reclamation, revealing
how exile, desire and voice can converge into a transnational poetics of resistance.
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facing the wind. Her poetry shimmers with tensions of exile, inner fragmentation
and feminine longing; where each image is charged with emotional and philosophical

significance (Badawi 87-92).

The beloved’s absence becomes not merely silence but estrangement; the
homeland becomes both shelter and wound; and the act of writing itself grows into
a ritual of resistance and remembrance (Allen, Roger. An Introduction to Arabic
Literature, 2000, pp. 145- 152). Her imagery is never ornamental. Each symbol-a
nightingale silenced by oppression, a lonely shore, a flickering candle; carries the
weight of existential and social rebellion. These images, delicate yet uncompromising,
illuminate the inner struggle between yearning and cultural constraint. In portraying
female subjectivity, Nazik neither conceal or romanticize; she renders it with urgency;
haunted, reflective and deeply human, even when society seeks to mute its tones or

diminish its depth.

Beyond desire and exile, her work pulses with social criticism. Patriarchal
morality, political upheaval, war and cultural stagnation are interrogated through
the confessional lens. The homeland, often idealized; is shown also as locus of
abandonment, displacement and constraint. Even the smallest image, a deserted street
or a darkened home, becomes a battleground where the individual confronts both

personal and structural oppression.

Nazik’s genius lies in intertwining imagery with critique; making longing
inseparable from protest. Her landscapes and objects are not passive; they speak, resist
and remember. A broken bridge and mourning city, a restless night; all become
metaphors of rebellion and sorrow. Through this, she offers a poetry that is
confessional yet universal, intensely personal yet socially engaged and profoundly Arab
in sensibility and modernist in form (Allen An Introduction to Arabic Literature 145-
152).

In Nazik, imagery®is a lens for social critique and desire is a tool of introspection.

s ‘Imagery’ refers to the use of concrete, sensory and symbolic language through which abstract emotions,
ideas or psychological states are rendered perceptible in literary texts. In poetry, imagery functions not
merely as decoration but as a structural device that mediates between inner experience and external
reality, often carrying cultural, emotional and ideological significance.
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Every sensuous or somber line carries both private ache and public consciousness,
enabling readers to witness not only an individual woman but the cultural and

political world that shapes, confines and challenges her (Badawi 87-92).
Anamika: Imagery, Feminist Consciousness and Social Critique

In Anamika’s'%poetry, imagery is both mirror and hammer; reflecting inner life
while sculpting social consciousness. Her words conjure the mundane and the mythic,
the domestic and the divine, weaving them into a tapestry that celebrates womanhood

while interrogating its constraints (Feminism and Women’s Writing 62-68).

Kitchens, courtyards, rivers and ancient goddesses are not mere backdrops in
Anamika’s poetry; they pulse with memory, resistance and longing. Anamika’s
imagination arises from collective female memory. Where voices of mothers, widows,
mythic figures and unnamed women echo through her poems, forming a chorus of lived
experience. As one cultural critique patriarchal norms but brings to life the dignity of
women in village and small-town settings, weaving social and historical consciousness
into the poetic fabric (Aaj Tak 12-18). A lamp-lit room becomes the stage of rebellion;

while the river mirrors both societal inevitability and the persistence of desire.

Her poetry embodies feminist ideologies though she avoids declarative slogans,
choosing nuance over proclamation. Desire, ritual, domesticity are rendered as sites of
both constraint and agency. Through layered symbolism, she critiques inequities
hierarchies and invisibilities. Even gentle pastoral imagery carries political weight,
reminding readers that oppression is intimate and pervasive (“Imagery and Feminist
Consciousness in Anamika’s Poetry” 24 — 33). Where Nazik’s imagery foregrounds
exile and existential confession, Anamika expands the frame to include collective
memory, revealing that personal and social narratives are inseparable. Domestic and

divine, historical and intimate merge to trace a feminist vision. As Nirmala Jain

0 Anamika, a contemporary Hindi poet, novelist and academic, was born in Bihar and has emerged as a
leading voice in modern feminist Indian literature, known for intertwining myth, history and everyday
womanhood. Her writing style is lyrical yet incisive, blending confessional tones with cultural memory to
transform domestic and ordinary experiences into powerful symbols of resistance and agency. Through this
fusion, she reclaims silenced narratives and reimagines feminine identity with nuance, tenderness and
intellectual depth.
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observes, Anamika’s poetry demonstrates how imagery becomes insurgent,
transforming everyday metaphors into statements of presence and agency (41- 55).
Each image; a flowing river, a fading lamp, asacred courtyard-emerges as
critique of social erasure. Though such imagery, feminist consciousness unfolds
as aware, luminous and defiant and poetry becomes not merely a space of longing but

a map of resilience and justice.

Comparative Synthesis: Imagery, Exile, Confession and Social
Critique

When the voices of Nazik al-Mala’ika and Anamika meet across language,
culture and decades, they form a dialogue that is both intimate and universal. Both
convert personal experience into literary testimony, making confession a bridge

between self and collective identity.

Where Nazik’s Arabic verse bears the scars of exile, war and alienation,
Anamika’s Hindi verse grounds itself in memory, myth and domestic consciousness.
Imagery becomes a shared language of resistance. Nazik’s deserted streets, flickering
candles and mourning cities pulse with existential longing and cultural despair.
Anamika’s rivers, courtyards and mythic landscapes carry history and feminist
critique. In Nazik, the self is emblematic of a nation’s fragmentation; in Anamika,

the collective memory becomes the lens for feminine dignity and resistance.

Both articulate feminist consciousness not as ideology alone but as lived reality;
where longing interrogates tradition and confession reveals the contours of power.
Nazik’s voice insists on acknowledging the wounded psyche shaped by war and
patriarchy. Anamika expands this insistence into a chorus of mythic and modern

women reclaiming narrative space.

Together they demonstrate that feminist literature can be lyrical yet radical,
confessional yet socially conscious. Imagery becomes revolution. In their
dialogue, readers witness the transformation of the personal into the political, the
intimate into the universal. Their shared legacy is one of poetic resistance; where to

confess, to remember and to imagine is a radical act.
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Methodology of Study

This research employs a comparative and interpretive methodology designed to
illuminate how Nazik al-Mala’ika and Anamika transform confession into a mode of
resistance and how they articulate a distinctly feminine consciousness shaped by
emotional, cultural and linguistic exile. The approach is qualitative, analytical and

reflective, combining textual analysis, thematic interpretation and cross-cultural

contextualization. Primary text includes Nazik al-Mala’ika’s al-Kulira (Cholera)1l,

Thawra ‘ala al-Shams (Revolt Against the Sun)lzand selected modernist poems from
her Arabic corpus, alongside Anamika's Tokri Main Digant13and her essays on Stree-
Chetna and Mythic womanhood (Sharma, Meenakshi “Imagery and Feminist
Consciousness in Anamika’s Poetry, ” Journal of Hindi Literary Studies, 12 (1) pp. 24
— 33). These works were chosen for their shared preoccupation with alienation, desire,
displacement and social critique. Close textual readings form the core of the method,
focusing on how each writer employs language, imagery and narrative structure to
articulate female subjectivity (Mukherjee, Meenakshi. The perishable Empire, 2000,
pp. 17-23).

Particular focus is placed on:

» Confessional modes—self-exposure, emotional vulnerability and autobiographical

inflections as act of reclaiming the voice.

» Exilic experiences—expressions of estrangement from homeland, cultural

belonging or linguistic comfort.

# Imagery and symbolism-the transformation of personal experience into

critique and cultural reflection.

1 Al-Kulira (1947) is one of Nazik al-Mala’ika’s most celebrated poems and is widely regarded as a
foundational text of modern Arabic free verse. She wrote it in response to the devastating Cholera epidemic
that swept through Egypt, using fragmented rhythm and urgent imagery to mirror the panic, suffering and
social despair of the moment. Through this poem, al-Mala’ika sought to break traditional poetic constraints
and give voice to collective grief, marking a turning point in modern Arabic poetics,

12 Revolt Against the Sun (Thawra ‘ala al-Shams) is a bilingual collection of selected poems by the Iragi
poet Nazik al-Malaika, edited and translated into English by Emily Drumsta, which presents her Arabic
originals alongside English version for the first time.

13 Anamika’s Tokri Mein Digant (The Horizon in a Basket) is a celebrated Hindi poetry collection that
explores the intimate intersections of womanhood, memory and everyday resistance.
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Comparative mapping is employed to trace convergences and divergences
between the two authors: how confessional expression challenges patriarchal
surveillance; how imagery negotiates exile, desire and social injustice; and how

feminine consciousness is shaped by region, language and historical memory.

Secondary sources — including feminist theory, biographical studies
and scholarship on modernist and confessional writing—provide a broader interpretive
framework, positioning the authors within a transnational, feminist literary tradition
(Moi Textual Politics 17-23). This methodology to linguistic and cultural
particularities, enabling a nuanced cartography of feminine consciousness that reveals
how confession becomes a pathway through exile toward self-definition and literary

liberation.
Suggestions and Recommendations.

The comparative study of Nazik al-Mala’ika and Anamika demonstrates the
enduring power of confessional and modernist writing in articulating feminine
consciousness and negotiating emotional and cultural exile. Based on these findings,

several recommendations emerge:

» Cross-Linguistic Studies of Confessional Feminist Modernism: Future research
may explore how women writers across Arabic, Hindi, Tamil, Urdu and Bengali deploy
confession to critique displacement and reclaim subjectivity.

» Exile as Feminist Critical Lens: Scholars may deepen inquiry into forms of exile-
geographical, linguistic, spiritual and domestic-to contextualise women’s writing

within broader social structures.

» Expanded Thematic Study: Intergenerational trauma, political conflict and the

metaphysics of desire merit further exploration with comparative feminist poetics.

» Translation and Accessibility: More nuanced translations of both writers are
essential to preserve emotional cadence, rhythm and confessional intensity, enabling

wider readership.

# Pedagogical Integration: Their texts should be incorporated into university

curricula on feminist literature, modernist poetry and comparative poetics to cultivate
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critical empathy and cultural literacy.

» Creative and Scholarly Dialogue: Literary workshops, seminars and research
collectives can use their work to inspire young women writers navigating identity, exile

and self- authorship.

» Digital Archiving and Collaboration: Establishing digitised repositories of Arabic
and Indian feminist writing; poetry, letters and diaries would foster preservation and

promote multilingual feminism.

Ultimately, Nazik al-Mala’ika and Anamika remind us that literature is not
merely art; it is a sanctuary of return, where confession mends exile and where
women reclaim history through voice, memory and courage. These recommendations

seek to sustain and expand this legacy.
Conclusion

Silence and exile represent two sides of the same coin, each constituting a form
of resistance against societal misconceptions; neither can be transformed in isolation.
As Nazik al-Mala’ika declares: “l am the voice of the woman who has been silenced,
and [ rise so that words may become freedom.” Nazik al-Mala’ika repeatedly positions
herself as poetic voice speaking from enforced silence, transforming muteness into

articulation and language into a space of freedom (58-62).

In the shifting terrain of exile — emotional, cultural and spiritual — Nazik al-
Mala’ika and Anamika demonstrate how confession becomes both refuge and
revelation. Their writings show that exile is not always geographical; it may lie in the
estrangement from one’s own homeland, from one’s mother-tongue, or from a tradition
that falters before a woman’s truth (Devika 36-44). Through this lens, the personal
becomes inseparable from the collective and confession emerges as the passage through

which feminine consciousness is mapped with profound clarity.

Nazik’s modernist verse reveals the exiled psyche shaped by war, displacement
and patriarchal constraint, transforming sorrow into critique and longing into resistance
(al-Malaika, Nazik, Qasa’id, 1962, pp. 58-62). Anamika, in her Hindi poetry, gathers
the dispersed memories — myth, domestic labour and intimate rebellion; where
tenderness becomes subversive and the ordinary emerges as luminous with political

meaning (Anamika 21-34).
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Though separated by language, nation and historical moment, their confessional
voices echo across these distances with urgent resonance: the need to name, to reclaim
and to resist erasures imposed on women (Showalter The New Feminist Criticism:
Essays on Women, Literature and Theory 3-6). Imagery becomes their map of
consciousness, deserted streets; flickering lamps, remembered goddesses-each symbol
tracing the contours of exile and return. Through such metaphorical landscapes, desire
and dissent are not adversaries but intertwined forces exposing injustice while
preserving the sanctity of lived experience (The Madwoman in the Attic: The Women
Writer and The Nineteenth Century Literary Imagination 73-78). Their work contributes

to a universal heritage of feminist confessional literature, where vulnerability becomes defiance

and revelation becomes healing.

Confession becomes a bridge between silence and voice, between wound and
witness, between marginality and self-recovery. In the long run, Nazik al-Mala’ika and
Anamika do more than narrate-they testify. Their voices rise as enduring echoes,
reminding us that literature is a vessel of memory, exile, resilience and return. Through
their luminous testimonies, we learn that confession is a call — to awaken, to empathise
and to resist. Their legacy remains a map of feminine consciousness, drawn not in the

ink of certainty but in the trembling, transformative courage of truth.
References

Adonis, Selected Poems. Translated by Khaled Mattawa, Yale University Press,
2010, pp.142.

al-Mala’ika, Nazik. Qasa’id. Dar al-1lm li-I-Malayin,1962, pp. 58-62.

Allen, Roger. An Introduction to Arabic Literature. Cambridge University Press,
2000, pp. 145-152.

Anamika. Tokri Mein Digant: Theri Gatha 1. Rajkamal Prakashan, 2014, pp. 21-34.

Badawi, M.M. A Critical Introduction to Modern Arabic Poetry. Cambridge
University Press, 1993, pp. 87-92.

Devika, J. En-Gendering Individuals: The Language of Re-forming in Early
Twentieth- Century Keralam. Orient Black Swan, 2010, pp. 36-44.

Gilbert, Sandra M., and Susan, Gubar. The Madwoman in the Attic: The Women

Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination. Yale University

Majalla al-Milad ISSN No: 3108-1355 Vol.2 Issue -1, January 2026



N ol s G e MLl dlne | 146

Press, 1979, pp. 73-78.
Gibran, Khalil. The Prophet. Alfred A. Knopf, 1923, pp.31.

Jain, Nirmala. Stri Lekhan: Parampara aur Smasyaen. Rajkamal Prakashan, 1996, pp.
41-55.

Jayyusi, Salma Khadra, editor. Modern Arabic Poetry: An Anthology. Columbia
University Press, 1987, pp. 215-218.

Kumar, Sukrita Paul. Women and Confessional Writings in Modern Indian

Literature.
Routledge India, 2010, pp.112.
Moi, Tori. Sexual/Textual Politics. 2" ed., Routledge, 2002, pp. 46--52.

Mukherjee, Meenakshi. Theperishable Empire. Oxford University Press, 2000, pp. 17-
23.

Sharma, Meenakshi “Imagery and Feminist Consciousness in Anamika’s Poetry.”
Journal of Hindi Literary Studies. 12 (1), 2017, pp. 24 — 33.

Showalter, Elaine, editor. The New Feminist Criticism: Essays on Women, Literature
and Theory. Pantheon Books, 1985, pp. 3-6.

Trivedi, Rama K. Feminism and Women’s Writing, Creative Books, 1998, pp. 62-68.

“Tokri Mein Digant, Theri Gatha 2014: Theri Gathao Ke Bahane Stri Ki Padtal.”
India Today Hindi, 31 Mar. 2015, 24-31.

https://www.indiatodayhindi.com/magazine/feature/story/20150408-book-review-

of-tokari- me-digant-theri-gatha-2014-by-anamika-?

| Majall al-Vilad ISSN No: 3108-1355 Vol.2 1ssue -1, January 2026


https://www.indiatodayhindi.com/magazine/feature/story/20150408-book-review-of-tokari-
https://www.indiatodayhindi.com/magazine/feature/story/20150408-book-review-of-tokari-
https://www.indiatodayhindi.com/magazine/feature/story/20150408-book-review-of-tokari-me-digant-theri-gatha-2014-by-anamika-587704-2015-03-31

17| Yo¥ by Gl a3

When Plot Recedes to the Primacy of Presence: Narrative and
Narrativity of Babu Abraham’s Kambilikandathe Kalbharanikal
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Abstract: A narrative, as is widely known, can be defined as the representation of a
string of events or ‘“the recounting of a fictional event” (Gerald Prince) while
Narrativity refers to a variable quality by which a narrative is defined (Porter Abbot).
This paper explores the qualitative aspects of the memoir Kambilikandathe
Kalbharanikal (2025) which offers new literary grounds by emphasizing the persistence
of a consciousness across time over the conventional developments of plot. The memoir
encourages readers to accompany this persistent consciousness, and its engagement
with existential crises provides a distinctive reading experience. The present study
examines the narrative features of the memoir with particular emphasis on the
narrativeness and narrative gravity. It further investigates the factors of narrativity that
elicit a narrative response from readers.

Keyterms: narrative, narrativity, presence, sequentiality, tellability, persistence of
consciousness, narrative tension, narrative gravity and narrative response.

Narrative is generally defined as the representation of a string of events or a
“recounting a fictional event” (Gerald Prince 186). While narrative refers to the
structure of events, narrativity refers to the qualitative aspects which makes a narrative
readable, tellable, thoughtful and responsive. Narrativity plays a pivotal role as it
imparts unity and wholeness to the narrative structure by integrating the narrative and
non -narrative elements under control. As Porter Abbott puts it, narrativity is the
defining feature of a narrative like “the lyricism of a lyric” or “the descriptiveness of a
description (“Narrativity”). The theorists like Sternberg, Sturgess, Fludernik, Audet and
Simon-Shoshan regard narrativity as a distinctive quality of a narrative which has
evolved as a focal term of narrative analytics. In this context, Babu Abraham’s
Kambilikandathe Kalbharanikal (2025) reserves special attention as it offers a distinct
reading experience by shifting away from the plot driven narrative structure to the

primacy of the presence, consciousness and reader engagement.

Kambilikandathe Kalbharanikal is an influential and inspiring Malayalam
memoir that records the lived experiences of an ordinary family in a marginalised
community and “the history of a generation’s hunger and pain” (Foreword-
Kalbharanikal). Though the memoir apparently centres on the struggles of the narrator
against the social, cultural, political as well as the religious hierarchical society of the
time, there is an immanent focus on the resistance and resilience of his mother against
the social taboos, religious dominance and patriarchal codes around her. She challenges

the norms and conventions that forbid a woman from making a living and rearing up
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her progeny alone in a society. Her resilience enables her to prevail over all the
obstacles that confront her determination. Though deep-rooted in personal memory, and
spans beyond individual life history, the memoir reconstructs everyday life, marginal
voices, and formative historical moments through a series of interwoven recollections.
Rather than following a strictly linear autobiographical trajectory, the text unfolds itself
episodically, inferring meaning from the cumulative resonance of remembered events.
The saga of its persistent readership and the recent release of its forty eigth edition
endorse its enduring relevance and narrative appeal. As a work of life writing,
Kambilikandathe Kalbharanikal occupies a distinctive position within the memoir
genre by blending personal testimony with collective memory, thereby inviting readers

to engage not merely with a life lived but with a story shaped and made tellable.

Drawing on H. Porter Abbott’s theory of narrativity, this paper argues that
Kambilikandathe Kalbharanikal formulates narrativity not merely through the
recounting of personal experience but through narrative coherence, temporal
organization, and experiential resonance, thereby achieving a unified memoir form that
invites strong narrative response and secures its unique position within the genre. The
memoir emphasises the persistence of an enduring consciousness across time. The
speaker is not retrospective with regard to his experience, but lives within the
experiences which captures the attention of the readers who accompany the presence
throughout.

The chief objective of the study is to explore the narrativity of Kambilikandathe
Kalbharanikal using H. Porter Abbott’s theoretical framework. It also tries to identify
the narrative strategies through which the memoir achieves coherence and unity despite
its autobiographical and episodic nature. The study also attempts to examine how the
text’s narrativity generates sustained narrative response and reader engagement. This
study is done by considering the denominators of narrativity such as Sequentiality,
Eventfulness, Tellability, Narrative Competence and Experientiality, and Fictionality
put forth by Abbott in his essay “Narrativity” — which he regards as the tools to evaluate

narrativity.

Babu Abhraham puts an indelible image in the Malayalam literary scenario with
his autobiographical and memoir style writing of his debut Kambilikandathe
Kalbharanikal. He could successfully engage the readers with his narrative features that

unravels the lived experience, struggle and success. What makes him more popular is
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his focus on memory, endurance and the persistence of consciousness and unyielding
spirit shaped by his struggles against poverty, marginalisation and existential crisis. He
could brilliantly transform his personal live history to a reflective narrative experience
that resonates with dignity, meaning and selfhood. The memoir challenges the
conventional plot -centric pattern of story -telling and keeps his narrative away from
the dramatic actions to the everyday life and experiences of the marginalized
community. The narrative is not developed on a conflict- crisis- resolution pattern
whereas it foregrounds social hierarchy, and struggles of the marginalised for existence.
Moreover, this is not just the struggle of Babu Abraham against poverty and adversity
but this marks the unyielding and uncompromising fight of a woman belongs to a
marginalised community against patriarchy, social taboos, religion and all other
adversities. “[...] the life stories of those whose doors of possibilities were slammed
shut. The life of a mother who wiped, cleaned, and filled the stone jars that would have

been abandoned with broken edges in kambilikandam” (Foreword).

‘Narrative’ is a term defined frequently and diversely, such that it engages the
attention of literary pursuers and critics with multifarious perceptions and concepts.
More often the word is applied as a synonym to story and plot. While Merriam Webster
defines narrative simply as ‘something that is narrated: story, account’, the Cambridge
Dictionary defines it as “a story or a description of a series of events”. In Oxford
Dictionary it is “a spoken or written account of connected events; a story”. Generally,
narrative is viewed as ‘the representation of an event or an action’. Michael Toolan,
Professor of Applied English Linguistics defines narrative as an ‘adjective’ which
means ‘characterized by or relating to storytelling' (Narrative: a Critical Linguistic
Introduction 41). To Hayden White, it is ‘a pan-global fact of culture' (“The Value of
Narrativity” 5) and to Roland Barthes, "like life itself, it is there, international,
transhistorical, transcultural™ (Introduction to the Structural analysis of narrative 237).
For the scholars who study or analyse narrative as an artifact, it functions as an umbrella
term which encompasses the elements of narrator, narration, narrative technologies,
narratology, narrativity etc. Of these, the narrator plays a pivotal role as one is assigned
the duty of narration through which the ideas and perceptions of the creator are
expressed. It becomes feasible with the help of narrative techniques and strategies
through which one can develop the narrative, make it simple, complicated and

interesting, and thereby attracts the readers into it.
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Porter Abbott in his essay “Narrativity” expounds how the term is used both as
a characteristic and as a scalar concept. As a scalar term, it is a referent to certain
features like narrativeness, tellability, sequentiality, fictionality, emplotment,
eventfulness, narrative competence or a quality which instigates a narrative impact on
the reader or audience and “experientiality” (a term coined by Monika Fludernik in
“Towards a ‘Natural’ Narratology”). Abbott also explains narrativity as a characteristic
feature of a narrative which narrativizes the corpus of a text and at the same time gives
a space for the readers who interpret the text as narrative (“Narrativity”). Scholars like
Robert Scholes relate the term to the ability and experience of the reader and employs
the word “to refer to the process by which a perceiver actively constructs a story from
the fictional data provided through any narrative medium. A fiction is presented to us
in the form of a narration (a narrative text) that guides as our own narrativity seeks to

complete the process that will achieve a story” (Semiotics and Interpretation 60).

Kambilikandathe Kalbharanikal challenges the classical plot structure that
follows the pattern such as exposition, conflict, rising action, climax and resolution.
The memoir is not limited to a single conflict moving to a climax but brings into fore a
series of continuous events into progression. It suggests that life remains static for the
marginalised communities since it is continued as a persistent condition of struggle.
Here the plot driven pattern is replaced by a process driven narrative, complementing
the quality and experiential force of the narrative. In short, the memoir’s refusal of
narrative closure does not affect its narrativehood but significantly enhances its

narrativeness by foregrounding continuity, irreversibility, and experiential endurance.

At the very outset, the memoir prepares the readers for a narrative rooted in
lived reality rather than on the dramatic action. The evocative description of the native
place, Kambilikandam, and its slow paced and gradual progression underscores the
setting of the memoir. Concurrently, the life of the narrator is shaped by time, poverty
and social stagnation. He draws the readers into the social taboos, and customs
prevalent in the society, dominated by patriarchal values, where only the birth of the
baby boy is celebrated, where poverty hinders them from having medical care at
childbirth and hardships prevent access to education, the clergy appear both as a boon
and bane. “Our grass house which was made of mud bricks, had two small rooms with
half walls. Perhaps anticipating the hunger that would arise after the pain of childbirth

subsided, my mother made porridge and gave it to both of her children to drink and
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kept the rest for herself” (Kalbharanikal 21). Thus, the memoir pervades in a personal

consciousness of poverty and social justice.

Eventfulness is another tool for scaling narrativity which is measured according
to the narrative event's non-trivial change of state takes completion in the actual world
of the fictional narrative. For Schmid narrativity hence depends on the non-triviality of
events. Five key variables are put forward by him to get the non-triviality of an event
like its relevance, unpredictability, persistence, irreversibility, and non-iterativity
(“Narrativity and Eventfulness” 17-34). The narrativity of the memoir is strengthened
through the eventfulness without the conventional development of the plot. Father’s
abandonment of the household disregarding his responsibilities, the ensuing decision to
commit suicide, the dominance of the church over moral, social and economic
decisions, marks the non- triviality of the events. The memoir also exemplifies
unpredictability, persistence and irreversibility of the events marks another feature of
narrativity. The father’s abrupt abandonment of the family, leaving them to darkness,
debt and poverty is deeply unpredictable. In a social structure where father is expected
to be the guardian and provider, his disappearance violates both cultural and native
expectations. Mother’s decision to commit suicide along with her children shocks the
readers and her later decision to refrain from her intent, as prompted by the elder child’s
suggestion to beg for alms adds another layer of unpredictability. Father’s desertion of
the household absolving himself from all the parental obligations is not just a trivial but
an enduring condition. Consequently, poverty, trauma, humiliations, and social
vulnerability persist throughout the narrative. Poverty also serves as backgrouthat fuels
all the actions in the memoir. For Paul Ricoeur, narrativity functions through
emplotment which is the organised selection of plots imparting coherence and meaning.
He relates narrativity with the “pre-understanding” of our historical mindedness or
historical intelligibility (Time and Narrative 4). Hayden White also shares the same
idea while relating narrativity with the perception of meaning which is produced by the
emplotment and coherence of a story (“The Value of Narrativity” 26).

The memoir unfolds into a clear chronological structure as the narratorial voices
spans from 1950 to 1998. Through this temporal sequencing, the narrator unravels his
life story from boyhood to youth, mapping a continuous trajectory of lived experience.
This chronological progression strengthens the memoir’s sequential narrativity, as

events are sequentially presented, allowing readers to trace the accumulation of
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suffering, endurance, and growth over time. Along these decades, the narrative
reiterates a life born and shaped by misery, marked by the persistent bitterness of
existence. Poverty, illness, social discrimination, and abandonment form a recurring
pattern rather than isolated crisis. The chronology does not merely record time; rather
it intensifies narrativity by showing how hardship persists and transcends across

different stages of life.

The emotional and the ethical layers of the sequential narrative centres around
the mother, whom the narrator remembers with profound gratitude. Significantly, her
contemplated suicide becomes a turning point: after renouncing death, she emerges as
a figure of extraordinary strength. From this moment onwards, the reader encounters
her not as a victim but as a mighty woman who actively resists oppressive forces—
social conventions, patriarchy, religious authority, poverty, and disease. This
transformation deepens narrativity by introducing moral and psychological
development within the chronological flow. Porter Abbot identifies narrativity with
sequentiality as not simply putting one event after the other but insisting on a causal
connection in between the events. Both White and Ricoeur relate narrativity to
historicality. While Ricoeur shows narrativity as human understanding of time and
history (Time and Narrative 4) White shows narrativity as how culture produces
meaning and truth (The Value 26).

In most recently, narrativity is used to refer to the play of suspense, curiosity
and surprise, between represented and communicated time. The memoir envisages
strong narrativity through the regulation of lived experience over time. The memoir
exemplifies Sternberg’s idea of narrativity as the interplay of curiosity, suspense, and
surprise between narrated events and their disclosure, even though its surface structure

appears episodic and reflective.

When my father abandoned us and left, my mother became the head of the
family. Poverty and hunger became our daily companions. Even when we were
suffering from severe difficulties, my mother did not allow herself to break

down. “Don’t ask anyone for anything. We should live with dignity,” she said
firmly. (Kalbharanikal 36)

After that, she began to shoulder everything herself. She took up all kinds of

work—carrying cement sacks, unloading goods, and doing whatever labour was
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available—without any hesitation. When the union leaders objected and questioned her,
she chased them away without fear. She believed that there was no shame in any kind
of work, as long as one did not steal from anyone. Her resistance is repeatedly enacted
through decisive actions. She single-handedly raises her children after being abandoned
by her husband, refusing external interference in their lives. When asked to move to the
ancestral home, she boldly asserts her autonomy, declaring that no one has the right to
dictate the affairs of her and her children. She confronts religious authority by
questioning the priest and challenging the norms imposed by the Church.

When relatives suggested that she should take the children and move to the
ancestral house, she replied boldly that no one had the right to decide the fate
of her children. She made it clear that she alone would take responsibility for
them. “Are you trying to frighten us by saying God will punish us?” she asked
the priest. When the priest tried to impose church rules and discipline, she
questioned him openly. She did not submit blindly to religious authority. Her
courage shook even those who were used to unquestioned obedience. (36)

She drives away union leaders who attempt to prevent her from carrying cement
sacks, asserting her right to labour with dignity. Her ethical stance is clearly articulated
when she advises her children that there is no shame in any form of honest work, as
long as it involves no theft or exploitation. “Whatever work you do, do it with self-
respect. There is no dishonour in labour” (36). Even in her response to the return of her
husband, the mother’s moral strength is evident. She accepts him without bitterness and
tells her children that they are free to leave if they cannot accept their father. This
moment reveals her commitment not to resentment but to ethical autonomy and

emotional maturity, reinforcing her role as the guiding force of the family.

From a narratological perspective, the memoir demonstrates strong narrativity
through chronological sequencing regulated by ethical meaning. While the story
unfolds year by year, narrativity is not driven by dramatic plot twists but by the
sustained interplay of suffering, resistance, and moral formation. In Sternberg’s terms,
narrativity here acts as a regulating principle, organizing memory, experience, and
emotional response across time. The chronological structure thus supports a deeper
narrativity rooted in endurance and survival rather than conventional storytelling

climax.

Majalla al-Milad ISSN No: 3108-1355 Vol.2 Issue -1, January 2026



Yl SN e L Alma | 154

Narrativity becomes clearer when it is related to tellability. It is tellability or
narratability that makes a story worth telling. Tellability is the variable potential of an
unnarrativized story and narrativity is the variable success of its narrativizing. Events
or actions are more or less tellable but the way it is told reflects its narrativity and hence
a story may have different narrativity according to the way it is told or narrated. In
Herman’s precise wording: “Situations and events can be more or less tellable; the ways

in which they are told can . . . display different degrees of narrativity” (Story 100).

Bruner asserts that without tellability there can be no narrativity (“The Narrative
Construction of Reality”’18). Tellability is essential to Fludernik’s experience based
concept of narrativity because tellability is the outcome of three narratorial operations-
reviewing past events, reproducing and evaluating them. Narrativity is constituted when
these three aspects join together (“Natural Narratology and Cognitive Parameters”
245). In narratological theory, tellability refers to what makes a story worth telling—
what gives it a point or communicative urgency (Labov; Herman; Hihn). While
tellability is closely related to narrativity, it is not identical to it: tellability attaches to
the significance of events themselves, whereas narrativity concerns how those events
are represented. In Kambilikandathe Kalbharanikal, the memoir’s high degree of
tellability arises directly from the eventfulness of its experiences, particularly through
their unpredictability, persistence, and irreversibility. The unyielding quest for life and
survival forms the crust of the memoir. “I ran screaming halfway down the dirt road
from the orphanage to Kalathodu. | kept scratching my lice-infested head, eyebrows,
between my eyelashes and under my arms I ran. I didn’t even bother to kill the lice that

had gotton my nails” (63).

The narrativity of the memoir lies in the sustained interconnectedness of
curiosity, suspense, and surprise across lived experience, regulated by memory and
consciousness. The memoir thus challenges traditional storytelling while fully
embodying Sternberg’s deeper, process-oriented understanding of narrativity. In
conclusion, this study has examined the narrativeness and narrativity of the memoir and
has established that the text strongly embodies the essential features of narrativity.
Through its coherent narrative structure, reflective voice, and interwoven recollections,
the memoir transforms personal experience into a compelling narrative form. The genre
is employed not merely as a record of lived events but as a deliberate narrative

construction that engages readers and sustains narrative interest. The memoir’s
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uniqueness lies in its ability to balance introspection with storytelling, thereby enriching
its narratological depth. Consequently, the text stands out as a significant contribution

to the genre and affirms its place as a compelling and worthwhile read.
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Abstract: The climax of political narratives across ages often remains the same,
though the characters who enact them may differ — as Mark Twain reminds us,
“History doesn 't repeat itself, but it often rhymes. ” In rereading Kalila wa Dima in our
contemporary moment, we find that the stories have not changed; the same tales unfold
in today’s political theatre, only with different actors. “Whispers of the Displaced:
Reimagining Power through Kalila wa Dimna” explores the subtle geographies of
exile, silence and political maneuvering woven into one of the most enduring classics of
Arabic literature. Though Kalila wa Dimna is often approached as a moral and didactic
fable, its deeper terrain reveals a narrative shaped by displacement — of people, voices,
truths and even the text itself, which journeyed from India to Persia and finally to the
Arab world. This article rereads displacement not merely as a physical uprooting but as
a complex metaphor that defines how wisdom survives under power, how stories
negotiate danger and how truth seeks refuge in allegory when direct speech becomes
perilous.

The fables’ animal characters, speaking from forests, royal courts and liminal spaces,
embody the displaced individual who navigates tyranny through coded language. Their
voices, cautious yet courageous, from what James Scott terms “hidden transcripts,”
layers of resistance disguised as narrative play. Ibn al-Mugaffa’s adaptation becomes
an act of political displacement itself; transforming an Indian moral treatise into a
sophisticated manual for survival within the Abbasid court’s unpredictable politics.
Through nested storytelling, deferred endings and moral ambiguity, Kalila wa Dimna
performs a narrative displacement that shields its insights from authoritarian scrutiny
while empowering the marginalized reader to decode the masks of power. This study
reimagines the text as an archive of political wisdom for the displaced; those who live
at the edges of authority, who must speak in whispers and who learn to survive through
metaphor rather than confrontation. Displacement thus becomes a form of agency: a
strategic movement of meaning, a shifting of voice, a reconfiguration of identity that
allows truth to circulate even within hostile environments.

The lion, the fox, the crow and the other figures transcend their animal forms to become
symbolic agents of political negotiation, reflecting the intricate dance between
oppression and subversion. By situating Kalila wa Dimna within the broader
discourses of exile literature, diasporic identity and political allegory, this article
argues that the text remains profoundly relevant to contemporary experiences of
marginalization and forced migration. Its fables continue to echo in modern narratives
of dispossession, reminding us that displaced voices are not voiceless. Within their
whispers resides an enduring wisdom that challenges authority, redefines power and
affirms the resilience of storytelling across centuries and borders.

Keywords : Narrative Resistance, Political Allegory, Exile Literature, Power and Authority,
Hidden Transcripts.
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Introduction

Displacement is not merely a movement of bodies across borders; it is a
shifting of voices, a rearrangement of meaning and a reimagining of how truth
survives under power. From ancient epics to modern exile testimonies, displaced
voices have always spoken in registers shaped by fear, ingenuity and longing. In this
vast literary landscape, Kalila wa Dimnaloccupies a unique terrain: a book that
travelled farther than most empires, carried wisdom across cultures and hid political
critique beneath the soft fur of animals and the delicate folds of fable narratives.
Originally composed in Sanskrit as the Panchatantra, transformed into Pahlavi and
reimagined by Ibn al- Mugqaffa’ in Arabic, the text is itself a wanderer-an exile moving

through languages, courts and ideological climates.

To read Kalila wa Dimna is to enter a world where displacement becomes the
very grammar of survival. In the lion’s court, in the counsel of foxes and crows, in
forests that echo with cautious speech, we find an allegorical universe that mirrors the
precarious world of human politics. Ibn al- Mugaffa’s adaptation was not a simple
translation but a subversive act of cultural and political negotiation. Living under
the Abbasid court, where intellectuals walked a thin line between patronage and
persecution, he embedded with the text layers of coded wisdom for those who must
survive power without directly confronting it (24-45). Thus, the fables become not just
moral tales but manuals of political literacy-guides for navigating tyranny, betrayal

and the fragile ethics of counsel.

This article rereads Kalila wa Dimna not as a children’s book or a moral
compendium but as a sophisticated political allegory shaped by displacement. Through
its animal interlocutors, its whispered wisdoms, and its coded narrative strategies, the

text becomes an archive of survival for the marginalized.
Displacement in this context becomes multi-dimensional:
» Textual displacement, as stories migrate and transform;

# Narrative displacement, as truths hide behind animal voices;

L A classical collection of animal fables redefined into an Arab cultural form in the 8" century by lbn al-
Mugaffa’ from the Middle Persian Panchatantra tradition. Though presented as moral tales, the work
is widely regarded as sophisticated political allegory addressing kingship, governance and the perils of
courtly life. Its layered narrative structure and use of animal characters allow for indirect critique of authority,
making it one of the most influential and politically nuanced texts in Arabic prose literature.
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* Moral displacement, as characters embody and fear and ethical instability;

# Political displacement, as the powerless strategize survival under authoritarian

rule.

Through displacement, this study argues, the enduring strength of Kalila was Dimna
lies not in its lessons alone but in the way those lessons are hidden, displaced and carried

across time; like quiet embers preserved in the palms of the endangered.

Such forms of displacement echo what Edward Said describes as the “unhealable
rift” of exile, where individuals live in the tension between what is spoken and what
must remain concealed (Reflections on Exile and Other Essays 173-186). The fables’
layered speech aligns with James Scott’s concepts of “hidden transcripts”-the subtle,
disguised forms of resistance that flourish beneath the surface of authoritarian power
(Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts 2-4).

Textual Displacement: A Travelling Manuscript

Long before Kalila wa Dimna became an Arabic classic, it was a wandering
manuscript; crossing geographies, languages and empires with the quiet resilience of a
pilgrim carrying wisdom in a bundle of fragile pages. Its journey from the Sanskrit
Panchatantra? to Middle Persian and then to Arabic is not merely story of translation;
it is a story of displacement, of meaning uprooted and replanted in new soils (1- 24).
This process can also be read as a record of cultural exchange, as discussed by
Takahashi Nobuyoshi, in which each translator, editor and storyteller left distinct
fingerprints upon the text, shaping it to reflect the anxieties, ambitions and political

climates of their time.

When Ibn al-Mugaffa’ encountered the Pahlavi version and transformed it into
Arabic in the eighth century, the text entered another life; one marked by the volatile
politics of the Abbasid court, where intellectuals navigated shifting allegiances and the
ever, present shadow of suspicion (Crone 9-14). His translation was an act of both
literary preservation and political intervention. He did not merely carry the text across

linguistic borders; he repositioned it within a culture where allegory was often safer

2 The Panchatantra is an ancient Sanskrit compendium of animal fables traditionally attributed to the scholar
Vishnu Sharma and generally dated to around the 3™ century BCE. Renowned for its layered moral and
political wisdom, it has profoundly shaped storytelling traditions across Asia and beyond.

Majalla al-Milad ISSN No: 3108-1355 Vol.2 Issue -1, January 2026



Y s G e S Al | 160

than truth, where stories could travel where direct speech could not. This act of textual
displacement enabled the fables to function as disguised critiques, as whispers

embedded within narrative forests, as warning carried in the paws ofanimals.

The manuscripts itself became a metaphor for displacement; uprooted from
one intellectual landscape, reshaped in another and continuously adapted across
centuries. Through this movement, the text accumulated layers: Indian moralism,
Persian royal didacticism and Arab political philosophy, creating a palimpsest of
cultural identities rather than a single, stable origin (Atil 9- 14). Each version displaced

the previous one, not erasing it but folding it into a richer composite.

This history of movement invites us to read the work as a displaced archive of
political thought. The text’s multicultural genealogy allowed it to escape ideological
confinement and survive across civilizations. Its wisdom, carried from court to court
like a wandering sage, became universal precisely because it refused to remain rooted
in one cultural soil. The fables lived by migrating — by transforming, by adjusting, by

surviving through displacement.

Thus, before we encounter the animal characters who navigate the dangers of
kings and predators, we must first understand the manuscript itself as a displaced
subject: a traveller whose journey shaped its voice, sharpened its caution and deepened
its political intelligence. In its wanderings lie the first whispers of resistance; a reminder

that wisdom often travels in exile, seeking lands where it may speak more freely.
Psychological Displacement and Narrative Techniques

When we read a new story, we often receive only an updated version of
an ancient history; but when we turn to an ancient story, we encounter the deeper
truth of humanity; one that can even heal the internal wounds of the past. As Rollo
May?says, Human freedom involves our capacity to pause, to choose the one story
that will define our existence. Psychological motives lie at the root of every act of
storytelling and Kalila wa Dimna is no exception. Here, displacement is not confined

®Rollo May ( 1909 - 1994 ) was an American existential psychologist and one of the leading figures in
humanistic psychology. His work explored anxiety, creativity, freedom and the human search for
meaning. May’s writings, particularly in The Courage to Create and Man  Search for Himself,
emphasize the role of persona choice and narrative in shaping individual identity and psychological
liberation.
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to wandering bodies or travelling manuscripts; it unfolds within the fragile, shifting

landscape of the mind.

The fables reveal characters who are internally unsettled-creatures whose
loyalties tremble, whose fears often speak louder than their courage and whose wisdom
is shaped as much by anxiety as by experience. This psychological displacement
becomes a subtle engine driving the narrative forward, shaping not only the
characters’ decisions but also the techniques through which the stories themselves
are told.

In the lion’s court, the fox rarely speaks directly. His counsel emerges
slowly, wrapped in metaphors, framed within other tales — a narrative hesitation that
mirrors the unseen mental state of one who must advise a volatile ruler (Islamic
Advance Literature, edited by Louise Marlow 27-48). Such indirection is not stylistic
ornamentation; it is instinct for survival. In Kalila wa Dimna, the mind under threat
does not think in straight lines. It circles. It conceals. It hesitates. It narrates
obliquely. Thus, the text’s nested storytelling — stories within stories, voices hidden
behind other voices; captures a consciousness marked by caution, fear and internal

displacement.

The use of animal masks deepens this psychological layering. Speaking
through animals allows characters to relocate their anxieties into safer vessels:
the lion becomes a projection of authoritarian power; the ox, of fragility; the fox, of
cunning born from insecurity. Through this technique, personal fears are displaced into
allegorical space, where they may be examined without exposing the vulnerable human
behind them (Zipes, Jack. The Irresistible Fairy Tale: The Cultural and Social History
of a Genre, 2012, pp. 87-92). In this sense, the fables function as mirrors for readers,
enabling them to confront forms of inner displacement that might otherwise remain

unspoken.

The text further employs shifting perspectives — a narrative technique mirroring
the instability of minds caught within political ambiguity. A single event is refracted
through multiple angles: the fox’s suspicion, the lion’s pride, the crow’s caution, the
murmurs of the court. This multiplicity creates what narratologists call unstable
focalization, a structure representing fractured states of consciousness (Bal 145-150).
Through such fragmentation, the text dramatizes the psychological reality of living
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under power: no truth stands alone, no voice is firm, no perspective is complete.

Even the moral statements, often placed at the end of stories, carry
traces of this inner displacement. They are not declarations carved in certainty but
gentle reflections on fear, loyalty, betrayal and the trembling balance of the mind under
pressure. They read less like commandments and more like whispered self-

consolations; footprints of characters learning to navigate their emotional exile.

In Kalila wa Dimna, psychological displacement becomes inseparable from
narrative technique. The structure of the storytelling mirrors the tremors of the
displaced mind: hesitant, layered, indirect and profoundly aware of danger. Through
this fusion of psychology and narrative craft, Ibn al-Mugqaffa’ creates not only a
political allegory but also a psychological landscape of survival, where every narrative
choice echoes the quiet storms within.

Political Disgrace and the Survival of Existence

Kalila wa Dimna is not merely a treasury of fables; it is a manual of political
survival disguised beneath the speck of animals. Its strategies of veiled criticism reflect
the anxieties of communities and individuals who must speak while remaining unseen
— a paradox central to the experience of displacement. Ibn al-Mugaffa’, himself
navigating the volatile politics of the Abbasid*court, crafts a narrative universe in which
criticism becomes possible only through indirection, allegory and the protective mask
of fiction (Goodman 93-99).

In the tale The Lion and the Ox, the author constructs a miniature kingdom
where power circulates through suspicion and whispering. The courtly atmosphere is
filled with dangerous proximities; a king who listens too easily, a minister who deceives
too expertly and subjects who survive only by mastering the art of careful speech. Dina
the fox’s ambition illustrates not only the corruption of power, but also the
precariousness of advising a ruler whose moods decide life and death. Beneath the
surface, this is a critique of governance in which truth becomes a casualty of fear and
political agency belongs only to those capable of manipulating narratives (Allen 1-
29).

% The Abbasid Caliphate (750-1258) was one of the most intellectually vibrant eras in Islamic history,
marked by advancements in literature, philosophy, science and translation. Centered in Baghdad, it
fostered a cosmopolitan cultural milieu that shaped Arabic prose, poetry and political thought for
centuries.
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Survival in such a world depends on knowing when to speak, how to speak and
most importantly; when silence is the only safe language. The text disciplines the
reader into this ethics of survival. Characters often pause mid-narrative to tell sub-
stories that warn: not all truths deserve an audience; not all rulers deserve candor.
These digressions, which appear at first as decorative moral lessons, operate as coded

political instructions for those navigating dangerous hierarchies (Pellat 883-888).

A particularly rich moment emerges when the ox, Shatrabah, senses the
changing currents of political favour. He remarks, “The King’s heart changes as
shadows shift.” Although this line belongs to an animal, it records the psychological
burden of humans living under volatile rule; individuals who must adjust their loyalties
for mere survival. Through anthropomorphism, Ibn al- Mugqgaffa’ frees himself to
articulate truths that could not be voiced directly; displacement becomes a method of
critiqgue and critique becomes a strategy of existence (EI-Shamy 387-396). Thus,
Kalila wa Dimna transforms political criticism into an art of survival. Those who
are displaced-physically, socially or politically-find in these fables a coded literacy, a
grammar of self- preservation. The text speaks softly, but its whispers carry yearning

for moral clarity in a world ruled by instability.
Methodology of Study and Textual Analysis

This study approaches Kalila wa Dimna as both a literary archive and a political
instrument, employing a dual methodology that combines interpretive textual analysis
with contextual- historical reading. Because the text itself operates on multiple layers;
surface narrative, embedded moral instruction and veiled political commentary; its
study too must move in overlapping circles, spiraling inward toward meaning rather

than advancing linearly.
Analytical Framework:

The work adopts a hermeneutic approach, reading the fables as symbolic
mediations between author, ruler and reader. This method acknowledges that meaning
in Kalila wa Dimna is rarely explicit; it is scattered in pauses, embedded stories,
silences and rhetorical detours. By tracing these narrative movements, the study
uncovers the fables’ covert political messages and the psychological negotiations of
characters who speak under threat (Meisami 63- 69).
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A comparative narratological framework supports this reading, focusing on
elements such as: the architecture of embedded narratives; the functions of animal
proxies; the distribution of speech and silence and the strategies of moral ambiguity.
These narrative tools are examined not as aesthetic flourishes, but as survival

mechanisms designed for authors writing within politically dangerous climates.

Historical and Cultural Contextualization: Textual analysis is enriched by situating
the work in its Abbasid milieu, a period marked by intellectual ferment, political tension
and the fragile boundaries of public speech. Ibn al-Mugaffa’s biography, characterized
by cultural translation, bureaucratic service and perilous proximity to power, provides
essential context for interpreting the fables as disguised political critique (Ghazoul,
Ferial J. Arab Narrative of Travel and Cross- Cultural Encounters, 2015, 17-23.). This
study therefore reads the text not in isolation but as a dialogue between Persian wisdom,

Avrabic literary culture and the anxieties of courtly life.

Close Reading and Textual Excavation: The methodology relies on close reading,
selecting key narratives such as The Lion and the Ox, The Monkey and the Tortoise and
The King’s Daughter and Her Companion. Each is examined for its rhetorical patterns,
character psychology and narrative rhythm. Through detailed attention to repeated
metaphors — the shifting shadow, the deceptive whisper, the fragile pact; this selection
excavates meanings that reveal the text’s engagement with displacement, power and
self-preservation. For example. in The Lion and the Ox, the gradual manipulation of the
king by Dimna is traced through shifts in diction: from flattery to fearmongering, from
reasoned counsel to deliberate distortion. Such linguistic shifts illuminate how political
narratives are manufactured, circulated and weaponized. The study identifies these
patters as textual evidence of the author’s critique of authoritarian volatility (Irwin,
Robert. The Penguin Anthology of Classical Arabic Literature, 2006, pp. 14-22).

Reflective interpretation: Because the text itself is an exercise in cautious speech, the
methodology embraces a reflexive stance; one that recognizes the impossibility of fully
disentangling authorial intent from survivalist strategy. This reflexive mode
acknowledges the ethical burden of interpretation: to read the fables not only for what
they reveal, but for what they conceal. Silence, displacement and narrative curvature

thus become interpretive sites as important as the stories themselves.

Through this layered methodology, the study aims to illuminate Kalila wa Dimna not
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as a static classical text, but as a living archive of political wisdom, narrative ingenuity

and the psychology of survival.
Findings and Recommendations

The exploration of Kalila wa Dimna through the lens of displacement, royal and
political disgrace and narrative strategy yields several interconnected findings. First,
the text functions as a coded political manuscript, in which dangerous truths are
refracted through fables and animal voices. This indirect mode of communication
emerges not as a stylistic preference but as a survival strategy in a world where power
is unstable and speech is perilous. The stories operate as mirrors held up to authority —
polished not with frankness, but with carefully layered allegory (Heinrichs 113- 132).

Second, the narrative structure itself embodies displacement. Characters often
speak through borrowed voices, embedded tales, or digressions that mask intention.
This constant deferral of meaning reflects the psychological condition of living under
scrutiny, where identity, motive and truth must remain fluid. Displacement becomes

a narrative technique and narrative technique becomes a psychological refuge.

Third, textual analysis reveals that Ibn al-Mugqaffa’ systematically uses
rhetorical ambiguity to guide readers toward political awareness without incriminating
them. Dialogue is layered, moral lessons are unstable and characters inhabit both
wisdom and danger. In such a narrative ecology, survival depends on reading what is
implied rather than what is declared. The fables thus train the reader in a literacy of
caution, a skill essential for navigating oppressive or unpredictable political landscapes
(Scott 136-140).

Finally, the tales emphasize that moral clarity does not guarantee survival. The
Ox, the Tortoise, the King’s Daughter — each learns that virtue must be accompanied
by strategic silence, calculated speech and awareness of shifting power structures. The
text therefore reveals a profound insight: political existence is less about righteousness

and more about recognizing the fragility of the world one inhabits.
Recommendations

Based on these findings, several recommendations emerge for future scholarship

and pedagogical practice:

» Re-reading Classical Text as Political Archives: Scholars should approach
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classical fable literature not merely as moral instruction but as repositories of
political psychology, especially in contexts where direct criticism was
dangerous.

» Integrating Narrative Studies with Political Theory: Interdisciplinary
work should be encouraged, bringing narratologists, historians and political
theorists together to uncover how storytelling shapes systems of power and
social survival.

» Contextual Teaching of Kalila wa Dimna: Educators should teach the text
with attention to its historical conditions of authorship, highlighting the role
of allegory as a tool for both critique and self-preservation.

» Expanding Analysis to Contemporary Contexts: Modern political
climates; marked by censorship, displacement and surveillance — offer fertile
ground for applying insights drawn from Kalila wa Dimna. The text’s
survival strategies remain urgently relevant.

» Encouraging Comparative Studies: Future research should compare Kalila
wa Dimna with other global fable traditions; Aesop, Panchatantra and African
folktales — to trace how different cultures encoded political truths within
seemingly simple stories.

» Studying Silence as Text: Scholars should focus on what the text refuses to
say explicitly. Its silences, omissions and hesitations may hold deeper
political meaning than its overt morals.

» Digital Archival Efforts: Efforts should be made to digitize manuscripts,
variant versions and commentaries, enabling broader access and comparative
textual studies.

» Exploring Reader Reception Across Eras: Understanding how audiences
historically interpreted these fables can illuminate how political allegory

shifts meaning across time, context and culture.

Through these recommendations, the text continues to live — not as a relic of
medieval storytelling but as a breathing archive of political wisdom, narrative resilience

and the timeless human struggle to speak, survive and remain whole.
Conclusion

To journey through Kalila wa Dimna is to walk along the fragile boundary

between fear and wisdom, between silence and the longing to speak. What appears,
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at first glance, to be a simple collection of animal tales reveals itself; upon patient
reading, to be a finely woven map of human vulnerability. It is a text of exiles without
distance, of citizens with their own homelands who suffer the subtler form of exile:
that of speech constrained, truth disguised, and identity bent to survive. Here,
displacement is not merely a geographical event but a psychological state, a trembling

awareness that one’s words must learn to wear masks.

Ibn al-Mugqaffa’, writing in an age where the wrong sentence could end a life,
fashioned a narrative universe where danger softened into allegory. In this world, the
lion’s court is our political cosmos; the fox’s cunning our reminder of how narratives
are weaponized, the Ox’s suffering an echo of innocent voices crushed between
suspicion and power. Each fable whispers a lesson carved not from abstract morality
but from the author’s own brush with insecurity, surveillance and rulers whose moods

determined destinies (Goodman Islamic Humanism 93-101).

Across the tales, the most striking discovery is that survival itself becomes an
art, an art practiced in pause, in substitutions, in the delicate alchemy of speaking truth
through others’ tongues. Animal figures become guardians of concealed meanings,
allowing the author to articulate political critique without uttering a single explicit
word. The displaced narrator thus crafts a literature of shadows: stories illuminated by

what they avoid saying as much as by what they proclaim (136-140).

The narrative structure, with its layered stories and recursive voices, mirrors the
experience of those who live under uncertain rule. Displacement reshapes language;
fear teaches eloguence of another sort. The tales train their readers to read obliquely, to
sense political tremors behind humor, to detect the subtle vibrations of authority behind
metaphor. This pedagogy of caution is not a retreat from courage but a testament to the

ingenuity of those who refuse to surrender their agency — choosing instead to encode it.

5 Lord Acton (1834-1902) was a British historian, political thinker and moral philosopher known for
his strong advocacy of liberty and ethical responsibility in governance. His most famous dictum — “Power
corrupt and absolute power tends to corrupts absolute” — comes from an 1887 letter to Bishop Mandell
Creighton, in which he warned against the moral dangers of unchecked authority. Acton’s writings continue
to influence modern political though, especially discussions on tyranny, moral accountability and the
ethics of leadership.
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In this reading, Kalila wa Dimna is not arelic of medieval literature. It is a
living text, one that continues to speak to societies where the truth must still hide behind
gentle stories, where citizens maneuver through shifting shadows of power and where
survival often depends on recognizing the silent architecture of danger. The fables

remind us that resistance does not always roar; sometimes, it whispers.

This study reveals that the text offers more than political allegory — it offers
moral companionship. It teaches that wisdom is not passive and that survival is not
merely endurance but a deeply ethical negotiation with the world’s uncertainties. In the
lion’s court and in our own, the tension between voice and silence persists. Yet, through
this text, we rediscover the quiet courage of those who choose to speak in language
disguise enough to survive, yet honest enough to endure through centuries. Kalila wa
Dimna endures because it never stops whispering — to rulers, to readers, to the displaced
who seek refuge in metaphor. And as long as power remains unpredictable, its whispers
will remain necessary; for, as Lord Acton’reminds us, power tends to corrupt; and

absolute power corrupts absolutely.
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Abstract: Advertisements play a vital role in the marketing of products and they have
a compelling influence on the customers. The illusory world of advertisements often
presents women as a commodity by promoting stereotypical roles assigned to them by
a patriarchal society. Media exposure has resulted in the objectification of women,
thereby shaping social values, and attitudes towards women. Many a woman is
constrained to conform to patriarchal standards of beauty propagated by the
advertising and media industry by transforming rigorously into beauty idols and sex
objects. The article focusses on the commodification of women in advertisements by
displaying them as erotic objects of desire and female sexuality. It also examines in
detail how gender identities are cultivated and created in the minds of the viewers as a
result of media exposure. The article also stresses the need for concerted efforts on the
part of social organizations, media and advertising agencies to recognize feminine
values and to assign them their rightful place in society by a positive portrayal of women
in media and advertisements.

Keywords: Commodification, Media, Advertisement, Phallocratic, Femininity,
Obijectification

We are living in an age of advertisements which mislead and confuse the viewers
and they have an inordinate appeal both to men and women. The objective of these
advertisers is to market their products and they are least bothered about the oppressive
and harmful effects of the model of femininity prompted by the fashion and cosmetic
industry. Extreme slenderness, often hailed as a mark of feminine beauty, makes many
a woman sacrifice physical strength and psychological power in her eagerness to please
and be attractive to man. Objectification, exploitation, stereotypical images and selling
of women as a commodity has now become a common trend in the marketing and
advertising industry. Internalization of socio cultural ideals of beauty and the power of
the image portrayed in advertisements plays a huge role in marketing a product. Women
are more or less portrayed as sex objects through their clothes, representation of

sexuality, themes and behaviors visualized in advertisements.

Women in advertisements are mostly portrayed as the “impossibly young”.
Obsession with thinness in the advertising industry has forced women to be acommodity,
rather than an individual. According to different feminist writers such as Simone de
Beauvoir, Shulamith Firestone, Kate Millet and Betty Friedman, media are reinforcing
stereotype images of women as they find them to be inferior, subordinate and

submissive.

Majalla al-Milad ISSN No: 3108-1355 Vol.2 Issue -1, January 2026



171 ] Yo¥ by Gilall e S

Jean Baudrillard, French sociologist and philosopher known for formulating key
concepts on media and contemporary culture is best known for his theories of ‘simulacra’
and ‘hyperreality’. Simulacra is a system of simulations, whereas hyperreality refers to
something artificial that becomes more definitive of the real than reality itself.
According to Baudrillard, the contemporary media are concerned not with the
dissemination of information, but with interpreting our most private selves for us,
making us approach each other and the world through the lens of these media images.
He also uses the term ‘implosion’, to refer to the process by which there is a collapse
of boundaries between the ‘reality’ and ‘simulation’, such that no distinction is visible
between the two. The widespread expanse of media messages saturates the social sector
with the result that the meaning and messages merge into each other, causing a

neutralized flow of information in the realms of advertisement and entertainment.

Naomi Wolf (1990), a major figure in post- feminist criticism, in her
monumental work The Beauty Myth, focuses attention on the false positions that women
are constrained to take, in order to conform to standards of beauty laid down by the
fashion and cosmetic industry. It is no wonder that many a woman, in order to pander
to the sexist views of men, finds herself under compulsion to remodel herself along
petite lines. Advertisers often create a fake image of what it means to be a ‘desirable
woman’. Thus the world of advertisements is flooded with alluring and enticing female
images to grab viewer attention. Women are often carried away by the advertisements
and they strive hard to get the perfect skin and hair and to get rid of unwanted tummy
fat. An interesting observation in the essay “Fashion as Violence Against Women”,
published by the British WAVAW group (Women Against Violence Against Women) is

relevant in this context:

Under male supremacy, women’s status depends greatly on male approval. If
we don’t conform, we pay heavy penalties. It means that many women mutilate
and injure themselves, spending an enormous amount of time, energy and
resources in the process. Fashion divides us into angels, whores, dolly birds and
hags. This is important in the maintenance of male power. It prevents us seeing
each other as allies, but sets us up as enemies, always in competition (Palmer
33).

In world literature the “commodification” and humiliation of women have

become favorite fictional themes. The premise is that man is woman’s protector whose
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authority she has to acquiesce in, whether she wills it or not. Major literary works of
yore, including certain celebrated epics, embody this attitude to womanhood. The
feminists take strong exception to the notion of man being superior to woman and assert
that both the sexes are to be treated equally. They are for a total abolition of all
discriminations based on sex or gender and they shun the concept that the ideal woman
is one who dedicates her life to her husband and children, alienating herself from the

world outside the household.

In her A Room of One’s Own (1929) and Three Guineas (1938), Virginia Woolf
lays bare the evils of a patriarchal society that assigns only on inferior status to women.
She exhorts them to shun its authoritarianism and resist its militarism. Driving home
her view that women in a patriarchal system are an oppressed lot, socially as well as
emotionally, Woolf argues that gender identity is socially constructed and can be
challenged and changed. Gender inequality, she points out, begins very early in the
patriarchal family, which in turn, leads to fascism. She explains how men dominate
women, socially and psychically. ‘Women as looking glass’ is Woolf’s resonant phrase.
To quote her words: “Women have served all these centuries as looking-glasses,
possessing the magic and delicious power of reflecting the figure of man at twice its
natural size. Without that power, probably the earth would still be swamp and jungle”
(Humm 23).

This echoes de Beauvoir’s view that women are regarded as the ‘other’ (16), a
commodity in a chauvinistic regime; “the mirror that reflects back to men how men
want to see themselves” (Humm 21). Her argument is that women are both victims of
themselves and of men, acting as mirrors to men. “Their domestic and professional
isolation is the culmination of their material and ideological domination by men, in
which women collude” (Humm 22). J. W. Scott (1988) points out:

The movement from a first wave feminism which is principally concerned with
equalities, to a second wave feminism, which uses women’s difference to
oppose the ‘legalities’ of a patriarchal world is a radical and visionary
formation. In the first movement women are objects, sometimes victims of
mistaken social knowledge. In the second movement women are challenging that

‘knowledge’, from the strength of their own experience. (12)

Gilbert and Guber point out how women transform themselves into a new ultra
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feminine corporeal shape in order to conform to the standards of beauty propagated by

the media industry.

The sexual nausea associated with all these monster women helps explain why
so many real women have for so long expressed loathing of (or at least anxiety
about) their own inexorably female bodies. The ‘killing’ of oneself into an art
object — the pruning and preening, the mirror madness, and concern with odour
and ageing, with hair which is invariably too curly or too lank, with bodies too
thin or too thick — all this testifies to the efforts women have expended not just
trying to be angels, but trying not to become female monsters (Gilbert & Gubar
34).

Commodity feminism has become ubiquitous and inescapable in the modern
world. Women are often portrayed as decorative objects and the advertisements
reinforce the significance of the female body as a source of splendid imagery. Women in
advertisements are simulations who have little connection with the real lives of people.
Commodifying the female body by incorporating latest technologies brings out a
simulated image of the real which makes the audience believe in simulation. It is
interesting to note that men are engaged in a constant endeavor to assert their supremacy
over the female folk even to the extent of blinding themselves deliberately to reality.
Thus every model that appears on the screen with a fair, bright skin and slender body
are just simulations of socially constructed beauty concepts. Even women are trapped in
the myth of the beauty idols and most of the advertisements reiterate the fact that
women want to look ‘impossibly young’, and that age is just a number, as far as women

are concerned.

Our television screens are replete with a host of advertisements aimed at
popularizing their products which create a direct appeal on the viewers and to a very
great extent they explore the prevailing notion of considering women to be the
‘impossibly young’. The advertisements of two popular products from the soap
manufacturing sector — Dove and Santoor are instances in point. These ads portray
real life women and the challenges that they face in everyday life which pose a threat
to their appearance. These ads are so persuasive that they generate an illusion among
women and unknowingly their mind develops an inclination to buy and use these

products.
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A popular advertisement of yesteryears pertaining to Usha Sewing Machine,
depicts a mother instructing her teenage daughter to be an ideal house wife, so that
she may meet the patriarchal standards expected of her. This advertisement
contained the words “Buy her an Usha Sewing Machine — Yes, only you can
transform her into a capable economical house wife... a precious asset to her home
and family”. One wonders whether such words instill the idea that girls are destined

to do household domestic works rather than urging them to empower themselves.

Body deodorants and talcum powders also exploit themes of sexuality and
gender, often portraying scantily clad women. Engage Body Spray catches our
attention with the tagline “Cast your spell and tempt him with all your charm” and
such ads evoke the notion that men are more attracted to women by the deodorants
that they use. Similarly, in the advertisement of the Cuticura Talc Powder, there is a
farewell party and everyone seems to be mesmerized by the fragrance emanating
from the girl’s body and it has as its tagline, “Ignite your passion and take on the
world”. Here the woman’s body is commodified and her emotions are expressed in
such a dramatic way that the audience who watches the advertisement is

subconsciously moved on to sexual desires.

Frequently shown advertisements relate to floor and bathroom cleaners like
Lizol and Harpic, which make use of film actors to ensure that these ads are being
watched by women who happened to be the target audience. They seem to
substantiate the idea that women are entrusted with the duty of cleaning and taking
care of the house. Consequently, the advertising company entraps the women by
wisely choosing a film actor who may not possess any idea about the product and its
utility. Women are often carried away by popular film actors and this aspect is

dexterously used in the commercial advertisements.

A woman’s sole purpose in life, it is assumed, is to please her man by
attending to her twin duties as mother and wife. A few lines from Milton’s (1992)
Paradise Lost, puritanical though they seem to be, are worth noting as they reflect

society’s attitude to women.
For nothing lovelier can be found
In woman, than to study household good

And good works in her husband to promote. (lines 232-34)
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The poet goes a step further and says:

The wife, where danger and
dishonor lurks, Safest and
seemliest by her husband stays,

Who guards her, or with her most endures. (lines 267-69)
Milton also asserts, “He for God only and she for God in him” (line 300).

Advertisements of Horlicks, Ensure, Aashirvaad Aatta and curry powders
provide a fertile area for analyzing the cultivation of social attitudes towards food
products. Majority of these advertisements, have female casts to reinforce the existing
patriarchal notion that the women of the household have to shoulder the responsibility
of cooking and other culinary activities. It is more convincing when a leading actress
endorses the product relating to food items. When the product is related to sports or it
has something to do with stamina and physical fitness, then the scenario shifts over to
men, despite the fact that many women have brought laurels to our country by

participating in various sports events.

In 1976, communication researcher George Gerbner developed the Cultivation
Theory, which claims that people who watch television are more likely to be influenced
by the messages contained within that television reality as opposed to actual reality.
The theory argues that the media generally present an image of the world that does not
reflect reality. This theory helps to understand the effects of television advertisements

related to health and hygiene products and its influence in formulating social constructs.

Advertisements have a crucial role in influencing and changing market trends.
For this purpose, they skilfully employ exploitation, objectification, sex appeal,
conformity and stereotypical images of women to make them more appealing and
attractive. Women are often projected in glamorous roles, as alluring and decorative
objects. Many of the advertisements seem to convey the idea that home is their only
domain and are dependent for existence on their male counterparts. Erotic
representations of women serve as an effective tool to catch the attention of the viewers.
These representations last for a long time in the minds of the viewers. They are often
offensive to a great extent confirming the misconception about the role of women in
our society. These images of women give rise to serious repercussions among the

audience especially the young generation, in the sense that they may nurture the belief
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that women are mere ‘sex objects’ or as always, dependent on men.

The body language of women and girls appears vulnerable, passive and
submissive, totally different from that of men and boys. If a man is presented in an
effeminate manner, it is sure to become absurd and ridiculous and therefore they are
made to appear strong and muscular. It is worth noting that even grown up women are
infantilized in our advertisements and the pity is that even little girls are increasingly

sexualized.

An extremely unhealthy trend in the advertising industry is that the sexual abuse
against children, discrimination based on gender, caste, colour and body shaming are
portrayed as normalizing concepts. The result is that the advertisements have become
more graphic and pornographic in the present day than ever before. It is shameful that
women are constrained to sexualize themselves, making them see themselves as
objects. These stereotyping tendencies can cause irreparable damage in the future
generations. Various psychological studies reveal the fact that girls exposed to
sexualized images from a very young age are susceptible to depression, poor self-esteem
and eating disorders. It would be a difficult task for women to fit themselves into the
advertised beauty idols of the times and they lose self-confidence causing mental issues,

changes and disturbances in their behavioral patterns and emotional turmoil.

In due course, the objectification and commodification backlash against women
themselves to an intolerable extent. Advertising trivializes and often normalizes sexual
assault and violence, battering thus increasingly triggering misconceptions about the
status of women including motherhood. This sort of normalization intensifies the notion
that women are seen as ‘things’, as ‘objects’. In the year 1993, the Advertising Agency
Trikaya Grey caught the attention of world by a simple 30 cm ad, published in the inside
page of newspapers, with the caption “Nude Models Wanted”. This drew smiles as there
was no better way to describe baby models in the age group of 8-12 months. It is
therefore quite evident that commodification of the female body has always been a key

element in the success of most celebrated advertisements in India and abroad.

The United Nations published a research report in 1995 about the portrayal of
women, which amply clarifies the role of advertisers for projecting women in a
derogatory light and as an inferior class of beings (National Advertising Review Board
1975). This report reinforces the notion that women have only a decorative role to
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perform, without being able to contribute anything substantial to national growth and
development. The Indian feminist writers such as Ritu Menon, Kamala Vasin and Kiran
Prasad have been highly critical of the role played by the print and visual media in
portraying women. The male-centeredness of the Indian society and how this
dominance is perceptible everywhere including the media and advertising sector are

what they highlight in their discourses.

A survey was conducted among professionals and students belonging to the age
group of 18-13 years and a questionnaire was distributed among them. Their responses
clearly supported the view that women were commodified and exploited in several
advertisements. 100 students of various disciplines attended the survey and marked their
responses to the following questions. The questions and their responses are consolidated

in the following table:

Sl ] Not at all | Sometimes | Usually | Always
Question
No. (%) (%) (%) (%)
1 I—_Iave advertisements become part of our Nil 4 9 87
life?
Do women in advertisements portray a
2 fake reality of beauty? 2 6 18 “
3 Have _advertlsemenf[s increased the 3 5 10 82
consumption of cosmetic products?
4 Do Television ao!vertlsement_s have major 7 8 17 68
influence than printed advertisements?
5 Do advertisements portray women as “sex 5 7 12 79

1dols™?

/Are women in advertisements projected in
6 [fashionable and glamorous roles and are Nil 3 5 92
they commodified in various ways?

Are erotic images of women

527 in advertisements offensive? Nil ! 3 %
/Are the advertisements containing erotic
g [images of women more appealing to 3 9 7 88
audience compared to other
advertisements?
9 Do advertisements suggest that women are 9 2 16 73
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fundamentally dependent upon men?

Do the women  portrayed in

10 |advertisements stand in sharp contrasts Nil 7 7 86
with the women around us?

The continued projection of negative and degrading images of women in media
communications must be changed. Print and electronic media in most countries do not
provide a balanced picture of women’s diverse lives and contributions to society in a
changing world. In addition, violent and degrading or pornographic media products are

also negatively affecting women and their participation in society.

The glorified beauty images of women that we often see in the media are the direct
outcome of the cumulative effects of technological advancements like studio lighting,
air brushing etc. This fosters a ‘willing suspension of disbelief” in us and hoodwink us
to falsely believing the ‘unreal’ to be the ‘real’. As a matter of fact, the common people
fall a prey to the artificially designed images and befool themselves by aping and gaping
at these models in the advertisements. Dismemberment is a technique employed by
advertisers who popularize various products especially cosmetics. A woman’s body is
broken down into fragments, with each part being given prominence by projecting as
an object. Thus images of eyes, lips, legs, hair etc. present women as fragmented
creatures, each part as a bait to attract and allure customers to their respective products.
This has resulted in utilizing and exploiting the physical features and attractiveness of
women to facilitate in selling their products, thereby transforming women into objects
of male gaze rather than human beings. This transformation of women into

commaodities have in fact enriched the advertising industry to a great extent.

Advertisements play a decisive role in our lives, as they have a persuasive power
to make us choosers of certain products and utilize them for our use. The manufacturers
of the products have an axe to grind and it is their profit motive. The advertisements
have an appealing cast, consisting mostly of women who are presented in such a way
as to suit the interests of the advertiser. By projecting the female body in a manner that
arouses our interest and curiosity, the advertiser succeeds in driving home his ulterior

motive of making us consumers of the product.

This is indicative of the fact that women are more concerned with domestic duties,
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reflecting the sexual discrimination in a phallocratic society. The commaodification of
women as mere sex objects, destined to be confined to the daily household chores is
what the phallocrats want them to be. The advertisers accentuate such a concept, and this
tendency on their part deserves to be curbed. It would be in the fitness of things, if our
media and advertisers work in unison to realize that woman is not to be defined by
reference to the body only. Let them stand united in stressing the positive values and

feminine qualities like gentleness, sensitivity and a capacity to co-operate and nurture.

It is high time that women are accorded their rightful place and due respect in
the advertisement industry. A positive portrayal of women in our media is an inevitable
necessity to uplift them from the present state of ignominy, and humiliation, so as to
bridge the gap of inequality between man and woman. The need of the hour is that the
media, advertising organizations and other professional agencies should come together
to dismantle the stereotypical images of the women in the print and visual media.
Several Indian women’s organizations make a clarion call to promote the presentation
of non-stereotype images of women and to empower them by focusing more on their
problems. Most importantly, they should portray women as bold, strong, dynamic and

confident, no longer weaklings to be subordinated and commaodified.
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Abstract: The article seeks to critically conceptualize and analyse the ways in which
cultural nationalism and popular culture are produced, circulated, and sustained
within the contemporary socio-political and cultural landscape of Indian society. It
examines how these interrelated domains not only reflect prevailing ideological
currents but also actively participate in shaping collective identities, political
imaginaries, and everyday cultural practices. Situating the discussion within a rigorous
theoretical framework, the study engages extensively with the conceptual foundations
of cultural nationalism and popular culture, drawing attention to their historical
evolution, ideological underpinnings, and modes of representation. By foregrounding
these theoretical perspectives, the article elucidates how popular cultural forms
function as crucial sites for the articulation, normalisation, and contestation of
nationalist discourses in present-day India, thereby revealing the complex interplay
between culture, power, and politics in the contemporary social order.

Key words: Cultural Nationalism, Ideology, Popular culture, Hegemony.

Introduction

Nationalism is an ideology that has evolved through the synchronised
development of political and cultural dimensions. Consequently, it embodies and
integrates both cultural and political ideals within its conceptual framework. Political
nationalism has primarily focused on achieving political sovereignty, whereas cultural
nationalism emphasises the preservation and expression of cultural identity. In this
context, the identity of a nation is conceived not merely as a political entity but as a
moral community. Consequently, cultural nationalism naturally underscores the
importance of a nation’s identity, historical continuity, and ethical foundations. The
principal advocates of cultural nationalism were intellectuals and artists, who
consistently sought to disseminate and promote their vision of cultural nationalism to
broader segments of society. The imperative to articulate and manifest this ideological
vision is most acutely experienced during periods of profound social, cultural, and
political transformation precipitated by encounters with modernity.  Cultural
nationalism typically emerges in the formative stages of national movements, often
preceding the crystallisation of explicitly political nationalism. Nevertheless, it can

reassert itself periodically, even within long-established nation-states, reflecting
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enduring anxieties about identity, heritage, and collective consciousness. Nationalism,
by its very nature, is a fluid construct shaped by the dynamics of modernity. In the
contemporary world, it has become increasingly liquid—constantly evolving,
redefined, and frequently misinterpreted—echoing Zygmunt Bauman’s concept of the
transition from “solid modernity” to a fluid and uncertain present.! Traditional
institutions such as lifelong employment, marriage, and the nation-state are gradually
losing their permanence and stability. However, within the Indian context, the Hindutva
ideological and political forces are attempting to reverse this fluidity by reinforcing
fixed institutions, rigid identities, and structured forms of fear. Such efforts signify an
aspiration to transform the inherently liquid nature of nationalism into a more
monolithic and enduring form, suggesting that India is being prepared for a project of

solidified nationalism aimed at long-term consolidation.
Herder to Hroch: Theoretical Foundations of Cultural Nationalism

The concept of cultural nationalism was initially identified and systematically
theorised by several European intellectuals, whose work can be traced to the European
intellectual and academic milieu. Among these pioneering thinkers, Johann Gottfried
Herder occupies a seminal position for advancing a distinctive epistemological
framework in understanding cultural nationalism. Herder interrogated the conventional
trajectories of nationalist thought by foregrounding how the peasants and marginalised
strata of Central and Eastern European societies had already internalised and articulated
a proto-national consciousness—a collective cultural psyche—well before the formal
articulation of political nationalism.2His intervention thus reoriented the discourse from
a state-centred conception of nationalism to one grounded in the organic unity of

language, folklore, and cultural memory.

Following Herder’s formulation of a comprehensive theory and programmatic
vision of cultural nationalism, Europe witnessed an unprecedented intellectual and
cultural efflorescence oriented toward the revitalisation of national identities. This
period was marked by an intense preoccupation with reconstructing collective cultural

memory, reclaiming vernacular traditions, and institutionalising national consciousness

1Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Modernity, Polity Press, 2000, pp.7-9.
2 Royal J Schmidt, “Cultural Nationalism in Herder”, Journal of the History of Ideas, University of

Pennsylvania Press, 1956, p.407.
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through literature, philology, folklore, and the arts. Consequently, Europe emerged as
the epicentre of a broad-based movement of national revival, in which intellectuals and
artists sought to articulate the spiritual and cultural foundations of the nation as a pre-
political, organic community. Poets, historians, artists, linguists, architects, and other
intellectual practitioners constituted a newly emergent category of professionals that
arose as a direct socio-cultural response to the transformative intellectual currents of
mid-eighteenth-century Europe. This period, characterised by the accelerated
modernisation and epistemic reconfiguration of European societies, witnessed the
consolidation of these figures as agents of cultural production and national articulation.
Across Europe, they played a pivotal role in the institutionalisation of cultural and
intellectual life through the establishment of academies, universities, and cultural
societies, which served as centres for the codification, preservation, and dissemination
of national culture and knowledge systems. The rapid dissemination of these ideas and
practices was facilitated by the increasing density of communication networks in the
nineteenth century, which gave rise to the second print revolution. This development
substantially expanded the availability and circulation of printed material.
Concurrently, the emergence of a growing educated middle class played a pivotal role
in this transformation. Exposed to the intellectual climate of the newly established
universities, this class became both the principal audience and the active consumers of
the emergent discourse of cultural nationalism. Originating in Europe, the ideology of
cultural nationalism subsequently diffused beyond its continental boundaries, shaping
intellectual and cultural movements across diverse regions. To this may be added the
expanding ranks of the educated middle class, who, through their engagement with the
intellectual milieu of the newly reformed universities, became deeply influenced by the
emergent spirit of cultural nationalism. This social group not only internalised the new
cultural ideals but also actively disseminated them by consuming and reproducing the

movement's symbolic and material products.

Miroslav Hroch, a Czechoslovak historian and leading scholar in the study of
cultural nationalism, made a significant analysis of the theoretical understanding of the
phenomenon. In his seminal work Comparative Studies in Modern European History:
Nation, Nationalism and Social Change, Hroch situates the emergence of nations
within a comprehensive theoretical framework. His analysis is fundamentally cultural

in orientation, emphasising the processes of cultural awakening and intellectual
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mobilisation that precede and ultimately facilitate political consolidation. According
to Hroch, cultural nationalism does not represent a spontaneous or purely political
phenomenon; rather, it emerges through a gradual, historically conditioned process
unfolding across distinct developmental stages.® His analysis is primarily concerned
with comparatively small nations, particularly those situated within the socio-political
contexts of Central and Eastern Europe, where the dynamics of national awakening can
be more clearly observed as a sequence of cultural, intellectual, and social

transformations preceding political mobilisation.

Hroch delineates three distinct stages in the evolution of nationalist movements,
identifying the initial phase as foundational, characterised by the awakening of cultural
consciousness. This preliminary phase, often conceptualised as cultural nationalism,
lays the intellectual and ideological groundwork for later political mobilisation. During
this period, a cohort of intellectuals, scholars, and cultural elites undertakes systematic
efforts to recover, codify, and valorise the nation’s language, folklore, historical
traditions, and collective cultural heritage. The central objective of this stage is to forge
a cohesive sense of cultural unity and proto-national identity, articulated through the
revival of symbolic representations, mythic narratives, and collective historical
memory that serve to distinguish the national community from others. Hroch’s model
underscores that cultural nationalism constitutes the foundational matrix from which
subsequent forms of political nationalism emerge. In this initial stage, culture
transcends its role as a mere marker of identity and functions instead as a strategic
instrument of collective survival and self-assertion. For stateless, marginalised, or
subjugated communities, culture becomes the primary domain for articulating and
preserving national consciousness, providing an ideological and symbolic refuge in
which embryonic forms of nationhood are cultivated and sustained long before they

attain explicit political manifestation or institutional expression.

In the Indian context, the embryonic stage of nationalism can be traced to the
late nineteenth century, particularly around the 1870s. A seminal moment occurred on
19 February 1873, when the iconography of Bharat Mata (Mother India) first emerged

within the public domain through the performance of a play at a local mela.

3 Miroslav Hroch, Comparative Studies in Modern European History: Nation, Nationalism and Social
Change, Routledge, 2023, p.16.
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Subsequently, Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyaya, in his 1882 Bengali novel
Anandamath, provided a more explicit articulation of the mother goddess as a potent
symbol within nationalist discourse.* Through evocative literary imagery, he delineated
three manifestations of the mother—the mother as she was, the mother as she is, and
the mother as she will be—thereby sacralising the nation as a divine maternal figure.
His composition “Bande Mataram™ (“Hail to the mother”) became an anthem of
emotive and ideological consolidation for the emergent Indian national consciousness.
In contemporary India, right-wing socio-political formations have continued to
appropriate and mobilise the symbol of the mother goddess as a central iconographic
representation of cultural nationalism, reinforcing the fusion of religio-cultural identity

with nationalist sentiment for political mobilisation.

In this context, John Hutchinson’s theoretical interpretation of cultural
nationalism is particularly relevant to contemporary India. Hutchinson conceptualises
nation formation and sustenance as processes rooted primarily in culture, history, and
identity rather than being solely determined by political or economic factors. His
seminal works, The Dynamics of Cultural Nationalism and Nations as Zones of
Conflict, elaborate on this perspective by emphasising that nationalism is not
fundamentally a political movement, but a cultural and moral project aimed at restoring
a shared sense of identity and historical continuity. ® The notion of cultural regeneration
constitutes the core of his theoretical framework, in which cultural nationalists seek to
revive the nation's moral and spiritual values. Within this paradigm, intellectuals,
historians, poets, and artists emerge as moral innovators who reconstruct national myths

and symbols to inspire collective unity and foster renewed national pride.
The Genesis of Hindutva and the Sacralisation of Territory

V.D. Savarkar is widely acknowledged as the principal ideologue and formative
architect of cultural nationalism, as well as the foundational theorist of the Hindutva
doctrine. While Hinduism represents an ancient and pluralistic religious tradition
indigenous to the Indian subcontinent, Hindutva emerged as a modern politico-

ideological construct seeking to recast Hindu identity within a nationalist framework.

4 Thanika Sarkar, Hindu Nationalism in India, C Hurst &Co Publishers Ltd, 2021, p.78.

5 John Hutchinson, The Dynamics of Cultural Nationalism: The Gaelic Revival and the Creation of the
Irish Nation State, Routledge, 1987, p.121.
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The intellectual and ideological foundations of Hindu nationalism were progressively
articulated between the 1870s and the 1920s, attaining systematic coherence in the early
decades of the twentieth century. Savarkar—initially recognised for his revolutionary
participation in the anti-colonial movement and his prolonged incarceration under
British colonial rule—played a decisive role in codifying and systematising the
theoretical contours of Hindutva during his imprisonment, thereby transforming it into

a comprehensive nationalist ideology.

Savarkar’s prison writings, most notably My Transportation for Life and
Essentials of Hindutva, articulated and systematised a theoretical framework that
intricately linked collective Hindu identity to the dialectical themes of historical
grandeur and civilisational subjugation. This conceptualisation was further elaborated
in his post-incarceration works, including Hindupad-Padshahi and Six Glorious
Epochs of Indian History, in which Savarkar advanced a historiographical
reinterpretation of India’s past through the paradigms of heroic resistance, martial
valour, and civilisational resurgence. In contrast to Michel Foucault’s theorisation of
the prison as a disciplinary mechanism exemplified by Bentham’s panopticon, Savarkar
reconceptualised the carceral space as a site of ideological genesis—a crucible to
produce nationalist subjectivity. Within this theoretical framework, the prison emerges
as a transformative arena for reconstituting the Hindu self through discursive narratives
of loss, endurance, and the ultimate reclamation of collective pride and sovereignty. In
this context, John Hutchinson’s observations on cultural nationalism acquire analytical
resonance. Hutchinson asserts that cultural nationalists actively reinterpret the nation’s
past as a repository of collective memory, thereby constructing a symbolic continuum
between antiquity and modernity. Through their intellectual and literary interventions,
they produce narratives that integrate contemporary national identity with the mythic
heroes, traditions, and moral values of the ancestral past. This process of cultural
rearticulation functions not merely as historical recovery but as an act of moral
regeneration, seeking to legitimise present aspirations through the invocation of a

sanctified and heroic heritage.®

Savarkar’s ideological formulation delineated Muslims as a cohesive,

strategically conscious religio-political collective, positioned in sharp contrast to what

S Ibid., pp.156-161.
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he perceived as a disaggregated and hierarchically stratified Hindu society, fragmented
along caste and sectarian lines. In response, Savarkar sought to transcend these
entrenched socio-religious fissures and moral constraints by appealing to universal
affective and psychological impulses—namely, passion, desire, and honour—as
instruments for collective revitalisation. Through this psycho-political framework, he
endeavoured to forge a distinctly Hindu “general will” grounded in the reimagining of
collective glory, one that repudiated the debilitating legacies of shame, subjugation, and
internal discord. Consequently, Hindutva, as conceptualised by Savarkar, transcended
the domain of mere political ideology to emerge as a comprehensive psychological and
cultural project—an enterprise aimed at consolidating and mobilising the Hindu

populace into a unified, assertive, and affectively charged national community.’

Between 1911 and 1937, V.D. Savarkar remained under prolonged
incarceration for his alleged complicity in the assassination of British District
Magistrate A.M.T. Jackson. During this extended period of confinement, Savarkar
submitted multiple petitions for clemency, which eventually facilitated his conditional
release; however, within the carceral milieu, he clandestinely composed and transmitted
The Essentials of Hindutva from Ratnagiri Jail in 1921, a text published in 1923. As
Janaki Bakhle, in her seminal 2024 study Savarkar and the Making of Hindutva,
incisively observes, this work constituted a critical epistemic rupture in the genealogy
of Hindu nationalism by codifying Hindutva as the ontological and ascriptive essence
of “Hindu-ness.” Savarkar’s theorisation redefined national belonging through an
exclusionary cultural geography anchored in the twin concepts of pitribhumi (land of
ancestors) and punyabhumi (land of sacred merit). This dual territorial-sacral
formulation rendered authentic national identity contingent upon both genealogical
descent and spiritual rootedness within the Indian subcontinent, thereby circumscribing
the nation’s moral boundaries and excluding those—particularly Muslims and
Christians—whose religious imaginaries and sacred geographies transcended India’s

spatial and civilisational frontiers.

This ideological construct effectively instituted a politico-cultural litmus test for
national inclusion; wherein religious minorities were symbolically interpellated into a

homogenised Hindu civilizational matrix or relegated to the status of perpetual

7V D Savarkar, Hindutva: Who is a Hindu? Veer Savarkar Prakashan, 1969, pp.46-49.
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outsiders vis-a-vis the imagined Hindu nation-state. Savarkar’s theorisation articulated
a teleological schema of civilisational belonging predicated on the sanctification of
territoriality, thereby reducing religious affiliation to the principal determinant of
national legitimacy. In doing so, his discourse reconfigured the conceptual architecture
of citizenship within an exclusionary ethnonationalist paradigm—one that privileged
sacral geography and genealogical continuity as the constitutive foundations of
authentic national identity, while simultaneously delimiting the moral and political
boundaries of the Indian nation.

Reflections of Cultural Nationalism in Popular Cultural Context

In the contemporary Indian context, cultural nationalist ideology has become
deeply embedded in popular culture. The term ‘popular culture’ has been widely used
by academics since the late nineteenth century to denote forms of culture and art that
are consumed and enjoyed by large sections of society. Owing to its wide reach and
broad acceptance, popular culture serves as an effective medium for communicating
political messages to mass audiences. During the twentieth century, several capitalist
and fascist nations extensively utilised popular cultural forms as instruments for

disseminating political and ideological propaganda.

Art occupies a distinctive position as a site of unity, community, and shared
emotional experience. No other social sphere holds an equivalent capacity to generate
collective meaning through beauty and affect. Across historical periods, art has
remained central to the cultural life of societies, functioning simultaneously as both a
form of labour and a form of leisure. However, this unique cultural power has also
rendered art susceptible to political appropriation. From the emergence of the public
sphere as a distinct arena of social interaction, artistic production has frequently been

shaped by explicit political intentions.

Totalitarian regimes have systematically mobilised cultural images to
disseminate and legitimise ideological narratives. British imperialism during the
colonial period employed this strategy with notable sophistication. Following the
social, cultural, and economic transformations initiated by the Industrial Revolution in

England, significant segments of the population—especially youth—began to diverge
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from the stated goals of imperial expansion.® In response, colonial intellectuals
developed popular culture as an ideological apparatus to realign public sentiment with
imperial objectives. Popular culture, in this context, may be understood as the deliberate
reconfiguration of widely consumed artistic forms and cultural practices into persuasive
imagery designed to serve specific political ends, mediated through commercial

advertising and political activism to ensure mass appeal and ideological compliance.

From the twentieth century onward, Fascist and Nazi ideologies extensively
utilised popular culture as a vehicle for ideological expansion and mass mobilisation.
By disguising propaganda as popular entertainment, these regimes rendered extremist
ideas more palatable, packaging hatred and hostility toward perceived enemies in easily
consumable and seemingly trivial cultural forms. Following the Nazi seizure of power
in Germany in the 1930s, the regime rapidly implemented stringent measures to exert
unchallenged control over cultural production. Beyond imposing strict censorship on
publications associated with opposing political parties, the Nazis established the Reich
Chamber of Culture (Reichskulturkammer), an institution designed to regulate and

coordinate party control over film, music, theatre, the press, literature, and radio.®

The capitalist nation of the United States likewise employed popular culture as
an instrument for advancing both domestic and foreign policy objectives. In 1940, as
the American government considered participation in the Second World War, public
opinion remained largely opposed to intervention; opinion polls indicated that only
approximately 35 per cent of respondents supported U.S. entry into the conflict. In this
context, the government strategically developed a coordinated cultural strategy to
reshape public sentiment. One significant measure involved the establishment of a
liaison office in Hollywood and the formal enlistment of major studios and cultural
producers—most notably Walt Disney and Warner Bros.—through official contracts.
These collaborations produced films that, through subtle yet persuasive narratives,

sought to convince citizens of the necessity of participating in war. This sustained

8 John M. Mackenzie, Imperialism and Popular Culture, Manchester University Press, 1986, p.3.

9 John M. Mackenzie(ed.), Imperialism and Popular Culture, Manchester University Press, 1986, pp.49-
51., see also Kunal Purohit, H-Pop Culture: The Secretive World of Hindutva Pop Star, HarperCollins
Pvt.Ltd, p.12.
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cultural campaign proved effective, and the United States subsequently joined the

Allied war effort.1°

In contemporary India, where communalism has become increasingly
normalised within the socio-cultural sphere, Hindutva movements have progressively
instrumentalised art as a vehicle of political propaganda to sustain and reproduce
communal ideologies in everyday life. As communalism is rendered routine and
socially acceptable, Hindutva ideologues strategically incorporate artistic practices into
popular culture to address and reinforce the affective demands of this quotidian
communalism. Through the systematic weaponisation of art, these cultural
interventions actively enable the rapid circulation of hatred, hostility, and othering. This
mode of cultural production operates as a large-scale ideological project—here
conceptualised as Hindutva popular culture—which encompasses a wide range of
artistic forms, including music, cinema, visual arts, poetry, and literature. Together,
these media consolidate communal narratives and extend their reach across diverse

segments of society.

In the contemporary period, digital technologies have emerged as the most
influential media for the circulation and popularisation of popular culture. Right-wing
political formations have adeptly repurposed social media platforms such as YouTube,
WhatsApp, Instagram, and Facebook as effective instruments for ideological
dissemination, enabling rapid reach, effective engagement, and sustained narrative
reinforcement. Within this broader cultural landscape, cinema occupies a particularly
significant position in contemporary India. As a mass cultural form with extensive
reach, cinema has increasingly functioned as an ideological apparatus that addresses
popular sentiments while simultaneously intensifying hostility toward religious
minorities. This transformation is evident in a series of recent films—such as The
Kashmir Files, The Kerala Story, The Taj Story, and The Bengal Story—which
exemplify how cinematic narratives are mobilised to normalise communal discourse

and reinforce exclusionary ideological frameworks.

Distinct from overt expressions such as hate speeches, political rallies, or
episodic outbreaks of violence, the most consequential mechanism for sustaining

communalism at a deeper and more enduring level is Hindutva popular culture. Unlike

10 |bid., p.13.
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these visible, event-based manifestations, this cultural formation operates through the
quotidian circulation of affect, enabling the continuous dissemination of hostility and
the persistent mobilisation of anger against constructed enemies, particularly minority
communities. Through the repeated consumption of cultural products—such as songs,
poems, and literary texts—Hindutva ideological narratives are subtly yet systematically
imposed and reinforced, cultivating fear, resentment, and antagonism toward the
perceived Other. This process is spearheaded by a relatively small but influential cohort
of cultural activists, predominantly young men and women aged approximately twenty
to twenty-five, who play a central role in producing and circulating these ideological

cultural forms.

The provocative lyrics of Kavi Singh, a singer who made her public debut in
2019, exemplify the rapid rise and influence of Hindutva popular culture. Within a
remarkably short period, she amassed an audience of approximately 80 million listeners
across diverse media platforms. Singh approaches her role with notable seriousness,
explicitly framing her work as a mission: she articulates her primary responsibility as
awakening patriotism and national pride among Indians who, in her view, have lost

touch with traditional values and a sense of devotion to the nation.

The central thematic thrust of her major songs lies in legitimising the actions of
the central government. For instance, one of her most widely circulated tracks, Dhar
370, functions explicitly to justify the government’s decision to revoke Article 370,
illustrating how musical pr Hindutva pop music has emerged as a highly pervasive and
influential form of cultural production, representing one of the most strategic and
forceful expansions of Hindutva propaganda. Its central objective can be summarised
in the maxim: “There is a song for everything, and through it, inspire listeners to fight
for a Hindu nation.” Among the prominent figures in this genre is Kamal Agne, a poet

and musician whose work exemplifies the ideological ambitions of Hindutva pop.!!

The narratives embedded in Agne’s songs actively seek to justify the
assassination of Mahatma Gandhi. In one notable example, he writes: “The pyre of
Hindu aspirations—that was Gandhi. Bhishma, who decided to support the Kauravas—
that was Gandhi...,” framing Gandhi as an obstacle to Hindu nationalist aspirations.

Through his poetry, Agne not only levels a scathing critique of Gandhi’s role in India’s

11 Kunal Purohit, H-Pop Culture: The Secretive World of Hindutva Pop Star, HarperCollins Pvt.Ltd, p.21.
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freedom struggle but also attempts to legitimise and glorify Nathuram Godse, the
assassin, thereby demonstrating the capacity of Hindutva popular culture to produce
affective and morally charged ideological narratives that can operate as a vehicle for
ideological reinforcement and political endorsement. Therefore, assassinating Gandhi
was considered justifiable and necessary because Gandhi was allegedly focused only
on appeasing minorities. A part of Kamal’s poem reads: “All of this was tolerated by
Nathu. He could endure no more. He went to Gandhi’s prayer meeting to bid a final

farewell. He shot forcefully. Gandhi finally remembered Shri Rama.”*2

Kamal, who wrote poetry denouncing the Father of the Nation, was not
punished by the Indian authorities. On the contrary, the Government of Uttar Pradesh
awarded him a cash prize of ¥51,000. However, Kamal’s subsequent unusual action
prompts deeper reflection: he returned the prize money to the Uttar Pradesh government
and requested that it be used to purchase a bulldozer. In contemporary India, the
symbolic significance of the bulldozer is well known. This is a moment that compels

us to take the slow, everyday normalisation of communalism very seriously.
Conclusion

Through these cultural interventions, right-wing forces have actively worked to
manufacture public consent in favour of the Hindu Rashtra and the broader Hindutva
ideological project. Drawing on Antonio Gramsci’s concept of cultural hegemony, this
process can be understood as an attempt to secure ideological dominance not merely
through coercion, but through the normalisation of values, symbols, and narratives
within everyday life. Popular culture functions as a crucial site in this hegemonic
struggle, shaping affect, identity, and common sense in ways that align public

consciousness with majoritarian nationalism.

However, alongside these popular cultural strategies, the state apparatus has
increasingly undertaken decisive institutional interventions to consolidate ideological
control. Governmental policies and regulatory frameworks—such as the National
Education Policy (NEP), revisions to NCERT curricula, and legislative initiatives like
the Viksit Bharat Shiksha Adhisthan Bill—operate as formal mechanisms for

embedding Hindutva ideology within the structures of education and governance.

12 |bid., p.126.
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These measures may be analysed through Louis Althusser’s notion of the Ideological
State Apparatus, wherein institutions such as schools, curricula, and cultural policy

function to reproduce dominant ideology by shaping subjects from an early age.

Together, the convergence of popular cultural production and state-led policy
interventions reflects a systematic attempt to construct a homogenised national identity
rooted in Hindutva ideology. This dual strategy—combining affective persuasion
through culture with institutional enforcement through state mechanisms—seeks to
produce a singular, unified conception of the nation, marginalising alternative histories,

plural identities, and dissenting voices in the process.
Reference

Eric Stokes, The Political Ideas of Imperialism, Oxford University Press, 1960.

John Hutchinson, The Dynamics of Cultural Nationalism: The Gaelic Revival and the
Creation of the Irish Nation State, Routledge, 1987

John M. Mackenzie, Imperialism and Popular Culture, Manchester University Press,
1986.

Jonathan Pieslak, Sound Targets: American Soldiers and Musiqg in the Irag War,

Indiana University Press, 20009.

Kunal Purohit, H-Pop Culture: The Secretive World of Hindutva Pop Star,
HarperCollins Pvt.Ltd,2023.

Miroslav Hroch, Comparative Studies in Modern European History: Nation,

Nationalism and Social Change, Routledge, 2023.

Richard Koebner and Helmut Dan Schmidt, Imperialism: The Story and Significance
of a Political World, 1840-1960, Cambridge University Press, 1964.

Rudyard Kipling, The Light That Failed, Harmondsworth, Penguin (edn)., 1970.
Thanika Sarkar, Hindu Nationalism in India, C Hurst &Co Publishers Ltd, 2021.

Vinayak Damodar Savarkar, Hindutva: Who is a Hindu? Veer Savarkar Prakashan,
1969,

Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Modernity, Polity Press, 2000.

Majalla al-Milad ISSN No: 3108-1355 Vol.2 Issue -1, January 2026



105 oY1 by il s 3

Plural Spaces of Gender and Identity in Bhutan: A Study on Select
Women’s Narratives
Rashmi S. Pillai,

Assistant Professor of English, St John’s College, Anchal.
Affiliated to University of Kerala. rashmispillai@stjohns.ac.in

Abstract: The paper explores the plural configurations of gendered space and
identity in Bhutan through a feminist theoretical framework that integrates a spatial
analysis of gender and identity. Drawing on select literary and autobiographical
narratives by Kunzang Choden, Lisa Napoli, and Jamie Zeppa, the study examines
how women’s identities are produced, constrained, and reconfigured across
domestic, institutional, and cultural spaces shaped by both tradition and
modernity. The Bhutanese experiences of belonging, embodiment, and affect, as
well as to the gendered division of labour and spatial exclusion are examined.
The paper argues that while patriarchal spatial orders continue to regulate women’s
mobility, labour, and self-representation, women’s everyday practices and narrative
articulations enact subtle forms of resistance. These narratives reveal Bhutan as a
dynamic socio-spatial landscape in which gendered subjectivities are continually
negotiated rather than fixed.

Keywords: gendered space, identity formation, feminist spatial theory, doubly
disprivileged, interpellation.

“Gender” is frequently mobilized as a conceptual category intertwined with
sexuality and is understood as foundational to individual identity formation and
subjective self-perception. Gender and sexual identity thus function as critical axes
through which belonging is negotiated, shaping one’s inclusion within national, ethnic,
and political collectivities, as well as access to and experience of both private and public
spaces (Chettri 3).

As Rosario Arias and Martyna Bryla argue, women’s spatial separation,
whether enacted through coercion or internalized as choice, emerges from
environments “institutionalized to reflect a common orientation,” thereby
legitimizing mechanisms of exclusion directed toward those marked as different
(Puyal 14). Such spatial practices are underpinned by discourses of otherness which,
as Rosa Braidotti contends, are driven by fear and the impulse toward self-
consolidation. Within this logic, women are positioned as the “other par
excellence,” their subjectivity perpetually mediated through the male gaze and
subjected to a “continuous process of metaphorization as ‘other-than’” (Nomadic
Subjects 83).

Within the binary logic structuring masculinity/femininity and mind/body

dualisms, women’s bodies have historically been constituted as contested sites of
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both regulation and potential subversion. Simultaneously, institutional domains such
as the workplace, governance, and the academy have developed through exclusionary
practices that systematically marginalize female participation. Women who challenge
or transgress these normative orientations become, as Shanon Bell observes, “doubly
disprivileged” (Reading, Writing, and Rewriting 2), positioned within derivative
and internally contradictory classificatory regimes—good/bad, pure/impure,
wife/prostitute—that function to fragment the female body and destabilize
coherent female subjectivity (Bell 40).

The gendered spatial order of Bhutan operates at the intersection of geography,
culture, and power, producing women’s lived experiences through a dialectic of
constraint and negotiated agency. Feminist theoretical interventions have consistently
demonstrated that female sexuality has been discursively marginalized that are
constructed as trivial, opaque, or aberrant, within patriarchal epistemologies that
define the female body, desire, and subjectivity through a masculinist gaze.
Such representations function not merely as cultural narratives but as ideological

mechanisms that regulate women’s spatial and social mobility.

As Juliet Mitchell argues, women are systematically objectified within
structures of social exchange, where their bodies and identities circulate as symbolic
capital rather than autonomous subjectivities (Psychoanalysis and Feminism xvi).
This process portrays woman as a subject constituted through lack, a psychoanalytic
absence that destabilizes female identity and engenders a condition of persistent
anxiety. Gender difference emerges not as a biological inevitability but as a socio-
symbolic construct reproduced through familial and institutional practices, with

femininity being internalized “in the head as well as in the home” (Mitchell xvi).

Within this framework, women’s sexuality, desire, and self-representation are
regulated by normative structures authored and sustained by male-dominated
power relations (Nayar Feminisms 99). These regulatory regimes confine women
to essentialized roles, most notably those of the self-effacing mother and the sexually
disciplined wife, thereby limiting the range of available female subject positions. In

contrast to the relative fluidity afforded to male subjectivity,

women’s identities are frequently constituted through ideological “interpellation,”
rendering their social positions pre-scripted and naturalized, as theorized by Louis
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Althusser (gtd. in Feminisms 101).

Kunzang Choden’s Tales in Colour and Other Stories is a collection of short
fiction that offers nuanced and intimate portrayals of everyday life in Bhutan,
engaging critically with the tensions between tradition and modernity. The present
study analyses the story from “My Name, My Identity”, from the anthology which
foregrounds women’s lived experiences within shifting social and  cultural
landscapes. Through evocative, culturally situated narratives, Choden interrogates
gendered inequalities, normative social expectations, and the reconfiguration of

cultural identity in the context of Bhutan’s rapid socio-economic transformation.

Lisa Napoli’s memoir Radio Shangri-La: What | Discovered on My Accidental
Journey to the Happiest Kingdom on Earth documents her experiences as a radio
jockey at Bhutan’s Kuzoo FM, using the medium of radio as a site of cultural
encounter and self-reflection. The narrative explores themes of cross-cultural
exchange, personal reinvention, and the pursuit of happiness, situating Napoli’s

individual journey against the broader socio-cultural landscape of Bhutan.

By juxtaposing her fast-paced, consumer-oriented life in Los Angeles with
Bhutan’s ethos of simplicity and communal living often encapsulated in its global
image as the happiest kingdom on earth, Napoli interrogates dominant paradigms of
modernity and well-being. Through sustained interactions  with  Bhutanese
communities, Napoli reflects on the nation’s internal tensions, particularly its
negotiation between tradition and modernization, including the political transition
from monarchy to democracy. Viewed through an outsider’s perspective, the
memoir offers a nuanced account of Bhutan’s evolving national identity,
foregrounding the complexities and contradictions that accompany its engagement

with global modernity.

Jamie Zeppa’s memoir Beyond the Sky and the Earth is a richly evocative and
introspective account of her experiences as a Canadian educator living and working
in Bhutan. The narrative engages with themes of cultural immersion, self-
transformation, and the negotiation between modernity and tradition within a
distinctly Bhutanese context. Initially, Zeppa confronts a profound sense of
isolation and cultural dislocation, as she grapples with the challenges of

geographic remoteness and unfamiliar social norms.
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Over time, however, her perceptions shift toward a deep appreciation of
Bhutan’s cultural values, spiritual practices, and alternative modes of living. Central
to this transformation are the relationships she cultivates with local communities
and her sustained engagement with Bhutan’s natural landscapes, both of which
unsettle her prior assumptions and foster an embodied sense of belonging. Through
this gradual process of relational and spatial attunement, the memoir offers insight
into how immersion within Bhutanese lifeworlds enables a reconfiguration of identity

and understanding.

In contemporary critical theory, spatial analysis has emerged as a central
analytic through which identity, subjectivity, and power are interrogated,
particularly within  feminist discourse. Feminist scholarship has persistently
examined the gendered production of space, foregrounding how regimes of
confinement, surveillance, and mobility structure women’s access to and
negotiation of both material and symbolic terrains. Early feminist critiques, informed
by Virginia Woolf’s foundational intervention in A Room of Ones§ Own,

challenged patriarchal spatial

economies by asserting women’s claims to intellectual, creative, and economic

autonomy within a male-dominated cultural and literary canon (Feminisms 87).

The theoretical turn marked by third-wave feminism in the 1980s and
1990s further radicalized spatial inquiry by privileging fluid, relational, and
liminal  metaphors-thresholds, borders, and liquid or open spaces-thereby
destabilizing the fixity of binary oppositions that had historically organized gendered
experience (87). The narratives examined in this chapter are situated within this
critical trajectory, engaging institutions such as marriage and medicine, as well
as embodied experiences ofpregnancy and childbirth, to interrogate the contested

formations of female selfhood and identity among women in Bhutan.

Identity, as articulated by Daphna Oyserman et al. in “Self, Self-Concept,
and Identity,” constitutes a multifaceted assemblage of traits, attributes, social
roles, relational positions, and group affiliations through which individuals
apprehend and organize their sense of self (2). These identity formations are
temporally oriented, encompassing retrospective identifications with past selves,

engagements with present subjectivities, and prospective projections toward
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desired, obligated, or feared future selves. Functioning as interpretive and orienting
frameworks, identities mediate perception and experience by directing attention

toward particular environmental cues while simultaneously marginalizing others.

Extending beyond cognitive self-concept, selfhood comprises self-
images and self-feelings,that emerge from embodied and sensory awareness of
how individuals perceive their appearance, movement, voice, and affective
states. While such embodied dimensions of subjectivity were acknowledged
within early psychological paradigms, they have remained comparatively under-
theorized and empirically underexplored. Nonetheless, individuals typically
experience a strong sense of self-coherence and self-knowledge, sustained through
the continuity of lived experience and the accumulation of autobiographical
memory, which together anchor identity across time (Oyserman 2).

Napoli’s initial ambivalence gradually gives way to a sense of acceptance,
inner calm, and openness to future possibilities as she undertakes the ascent to Takshang
Monastery, a moment that functions symbolically as well as experientially. Prior to
her journey to Bhutan, Napoli had engaged with therapeutic practices and classical
psychological frameworks in Los Angeles, a period she retrospectively identifies
as the beginning of a gradual clearing of personal disorientation (RSL xXx).
Her sense of vulnerability was shaped by earlier trauma, which profoundly
affected her relationship to fear, solitude, and everyday life in the months that followed

in Bhutan.

In Bodies That Matter, Judith Butler foregrounds the critical problem of
whether and how the materiality of the body may be analytically linked to the
performativity of gender (xi). Extending this inquiry, Bruce W. Derr emphasizes the
conceptual utility of liminality in theorizing the female body as a site of perpetual
transition, marked by mutability and defined through threshold states such as
pregnancy (644-45). Miriam Borham-Puyal further complicates this perspective
by arguing that such transitions cannot be reduced to biological processes alone;
rather, they are discursively produced within moral regimes and Western mind-body
dualisms that have historically objectified, disciplined, and regulated the female body
(14). This formulation resonates with A. Mangai’s assertion that the gendered body
“bears the inscription of both knowledge systems and social practices” (Acting

Up-Gender 13), thereby materializing social expectations, familial obligations, and
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culturally sanctioned roles (Chettri et al. 4). Consequently, the liminality experienced
by women at the level of individual embodiment or collective social positioning,
emerges not as an inherent condition but as an effect of structural arrangements that

situate women within hierarchical regimes of exclusion.

In Beyond the Sky and the Earth, while in the staff room, Jamie Zeppa feels
that the parts of her that did not seem to belong, stood out sharply. She was too
casual, too direct, and no one laughed at her jokes. She finds herself speaking more
slowly and formally, answering incomplete sentences, standing almost at attention. A
constant fear of making a mistake, of saying the wrong thing or giving offense, lingers
within her. She cannot understand why it all felt so difficult, and there was no one
she could speak to in her own language, with her own rhythms and inflections (BTSE
49). She describes her feeling thus,

| look out at the verdant confusion of the Pema Gatshel valley. It makes my
head hurt, looking down the green steepness, looking up at the empty sky.
There are long moments when | cannot remember where | am. | feel completely
unfamiliar to myself, almost unreal, as if parts of me have dissolved, are
dissolving. The Buddhist view that there is no real self seems completely
accurate. | have crossed a threshold of exhaustion and a strangeness and am

suspended in a new inner place (45).

Zeppa hates the whole experience in the beginning, but does not have the
courage to be sent back, and yearns for a divine intervention to be sent back home
(50). Having made up her mind to leave, her chance encounter with Jane, a British
teacher in Tsebar makes her realize that her home in Tshelingkoris far too luxurious
when compared to Jane’s (65). She feels that though she has been trying to get out
of Bhutan, she gets the idea that “Bhutan never ends” surprising her (60).

Zeppa understands that she is fortunate to be in Bhutan, and eventually her
dreams about home back in Toronto are replaced by dreams about her future in
Bhutan (67). Julie Rattray, in “Affective Dimensions of Liminality” asserts that,
“Threshold transformations foster ontological shifts that are associated with both
cognitive and affective changes in the individual. They cause the individual to view
and experience the world differently in terms, not just of the intellectual
understanding of an idea but also in the way they feel about, or experience, the world”
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(67).

Daphne Spain argues that in predominantly non-industrial societies, the
division of labour is “simultaneously spatial and gendered,” with social roles mapped
onto distinct physical locations (Gendered Spaces 13). Within such social formations,
men and women are typically assigned stereotypical tasks like “men hunt,and women
cook and care for children” (Murdock and Provost qtd. in Gendered Spaces 14)
that are spatially differentiated. Hunting, conventionally masculinized, occurs at
a distance from the domestic sphere, whereas cooking and childrearing are situated in
close proximity to the home. These spatial arrangements institutionalize the gendered
division of labour, producing durable patterns of spatial differentiation that contribute

to gender stratification (14).

Friedl observes that men’s labour is generally accorded greater social and
economic value because it often involves the circulation of surplus resources, such
as the distribution of game, beyond the household, thereby reinforcing male
authority within wider social networks. In contrast, women’s labour, particularly
food preparation and caregiving, remains largely confined to the domestic sphere and
is consequently devalued. Women’s exclusion from activities such as hunting, initially
justified by restricted mobility associated with childcare responsibilities, becomes
naturalized over time. As a result, the original material conditions that produced
spatial separation recede from view, even as spatial segregation continues to limit

women’s access to skill acquisition and social power (14).

Comparable dynamics persist within  industrial and post-industrial
societies, where workplaces remain deeply gendered. Historically, occupations
such as domestic service and teaching were socially sanctioned as appropriate for
women, while factory and clerical work was viewed with moral suspicion due to
women’s proximity to male coworkers. Even in contemporary contexts, women’s
participation in male-dominated professions is frequently associated with higher
wages and enhanced social status relative to employment in feminized
sectors, underscoring the enduring relationship between spatial organization,

labour valuation, and gendered inequality (Gendered Spaces 14).

In “My Name, My Identity,” Choden foregrounds the complex processes
through which Bhutanese women negotiate their identities within a traditionally
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structured  social  order, balancing individual aspirations against communal
expectations. The narrative draws attention to a rapidly transforming Bhutanese society
shaped by Western influence, examining how women contest and renegotiate spaces
of intersectionality within shifting cultural, economic, and spatial frameworks. The
accelerated transition from rural livelihoods to urban life has generated profound
changes, propelling women into unfamiliar social and domestic configurations.
As Choden observes, women who were economically autonomous within rural
settings often become financially dependent on their husbands’ incomes within

the nuclear urban family structure (TCOS 5).

While urbanization and modernization have ostensibly alleviated the physical
burdens of women’s labour, these changes have simultaneously undermined women’s
economic agency and sense of self-worth. The uncritical adoption of the prefix “Mrs”
symbolically subsumes women’s identities under those of their husbands, rendering
female subjectivity relational rather than autonomous. Choden further suggests
that women are increasingly disadvantaged within the emergent social order,
marked by a pervasive “culture of silence” surrounding domestic violence, sexual

harassment, and workplace abuse.

Choden resists narratives that frame gender-based discrimination as

historically entrenched in Bhutanese society, instead emphasizing the legacy of strong
and independent female archetypes. She urges Bhutanese women to retain and
draw strength from these traditional identities, cautioning against the uncritical
internalization of external cultural influences. In asserting that women must sustain
their inner resilience amid shifting social environments, Choden articulates a call for

feminist self-definition rooted in cultural continuity rather than erasure (TCOS 5).

In the Eastern Himalayan context, Mona Chettri et al. observe that “place,
space, identity, and belonging” exist in a condition of continual transformation,
situated “midway through a process of becoming” (“Experiencing, Expressing, and
Performing Gender” 1). Within such a landscape, belonging emerges as a deeply
problematic and elusive concept, resisting stable categorization as it operates

simultaneously as an affective state and an embodied lived experience.

Chettri accordingly raises the critical question of how belonging may be

identified or recognized, particularly when its markers are liminal and indeterminate.

Majalla al-Milad ISSN No: 3108-1355 Vol.2 Issue -1, January 2026



203 | YoYU jliy: U a3

The task of delineating belonging becomes especially complex in contexts where
boundaries are fluid, permeable, and constantly shifting. Yet, as Chettri et al.
suggest, enduring “archaic values, ideas, and ways of being and seeing the world”
may paradoxically stabilize these conditions of flux, producing what can be
understood as a state of “fixed fluidity” (2), wherein processes of change coexist

with deeply sedimented cultural frameworks.

In Radio Shangri-La, it is her midlife crisis that makes Napoli decide to “visit
a mysterious kingdom in Asia few have visited” (xiii) with questions that she
pondered over like “Why had | failed to have a family with a man I loved? Why had
| squandered my youth so haphazardly? Why had | stuck with a profession that
infuriated me so intensely? What could | do with the second half of my life to make it
more meaningful than the first? How was | going to grow old gracefully?” (xiv). The
hours of endless travel to Bhutan makes Napoli feel apprehensive initially and she

wonders,

. Instead of being elated about this adventure, | had succumbed to the
perilous trap of feeling sorry for myself as | tracked around the globe alone.
What was | doing? Where was | going? Why was | headed to this strange little
country most people hadn’t heard of and couldn’t find on a map? Shouldn’t
a woman in her early forties be doing something normal, like taking her
kids to Disneyland? Or enlisting the grandparents to babysit, so she could steal
away on romantic trips with her husband? Or, if the husband and kids had been
around for a while, plotting spa getaways with her similarly beleaguered
girlfriends? This grand adventure seemed, all of a sudden, pathetic and sad and
a bit rootless. (19).

Within the Bhutanese landscape, Napoli experiences a restorative sense of
peace and emotional grounding, leading to a deep affective attachment to the country
(RSL 95). This shift may be read through an anthropological and psychological lens
as a rite of passage, wherein spatial movement and cultural immersion facilitate a
transition from fractured selfhood toward a reconstituted sense of identity. The journey
thus marks not merely a geographical relocation but a transformative process through

which Napoli negotiates loss, healing, and self-renewal.
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Transformation within the spatial thresholds in the narratives constitutes an
affective process through which subjectivity is reoriented and renegotiated. In the
Bhutanese context, these thresholds converge to form a complex carrefour of
women’s spatial experiences, shaped simultaneously by constraint and creative
agency, wherein dominant discourses of gendered space are continually re-inscribed
and contested. Within both rural and urban Bhutan, everyday practices such as
gathering, trading, storytelling, and caregiving operate as modes of spatial
intervention, enabling women to transform restrictive environments into lived

sites of negotiation, resilience, and cultural continuity.
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