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Bearing witness is an aggressive act. It is born out of a refusal to

bow to outside pressure to revise or to repress expression, a

decision to embrace conflict rather than conformity, to endure a

lifetime of anger and pain rather than to submit to the seductive pull

of revision and repression. Its goal is change.1

Introduction

In February 1982 the massacre in Hama [majzarat �amā] took place or, if we prefer

the name used by the Syrian authorities for the catastrophe, “the events of Hama”

[a�dāth �amā ].2 

On the 3 February 1982 the Syrian town Hama, situated by the banks of the river

Orontes, was overrun by Syrian special forces. The operation lasted for three weeks.

During this period thousands of people were killed (according to Human Rights

Watch between 5,000 and 10,000) or were taken away and thrown into prisons, the

majority of them men and boys.3 Many of those who were taken away are still miss-

ing. A large part of the town was completely demolished, and later on modern

houses, among them a five-star Cham hotel, were built on the ruins.4 Monja Kahf

writes that when the special forces withdrew from the town one third of its residen-

tial buildings had been razed and 50,000‒‒‒‒60,000 people had become homeless, this

in addition to the official buildings like mosques, churches, and school buildings

that had been destroyed.5 The town was completely isolated by the military and no

news about what was happening there was allowed to get out.

The massacre in Hama was the climax of a period of increasing political tension

between the Alawite regime and the Sunni opposition (the forbidden Muslim

Brotherhood). During this period, that lasted from 1976‒‒‒‒1982, several acts of vio-

lence were carried out by the Sunni opposition and were followed by bloody retal-

iations from the regime. Hama, with its long-standing reputation as a town marked

by conservatism and piety, had constituted a center of all this. The direct instiga-

tion for the attack on Hama was a full-scale insurrection in the town against the

1  Tal, 1996, 7.
2  Abbas, 2006, 225.
3  Kahf, 2001, 229.
4  Cooke, 2007, 14.
5  Kahf, 2001, 228.
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Alawite regime, an insurrection organized by the Muslim Brotherhood and an

event that, according to Patrick Seale, caused panic among the regime in Damas-

cus.6 One possible reason for the terrible brutality with which the retaliation was

carried out has roots that stretch back into history. At the beginning of the 20th

century Hama had been “the citadel of landed power and the capital of rural op-

pression” and in the houses and on the fields of its rich landowners many members

of the now ruling, but formerly so poor and despised, Alawite community had in

the past worked as serfs.7

In her study of “the effects of trauma upon individual survivors and the manner in

which that trauma is reflected and revised in the larger, collective political and cul-

tural world”, Worlds of Hurt. Literature of Trauma, 1996, Kalí Tal mentions three

different strategies used when trauma is to be dealt with culturally.8 These strategies

are: “mythologization”, i.e., reducing the trauma to standardized narratives of the

event, “medicalization”, i.e., focusing all attention on the individual victim who is

regarded as suffering from an illness from which he or she can be cured and, finally,

“disappearance”, i.e., “a refusal to admit the existence of a particular kind of di-

lemma”.9 

As regards the massacre in Hama, the strategy used by the Syrian authorities has

definitely been disappearance or enforced silence. In Syria, where all literature, the

press and other cultural media are strictly controlled by the state, “the events” were

quickly quieted down.10 It became a strong political taboo to talk about what had

happened there. Even to mention the name of Hama in public places could in the

1980s‒‒‒‒1990s be dangerous. It is thus not strange that the massacre which Monja

Kahf in her article “The Silences of Contemporary Syrian Literature Today”, 2001,

calls “one of the top traumas of the 20th century for Syrians”, also seems to hardly

have any presence in Syrian literature. In fact, Monja Kahf states that, “Syrian lit-

erature contains no accounts of the Hama massacre.”11 Or in the words of Miriam

Cooke: “no writer in his right mind touches Hama”.12

Still, this overwhelming silence was sensationally broken with the publishing in

2003 of the novel Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr [As is appropriate for a river] by the

Syrian writer Manhal al-Sarrāj.13 In the novel we are told about a town in which a

6  Seale,1989, 32.
7  Seale, 1989, 42. I am grateful to Professor Jan Retsö, University of Gothenburg, for having directed my
attention to this fact.
8  Tal, 1996, 5. The traumas that are discussed in Kalí Tal’s study are the Holocaust, the Vietnam War, 
and sexual violence against women and children.
9  Tal, 1996, 6.
10  An official explanation of the events was published in the newspaper al-Ba‛th. Wedeen, 1999, 46‒47. 
Traces of this official version can be found in, e.g., the description by Patrick Seale of the massacre. (He 
refers to official sources such as president Hāfiz al-Asad himself.) Although not ignoring the brutality of 
the operation Patrick Seale writes that “the pounding of the town in 1982 was designed to banish [...] 
puritanism once and for all. In rebuilding the shattered society a conscious effort was made not just to 
erase the past but to change attitudes […]. See Seale, 1989, 334.
11  Kahf, 2001, 229.
12  Cooke, 2007, 114.
13  Miriam Cooke refers to “several anonymous books that appeared in the 1980s” with detailed 
descriptions and photographs from the massacre. The example she mentions was printed in Egypt in 
1984/1987. Cooke, 2007, 168, note 10.
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catastrophe has taken place. Although the name of Hama is never mentioned in the

text, it is nevertheless quite clear from the description of the town as well as of the

catastrophe that it is Hama that is referred to, or that serves as as model for the

events in the novel.14 This has also been confirmed by the writer herself.15

Theoretical framework

The novel Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr is a description of a trauma and the ensuing con-

sequences of this trauma for the survivors. This trauma consists of a massacre that

has been carried out in the past in a town whose name the reader never gets to know.

It is through the life and testimony of one of the survivors that the trauma is being

related. This survivor is a Muslim woman who lives in a strictly conservative and

traditional milieu. 

This study will focus on two main aspects: the fact that the novel describes a ca-

tastrophe that constitutes a strong political taboo and consequently never before has

been treated in fiction, and the strategy of the writer to let a woman be the one who,

through her words and every-day life, conveys the memory of this catastrophe. At

the same time as this woman is relating the story of the massacre she is also relating

the story of her own life as a woman. She is thus struggling to prevent two silenced

stories from falling into oblivion or from being distorted.

The novel will be studied within the theoretical framework of Kalí Tal’s discus-

sion of “literature of trauma”. One aspect of Kalí Tal’s definition of “literature of

trauma” is of particular importance for this paper. This aspect is her connecting “lit-

erature of trauma” to literature by women writers. Thus she defines “literature of

trauma” as follows:

Literature of trauma is defined by the identity of its author. Literature of trauma holds at its
center the reconstruction and recuperation of the traumatic experience. [...] It comprises a
marginal literature similar to that produced by feminist, African-American and queer
writers‒‒‒‒in fact it often overlaps with these literatures, so that distinct sub genres of litera-
ture of trauma may be found in each of these communities.16

When discussing “literature of trauma” Kalí Tal stresses the importance of the iden-

tity of the author as being a “trauma survivor”. She proposes that behind the writing

of literature of trauma can be found “a need to tell and retell the traumatic experi-

ence, to make it ‘real’ both to the victim and to the community”. It serves “both as

validation and cathartic vehicle for the traumatized author”.17 The “desires for af-

firmation and release” that are traced as motivations for the writing of literature of

trauma can also be found in literary work by women writers “who are not specifical-

ly identified (either by themselves or others) as trauma survivors”.18 

14  Also Hassan Abbas refers to the fact that although there is no definite time and place of the events in 
the novel, it is quite clear that the town is Hama. “Pourtant, cette dissimilation chronotopique ne trompe 
pas le lecteur averti qui reconnaît la ville de Hama par d´autres ‘embrayeurs’ que ceux de l´espace et du 
temps.”, Abbas, 2006, 226.
15  Personal communication with Manhal al-Sarrāj, Stockholm, December 2008.
16  Tal, 1996, 17.
17  Tal, 1996, 21.
18  Tal, 1996, 22.
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Kalí Tal also states that “members of opposing interest groups will attempt to ap-

propriate traumatic experiences while survivors will struggle to retain the control.”19

Consequently survivors’ stories about their experiences are always political, even if

not intended to be, and “at the same time as they are political, they are intensely per-

sonal”.20

In this paper, use has also been made of Rita Felski’s discussion of feminist lit-

erature and the feminist counter-public sphere. Rita Felski argues, that “all those

texts that reveal a critical awareness of women’s subordinate position and of gen-

der as a problematic category” can be regarded as feminist literature.21 She also

writes that, “the feminist novel focuses upon areas of personal experience which

women are perceived to share in common beyond their cultural, political and class

differences”.22 Rita Felski argues for the existence of an oppositional feminist

public sphere that “offers a critique of cultural values from the standpoint of

women as a marginalized group within society”.23 This feminist public sphere is

characterized by a tension between universality and particularity. Its discourse

originates from that which is particular and personal, i.e., women’s personal expe-

riences of oppression, but at the same time it challenges existing universal struc-

tures of authority. 

When reading the novel it is hard to ignore the repressive political conditions un-

der which it was written and of which it is a reflection. Thus in the present article the

novel has also been read against the backdrop of the descriptions and analysis of

Syrian society made by Miriam Cooke in her study Dissident Syria, making opposi-

tional arts official, 2007, and Lisa Wedeen in Ambiguities of Domination. Politics,

Rhetoric and Symbols in Contemporary Syria, 1999. 

The writer

Manhal al-Sarrāj was born in Hama in 1964. She is an engineer by profession. Her

career as a writer started when she wrote a short story that came to be recited on

Syrian radio. Apart from the novel Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr, which is her first

novel, she has written one collection of short stories Takha��ī al-jisr [Crossing

over the bridge], 1997, and two novels: Jūrat �awwā [The pit of Eve], 2005, and

‘Alā �adrī [On my breast], 2007. The events described in all of these texts take

place against the backdrop of Hama. Except for Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr, all her

books have been published in Syria.24 Manhal al-Sarrāj presently lives in Sweden

(Stockholm).

At the time of the massacre in Hama, Manhal al-Sarrāj was a student in Aleppo,

but several members of her family were inside the town and had first-hand experi-

19  Tal, 1996, 18.
20  Tal, 1996, 247.
21  Felski, 1989, 14.
22  Felski, 1989, 167.
23  Felski, 1989, 167.
24  A new novel by the writer is soon to be published in Egypt. Personal communication on the phone 
with Manhal al-Sarrāj, 24 August 2010.
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ence of the terrible events.25 It is thus correct to regard her as having been personally

affected by the massacre. Kalí Tal’s statement referred to above about the function

of literature of trauma to serve as a “cathartic vehicle for the traumatized author”

was also unintentionally confirmed by Manhal al-Sarrāj through her answer to my

question of what her feelings had been when writing this novel. Was she not afraid

of the possible consequences? Her answer to this was: “No, I felt relieved.” [Lā,

irta�tu.]26

The novel Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr is forbidden in Syria.27 It is, however, interest-

ing to note that it was actually written in Syria and that the writer, despite its sensi-

tive topic, initially tried, though in vain, to get it published there.28 After having been

awarded the third prize for Arab creativity in al-Shāriqa in 2002 the novel was even-

tually published in the Arab Emirates in 2003.29

The edition of the novel that has been used for the present article was printed in

Lebanon in 2007. All the translations of passages from the novel from Arabic to

English have been made by the author of this article.

The story of a survivor

In her study of oppositional culture in Syria in the 1990s Miriam Cooke refers to the

description made by the Czech playwright and later president Vaclav Havel regard-

ing the situation in socialist Czechoslovakia. In a totalitarian society, Vaclav Havel

writes, the citizens live as if the claims put forward by the regime are the truth. It is

not necessary that they really believe “in the mystifications” of the regime, but “they

must behave as though they did, or they must at least tolerate them in silence, or get

along well with those who work with them. [...] They must live within a lie.”30

Miriam Cooke also uses the word “drugged” when talking about the citizens in this

kind of society.31 

The society that is described in the novel Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr is such a so-

ciety of “drugged citizens” who are living within a lie. The town in which the

events in the novel take place is brooding on memories of something terrible that

happened in the past. Twenty years earlier the town was invaded by Abū Shāma’s

men and thousands of its inhabitants were killed or taken away. The main charac-

ter in the novel is Fa�ma, an old lady who lives alone in a big traditional Arabic

house, a house that once used to be full of people and buzzing with life. The

25  Personal communication with Manhal al-Sarrāj, Stockholm, December 2008.
26  Personal communication with Manhal al-Sarrāj, Stockholm, December 2008.
27  Personal communication with Manhal al-Sarrāj, Stockholm, December 2008. See also Abbas, 2006, 
226.
28  Personal communication with Manhal al-Sarrāj, Stockholm, 20 September 2010.
29  This prize is awarded to writers for their very first published work. The novel has also been given quite
a lot of attention in Arab media outside of Syria. E.g. “Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr”: riwāya li-Manhal
al-Sarrāj. Mana‘ūhā fī Sūrīya fa-nālat jā’iza fī al-Shāriqa” [As is appropriate for a river: a novel by
Manhal al-Sarrāj. They forbade it in Syria and it was awarded a prize in al-Shāriqa] by the Syrian writer
and literary critic Nabīl Sulaymān on the web-site Rābiṭat udabā’ al-Shām [The union of Syrian men of
letters]. See http://www.odabasham.net/show.php?sid=4996 [accessed on 4 November 2010].
30  Havel, 1987, 45, quoted in Cooke, 2007, 21. See also the discussion in Wedeen, 1999, 67‒86.
31  Cooke, 2007, 138.
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women who used to live there have now either died or have married and moved

out. As for the men, many were killed or taken away on the day when Abū

Shāma’s men came. In a community where everyone seems to have forgotten,

Fa�ma takes pains to keep the memory of the catastrophe alive. “Everyone has for-

gotten, except for you!” [Kullu al-nās nasiyat illā anti] exclaims a man in the

novel.32 When Fa�ma wants to discuss the events with a shopkeeper he refuses and

begs her to be silent.   

He wants her to keep quiet just as he and the others keep quiet in order for him not to be
invited by Abū Shāma for a cup of coffee and disappear. The memory of him would also
disappear just as had happened with those who are gone.33 

It is clear that the reason for this silence and seemingly complete oblivion is fear. Si-

lence and “living within a lie” have become strategies for survival. This is illustrat-

ed, for example, by a passage in the novel which describes how after the massacre

the citizens in the town go out into the streets to pay their respects to the Leader, i.e.

Abū Shāma:

They are greeting Abū Shāma. They are giving him thanks for his having killed their chil-
dren, razed their homes, and robbed them of their money. Here they are clapping their
hands with enthusiasm, yes, with a hysteria that not even the greatest philosophers and psy-
chologists in the world would be able to observe.34

A recurring theme in the novel is the conflict, “that constantly on-going conflict to

which there seems to be no end” [dhālika al-�irā‘ al-dā’ir alladhī yabdū bilā
nihāya], between the pious ‘Ammo Na�īr (an uncle of the main character of the

novel) and the powerful Abū Shāma [“the man with the mole”].35 We are told that it

was this conflict that was the direct cause of the catastrophe. It is quite clear that

these two characters, ‘Ammo Na�īr and Abū Shāma, are symbols for the Muslim

Brotherhood and the Syrian president at the time �āfiz al-Asad. This has also been

confirmed by the writer Manhal al-Sarrāj herself.36 It is interesting to note that while

‘Ammo Na�īr is described as a human being of flesh and blood, Abū Shāma is de-

scribed in a more abstract way and with the use of symbols. He is distant and sur-

rounded by rumors. When he appears in the text it is in the form of dreams or hallu-

cinations. As Fa�ma is lying on her death-bed she sees Abū Shāma sitting on a stage

32  al-Sarrāj, 2007, 69.
33  al-Sarrāj, 2007, 50.
34  al-Sarrāj, 2007, 154‒155.
35  al-Sarrāj, 2007, 41.
36  Personal communication with Manhal al-Sarrāj, Stockholm, 20 September 2010.
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in front of a cheering crowd and “he greeted the crowd with his foot” [yusallimu

‘alā al-�u�ūr bi-rijlihi], i.e., with great contempt.37 In another passage of the text the

reader is told that Abū Shāma has got a tumor [tālūla] on his neck. It is a new tumor

that has appeared on the spot of an old one that had fallen off “while he was not pay-

ing attention” [fī ghaflatin minhu].38

He swore that he would never neglect the new one. No, on the contrary, together with it and
with the old tumor he would form a trinity that will not be forgotten in the history of the
town and the river, no not even in the history of the world.39   

This description of the trinity evokes in a reader who has some knowledge of Syr-

ian political life images of political posters, frequently seen on buildings and in

the windows of shops, cars, and buses, where the former president �āfiz al-Asad

is shown standing flanked by his two sons the late Bāsil and Bashshār.40 In another

passage of the novel we are told that Abū Shāma “was born on straw and the taste

of damp saltiness was forced upon him while his family was licking the left-overs

from empty tins” [‘alā al-tibn kāna mawliduhu, lāzamahu �a‘mu al-mulū�a

al-ra�ba, baynamā ahluhu yal�asūna baqāyā al-mu‘allabāt al-fārigha].41 This

clearly refers to �āfiz al-Asad’s poor upbringing in a small village on the Syrian

coast.

Fa�ma keeps the memory of the catastrophe and of the life before the catastrophe

alive not only by talking about it but also through her daily work. She takes care of

the big Arabic house and the garden that surrounds it, and she cooks traditional local

dishes that hardly anyone has the patience or knowledge to prepare any more. Thus

the memories are very much connected to Fa�ma’s daily tasks. 

The preparing of the traditional dishes has a prominent role in the novel and is de-

scribed in great detail. This work is directly connected to the memories of the cata-

strophe and its victims. The dishes are distributed to relatives and friends from the

days before the catastrophe, like Abū Ra�mūn, the announcer of the hours of

prayers and Crazy Lāmiya [Lāmiya al-majnūna], a woman who lost her husband

and children, and as a consequence also her mind, when Abū Shāma’s men burned

down her house. It is when Fa�ma is working in the kitchen that the memories of the

catastrophe come to her mind. Into the detailed descriptions of the preparation of the

different dishes are inserted flashbacks from what happened during the days of the

37  al-Sarrāj, 2007, 227.
38  al-Sarrāj, 2007, 164.
39  al-Sarrāj, 2007, 164.
40  See also Lisa Wedeen’s discussion about how it in the late 1990s became more and more common to 
see pictures showing president Asad flanked by his two sons . “His [i.e. Bāsil’s, the son who died in 
January 1994] apotheosis has nonetheless facilitated his brother Bashshar’s iconographic ascension. By 
1996, laminated pictures, buttons and other paraphernalia regularly showed Asad flanked by his two sons. 
[...] the young eye doctor, his dead brother and aging father.” Wedeen, 1999, 60‒61.
41  al-Sarrāj, 2007, 116. 
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catastrophe. Thus, e.g., the shape of the vine leaf dolmas reminds Fa�ma of the

blood-stained fingers of her dead uncles.

She could not even once neglect what the vine leaf meant to her. Each time that she spread
out the green leaf with its stem on the wooden chopping board and placed on it rice mixed
with meat in the shape of a finger she could not prevent herself from remembering the
palms of the hands of her uncles and their outspread fingers covered with blood as they
were killed by the men of Abū Shāma and their sons were taken away thus sharing the fate
of those who have disappeared.42 43

A little further on in the text we read, that “Fa�ma was, without any previous notice,

overcome by memories, and she found herself hurrying up in order to complete the

wrapping of a new vine leaf.”

The memory of the men and boys who were taken away by Abū Shāma’s men, most

of whom have been gone ever since, is a recurrent theme in the novel. The impor-

tance of this theme is even further stressed by the fact that it turns up already in the

dedication of the novel:44

Do not ask when he will come back. To my brothers Mus�afā and Mukhli�.45

The first part of the dedication [“Do not ask when he will come back”] is taken from

a poem by Ma�mūd Darwīsh, “Wa ‘āda ... fī kafn” [And he returned … in a shroud]

from the collection Awrāq al-zaytūn [Olive leaves], 1964. The same phrase is also

repeated in the narrative in a description of how Fa�ma, before going to sleep, is

reading “a forgotten collection of poetry”[dīwān shi‘r mansī].46 The theme of this

poem by Ma�mūd Darwīsh is migration and the migrant is described as a vagabond

“sojourning without provisions, family and home”.47 In the novel it refers to those

who are no longer present. In the first place the phrase refers to the men and boys

who were taken away during the catastrophe and who have been gone ever since.

42  al-Sarrāj, 2007, 15.
43 al-Sarrāj, 2007, 16–17.
44  Gérard Genette states that the function of what he refers to as paratexts (i.e. productions that 
accompany a text of which the dedication is one example) is to be “at the service of a better reception for 
the text and a more pertinent reading of it”. Genette, 1997, 2.
45  al-Sarrāj, 2007, 5.
46  al-Sarrāj, 2007, 44.
47  Månsson, 2003, 56.
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   The memory of the men and boys who were taken away by Abū Shāma’s men, most 
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Still, the dimension of exile and migration is also present, although less obviously.

The two brothers of the writer, Mus�afā and Mukhli�, that are referred to in the dedi-

cation are actually living in exile.48

The memories of these men and boys are materialized in their personal belong-

ings that were left behind as they were taken away: schoolbooks, clothes, cash-

books, shoes, etc., that now lay stored in piles in the basement of the big Arabic

house. 

At the heart of the text is also a big wooden box that is being kept in the house, a

box that used to belong to Fa�ma’s grandmother and that is filled with photographs,

letters, and souvenirs of the life of the family. “It contains the past of the members

of the family who is no more.” [ya�ta�inu mā�ī afrād al-‘ā’ila al-ghā’iba].49 Also

here the importance of this wooden box is stressed by the fact that it appears at the

very beginning of the novel. The novel starts with a passage describing how Fa�ma

is opening the box and contemplating its contents, and at the end of the novel Fa�ma

is lying on her deathbed wondering who will take over the box when she is gone.

The only company that Fa�ma has in the house and against whom she keeps up a

constant fight is a rat that she hears moving around in the rooms and the garden. As

Fa�ma, because of illness, is losing strength, the presence of the rat becomes more

and more disturbing. The rat even tries to get into the basement where all the souve-

nirs of the family are being kept. We can read this as a symbol of the oblivion

against which Fa�ma is fighting, or as a symbol of death.

The story of a woman’s life

Along with the description of the catastrophe and the ensuing sufferings of those

who survived, there is also the description of the life of Fa�ma, i.e. the life of a

woman living in a traditional Muslim milieu. In the novel the reader gets to follow

her from childhood up to old age and eventually death. The events in the novel actu-

ally take place on two levels as regards time: in present time, i.e. twenty years after

the massacre, but also in the past as the reader is taken back to periods in the past of

the main character leading up to the time of the massacre. 

Apart from the main trauma in the novel, the massacre and the destruction of the

town, Fa�ma’s life can also be said to have been filled with traumas: a tragic secret

love-affair ending with the death of the beloved, a failed marriage with a weak man

who on their wedding-night broke into tears out of fear of the task that he was sup-

posed to perform, and the loss of a child just after it had been born. 

In her description of Fa�ma’s life, the writer also touches on a social as well as po-

litical taboo: the relations between persons who belong to different religious com-

munities. In the Human Rights Watch report from 1991 religion and ideology are

mentioned among the subjects that are politically taboo in Syria. “The censors ban

any book that refers to Alawites or to sectarian differences […].”50 Still, sectarian

differences are a theme that is very much present in Manhal al-Sarrāj’s novel. As we

48  Personal communication with Manhal al-Sarrāj, Stockholm, 20 September 2010.
49  al-Sarrāj, 2007, 57.
50  Cooke, 2007, 9.
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have seen the life in the town was marked by the conflict between ‘Ammo Na�īr and

Abū Shāma, i.e., the Sunni Muslim Brotherhood and the Alawite regime. Also in

Fa�ma’s personal life there are a number of persons belonging to different religious

communities who have important roles to play. Thus we are told how  Fa�ma in her

early youth had an innocent love-affair with a young man belonging to “the commu-

nity of Abū Shāma” [millat Abū Shāma ], which means, if we translate it into Syrian

reality, that he was an Alawite. The two young lovers used to meet each other

secretly on a staircase in the afternoons when the inhabitants of the town were hav-

ing their nap. The love story ends tragically, however, when the young boy is killed,

also he a victim of the conflict between ‘Ammo Na�īr and Abū Shāma. At the time

of the massacre, as Fa�ma is running away from the town, she meets with Fāris

al-Na��āt [Fāris the sculptor] who is a Christian. A strong friendship develops be-

tween the two, and at the end of the novel Fa�ma entrusts him with the task of mak-

ing a tombstone for her grave. In the text a woman is also mentioned who used to

live with the family in the big house. About this woman it is said that she had grown

up in the house of someone “who used to put a piece of clay in front of him at the

time of prayer”[kāna ya�a‘u fakhkhāra amāmahu athnā’a al-�alāt], i.e., she belongs

to the Shiite community.51 

The life that is described in the novel to a great extent follows a pattern that often

is found in other works by Arabic women writers. So, for example, we have the de-

scription of Fa�ma’s tragic love-affair. The theme of young girls having secret love

affairs or being accosted by young men on their way home from school is frequently

found in texts by Arab women writers. Very often these love affairs have a tragic

ending, either with the death of the beloved or with the family of the girl taking her

out of school in order to avoid improper behavior. One example of this is found in

the novel Dimashq yā basmat al-�uzn [Damascus, smile of grief], 1980, by the

Syrian writer Ilfat al-Idilbī.52 In this novel, a great part of which takes place during

the French Mandate, the beloved of the main character is killed by her brothers.

Manhal al-Sarrāj’s novel also contains the theme of links existing back to the past

as well as links stretching into the future symbolized by objects as well as persons,

something often found in Arabic women’s literature. The link to the future is often a

young woman whose task it is to carry the legacy of the older woman into the future.

Also here we have an example in the novel Dimashq yā basmat al-�uzn by Ilfat

al-Idilbī where the link back to the past is a diary that the main character, just before

committing suicide, leaves to her young niece. In a more recent novel, Abnūs

[Ebony], 2004, by another Syrian writer, Rūza Yasīn, the reader gets to follow five

generations of women where the connecting link is a wooden box.53

In Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr the link that connects the present with the past is, as we

51  al-Sarrāj, 2007, 83.
52  Ilfat al-Idilbī, 1912‒2007 is regarded as one of Syria’s pioneer women writers. From the beginning of
the 1950s she published novels, collections of short stories, and essays. Her novel Dimashq yā basmat

al-ḥuzn was translated into English by Peter Clark as Sabriya, 1996. In the 1990s it was also dramatized
for Syrian television.
53  This novel received second prize in the literary competition of Hanna Mina for the best novel. Abbas, 
2006, 228, note 3.
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have seen, symbolized by the grandmother’s wooden box. As for the link to the fu-

ture, it is represented in the novel by Fa�ma’s young niece, Lamīs. Lamīs is a young

woman with a modern upbringing, a representative of the new generation who did

not experience the catastrophe and for whom Abū Shāma and his men mean noth-

ing. “Aunt, Abū Shāma means nothing to me!” [khālatī, Abū Shāma lā ya‘nīnī], re-

marks Lamīs.54 Lamīs wants to learn languages and to travel to other countries. She

frequently goes to the Internet-café [markaz al-khalīya] that on order ofAbū Shāma

has been built on the ruins of the part of the town that was destroyed at the time of

the catastrophe. Still, it is Lamīs who eventually is to shoulder the task of preserving

and carrying the memory of the catastrophe, as well as the memory of Fa�ma’s life,

into the future.

Concluding discussion

The memories of what actually happened in Hama during those three weeks in Feb-

ruary 1982 are connected with strong feelings of fear and taboo. This situation fits

well with Kalí Tal’s discussion when she writes, that “if ‘telling it like it was’ threat-

ens the status quo, powerful political, economic and social forces will pressure sur-

vivors either to keep their silence or to revise their stories”.55 Thus, until the present

date the novel Kamā yanbaghī li-nahr is the only fictional work that has dealt with

the massacre in Hama. As has been shown, the main character in the novel is a sur-

vivor, Fa�ma, who in opposition to fear and enforced silence struggles to retain con-

trol over her own experience and to keep the memory of what happened alive.  

Apart from the memory of the destruction of the town and the killing and taking

away of its citizens, the novel also relates Fa�ma’s memories from different periods

in her life. Here it is interesting to note that in the description of Fa�ma’s life there

are several themes that can often be found in literary works by Arab women writers.

These are themes that are connected with the particular situation of women in tradi-

tional Oriental societies as belonging to a marginalized group whose different sto-

ries have not always been allowed to be told in public. Using Rita Felski’s definition

we can say that the novel is an example of feminist literature.      

The novel is also characterized by an intertwining of that which is personal and

that which is political. It is through personal experiences that political matters are

approached. The story of the massacre is told through a particular woman’s personal

experience of what happened. Also, it is through her personal life and every-day ac-

tivities that the memories are evoked. Still, the relating of these personal experi-

ences of a woman has far-reaching and political consequences. She actually gives

voice to two silenced stories: that of the survivors and that of women living in a tra-

ditional milieu. By doing this, she is carrying out an act of resistance against the

strategy of “disappearance” referred to by Kalí Tal.56

54  al-Sarrāj, 2007, 75.
55  Tal, 1996, 7.
56  See page 2.
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