
591

         Journal Of the Iraqia University (66-2) April (2024) 

 

 

ISSN(Print): 1813-4521 OnIine ISSN:2663-7502 

Journal Of the Iraqia University 
available online at: https://www.iasj.net/iasj/issue/2776 

 

Counter-Narratives and Identity: Exploring 

Resistance in Arab American Literature 

 الهوية والروايات المضادة ، استكشاف المقاومة في الادب العربي الاميركي 

 مصطفى قاسم محمد 

 مديرية تربية ديال 
alumairymustafa@gmail.com 

DOI 10.58564/MABDAA.66.2.2024.1043 
Abstract 

In order to develop a more complex understanding of Arab identity, belonging, and displacement, this study 

investigates the function of counter-narratives in Arab diasporic literature. Specifically, it looks at how these 

narratives function as a kind of resistance against dominant Western discourses. This research highlights 

the literature's role to overcoming stereotypes, colonial narratives, and the reductive depiction of Arab 

realities via a detailed examination of influential works by Arab diasporic writers. 
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 خلاصة
بي. من أجل تطوير فهم أكثر تعقيدًا للهوية العربية والانتماء والنزوح، تبحث هذه الدراسة في وظيفة الروايات المضادة في أدب الشتات العر 

  وعلى وجه التحديد، فإنه ينظر في كيفية عمل هذه الروايات كنوع من المقاومة ضد الخطابات الغربية المهيمنة. يسلط هذا البحث الضوء على 
 ور الأدب في التغلب على الصور النمطية والسرديات الاستعمارية والتصوير الاختزالي للواقع العربي من خلال فحص مفصل للأعمال المؤثرة  د

Introduction 

A notable corpus of work that deftly combines tales of identity, displacement, and the nuanced interactions of 

ethnicity and language is the literature of the Anglophone Arab diaspora. This literature, penned by Arab 

authors residing outside their native lands, particularly in English-speaking countries, serves not only as a 

testament to their lived experiences but also as a critical lens through which the nuances of diasporic existence 

are explored. The themes of identity and displacement are central to this literature, reflecting the authors' 

navigation between their ancestral homelands and their places of residence. Through their narratives, these 

authors articulate the multifaceted challenges of maintaining cultural identity while assimilating into new 

societies, a process often marked by feelings of alienation and longing (Haseman, 2019). 

Furthermore, in order to emphasize the variety of experiences of Arab diasporic people, Anglophone Arab 

diasporic literature explores the intersections of race, ethnicity, and language. This literature underscores the 

ways in which these intersecting identities shape the diasporic experience, influencing how individuals 

perceive themselves and are perceived by others. The exploration of these themes offers insights into the 

complexity of living between worlds, where the negotiation of identity becomes a continuous process of 

adaptation and resistance. 

Applying postcolonial theory, which offers a critical framework for comprehending the effects of colonialism 

on cultural identity, representation, and power relations, further enriches the study of Anglophone Arab 

diasporic literature. Edward Said's idea of Orientalism, which challenges the West's portrayal of the East as 

the "Other," is fundamental to this theoretical framework. It is based on prejudices and a lack of real 
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knowledge (Shabanirad et al, 2015). Orientalism as a theoretical lens is instrumental in examining how Arab 

diasporic literature counters these reductive portrayals, offering nuanced and authentic narratives that 

challenge Western perceptions. 

Postcolonial philosophy relies heavily on the notions of narrative and counter-narrative, which emphasize the 

ability of storytelling to both support and challenge prevailing ideologies. Arab diasporic authors employ 

counter-narratives to subvert traditional narratives about Arabs and the Middle East, thereby contributing to 

a more complex and varied representation of Arab experiences and identities. 

The notion of double consciousness, originally coined by Du Bois, is also relevant in the context of Arab 

diasporic literature. It refers to the psychological challenge of having multiple social identities and the sense 

of always looking at oneself through the eyes of a dominant culture (Holt, 1990). This concept illuminates the 

internal conflict and duality experienced by diasporic individuals as they navigate their hybrid identities, 

striving to reconcile their cultural heritage with their present realities. 

Through the intersection of Anglophone Arab diasporic literature and postcolonial theory, this literature 

review aims to uncover the intricate ways in which Arab diasporic authors articulate their experiences of 

identity, displacement, and resistance. A thorough framework for examining the diverse tapestry of Arab 

diasporic narratives is provided by the application of ideas like Orientalism, narrative and counter-narrative, 

and double consciousness. This process offers important insights into the intricacies of diasporic life and the 

continuous struggle for representation and self-definition. 

This paper thus critically examines the deployment of counter-narratives in Arab American novels. Rabih 

Alameddine's "The Hakawati" (2008) is considered an Arab American novel. Rabih Alameddine is a 

Lebanese-American writer, and his work often explores themes related to identity, belonging, and the 

experiences of Arab Americans. "The Hakawati," which translates to "The Storyteller," weaves together tales 

from traditional Middle Eastern stories with the contemporary life of the narrator's family in Lebanon and the 

United States. The novel's exploration of both Arab and American identities, along with its engagement with 

the Lebanese diaspora, positions it within the category of Arab American literature. Isabella Hammad's "The 

Parisian" (2019) is a novel that might be categorized differently from Arab American literature, although it 

deals with themes relevant to Arab identity and history. However, it contributes to the broader category of 

literature by writers of Arab descent, illuminating aspects of Arab identity and history that are relevant to 

global audiences, including Arab Americans. 

These texts exemplify the strategic use of counter-narratives by Arab American authors to challenge and 

dismantle dominant Western narratives that have historically shaped perceptions of Arab identity and 

diaspora. Through a postcolonial theoretical framework, this study investigates the dynamic relationship 

between resistance, identity, and power as articulated in these counter-narratives. This exploration reveals 

how Arab American literature, particularly through these novels, not only contests entrenched narrative 

frameworks but also enriches the portrayal of Arab diasporic life, advocating for a more inclusive narrative 

landscape. The conclusion drawn from this analysis is the pivotal role of Arab American novels in redefining 

Arab identity and diaspora, offering new perspectives that celebrate the complexity and richness of Arab 

diasporic life and contribute profoundly to our understanding of cultural and identity negotiations within the 

diaspora (Majaj, 2008). 

Review of literature 

Memory and migration play pivotal roles in Arab diasporic literature, illuminating the intricate relationship 

between identity, homeland, and the diasporic condition. This genre articulates the deep-seated challenges 

and complexities faced by Arab immigrants and refugees, weaving narratives that span across the realms of 

belonging, identity, and displacement (Fadda-Conrey, 2014). Authors such as Rabih Alameddine and Isabella 

Hammad delve into the essence of diaspora memory, exploring how memory acts as a bridge between past 

and present, homeland and diaspora. These narratives highlight the importance of memory in maintaining a 

connection to one's cultural roots while navigating the uncertainties of diaspora life, offering profound insights 

into the emotional and psychological experiences of Arab diasporic communities (Maleh, 2009). 

The review emphasizes the negative consequences of Orientalist stereotypes as well as the significance of 

counter-narratives in literature by Arab diaspora writers. In his criticism of Orientalism, Edward Said 

challenges the Western dichotomy that pits the 'rational, masculine, and strong' West against the  feminine, 

powerless, and vulnerable East. Authors from the Arab diaspora use counter-narratives to challenge these 

Orientalist assumptions and provide complex and nuanced depictions of Arab identities and experiences. By 
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means of their creative output, writers contest the dominant narratives and promote a more comprehensive 

and genuine representation of Arab cultures and identities. This literary resistance against Orientalist 

stereotypes not only diversifies the literary canon but also enhances understanding of the multifaceted nature 

of Arab diasporic experiences (Shabanirad et al, 2015; Maleh, 2009). 

Arab diasporic literature extensively explores the theme of hybrid identities, shedding light on the quest for 

belonging amidst cultural and national dislocations. The narratives crafted by diasporic authors offer insights 

into the lives of individuals who straddle multiple cultures, reflecting the tensions and synergies between 

homeland and host land, tradition and modernity. This body of literature captures the dynamic process of 

identity negotiation within the diaspora, portraying the resilience and adaptability of diasporic individuals. 

Through their stories, authors like Alameddine and Hammad provide a window into the experiences of those 

living in the interstices of cultures, contributing to a richer understanding of identity, belonging, and the 

transcultural realities characterizing the Arab diaspora (Maleh, 2009) 

Methodology 

Analytical Approach 

This study employs a postcolonial theoretical approach to explore the counter-narrative techniques in Arab 

diasporic literature. Postcolonial theory provides a critical framework for examining the impacts of 

colonization on Arab diaspora literature, particularly in terms of identity representation, power dynamics, and 

resistance against colonial narratives. By analyzing these works through a postcolonial lens, this research aims 

to uncover how these narratives serve as a form of counter-discourse to Western hegemonic perspectives, 

challenging orientalist stereotypes and fostering a deeper understanding of Arab diasporic identity. 

The methodology involves a close textual analysis of "The Hakawati" and "The Parisian," examining how 

these novels employ narrative strategies to articulate the experiences of Arab diasporic characters. This 

includes an investigation into the narrative structure, themes, character development, and stylistic choices, 

highlighting how these elements contribute to the construction of counter-narratives. Furthermore, this 

analysis pays particular attention to how these authors navigate and contest the dominant discourses 

surrounding Arab identity, migration, and the postcolonial condition, thereby contributing to the broader 

discourse on diaspora and displacement. 

Primary Texts 

Alameddine’s novel "The Hakawati" intertwines traditional Middle Eastern folktales with the contemporary 

story of a Lebanese-American man, creating a complex narrative that challenges orientalist perceptions and 

celebrates the power of storytelling. A counter-narrative to the conventional Western portrayals of the Arab 

world is provided by Hammad's "The Parisian," which is set in early 20th-century Palestine and provides a 

nuanced account of the influence of colonialism on identity and belonging. 

These books were chosen because of their writers' skill in creating counter-narratives that capture the 

complexity of Arab diasporic identities, as well as their thematic significance and narrative complexity. 

Through the use of this analytical framework, the study seeks to highlight the significance of counter-

narratives in Arab diasporic literature as a means of redefining and opposing the narratives that postcolonial 

and colonial discourses impose. 

Analysis  

Identity and Belonging: 

In the analysis of identity and belonging within Arab diasporic literature, particularly through the lens of 

Rabih Alameddine and Isabella Hammad, a profound exploration into the roles of memory, migration, and 

diaspora memory in shaping the identities of Arab diasporic characters is undertaken. These novels serve as 

rich textual landscapes wherein the complexities of hybrid identities and the quest for belonging amidst 

cultural and national dislocation are vividly portrayed, offering insights into the nuanced experiences of Arab 

individuals navigating the spaces between their ancestral homelands and their current diasporic realities. 

The Hakawati and The Parisian utilize storytelling as a powerful tool for resistance against colonial narratives 

and stereotypes about Arabs, employing narrative techniques and thematic elements that challenge dominant 

Western narrative structures. In The Hakawati, Alameddine intricately weaves traditional Middle Eastern tales 

with the protagonist's family saga, creating a counter-narrative that celebrates cultural heritage and questions 

Orientalist stereotypes. Similarly, The Parisian by Hammad tells the story of Midhat Kamal, who travels 

across early 20th-century Palestine and France, navigating the difficulties of identity and colonialism while 

resisting the colonial gaze and claiming a complicated sense of belonging that goes beyond physical borders. 
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These narratives underscore the significance of memory and diaspora in the construction of identity. 

Alameddine and Hammad both highlight how memories of the homeland, coupled with the experiences of 

displacement, contribute to the formation of a hybrid identity that is both rooted in the past and actively 

engaging with the present. This hybrid identity embodies the tensions and negotiations inherent in the 

diasporic condition, where individuals must navigate the dualities of culture, language, and national 

affiliation, often resulting in a sense of belonging that is multifaceted and fluid. 

Furthermore, the novels illustrate the transformative potential of storytelling in reclaiming agency and 

articulating counter-narratives that resist reductionist portrayals of Arab identities. Through their narrative 

strategies, Alameddine and Hammad empower their characters to assert their complexities, resist erasure, and 

forge connections that transcend the simplistic dichotomies often imposed by colonial and Orientalist 

discourses. This act of storytelling becomes a means of resistance, a way to preserve cultural memory, and a 

vehicle for exploring the intricacies of belonging and identity in the diaspora. 

In conclusion, the exploration of identity and belonging in The Hakawati and The Parisian offers valuable 

insights into the lived realities of Arab diasporic individuals. Through their engagement with memory, 

migration, and the crafting of counter-narratives, these novels contribute to a richer understanding of the Arab 

diasporic experience, challenging stereotypes and fostering a nuanced appreciation of the complexities of 

diasporic identity and belonging 

Impact of Colonialism: 

We explore how colonial legacies profoundly impact the characters and narrative structures in our 

examination of the colonial influence, thereby adding to the larger conversation on postcolonialism and 

decolonization. These works are not just tales; they are in-depth analyses of how colonialism continues to 

affect people's lives and cultures, as well as how these historical settings influence the experiences of those 

who remain in their wake.  

The Hakawati explores the nuanced cultural and religious identities of its protagonists via a multi-layered tale 

that straddles the present and past, myth and reality. Alameddine employs stories to help readers understand 

the difficulties of the diaspora and Lebanon's history of conflict. The novel's use of traditional stories 

highlights the value of oral history and serves as a counter-narrative to oppression and violence, demonstrating 

the ability of storytelling to subvert and alter prevailing narratives.  

Comparably, The Parisian explores how colonialism influenced people in the Middle East via the varied 

experiences of individuals from various socioeconomic strata, ethnicities, and faiths. By delving into these 

subjects, Hammad's book illuminates the psychological and societal scars left behind by colonialism as well 

as the struggle for identity in the face of societal and political change. The story illustrates the destructive 

effects of colonialism and its ongoing influence on people and cultures by providing a realistic depiction of 

how it led to power conflicts and exploitative interactions between colonizers and the colonized.  

In order to subvert the dominant narratives imposed by colonial and postcolonial ideologies, both books use 

counter-narratives in their examination of identity and belonging. They tell tales of tenacity, resistance, and 

the reclamation of identities that colonial forces have destroyed or warped. By providing insights into the 

ways colonial legacies continue to influence diasporic populations and how literature can be a powerful 

weapon for understanding and fighting these affects, this research highlights the novels' major contributions 

to postcolonial literature.  

Findings from The Hakawati and The Parisian offer a nuanced understanding of how colonialism's shadow 

looms large over the Arab diaspora and how literature can act as a medium for critique, resistance, and healing. 

These findings significantly contribute to the discourse on postcolonialism and decolonization. In addition to 

challenging the prevailing narratives, Alameddine and Hammad create a space for the experiences and stories 

of those who are marginalized by colonial discourse through their counter-narratives. By providing different 

viewpoints, they deepen our understanding of postcolonial identities and experiences.  

Counter-narratives as resistance: 

The concept of counter-narratives as resistance in Arab American literature is pivotal in challenging and 

deconstructing the monolithic representations and stereotypes of Arab identity and experiences perpetuated 

by dominant Western narratives. Through the examination of The Hakawati and The Parisian, we observe 

how these narratives not only provide alternative viewpoints but also actively engage in a dialogue with the 

reader, inviting them to reconsider their preconceptions of Arab culture and diaspora. The use of counter-

narratives by Arab American authors like Alameddine and Hammad is instrumental in highlighting the 
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diversity, complexity, and richness of Arab American lives, thereby resisting the simplification and 

marginalization of their identities and experiences (Fadda-Conrey, 2014). 

For instance, Alameddine’s The Hakawati masterfully intertwines traditional Middle Eastern storytelling with 

contemporary life, showcasing the power of stories within stories to reflect on the nature of identity, family, 

and the immigrant experience. Similar to this, Hammad's The Parisian explores the early 20th-century life of 

a young Nablus man negotiating his identity across national and cultural borders, providing insight into the 

effects of colonialism and the need for belonging. 

These novels serve not just as literary works but as platforms for voicing the silenced narratives of the Arab 

diaspora, illustrating the transformative potential of literature to contest, question, and redefine narratives 

about Arab identity and experience in the Western imagination. Through their counter-narratives, Alameddine 

and Hammad contribute to a broader discourse on identity, resistance, and the power dynamics inherent in 

storytelling, affirming the critical role of Arab American literature in the landscape of global literature and 

postcolonial studies. 

Discussion 

The analysis delves into the pivotal roles of language, cultural hybridity, and transnationalism within Arab 

diasporic literature, particularly focusing on how English is utilized as a lingua franca by Arab diasporic 

authors to broaden their audience and enhance the accessibility of their counter-narratives. The choice of 

English by Arab authors in the diaspora is not merely a practical decision for broader communicative reach 

but also acts as a strategic tool in engaging with and contesting dominant Western discourses. This linguistic 

choice facilitates a nuanced engagement with themes of identity, migration, and cultural exchange, enabling 

authors to present complex narratives that challenge monolithic representations of Arab identities and 

experiences. 

Furthermore, Arab diasporic literature's engagement with cultural hybridity and transnationalism reflects the 

intricate realities of transnational identities and experiences, challenging traditional geographical and cultural 

boundaries. Through the selected works of Rabih Alameddine and Isabella Hammad, the literature showcases 

how individuals navigate and negotiate their hybrid identities within the diaspora, grappling with feelings of 

belonging and alienation. These narratives highlight the fluidity of identity and the dynamic interplay between 

different cultures, languages, and histories, illustrating the complex process of identity formation in diasporic 

contexts. The exploration of these themes contributes to a broader understanding of the multiplicity of Arab 

diasporic experiences, emphasizing the importance of cultural hybridity and transnational connections in 

shaping contemporary identities and cultures. 

In summary, the discussion underscores the significance of language, cultural hybridity, and transnationalism 

in Arab diasporic literature, highlighting how these elements play crucial roles in articulating the narratives 

and experiences of Arab diasporic authors and their characters. By utilizing English as a lingua franca and 

exploring the themes of hybrid identities and transnational experiences, Arab diasporic literature enriches our 

understanding of the complexities of diaspora, identity, and belonging in a globalized world. Through their 

literary works, authors such as Alameddine and Hammad offer valuable insights into the challenges and 

possibilities of living between cultures, contributing to broader discussions on migration, culture, and 

postcoloniality. 

Conclusion 

In the conclusion of this study on Arab American novels, we find that these narratives serve as an essential 

medium for expressing the diverse experiences of Arab American authors. Through the lens of counter-

narratives, these novels offer a profound exploration of themes such as exile, displacement, and identity, 

challenging the dominant narratives that have historically marginalized Arab voices. By embracing the 

complexity of Arab American experiences, these authors provide alternative perspectives that not only enrich 

our understanding of Arab identity in the diaspora but also highlight the resilience and adaptability of these 

communities. 

The works of Rabih Alameddine and Isabella Hammad, The Hakawati and The Parisian, respectively, 

exemplify how Arab American literature employs storytelling as a form of resistance. These novels navigate 

the intricacies of Arab American identity, weaving together tales that defy simplistic representations and invite 

readers to engage with the nuanced realities of life between two worlds. Through their counter-narratives, 

Alameddine and Hammad challenge prevailing stereotypes and misconceptions, offering a more inclusive and 

nuanced portrayal of Arab American lives and experiences. 
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The aforementioned study emphasizes the importance of counter-narratives in Arab American novels as a 

potent instrument for contesting prevailing narratives and offering a substitute viewpoint. By examining The 

Hakawati and The Parisian, it becomes evident that storytelling is not just a means of cultural expression but 

also an act of resistance. These narratives not only contest existing narratives but also contribute to a richer 

understanding of Arab American experiences, offering insights into the complexities of living in diaspora and 

the ongoing negotiation of identity and belonging. 
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