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Syrian-German author Rafik Schami has a literary career spanning approximately 

thirty years.  Although his native Syria often forms the backdrop for his stories, Schami’s 

intended audience is clearly German-speaking because he composes his works in 

German.  As most of the discourse on minority literature in Germany focuses on Turkish-

German literature, an examination of Schami’s texts would offer another perspective on 

this phenomenon.  

This dissertation project focuses on several novels from Rafik Schami, including 

Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen, Die dunkle Seite der Liebe, Die Sehnsucht der 

Schwalbe, and Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen, all of which thematize various types of 

interpersonal relationships, including familial and romantic.  With few exceptions, men 

and women inhabit different worlds, and this complicates their ability to maintain a 

connection to one another.  The world of women is frequently depicted as exotic or 

secretive, whereas the world of men is one of brutality.  This separation of men and 

women is imposed by political and cultural means.  In his characterization of the 
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relationships between men and women, the author draws attention to their respective 

situations and criticizes the forces that draw them apart. 

Most of the scholarship on Rafik Schami’s texts has focused upon intercultural 

communication, migration, and exoticism.  Very little attention has been paid to issues of 

gender, although relationships and differences between men and women inhabit a 

significant portion of his novels.  This project employs a close reading of thematic as well 

as structural elements in order to examine the respective worlds of men and women and 

the author’s critique of the factors which led to this division.  The project will also 

examine the reception of the author’s works in order to characterize their position within 

contemporary German literature. 
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Introduction 

 

 

Minority literature produced in Germany raises two interesting issues.  First, it 

poses problems in terms of classification.  How should these works be categorized?  Do 

they belong in the canon?  Should the idea of a national canon be completely discarded in 

light of such literary productions?  The heritage of the author, the subject matter, and 

language of the texts problematize categorization efforts.  The second issue has to do 

with Western understanding of the East.
1
  Much of the minority literature is produced by 

authors from a non-Western cultural system for a readership that may or may not share 

that same background.  In other words, how do these authors build bridges between 

seemingly dissimilar cultures?  This is particularly a problem with issues of gender, 

where, for example, Western notions of feminism and emancipation might differ 

substantially from their Eastern counterparts.
2
  The cultural values that dictate acceptable 

patterns of behavior and the consequences for rebellion may also vary.  Thus, if these 

authors want to present their homelands to uninformed readers without reinforcing 

stereotypes, they must devise ways to close the perceived gap between the cultures.  

Bestselling author Rafik Schami has composed several works that represent this effort. 

Rafik Schami was born Suheil Fadel in Damascus, Syria in 1946.  As a teenager, 

Schami became active in the Communist party in Syria and founded a political 

newspaper with several friends (B. Wild 42).  At that time, he began using the 

                                                 
1 For the purposes of this discussion, East refers to the Middle East, while West refers to Europe. 
2 See Sabbagh for a discussion of Arab women’s feminism, and why Western feminist thought misses the 

nuances of Arab culture. 
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pseudonym Rafik Schami.  In 1971, he began his graduate studies in chemistry at the 

University of Heidelberg, where he received his doctorate in 1979.  During his studies, he 

continued to write, though mostly for himself and close friends (B. Wild 74-75).  

Although Schami had previously written stories in Arabic, in 1977 he began to write in 

German (B. Wild 75).  His first literary attempts in German were fairy tales and short 

stories, as well as essays.  Schami’s breakthrough came with his novel Erzähler der 

Nacht, which was published in 1989 (B. Wild 118).  Many of Schami’s works, including 

his novels, thematize life in Syria during the mid-twentieth century, which is why they 

provide an opportunity for the analysis of cultural bridge-building in literary form. 

ARAB-GERMAN AUTHORS AND LITERARY PRODUCTION 

 

The bulk of research on minority literature
3
 in German is concerned with the 

literary production of Turkish-Germans, who comprise the largest minority group in 

Germany.  Secondary literature on Arab-German authors exists, but it is not nearly as 

extensive.  This not to say, however, that literary production by Arab-Germans is an 

entirely new phenomenon. For example, Syrian-German author Adel Karasholi was 

already known for his works in the 1970s in East Germany (Berman German Literature 

231).  The literary activities of Arab-German authors in West Germany, however, did not 

receive much attention by the literary establishment until the 1980s when Rafik Schami, 

Jusuf Naoum, and Suleman Taufiq, along with Franco Biondi, founded the 

                                                 
3 I am using the term “minority literature” to refer to the literary productions in German by members of 

minority groups in Germany.  Scholars have applied an extensive list of terms to these productions, 

although most of the terminology has been deemed problematic in one way or another.  This speaks to the 

difficult task posed by the characterization of this literature. 
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Polynationaler Literatur und Kunstverein (PoLiKunst), which was a union of writers and 

artists from various national and ethnic backgrounds (Khalil “Arab-German Literature” 

521). These same authors also published a book series that initially bore the title Südwind 

Gastarbeiter-Deutsch and then appeared as Südwind-Literatur (Khalil “Arab-German 

Literature” 521).  Through these activities, the writers examined the role of literature and 

art created by foreign-born artists within the West German cultural scene.  They viewed 

this work as a form of opposition against the literary establishment that at the time 

neglected to recognize the contributions of these artists (Reeg 92).  Their work also 

contrasted with the establishment’s general expectation that foreign-born artists produce 

certain types of texts directly related to the culture of their country of origin, such as 

cookbooks or collections of folklore (Reeg 92).  The founding of Südwind and PoLiKunst 

in the 1980s laid important groundwork for further discussions of minority literature in 

Germany. 

PoLiKunst was a result of the authors’ desire for a polynational4 culture (Fischer 

and McGowan 43).  With a focus on the realities of the migration experience, the 

disparate nationalities and ethnicities of the writers faded into the background in terms of 

importance.  Migration appeared to transcend divisions along those lines, and the group 

was motivated primarily by political concerns, especially as they pertained to minority 

populations and their legal standing in Germany (Reeg 90).  They sought to unite those 

writers who, by German law, were considered foreigners regardless of their origins (Reeg 

                                                 
4 The group consisted of authors from various backgrounds and ethnicities, and they viewed the group as 

an opportunity to create solidarity with one another and draw attention to the plight of other foreigners in 

Germany. 
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90).  Furthermore, the group desired to use literature as a means to draw attention to the 

discrimination against minorities and to advocate for equitable treatment in German 

society (Reeg 92). 

The members of PoLiKunst founded Südwind-Gastarbeiterdeutsch (later: 

Südwind-Literatur) for the purpose of publishing literature by foreign authors in order to 

garner more attention from the German literary establishment (Reeg 93).  Thirteen 

volumes were published during the lifespan of Südwind (El Wardy Märchen 102).  Each 

of the volumes contains texts concerned with specific themes related to minority 

literature, including the relationship of minority literature to German literature, the 

everyday lives of foreigners in Germany, as well as issues faced by the second generation 

of migrant families (Reeg 94).  For example, the first volume in 1980, entitled Im neuen 

Land, thematized the everyday experiences of the authors, including their attempts to 

orient themselves in a new country (Reeg 94).5 These publications brought the works of 

these authors into the literary market, but it did not ensure that they would receive the 

same attention from literary circles as their native counterparts (Reeg 95). 

Since the 1990s, Arab-German authors have received more recognition from 

literary circles, publishers, and the media (El Wardy “Migration”).  According to scholar 

Ufa Aifan, there are currently twelve publicly recognized authors in Germany, whose 

roots lie in various Arab countries (“Über den Umgang” 206).
6
  All of these authors, 

                                                 
5 The first six volumes were published in Bremen by Edition CON.  From 1983 onward, the publisher 

Neuer Malik was responsible for the anthologies (Reeg 95). 
6 The twelve emigrated to Germany from various parts of the Arab world, including Egypt (Abdel Salam 

Ismail), Iraq (Huda Al-Hilali and Hussain Al-Mozany), Lebanon (Jusuf Naoum), Morocco (Abdellatif 
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including Schami, were born and spent most of their youth in the Arab world, speak 

Arabic as a native language, and compose their literary works in German.  This 

distinguishes them from Arab-German authors who write in other languages - an 

important difference since the choice of language designates to a great extent the 

intended audience.  Of course, the works could always appear in translation7, but if the 

author chooses to write in his or her non-native language, this indicates a strong desire to 

reach a particular group of readers.  Regardless of the possibilities for translation, Arab-

German authors who write primarily in German focus their energies on reaching a 

German-speaking readership. 

 If one assumes that the primary audience of Arab-German literature is German-

speaking, how is this reflected within the literary productions?  After all, the majority of 

these texts either investigate issues related to migration or revisit life in the authors’ 

countries of origin - topics which perhaps seem more relevant for their fellow Arab-

Germans or audiences in the Arab world.  However, several scholars have noted that the 

tasks of cultural mediation and the revision of the “image” of Arabs in the West are often 

at the heart of Arab-German literary productions.
8
 By cultural mediation, I mean the 

presentation or explanation of Arab culture to those unfamiliar with it, and in this 

instance, the target audience is most likely non-Arabs living in the West.  Arab-German 

                                                                                                                                                 
Belfellah), Palestine (Salim Alafenisch, Wadi Soudah and Ghazi Abdel-Qadir), and Syria (Fouad El-

Auwad, Adel Karasholi, Suleman Taufiq, and Rafik Schami). 
7 Zafer Şenocak is an example of an author who writes in both Turkish and German. His novel Alman 

Terbiyesi originally appeared in Turkish in 2007, but has since been translated into German as Deutsche 

Schule. 
8 See Aifan (2000) and (2004), Arnds (2005), Khalil (1994) and (1998), Jordan (2009), Salama (2007), and 

Shanneik (2008) for examples of how Arab-German authors mediate between East and West or address the 

image of Arabs in the West.  
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authors present the culture of their homelands in such a way that it informs the reader and 

challenges the commonly held misconceptions that have formed the image of Arabs in 

the West.  Moving the readers to revise this image is one of the main goals of Arab-

German literature.  In this respect, Schami does not differ greatly from other Arab-

German authors because his novels often address these issues.  In general, the body of 

research on Schami focuses to a great extent on those very aspects: the image of Arabs 

and the Arab world and cultural mediation between East and West. 

Although Schami has been active in the German literary scene since the 1980s, he 

did not receive much scholarly attention until the 1990s.  The increased interest is most 

likely due to the success of his bestselling novel, Erzähler der Nacht, which was 

published in 1989. Prior to this, Schami was mostly known for his Märchen and activities 

within PoLiKunst and Südwind.  In fact, most of the initial scholarly analyses of his 

works focus on his Märchen rather than his novels and essays. 

The increase in scholarship on Schami during the 1990s corresponds to a general 

increase in interest in minority literature
9
 and the desire to categorize and define it.  

Although much more scholarship focuses on Turkish-German writers, a fair amount of 

scholars have engaged with Schami’s body of work.  Since 1990, approximately forty 

articles and chapters have been published which discuss aspects of Schami’s works, often 

                                                 
9 I am using the term “minority literature” to designate literary productions by those considered members 

of minorities in Germany, even though this term is too broad to provide adequate definition to this body of 

work.  I will return to this issue in the first chapter. 
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in conjunction with texts from other minority authors.  Additionally, nine dissertations 

have been written that include discussions of Schami’s texts.10   

The existing scholarship typically approaches Schami’s literary productions in 

one of six ways.  Most frequently, scholars have focused on the use of exotic images, the 

image of Arabs, the author’s attempt to mediate between East and West, the motif of 

storytelling, the creation of alternative multicultural spheres, and issues of migration and 

exile.  The next sections examine this research as three main branches in order to 

establish what has already been said about Schami’s work.  Although discussions of other 

aspects exist, the majority of the scholarship analyzes one or more of these categories.  

While each of these issues features prominently in Schami’s texts, the preoccupation with 

them has resulted in the neglect of other elements, including gender.  The scholarship 

needs to look beyond, or at least re-imagine, these categories in order to continue to be 

productive.   

 

                                                 
10 These dissertations include: Hiltrud Arens’s Eine Herausforderung fuer die Germanistik: "Kulturelle 

Hybriditaet" und literarische Texte von Einwanderinnen in den achtziger Jahren (1997), Amir Mansour 

Bhavar’s Aspects of the German-speaking Migration Literature: The Depiction of the Natives in the Works 

of Alev Tekinay and Rafik Schami (1999), Saskia Hintz’s Writing in Another Tongue: Contemporary 

German Minority Literature and Creative Writing in German as a Foreign Language (2002), Uta Aifan’s 

Araberbilder: Zum Werk deutsch-arabischer Grenzgängerautoren der Gegenwart (2003), J. Masri’s The 

Space In-between: An Exploration of Cultural Identity in Selected Prose Works by Natascha Wodin, 

Franco Biondi and Rafik Schami (2004), Ruba Turjman’s Inter-ethnic Relations in Contemporary Fiction 

of the Arab Diaspora in Canada, Germany, and the United States (2006), Yafa Shanneik’s “Weder vom 

Osten noch vom Westen”: Intermediacy in ausgewählten Werken deutsch- und englischsprachiger 

Literatur von Autorinnen und Autoren arabischer Abstammung (2009), Nader Alsarras’s Die Orientbilder 

im Werk Rafik Schamis: Eine literaturwissenschaftliche Untersuchung am Beispiel seines Romans ‘Die 

Dunkle Seite der Liebe’ (2010), and Arig Saleh’s Rezeption arabischer Migrationsliteratur in Deutschland: 

Eine Untersuchung am Beispiel der in Deutschland lebenden syrischen Autoren (2011). 
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SCHAMI’S USE OF EXOTICISM 

 

Several scholars have examined Rafik Schami’s use of exoticism in his works.  

They often connect these discussions to Schami’s attempts to mediate between East and 

West, as well as the author’s desire to move his readers to revise their images of Arabs, 

demonstrating the interrelatedness of these categories.  Among others, scholars Iman O. 

Khalil, Uta Aifan, Peter Arnds, Jim Jordan, and John Pizer have analyzed these aspects of 

Schami’s works.  In general, the scholarship claims that Schami, as well as some other 

Arab-German authors, play upon readers’ expectations by making use of typical 

Orientalist imagery.  However, the use of the exotic has a purpose, namely to confront the 

readers with their own image of Arabs and the Arab world and provide an opportunity for 

them to revise those images.  In so doing, Schami’s works have the potential to add 

nuances to the Western readership’s understanding of the East. 

One of the most popular points of analysis of Schami’s works has been his use of 

exotic stereotypes.  Scholars often connect discussions of these to Schami’s attempts to 

mediate between East and West.  Among others, scholars Iman O. Khalil, Uta Aifan, 

Haimaa El Wardy, and John Pizer have analyzed Schami’s works with a specific focus on 

his use of stereotypes and portrayal of Arab characters and the Arab world.   

It might appear counterintuitive to use stereotypes or exotic imagery in order to 

encourage readers to rethink their own images of Arabs and the East.  The risk of 

reinforcing the undesired images is a real possibility.  However, Schami and other Arab-

German authors make use of stereotypes about Arabs in different ways.  Most scholars 
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claim they do this successfully, without reinforcing the reader’s potentially stereotypical 

thinking.  Khalil focuses on how Arab-German authors utilize stereotypes of the Orient in 

their own literary works (“Orient-Okzident-Stereotype” 78).  Her analysis touches on the 

texts of Schami, as well as other Arab-German authors, including Jusuf Naoum, Ghazi 

Abdel-Qadir, and Wadi Soudah, and relies upon close readings, as well as essays and 

interviews.  Khalil’s primary claim is that these authors do not simply reproduce Western 

stereotypes of the Orient, but rather draw upon them in order to take a stand against them 

later (“Orient-Okzident-Stereotype 91).  For example, the image of the Orient as an 

exotic and unchanging place does not correspond to the realities of the modern Arab 

world (“Orient-Okzident-Stereotype” 79).  In the novel Eine Hand voller Sterne, Schami 

contradicts such notions by confronting the reader with a modern city in 1960s Syria 

(”Orient-Okzident-Stereotype” 99). The texts provide the reader with the opportunity to 

see the stereotypes as gross generalizations and develop a more nuanced understanding of 

the Arab world.   

Narrative devices can also play a significant role in Schami’s attempt to present 

the Arab world to his readers.  Khalil analyzes the ways in which Schami’s narrative 

strategies in Erzähler der Nacht challenge Western stereotypes and convey aspects of 

Arab culture to the reader (“Narrative Strategies” 217).  The choice of several narrators, 

breaks in the narrative flow, and the inclusion of humor are strategies which Khalil 

focuses on to make her argument.  In the style of Arabian Nights, Schami’s text consists 

of various stories, although instead of one single narrator, there are several ones from 

different walks of life.  According to Khalil, this shows the mosaic nature of life in the 
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Arab world, challenging Western assumptions that all Arabs are the same.  While most of 

the narrators are men, women still inhabit important roles within the text and are not 

oppressed (“Narrative Strategies” 219).  Khalil could have elaborated on this point in 

order to strengthen her main argument, since Erzähler der Nacht features a female 

character that is shown to be more successful than her male counterparts, but she does 

not.  The image of the oppressed Arab woman is a common stereotype in the West, and 

by depicting a woman who embodies the opposite of that in his text, this character is yet 

another example of how Schami challenges the reader to rethink his or her own image of 

Arab women. 

 On the narrative level of Schami’s texts, Khalil argues that the alternation 

between narration and conversation indicate the importance of human relationships in 

Arab society (“Narrative Strategies” 219).  The conversations also serve to question and 

validate the content of the narration, and the comments of the audience11 often reveal 

more about Arab culture.  For example, humor is a frequent part of this interaction, 

indicating that it is an important aspect of Arab life and storytelling, and it also allows the 

author to convey information about his culture without assuming a heavy didactic tone 

(“Narrative Strategies” 220-221). 

In presenting his message to his readership, Schami must walk a fine line between 

entertainment and instruction.  Uta Aifan examines the ways in which Arab-German 

authors entertain their predominately German readers while encouraging them to 

                                                 
11 Erzähler der Nacht consists of a frame story in which a group of friends meet regularly to tell stories.  

Their stories are embedded within this frame, and the men occasionally interrupt the storyteller with 

comments and interjections, breaking the boundary between the frames. 
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reconsider their image of Arabs (“Staging” 238).
12

  Her analysis focuses on the works of 

Rafik Schami and Salim Alafenisch, who is an Arab-German author from the Negev 

Desert.  Aifan has written several articles on Arab-German writers, and her dissertation, 

Araberbilder: Zum Werk deutsch-arabischer Grenzgängerautoren der Gegenwart, is 

specifically concerned with the image of Arabs in their literary works.  She finds that 

“deutsch-arabische Grenzgängerautoren” is a more appropriate label for these authors 

than “Migrantenautoren” because they are constantly moving across the borders of 

German and Arab literature (“Staging” 238).  Using statements from the authors 

themselves, Aifan provides an overview of their attitudes regarding the role of literature.  

Both Schami and Alafenisch consider their works more than a form of entertainment.  

According to the Aifan, Schami plays upon the expectations of the readers by using 

traditional forms of storytelling, as well as imagery typically associated with the Orient, 

and then he embeds his criticisms13 within these images (“Staging” 244).  The embedded 

criticism is therefore more palatable to the reader.  Alafenisch locates his stories within 

Arab or Bedouin society, but he draws upon themes which would be familiar to many 

different readers (i.e. debt), allowing them to identify with the characters and situations 

(“Staging” 246).  Although Aifan does not discuss this, the same could also be said of 

                                                 
12 See Aifan 2004 for a similar discussion of the use of exotic images in the works of Arab-German 

authors.  In this article, she focuses on Schami as well as Syrian-German author Adel Karasholi in order to 

show how their works both inform and entertain their readership.  While she claims that Karasholi rejects 

the use of exotic images in his later works, Aifan analyzes the narrative elements of Schami’s novel Der 

ehrliche Lügner to show how the author uses the exotic to move the reader to think critically about his or 

her own image of Arabs. 
13 For example, Aifan claims that,  in the novel Der ehrliche Lügner, Schami addresses the ways Germans 

and Arabs misunderstand one another because of their differing communication strategies (“Staging” 245).  

Aifan argues that the German-speaking reader can accept the criticism because it is not pointed directly at 

him or her. 
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Schami.  The Arab world is the setting of all of his novels, and he frequently focuses on 

themes that most readers could identify with, such as love and family strife.   By allowing 

their readers to more closely identify with Arab characters, Schami and Alafenisch 

demystify the exotic layer that shrouds Western conceptions of the Arab world and 

encourage a reimagining of those conceptions. 

The homogeneous nature of the Arab world is one misconception that Schami and 

other Arab-German authors have tried to counteract in their literary works.  As previously 

mentioned, Khalil argues convincingly that Schami’s choice of narrative structure in 

Erzähler der Nacht helps to emphasize the diversity of life in the Arab world (“Narrative 

Strategies”).  But it is not only at the narrative level that Schami seeks to depict this 

heterogeneity.  In her article from 1997, Khalil claims that the author populates his novels 

with characters from minority groups, which gives the reader an impression of the 

diversity of the Arab world (“Orient-Okzident-Stereotype”).  These characters often 

represent religious minorities, which are related to another stereotype about the Arab 

world, namely, that religious differences lie at the heart of the political conflicts.  El 

Wardy shows that by emphasizing that members of different religions live together in the 

Arab world, not in separate areas, Schami disputes the notion that religious difference is 

the culprit of unrest in that region (“Migration”). Her article mainly provides an overview 

of Schami’s work and critical reception.  Like most of the other scholars, she situates 

Schami within the group of other Arab-German writers in Germany, describing the main 

attributes of their literary productions as a whole.  El Wardy goes on to characterize 

Schami’s work in more detail, claiming that his more distanced perspective on the 
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Mideast conflict differentiates him from other Arab-German authors. She argues that 

Schami wants to express to the reader that the conflict in the Middle East is not the result 

of a feud between Muslims and Jews, but rather conflicting political interests 

(“Migration”).  In order to support her argument, she briefly examines Schami’s novel, 

Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe.  In this novel, the Arab protagonist tries to reassure a 

Jewish woman living in Germany that the majority of Syrians desire a peaceful existence.  

El Wardy’s article is mostly an overview of Schami’s work, although she does briefly 

discuss his novel Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe in order to support her claims about 

Schami’s perspective on the Mideast conflict.  She provides a good characterization of 

Schami’s works, but there is no in depth discussion of his texts.  El Wardy could have 

elaborated more on Schami’s perspective on the Middle East and how it sets him apart 

from other Arab-German authors.  Since scholars tend to situate him within this group, it 

would offer a new perspective on Schami as an author if his uniqueness were examined 

in more detail.  

A number of scholars have examined Schami’s depictions of Arab characters in 

Syria, while others, such as John Pizer have investigated his texts for statements 

regarding the lives of foreign-born residents of Germany. In his novels 

Siebendoppelgänger and Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe, Schami examines the tendency of 

Germans to lump all foreigners into one category.  John Pizer focuses upon Schami’s 

novel Siebendoppelgänger in order to show how the author utilizes the Double motif to 

represent transnationalization and also to critique Germany’s monolithic image of the 

Orient (“Transnationalization”).  Pizer first situates Schami’s work in a long line of 
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literary texts that have made use of the Doppelgänger.  In so doing, he places Schami 

squarely within the context of German literature, and not in some subcategory with other 

minority authors, which is where most scholars tend to situate him.  This move 

demonstrates that aspects other than the identity of the author provide criteria for analysis 

that may prove more productive.    

In the novel, one Arab character is impersonated successfully by men of different 

ethnicities and backgrounds, indicating the German public’s inability to differentiate 

between them despite their diversity.  Pizer goes on to claim that the doubles represent 

transnationalization because of their connection to their homelands and emigrant status in 

Germany (“Transnationalization” 280).  Their identities cross borders within Germany as 

they impersonate the Arab author.  Connecting his arguments to broader theoretical 

discussion, he asserts that Schami’s concept of transnationalism lies somewhere between 

the exoticism described by Edward Said and Homi K.Bhabha’s concept of hybridization 

in the sense that he imbues the characters with certain stereotypes, but then allows them 

to behave in a way that is not stereotypical of their ethnicity (“Transnationalization” 281).   

SCHAMI’S MULTICULTURALISM 

 

Schami’s vision of a multicultural society is another common point of analysis of 

his works.  It is often coupled with a discussion of intercultural dialogue, indicating a link 

between the two.  Iman Khalil, Donna Kinerny, Hiltrud Arens, Dalia Salama, Peter 

Arnds, and Ruba Turjman have focused on the concept of multiculturalism portrayed in 

Schami’s texts, as well as the role that intercultural dialogue plays in achieving 
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harmonious coexistence.  Their scholarship has shown that Schami expresses his desire 

for a truly multicultural society primarily through narrative devices, themes, and 

characters.  Schami’s multicultural society is one in which differences are accepted, not 

relinquished for the sake of preserving a dubious cultural homogeneity.  Additionally, the 

author seeks to encourage communication between cultures, and suggests in his texts the 

ways in which successful intercultural dialogue could be achieved.  Schami emphasizes 

the act of listening, particularly in the novel Erzähler der Nacht, as a key ingredient to 

intercultural communication (Turjman 289).14  Whether the concern lies with 

relationships within the borders of one country, or across international boundaries, 

Schami’s texts reveal a desire for peaceful coexistence. 

Schami’s concept of multiculturalism is often analyzed within the context of 

Germany’s political and social landscapes, since it is seen as a response to developments 

in these areas.  Khalil situates Schami’s work within the literary context of the larger 

discussion of multiculturalism in Germany in the 1980s and 1990s (“Zum Konzept”).  At 

the time this article was written, Germany was experiencing the effects of reunification 

and migration, as well as the resulting controversies.  The increased presence of migrants 

from different cultural, religious, and ethnic backgrounds corresponded to a surge in 

xenophobia and right wing extremism, and subsequently, the question of how 

                                                 
14 Schami has also discussed the value of listening in Damaskus im Herzen und Deutschland im Blick: 

“Erst wenn wir fähig sind zuzuhören, werden wir mit der Würde des Verstehens belohnt…Im selben Maß, 

wie wir es lernen, einen Fremden zu verstehen, werden wir das Eigene verstehen und zu uns finden” (125).  

Intercultural dialogue is not only a way to gain understanding of different cultures, but also of one’s own, 

and listening plays a crucial role in that process. 
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multiculturalism could function successfully came to the forefront of discussions.15  

Khalil claims that Schami depicts his version of multiculturalism while thematizing 

immigration and discrimination, supporting her argument by drawing upon his Märchen 

and interviews.  According to Schami’s view, migrants should not be required to give up 

all of their differences in order to fit in with the majority population (“Zum Konzept” 

203).  The integration of these differences into the majority culture would result in a truly 

multicultural society, and not one in which various subcultures exist independently of one 

another (“Zum Konzept” 209).  Khalil observes that Schami’s concept of identity is not 

based on national belonging, but rather that it is determined by culture (“Zum Konzept 

203).  Additionally, one’s Heimat is not geographical; it exists wherever there is 

friendship (“Zum Konzept” 202).  In his texts, Schami argues against the notion that 

identity and belonging are determined by politically defined borders.  Compassion and 

acceptance emerge as more important factors, problematizing the idea that cultural 

homogeneity is the key to a peaceful society.16  As Khalil has convincingly shown, 

multiculturalism á la Rafik Schami is punctuated by acceptance of diversity.    

A society in which differences are accepted remains an elusive yet desirable goal.  

While the question of how to create such a society has no definitive answer, Schami’s 

texts provide some direction.  Khalil argues that migrant literature operates as an appeal 

to the majority to cooperate with minority groups in order to make true multiculturalism a 

reality (“Zum Konzept” 204).  The implication seems to be that minority groups cannot 

                                                 
15 For example, Khalil mentions a 1992 article in Die Zeit by journalist and literary critic Ulrich Greiner in 

which he warns against cultural relativism (“Zum Konzept” 209).   
16 For example, in Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe, the Syrian protagonist’s best friend in Germany is Jewish.  

Their friendship transcends cultural and political boundaries. 
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accomplish this alone; it requires the involvement of the majority as well.  Kinerny 

describes Schami’s appeal to the majority population in more detail, claiming that 

Schami’s works combine his psychopolitical agenda with Arabic literary traditions.  In 

her article, Kinerny examines four texts from his collection Das letzte Wort der 

Wanderratte.  While her analysis focuses primarily on the content and structural 

elements, such as the function of storytelling and fantasy within the texts, she also links 

Schami’s work to Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of “minor literature.”
17

  Although she 

finds that there are many similarities between them, Kinerny argues that Schami chooses 

to focus on smaller scale actions that can effect political change rather than larger efforts.  

In this article, Kinerny is mainly concerned with Schami’s Märchen, but the same could 

be said of his other works, including his novels.  Schami tends to focus on the power of 

the individual and small, but effective changes18 (Kinerny 227). 

Kinerny’s analysis of each tale explains which particular message Schami 

intended, as well as how the thematic and structural elements help relay that message.  

She argues that Schami has two distinct goals in his texts.  First, he wants the reader to 

examine the relationships between disparate groups: minority/majority, weak/strong, etc., 

and second, he wants to move the reader to change the dynamic between them (Kinerny 

227-228).  He accomplishes this by portraying supposedly weak characters who 

overcome obstacles by relying upon their own cleverness.  The reader then reflects upon 

                                                 
17 Kinerny is referring to those texts that could be considered examples of Gastarbeiter literature. 
18 Kinerny notes that Schami employs seemingly weak protagonists who join together and revolt against a 

common oppressor (228).  For example, in the story “Vampire lieben Knoblauch,” a Moroccan guest 

worker and his German colleague become friends through their struggle to protect themselves from 

Dracula.  The tale, in which it turns out that vampires love garlic, encourages the reader to examine his or 

her own prejudices or preconceived notions (Kinerny 233). 
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the story, sees the connection to disparate relationships in the real world, and is moved to 

change them (Kinerny 229).  Whether or not the reader reacts to the text in this way 

remains to be seen.  However, Kinerny’s analysis of Schami’s literary program provides 

a basic model for understanding how he perceives the role of his works in effecting 

societal change. 

In promoting his vision of a multicultural society, Schami frequently challenges 

the concept of a culturally homogeneous Germany by examining German history within 

his works.  His exploration of history raises questions about German identity, leading the 

reader to rediscover forgotten connections, primarily between Germany and the Arab 

world.  Scholar Hiltrud Arens has examined the function of history in Schami’s novel 

Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen in two articles from 2008 and 2006.  Arens analyzes 

two novels from Schami and Zafer Şenocak, Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen and 

Gefährliche Verwandschaft respectively (“Family”).  Arens’s main argument is that these 

two authors offer new perspectives on identity, memory, and history, and that their works 

constitute a further development of the existing body of literature that reflects upon 

Germany’s recent past.  As Şenocak is a Turkish-German writer, she approaches Schami 

as part of a larger network of minority authors writing in German, an appropriate move 

given the focus of her article.  Her analysis examines the plots as well as narrative 

elements in the texts, and Arens is particularly interested in how working through the past 

brings about changes in the present depicted by the novels.  Regarding Schami, she 

claims that the author challenges the concept of a culturally homogeneous Germany by 

revealing the connections between Germans and the Arab world (“Family” 302).  Like 
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Iman Khalil, Arens sees this as a reaction to the social and political events of the 1990s 

and as a reflection of Schami’s desire to inform his readers about the Arab world.  In both 

texts, she identifies an attempt by the authors to re-imagine the concept of German 

identity and to encourage the readers to reflect upon the relationships between Germany 

and minority groups.  

While Schami often exhorts his readers to examine relationships and the past, the 

characters of his works also reflect upon them.  Their reflections form the basis for 

Schami’s intercultural dialogue, which takes place on an unofficial, individual level.
19

  

Focusing on Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen, Arens explores Schami’s use of the 

circus motif to show how heterogeneous societies can function in spite of political 

elements that threaten them (“Circus”).  The varied backgrounds and ethnicities of its 

members render the circus an idealized symbol of multicultural coexistence which, in the 

novel, is endangered by the unstable political environment and not by inner strife.  The 

threat facing multicultural societies and intercultural dialogue originates in the political 

sphere, not from individuals.  Arens’s analysis combines a close reading of the text with a 

consideration of narrative elements, as well as statements from Schami himself.  First 

situating the novel within the events of the 1990s in Germany, she observes that while 

conservative politicians called for more cultural homogeneity in German society, writers 

and artists from various backgrounds contributed to their respective scenes, rendering 

them more heterogeneous.  The novel is also a reaction to the ways in which events in the 

                                                 
19 As Kinerny has also argued, Schami tends to focus on the power of individuals to effect change.  His 

works tend to portray politics and politicians in a negative light, to the extent that they are often the primary 

source of consternation for the main characters.    
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Arab world were portrayed by the media in the West.20  Arens argues convincingly that 

Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen functions as an exploration of the German past and 

present, the Arab present, and the historical relationship between Germany and the Arab 

world.  Schami’s characters must reinterpret these relationships in various ways 

throughout the course of the novel, revealing forgotten cultural connections.  For 

example, the main character, Valentin, embarks on a quest to reclaim a previously 

unknown family history.  His reconciliation with this history is marked by both a physical 

and an emotional journey between Germany and a fictional Arab country.  As he revisits 

the past, Valentin discovers connections between Germany and the Arab world that prove 

important for his own sense of identity and belonging.  Valentin’s rediscovery of his past 

is facilitated by his relationships with characters from various cultural backgrounds, 

including his Hungarian mother and Arab half-sister.  He is only able to learn more about 

himself by first forging or rekindling these relationships that cut across temporal, 

geographical, and cultural borders.  According to Arens, Schami challenges in this novel 

the idea of a homogeneous German or European identity and intends to revitalize already 

existing intercultural relationships by raising the readers’ awareness. 

Most of the scholarship agrees that Schami brings his messages to the readers and 

encourages them to reflect on them in the hope that they might revise their views of 

Arabs, Arab society, and migrants.  However, the author does not convey his messages in 

a straightforward, didactic tone.  Schami’s approach is more sophisticated and nuanced, 

                                                 
20 Arens cites the war in Lebanon, the first Gulf War, and the Intifada as events that have shaped the 

portrayal of Arabs in Western media outlets (“Circus” 304). 
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and he expresses his desire for a real multicultural society and intercultural dialogue 

within the plots of his stories, as well as on the narrative level, transforming literature and 

literary style into a mode of communication with his readership.   

In her article from 2006, scholar Dalia Salama examines two of Schami’s texts, 

the Märchen “Als der Meister auftrat,” and the novel Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen, 

in order to show how he uses a range of elements from literature to build bridges between 

cultures.  In her discussion of the narrative elements, Salama notes that Schami fuses both 

Arab and European literary devices in his Märchen, relating both old and new stories by 

combining these older traditions (“Rafik” 302).  Although Salama does not venture so 

far, one could also say that this fusion of literary forms represents the successful 

comingling of cultural elements that Schami desires to bring to life within German 

society, such as a dialogue between cultures represented by Germans and foreign born 

residents.  The harmonious fusion stands in contrast to the content of “Als der Meister 

auftrat”, in which the protagonist, a migrant, experiences a loss of identity when he 

attempts to completely assimilate.  In her analysis, Salama argues that Schami reflects 

German society for his audience, moving readers to think about the way migrants are 

treated.  In this particular Märchen, he accomplishes that by allegorically relating the 

history of the Federal Republic of Germany, including the role that migrants have played 

in it, and drawing attention to their suffering.  According to Salama, Schami demonstrates 

that eliminating differences is not the answer, and that acceptance and coexistence should 

be the goals for a multicultural society.  In “Als der Meister auftrat,” the author conveys 
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this message through narrative fusion and through the allegorical retelling of German 

history. 

Salama notes that Schami’s focus changes slightly in Reise zwischen Nacht und 

Morgen21 in that he thematizes the meeting of East and West, not just the problems of 

migrants (“Rafik” 312).  Like Hiltrud Arens, she argues that the novel suggests a third 

way for addressing the political situations that plague the Middle East, namely, intimate 

discussions between parties without the interference of politics (“Rafik” 318).  Salama 

also claims that the author’s experiences as a migrant and his exile from Syria afford him 

enough distance to develop a critical perspective on both his homeland and Germany 

(“Rafik” 302).  This critical perspective is particularly instrumental in those texts like 

Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen in which the Arab world serves as the main setting.  

Schami’s accounts of Syria and Damascus
22

 are relatively lacking in the kind of 

idealization one might expect from author living in exile, and they consequently present 

the reader with a nuanced view of Arab society.  Schami’s main goal in Reise zwischen 

Nacht und Morgen23 is to establish an intercultural dialogue that is based on the desire for 

friendship.  Salama views the entire novel as a dialogue between East and West, and 

indeed, the narration often centers on conversations between the various characters as 

they renew old relationships and begin new ones.   

                                                 
21 The novel  Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen was first published in 1995, while “Als der Meister 

auftrat” appeared in the 1984 collection Das letzte Wort der Wanderratte. 
22 Or, in the case of Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen, a fictional country in the Arab world. 
23 The title of the novel is a reference to the German terms for East and West: Morgenland and Abendland. 

There does not appear to be any further meaning attached to the designations. For example, the portion of 

the story that takes place in the Abendland is not “darker” than that in the Morgenland. 
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 Schami’s unique perspective on both the East and West is also the subject of 

Peter Arnds’s article from 2005 in which he examines the novels Die Sehnsucht der 

Schwalbe and Sieben Doppelgänger and the extent to which they correspond to Said’s 

theories of Orientalism, as well as if they can be seen as a kind of alternative to those 

theories.  Arnds claims Schami’s distance from the Orient portrayed in his texts is one 

form of Orientalism because his perspective comes from the outside rather than from 

within (276).  He notes some of the issues with Said’s observations,
24

 but chooses to 

utilize them because of their applicability to representations of the Middle East in the 

West. Arnds determines, however, that Schami’s texts display a further development of 

Said’s Orientalism in that they portray intercultural dialogue between East and West 

(276).  He also shows that Schami re-imagines the link between Orientalism and gender 

(i.e. the Arab protagonist dreams about his German girlfriend) (283).  Arnds argues that 

Schami’s texts are an example of what he terms “Occidentalism” – or the viewing of the 

West through the eyes of the East (287).  For example, the Arab protagonist of Die 

Sehnsucht der Schwalbe provides a commentary on Germany and German culture, 

particularly as they pertain to the situation of migrants.  Schami’s texts play upon the 

Orientalist expectations of the readers, but East and West are not depicted as 

diametrically opposed, something which also differentiates Schami from Said.25  Arnds’ 

observations provide a connection between literary theory and the texts, which many 

                                                 
24 In particular, Arnds notes that Said’s claims about representations of the Orient contain inconsistencies 

(275).  For example, Said seems to call for true representation of the Orient while simultaneously viewing 

all representations as distortions.  Arnds appears to reject the idea that a nuanced representation is 

impossible. 
25 Schami utilizes various means to emphasize the similarity of cultures. In Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe, he 

shows that racism exists in both Germany and Syria (Arnds 279). 
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other analyses of Schami’s works lack.  However, the idea that they are an example of 

looking at the West through the eyes of the East is somewhat problematic because the 

main character of Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe, who makes most of the observations, has 

been influenced by the West in the sense that he resides in Germany and has accepted it 

as a second homeland.  The author himself is also Western influenced, so perhaps the 

works are less an example of the West viewed through the eyes of the East than they are 

the observations of the West by narrators who are familiar with both.  Their familiarity 

provides them with a unique perspective that creates an opportunity for critical reflection 

on both the East and West. 

As the above scholarship has shown, intercultural communication remains a 

major concern of Schami’s works.  However, the idealism that may accompany such an 

endeavor does not entirely hold sway.  The author appears to be aware that messages are 

not always understood or believed, leading to a breakdown in communication.  In her 

article that focuses on Schami’s novel Erzähler der Nacht, scholar Ruba Turjman claims 

that the author utilizes the character of Tuma to represent his views on multiculturalism 

and cultural identity.  Furthermore, she argues that the primary issue of the text is a 

general lack of communication that must be remedied.  Turjman’s analysis of the novel 

considers the choice of genre and narrative style, and she draws upon other scholarship 

on Schami and essays from the author himself.  In agreement with Iman Khalil, Turjman 

maintains that Schami presents his German readership with a nuanced version of Syrian 
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people and their culture (288).26  In a departure from other analyses of Schami’s texts, 

she situates the novel within the context of 1950s Syria.  Even though many of Schami’s 

novels share this same setting, it is underutilized as a point of analysis.  Turjman observes 

that the characters behave in ways that reflect the uncertainty and turbulence of 1950s 

Syria, arguing convincingly that the communication problem reflects the Syrian regime’s 

censorship policy at that time. The characters, who represent the diversity within Syria, 

must become active participants through the exercise of narration in order to develop 

their own democratic society in the midst of a dictatorship.  In this process, the character 

of Tuma, who spent many years in America, is unsuccessful in mediating American 

culture to his friends, since they refuse to believe his story.  It is difficult for them to 

imagine a culture unlike their own, and so they reject Tuma’s attempt to illustrate it 

accurately for them.  Instead, they prefer his improvised version that draws heavily upon 

stereotypes.  Here, Schami reveals the pitfalls faced by would-be cultural mediators like 

Tuma.  Turjman argues that Schami uses his example to implore the reader to examine 

how he or she forms opinions about the “Other,” and how these opinions might relate to 

reality.  The process of intercultural communication is significantly complicated by the 

tendency to rely upon stereotypes, and that is precisely what Schami warns against in this 

novel. 

                                                 
26 Turjman specifically mentions the diverse religious and social backgrounds of the characters in Erzähler 

der Nacht.  
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SCHAMI: EXILE AND MIGRATION 

 

 Another, albeit smaller, contingent of scholars has examined Schami’s texts as 

productions of an exiled author.  This is a context worthy of investigation because at the 

moment, Schami is an author in exile.  Since the 1970s, he has not been allowed to return 

to his country of origin.  Since the 1980s Syria, not Germany, has increasingly served as 

the main setting of Schami’s works.  Unable to visit his homeland, the author writes 

about it in vivid detail, expressing an underlying sense of longing for the Syria of his 

past.  In light of these observations, it seems that the lens of the exile experience would 

be a productive tool in the analysis of Schami’s texts, particularly his most recent novels.   

The inclusion of numerous biographical elements in his works indicates Schami’s 

deep, personal connection to the stories.  They most often focus on the twenty year span 

between 1950 and 1970, the period when the author came of age.  However, the texts are 

not outright autobiographies, but rather a reimagining of the Syria from which Schami is 

physically and temporally separated.  Thus, they may be seen as an attempt to revisit the 

past through transformations and rearrangements of the author’s own memories and 

stories, as well as completely fictional elements. The research that approaches Schami’s 

works in this fashion, including the articles from scholars Andreas Pflitsch, Magda Amin, 

and Meher Bhoot, tends to argue that the author returns himself and other exiles to their 

homeland through his texts.     

 Comparing Schami to other authors from the Middle East, Pflitsch focuses on 

three novels from Amos Oz (Eine Geschichte von Liebe und Finsternis), Schami (Die 
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dunkle Seite der Liebe), and Elias Khoury (Das Tor zur Sonne), which he claims are their 

crowning achievements.  About Schami, he says that until now, his works have been 

“eher leichtgewichtige Unterhaltungsgeschichten” because of their tendency to fulfill the 

clichéd expectations of German readers (285).  Schami is also the only one of these 

authors who lives outside of his home country.  Pflitsch chooses to situate Schami among 

other authors who write about the Middle East, regardless of the language of their 

compositions.  This is a departure from the way other scholars have categorized Schami 

since they tend to analyze his works within the context of German minority literature.
27

  

Pflitsch links these three novels thematically and structurally, although he pays less 

attention to the latter aspect.  The history of the Middle East also provides a backdrop for 

all three novels, connecting the stories of the families to the stories of nations (281).  

Although all of the novels combine the lives of the authors with family stories, Pflitsch 

maintains that they are not autobiographies in the classical sense because they do not 

focus on one main character.  Khoury and Oz deconstruct national myths and historical 

images, while Schami returns those in exile to their home countries.  Pflitsch points out 

all the similarities between these novels, drawing mostly upon the themes and 

biographies of the authors.28   

                                                 
27 Although examining Schami’s literary productions as part of a larger body of works about the Middle 

East would open up different avenues of inquiry that may prove productive, that is not within the scope of 

my project.  See Ulrike Reeg’s Schreiben in der Fremde: Literatur nationaler Minderheiten in der 

Bundesrepublik Deutschland for an analysis of Schami within the context of German minority literature. 
28 However, there does not seem to be much of a thesis statement.  While all of his points are interesting 

and valuable observations, the article could have been more productive if attention had been paid to the 

structural elements and the thesis were a bit clearer.  I also disagree with his assessment of Schami’s 

previous texts, since many of them dealt with the very serious issues of migration and assimilation. 
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Exactly how Schami manages to return to his homeland in his texts is a main 

point of consideration in Magda Amin’s article from the year 2000.  Amin focuses on the 

storytelling aspects of Schami’s novel, Erzähler der Nacht, suggesting that the author’s 

utilization of oral narrative traditions in his works constitutes a way of coming to terms 

with being a writer in German society.  First situating Schami within the ranks of other 

Arab-German authors, Amin reflects briefly upon migration literature before noting that 

Schami’s later texts, including Erzähler der Nacht, focus on life in Syria rather than the 

migration experience.  Instead, Schami returns to his homeland and to the tradition of 

storytelling.  His utilization of storytelling as a form and motif represents a return to Arab 

culture on the structural level of his texts.  Thus, Schami returns both thematically and 

structurally to his roots.  Amin’s conclusions are in this respect a departure from the 

findings of other scholars.  While many have pointed out the inclusion of elements of 

Arab storytelling in Schami’s works, scholars generally view this strategy as an attempt 

by the author to either play upon the expectations of readers, or to create a fusion of Arab 

and European traditions.  All of these interpretations are valid, and Amin’s provides a 

new dimension for consideration.  

Relying upon close readings and narrative analysis, Amin argues that the novel 

also represents Schami’s professional development as a writer.  In particular, she claims 

that the problem of cultural mediation, which Schami himself experiences, is exemplified 

by the character of Tuma, an issue that Turjman discusses in great detail.  Amin 

approaches the text as a personal exercise for the author, and this works especially well if 

Schami is considered an author in exile.  After all, it is Schami’s return to Syria and Arab 
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culture that she observes in the structural and narrative elements, and not the return of 

migrants and exiles at large.  The focus on the author’s relationship to the novel differs 

substantially from other analyses that are more attentive to Schami’s potential message to 

readers.   

The definition of migration that Amin appears to be working with primarily refers 

to the movement between one’s homeland and a foreign country.  In the case of Schami’s 

texts, characters migrate between Syria and Germany.  However, if this definition is 

expanded, it could cover a variety of movements and lead to a better understanding of the 

role of migration within Schami’s works.  Bhoot provides such an expansion by 

identifying acts of migration and remigration within two of Schami’s novels: Die 

Sehnsucht der Schwalbe and Eine Hand voller Sterne.  Situating the text within the larger 

context of migrant literature, Bhoot claims that Schami’s works are concerned with two 

main themes, namely the experiences of migrants in a foreign country, as well as the fight 

against discrimination.  These themes are also prevalent in the works he has chosen for 

analysis.  While his usage of migration generally refers to the movement of individuals to 

a foreign country, remigration describes the return of the migrants, physically or 

otherwise, to their origins.  Bhoot claims that Schami himself experiences remigration 

whenever he writes about the Damascus of his youth and draws upon traditional forms of 

Arab storytelling.
29

  The protagonists of the two novels also experience migration and 

remigration.  Lutfi of Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe travels back and forth between Syria 

and Germany, remigrating to one or the other by thinking about it and telling his personal 

                                                 
29 Amin (2000) also argues this. 
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stories.  The protagonist of Eine Hand voller Sterne migrates within Syria when he goes 

underground to escape persecution and continue his activities against the repressive 

regime.  Bhoot finally suggests that Schami views migration in a positive light, and that it 

leads to the characters’ cultural development (153).  While his analysis is mainly plot 

driven, Bhoot’s expansion of the concept of migration/remigration to include those 

movements within one’s own country could be useful for analyses of Schami’s other 

novels, including Die dunkle Seite der Liebe and Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen, which 

feature characters who move within the borders of Syria. 

SYRIAN HISTORY IN SCHAMI’S NOVELS 

 

In order to gain a better understanding of the Syria that serves as a backdrop to 

Schami’s novels, it is necessary to examine the country’s history from the end of the 

Ottoman Empire in the early twentieth century until the current civil war.  Schami’s 

novels have covered these time periods, particularly the 1950s and 1960s, and the current 

crisis has had a profound impact on the author.
30

  Examining the novels and their 

relationship to history will shed light on the political and cultural elements that have 

shaped Schami throughout his life, and may provide a deeper understanding of the events 

in the texts.  

Schami’s novel, Die dunkle Seite der Liebe, was first published in 2004, and 

covers two Syrian families across three generations.  The novel encompasses the years 

1907-1969,  a period of time that saw Syria’s transition from part of the Ottoman Empire, 

                                                 
30 The novels covered in this project predate the civil war, but the recent events in Syria have created 

opportunities for Schami to comment on the situation in his homeland in public forums.  
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through independence from the French, and finally, to the Baathist takeover in the 1960s.  

This is Schami’s only novel to date that focuses extensively on the period before 1946, 

the year of the author’s birth, and also the year in which the French withdrew from Syria.  

One reason the bulk of his novels take place after 1946 is perhaps that Schami chooses to 

focus on time periods of which he has actual memories, indicating the novels generally 

perform a role in the highly personal act of remembering a particular time and place.  Die 

dunkle Seite der Liebe does not detail the history of pre-independence Syria, but 

knowledge of this time period provides a backdrop to the lives of the characters and their 

experiences. 

From the sixteenth century until 1918, Syria was part of the Ottoman Empire.  

During this time, it did not become a colony, and it retained the Arab Muslim 

characteristics of its society (Hopwood 15).  Syrian loyalty lay primarily with select Arab 

families rather than the Ottoman authorities (Hopwood 15).  During World War I, the 

failing empire aligned itself with the Central Powers against Great Britain and France.  

Syria incurred damage in the war, and the economy and infrastructure were in shambles 

and by 1920, Syria had passed to the French as a result of the Sykes-Picot agreement with 

Great Britain.  

Officially, Syria was a French mandate, and this meant that internally, it would be 

able to retain some autonomy while France regulated its foreign affairs (Hopwood 23).  

However, in the view of most Syrians, they had become just another colony under the 

thumb of France (Hopwood 23).  In reality, this view seems more accurate because the 

French implemented policies intended to bolster their control of Syria well beyond the 
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international political sphere (Cleveland and Burton 218).  In particular, they encouraged 

divisions based on religious and class differences (Cleveland and Burton 218).  For 

example, by giving the Druze and the Alawites their own territories, the French seemed 

to grant them more autonomy while simultaneously preventing these groups from 

participating in the political scene centered in the city of Damascus (Cleveland and 

Burton 222).  The French, in other words, emphasized the fractures in Syrian society in 

order to maintain control.  These fractures seldom appear in Schami’s novels because of 

his tendency to emphasize the tolerance among different religious groups in Damascus.  

However, it seems that the situation in rural areas may have been different, as these 

characters tend to express more skepticism about the suitability of relationships between 

those of different faiths.
31

   

World War II provided Syria with the opportunity for independence.  By 1940, 

Syria and Lebanon were under the control of the Vichy government.  As Great Britain 

and the Free French prepared to invade, the two countries reached an agreement that 

would eventually lead to Syrian independence (Cleveland and Burton 229).  Although 

this independence was officially recognized in 1941, and elections were held in 1943
32

, it 

was not until 1946 that the French completely withdrew from Syria.  

During this period following independence, members of the old National Bloc, a 

Syrian nationalist political organization, were in power.  Because the French had retained 

control over most of the political structures during the mandate, the Syrians had little 

                                                 
31 See p. 187 in Die dunkle Seite der Liebe for a description of religious tolerance in Damscus in the early 

1940s.  This is juxtaposed to the storyline in which Christian brothers living in a village plot to have their 

sister killed for being romantically involved with a Muslim man. 
32 In 1943, Shukri al-Quwwatli was elected president. He had been a member of the National Bloc. 
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experience with the process of self-government.  Additionally, the French policies that 

intended to emphasize the religious and class differences proved problematic 

immediately after independence (Cleveland and Burton 324).  These fractures in Syrian 

society would continue to play a role in the political sphere with disastrous consequences. 

The National Bloc eventually became two separate political groups.  The National 

Party, which included Shukri al-Quwwatli, was supported primarily by those in 

Damascus, while the People’s Party had its base in both Aleppo and Homs (Hopwood 

31).  Another crucial development was the rise of the Baath party, which would play an 

important role in the politics of the Middle East for years to come.  The Baath party was 

founded by Michel Aflaq and Salah al-Bitar.  In contrast to the other political groups, the 

Baath focused on the broader concept of Arab nationalism rather than regional affiliations 

(Hopwood 32).  The Baath politicians initially also represented the religious diversity of 

Syria since Aflaq was an Orthodox Christian and al-Bitar a Sunni Muslim (Cleveland and 

Burton 325).  In 1947, the Baath party had not yet gathered enough strength to stand on 

its own, so for the time being, they were associated with the nationalist People’s Party 

(Hopwood 32). 

As a result of the 1947 elections, Shukri al-Quwwatli remained president and 

other nationalists filled the highest positions in the government (Hopwood 32).  Their 

leadership, however, would not last due to rising discontent throughout the country 

(Hopwood 34).  One of the sources of discontent was the ill-advised participation of the 

Syrian military in a war against Israel in 1948 (Cleveland and Burton 324).  The Arab 

countries had become increasingly concerned about the situation of the Palestinian 
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people, and when the creation of the state of Israel was announced in 1948, they believes 

they could easily oust the Jewish settlers with the use of military force (Hopwood 33).  

This was not the actual outcome, and the Syrian military became disillusioned with the 

reigning nationalist elites (Cleveland and Burton 324).  This would not be the last time 

Syria would engage in hostilities against Israel, but it is crucial to Syrian history in the 

sense that the defeat ushered in a wave of military coups. 

Die dunkle Seite der Liebe thematizes this period of Syrian history in a chapter 

entitled “Ein Reigen der Putsche.”  The names of the military men who take over after 

each successive coup receive different names in the novel, however.  This is likely due to 

Schami’s insistence that his works are fiction, and also that the fictionalized history gives 

him more freedom to utilize it in the way he sees fit. 

The first such coup was led by Colonel Husni Za’im,
33

 the army chief of staff, 

successfully broke the hold the old guard had on Syrian politics (Hopwood 34).  In the 

place of the urban elites who had made up the nationalist leadership, Za’im appointed 

younger military officers who were not part of that class (Cleveland and Burton 324).  By 

August, growing discontent with Za’im’s leadership resulted in another coup, this time 

led by Colonel Hinnawi
34

 (Hopwood 34).  Hinnawi returned the old politicians to power 

in order to achieve some stability, but only until December of 1949 when yet another 

coup changed the political landscape (Hopwood 34). 

                                                 
33 Likely named Husni Hablan in the novel (Dunkle Seite 341).  The dates for each of these coups in the 

book correspond generally to the actual coups in Syrian history. 
34 Hinnawi probably corresponds to Oberst Dartan (Dunkle Seite 344). 
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This coup was led by Colonel Adib al-Shishakli, who managed to retain his 

position of power until 1954.  Al-Shishakli
35

 posed an alternative to the old guard 

politicians because he was originally from Hama rather than Damascus (Hopwood 35).  

Perhaps in an effort to curtail regional loyalties, al-Shishakli promoted the Arab nature of 

Syria (Cleveland and Burton 324).  He also actively avoided aligning Syria with Western 

powers, even for the purposes of defense, and ultimately brought the country into closer 

relations with the Soviet Union (Hopwood 35).  Subsequent Syrian leaders would 

continue these policies, ultimately leading to greater isolation of the country from the rest 

of the world. 

By 1951, al-Shishakli decided to take all the political power for the army and 

staged a successful coup to do so (Hopwood 35).  At this point, Syria was truly under the 

control of a military dictatorship (Hopwood 35).  Al-Shishakli’s government desired to 

hold onto this newly won control, and therefore increased surveillance of certain 

members of society, including foreigners and religious groups (Hopwood 36).  The 

increased control led to discontent, especially among minorities, and even those loyal to 

al-Shishakli became alienated from him (Hopwood 36).  In 1953, opposition groups 

based in Aleppo, Hama, and the Druze region united against him, and the army forced al-

Shishakli to resign in 1954 (Hopwood 36). 

The 1950s and 1960s are the two decades that appear most often in Schami’s 

novels, most likely because these were his formative years.  In addition to Die dunkle 

Seite der Liebe, the novels Erzähler der Nacht and Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen take 

                                                 
35 Likely Oberst Batlan (Dunkle Seite 345). 
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place at least primarily in the 1950s.  The main events in Das Geheimnis des 

Kalligraphen occur from 1956-1957, while Erzähler der Nacht covers 1959.  Neither of 

those novels is as political as Die dunkle Seite der Liebe, and there are few, if any 

references to historical events in them.  However, examining the Syrian history of that 

period may shed light on the atmosphere that pervaded the culture of the texts.   

The atmosphere in the 1950s was characterized by the continued presence of the 

military in Syrian politics.  During al-Shishakli’s rule, the regime reformed legislation 

dating to the mandate, and in 1950, it had drafted a new constitution (Martin 16).  

According to scholar Kevin Martin, the new, more liberal constitution “gestured to the 

norms of both parliamentary democracy and modernist Islam, while retaining one of the 

authoritarian state’s most critical presumptions, the right to intervene into the ‘private’ 

sphere in the name of public order” (16).  Politically, the new government continued a 

foreign policy of non-alignment with the West while growing closer to Egypt (Martin 

17). 

The Baath party, which had achieved a significant amount of influence after the 

1954 elections, emerged as yet another force in Syrian politics to the extent that in 1956, 

the new government could not be formed without their cooperation (Hopwood 38).  

Propelled by desires for greater Arab unity, the Baath looked toward Gamal Abd al-

Nasser, the president of Egypt, as a solution to the instability in Syria (Hopwood 39).  

However, the formation of the United Arab Republic (UAR) in 1958 would come at a 

price for both the Baath party and the military, which had continued to insert itself in 

Syrian politics even after al-Shishakli’s resignation.  The union with Egypt required the 
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military to stay out of the political sphere, and also all political parties, except for 

Nasser’s, the National Union, to dissolve (Hopwood 40).  The military and the Baath 

agreed to those stipulations, although doing so momentarily complicated their plans to 

remain politically powerful, and it seemed at first that the UAR would provide a solution 

to the instability in Syria.  The Baath had particularly feared the rise of the Communist 

party, and so the ban on political parties proved to have a silver lining in that it also 

constituted a setback for the Communists (Hopwood 40).  Die dunkle Seite der Liebe 

thematizes the union of Syria and Egypt.  In the novel, Nasser is called “Satlan” (Dunkle 

Seite 610).  The first imprisonment of the main protagonist Farid takes place during the 

last two years of the UAR, ostensibly because of his activities in the communist 

underground.  He is released in 1961, after the Egyptians leave Syria. 

Despite Nasser’s initial popular appeal within Syria, the UAR ended in 1961 after 

members of the Syrian military instigated an uprising (Cleveland and Burton 314).  The 

reasons for discontent included Nasser’s plans for land reform, the security network 

headed by Abd al-Hamid Sarraj, a Syrian loyal to Nasser, and politicians and military 

officials displeased with the loss of power (Hopwood 41-42).  In short, his attempt to do 

in Syria what he had accomplished in Egypt alienated important sections of society. 

The government that followed the dissolution of the UAR proved unstable, with 

the politicians fighting with members of the military and amongst themselves (Hopwood 

43).  It seemed as if no solution was in sight until 1963 when a coup in Iraq brought the 

Baath party into power there.  A nonviolent coup took place in Syria a month later, and 
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Salah al-Bitar
36

 assumed the role of prime minister (Hopwood 44).  The Baath politicians 

were still weak and had to align themselves with military officers in order to sustain their 

control over the government (Hopwood 44).  In an odd turn of events considering the 

recent past, the Baath once again sought out Nasser as a possible partner, but this led to 

divisions between the officers who had supported Nasser, and Baath members who had 

not.  This resulted in another coup in 1963 which the Minister of the Interior, Amin al-

Hafiz
37

 halted (Hopwood 45).  This coup, unlike the first, was violent, and hundreds of 

people were killed and arrested (Hopwood 45).  In the end, Syria did not unite with Egypt 

and al-Hafiz remained in power until 1966.  

During this period, the Baath party issued reforms to improve the lives of 

everyday citizens.  These attempts often resulted in more government intervention and 

control. For example, many companies were nationalized and land was redistributed 

(Cleveland and Burton 399).  Additionally, the party attempted to break the hold of the 

elite on the political sphere by actively removing them from their positions in the 

government and also by appealing to the lower middle class, as well as those living in 

rural areas (Cleveland and Burton 399).  These measures aroused discontent, not just 

among the elite, who viewed the reforms as a threat to their wealth and power, but also 

among religious groups like the Muslim Brotherhood, who opposed the secular 

orientation of the Baath party (Hopwood 46).  The Muslim Brotherhood provoked a riot 

in the town of Hama in 1964, and the regime reacted with violent force (Hopwood 46).  

                                                 
36 Likely President Kabdan in Die dunkle Seite der Liebe (795). 
37 Likely General Baidan in Die dunkle Seite der Liebe, although the date for his coup is listed as 1965 

(795). 
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This did not, however, contain the discontent at its site.  It spread, and al-Hafiz was 

forced to dial back some of the reforms (Hopwood 46). 

The protagonist Farid in Die dunkle Seite der Liebe is imprisoned a second time 

during the period that likely corresponds to al-Hafiz’s dictatorship.
38

  He is arrested by 

the secret police at least officially because of his continued activities as a communist, but 

this is not the main reason.  It is later revealed that his arrest had more to do with a family 

feud than his political activities.  This episode serves to illustrate the repressive 

atmosphere in Syria of the 1960s under al-Hafiz. 

While the founders of the Baath, Aflaq and al-Bitar, were members of the urban 

elite, the newest members claimed more modest origins.  Alawites, rather than Sunnis, 

and rural, rather than urban, the new members reflected a change in the makeup of the 

political leadership (Cleveland and Burton 401).  Divisions between the old guard and the 

younger members played out in the form of a coup in 1966, which then led to the ousting 

of al-Hafiz and the arrest and imprisonment of other members of the party (Hopwood 

47). 

The 1967 Arab-Israeli War provided another basis for the division along 

ideological lines within the Baath.  By April of 1967, skirmishes were already occurring 

along the border between Israel and Syria (Hopwood 48).  Egypt, Jordan, and Syria were 

defeated by Israel within six days in June of that year.  Syria lost the Golan Heights, a 

strategically important area they have tried to reclaim ever since.  This defeat added fuel 

                                                 
38 The imprisonment takes place in the novel between 1968-1969, which would have been after al-Hafiz 

was ousted.  However it appears Schami lengthened his rule for creative purposes. 
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to the fire of discontent within the Baath party and resulted in the creation of two factions 

represented by Salah Jadid and Hafiz al-Asad respectively (Hopwood 51).  Jadid focused 

on the socialist goals of the party, while al-Asad believed the Baath should prioritize the 

fight against Israel (Hopwood 51).  Al-Asad built up support among members of the 

military, and in 1969, seized power in Latakia in addition to media outlets in the cities of 

Damascus and Aleppo (Hopwood 51).  In 1970, al-Asad arranged for the arrest of Jadid 

and other leaders, and by 1971 he assumed the presidency, which he held until his death 

in 2000 (Hopwood 52). 

Hafiz al-Asad’s regime plays little role in the novels of Rafik Schami.  Die dunkle 

Seite der Liebe ends in 1969 before al-Asad came to power, and the political scene plays 

little to no role in Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe, which takes place in the 1990s.  Reise 

zwischen Nacht und Morgen is the only other novel besides Die dunkle Seite der Liebe 

that offers an extensive commentary on the political situation in Syria, and more 

specifically, life under a dictatorship.  Published in 1995, it takes place in the early 1990s, 

primarily in a fictionalized version of Syria called Ulania.  The events that take place in 

Ulania do not seem to correspond to anything specific that happened in Syria in the 

1990s, although it references a government crackdown that possibly corresponds to one 

that occurred under al-Asad in the early 1980s in the town of Hama.  It would be useful 

to examine Syria under al-Asad to determine if there are any other such references within 

the novels. 

When al-Asad became president in 1971, there were several arenas that 

desperately required attention, including the education system and the economy 
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(Cleveland and Burton 403).  Al-Asad issued a series of reforms with the aim of 

improving conditions in Syria, and while some were successful, others were not.  For 

example, in an effort to tack the sixty percent illiteracy rate, the government encouraged 

more children to attend public schools (Cleveland and Burton 403).  However, the state 

was unable to keep up with the demand for more teachers, so after one decade, the 

illiteracy rate was still above fifty percent (Cleveland and Burton 403).  In the economic 

sector, largely self-created problems stunted development.  Because managerial positions 

were given to loyal party members, state-run businesses often suffered from a lack of 

well-trained and experienced leadership (Cleveland and Burton 402).  Additionally, while 

al-Asad aimed to improve the lives of rural citizens through increased access to medicine 

and education, any progress was tempered by unsuccessful attempts by the Baath party to 

centralize agricultural planning (Cleveland and Burton 403).  This led to a situation that 

persisted through the 1970s and 1980s in which Syria had to import large amounts of 

food due to unmet consumer needs (Cleveland and Burton 403).  Al-Asad’s initiatives 

were intended to modernize Syria, create more equality between its citizens, and perhaps 

most importantly, help the regime maintain control. 

One might assume that al-Asad’s reforms would solidify his popularity, but his 

actions threatened to alienate certain sections of society.  For one thing, the Sunni 

majority was suspicious of him simply because he was an Alawite
39

 (Cleveland and 

Burton 401).  Furthermore, his efforts to grant women equal rights seemed to emphasize 

                                                 
39 The Alawites are a sect of Shia Islam, but some Sunnis do not regard them as Muslims due to theological 

differences. 
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the secular orientation of the Baath party and al-Asad’s distance from traditional Islamic 

values (Cleveland and Burton 403).  The tensions between the Alawites and the Sunnis 

escalated in the 1980s due to several additional factors, including clashes between the 

regime and the Muslim Brotherhood within Syria (Cleveland and Burton 406).  When 

security forces attempted to crack down on protests, the Muslim Brotherhood intensified 

attacks, eventually taking over parts of Hama in 1982 (Cleveland and Burton 407).  The 

president’s brother, Rifa’at al-Asad spearheaded a military operation against the group 

that killed over ten thousand residents and left the city in shambles (Cleveland and 

Burton 407).  The Baath regime’s activities within Syria were not the only source of 

distrust for the Sunni majority.  Al-Asad’s support of Christians against the PLO in 

Lebanon during the civil war, and his support of Iran against Iraq during the Iran-Iraq war 

were additional factors that added to the discontent. 

By the 1990s, several key factors had changed for al-Asad’s regime.  The first 

was the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991.  This resulted in an internal push for 

more liberalization, and the regime no longer had Soviet support in the form of political 

and economic aid to prevent outside forces from influencing the population (Zisser 182).  

Al-Asad took several steps to appease the Syrian public without risking damage to the 

monopoly on power he had soent decades trying to achieve.  One measure included the 

release of five thousand political prisoners between 1991 and 1995 (Zisser 184).  A 

second measure, Investment Law no 10, which was passed in 1991, encouraged both 

foreign and domestic entities to invest in Syria (Zisser 189).  Although numerous projects 

resulted from such investment, most never advanced beyond the planning stage (Zisser 
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189).  A third measure was the approval of certain technological uses over time.  The 

regime was suspicious that too much access to technology could undermine its control 

(Zisser 183).  By the end of the 1990s, Syrians had access to cell phones, fax machines, 

satellite television, and the internet (Zisser 183). None of the attempts at reform would 

prove enough to change the political landscape at that time. They primarily served as a 

way to satisfy an eager public. 

The novel Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe, published in 2000, corresponds roughly 

to this period in the late 1990s.  As previously mentioned, the political sphere in Syria is 

not the focus of the novel and does not make an appearance.  The protagonist’s primary 

concern is his ability to travel between Germany and Syria at will, and he encounters 

more problems from the German side than from the Syrian government.  Schami 

thematizes the experiences of migrants in this novel and suggests that the German laws 

regarding immigration tend toward oppression.  Perhaps because the novel highlights this 

aspect, the author did not want to shift the focus to political issues within Syria. 

With the exception of Die dunkle Seite der Liebe, Schami’s novels do not engage 

extensively with twentieth-century Syrian political history.  The novels tend to evoke the 

atmosphere of a particular time and place, usually Damascus in the 1950s and 1960s.  

Rather than focusing on the details of the regimes during the mid-twentieth century, the 

texts indicate differing amounts of political oppression by showing the characters 

carefully discussing politics in private, as is the case in Erzähler der Nacht, or by 

illustrating the misfortunes of characters who align themselves with the wrong 
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politicians,
40

 as the calligrapher Hamid does in Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen.  This 

indicates that Schami is more concerned with showing the personal impact of political 

oppression and instability.   These personal narratives stand in opposition to the 

oppressive political regimes. 

POSTCOLONIAL THEORY AND GENDER 

 

Rafik Schami’s novels take place primarily after Syria gained independence from 

France, and it is therefore worthwhile to examine ways in which the colonial project has 

extended its influence over the culture and society of those texts.  Postcolonial theory 

investigates the cultural, political, and economic impact of colonial legacies, and because 

it has much to say about the representation of these societies, it can illuminate Schami’s 

novels as examples of postcolonial texts, and the characters as postcolonial subjects.  

Additionally, it could clarify Schami’s role as a postcolonial subject writing about the 

culture of his country of origin.  The following section will consequently examine three 

seminal pieces of postcolonial theory from Edward Said, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, 

and Homi K. Bhabha in order to trace the development of theories regarding the 

postcolonial subject.  Then, the focus shifts to the connections between postcolonial 

theory and gender in an effort to tie these concepts together for analysis of Schami’s 

novels in subsequent chapters of this project. 

                                                 
40 Regimes tended to change rather quickly, so political affiliations could become problematic from one 

day to the next. 



 45 

Edward Said’s Orientalism is one of the foundational texts of postcolonial theory, 

and although scholars have critiqued his analysis since its publication, particularly 

regarding the absence of a discussion of Orientalism and sexual difference, his 

observations remain essential to an understanding of the relationship between the West 

and the Orient.
41

  In his volume, Said explains how Western colonial powers developed 

the concept of Orientalism in order to exert control over the East.
42

  Through the process 

of colonization, the West set up its own institutions to rule local populations, and then 

extended control to cultural representation and the production of knowledge regarding 

this area of the world (203).  As further evidence of the West’s hegemonic power, Said 

claims that nothing like Orientalism exists in the East with regard to the West (204).  The 

forms of cultural representation are the primary focus of Said’s analysis.  Orientalism 

produced the Orient for the West through the generalization of personal accounts and 

experiences (166).  However, these artistic and textual representations had little to do 

with the realities of local cultures.  The produced images and knowledges served the 

purpose of the colonial powers in that they emphasized a need for civilizing influence and 

control (219). 

Said’s solution to this issue of representation is that Others should find a way to 

represent themselves, and cites twentieth-century liberation movements as an example 

that this is possible (335).  However, in this instance, he treats them as a homogeneous 

group that has equal access to the power necessary for self-representation. Without regard 

                                                 
41 Said claims that nineteenth-century writers such as Ernest Renan and Gustave Flaubert shared the same 

concepts of latent Orientalism, including the Orient’s “feminine penetrability,” and these characterizations 

led them to view the Orient as a space requiring Western intervention (206). 
42 In Said’s analysis, the East generally refers to North Africa and the Middle East. 
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for education, class, or gender, Said’s suggestion fails to determine who within the group 

is positioned to provide this service. Said also does not account for how the Other can 

gain access to this power in order to develop a counter narrative to Orientalism.  In her 

seminal text, “Can the subaltern speak?” scholar Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak critiques 

the poststructuralist conception of subjectivity in order to show that the subaltern does 

not have access to the hegemonic power that would enable self-representation.  In the 

first section, Spivak teases out the problems she detects in poststructuralist accounts of 

the subject.  Beginning with Deleuze and Guattari, she argues that they have not 

articulated the relationships between the concepts of desire, subjectivity, and power, and 

are therefore unable to theorize interests (68).  For Deleuze and Foucault, the subject is 

unified, and desires and interests are aligned (69).  Spivak disagrees with this formulation 

and instead proposes Marx’s concept of the dislocated subject, in whom desire is not 

always aligned with interest (71). 

Continuing to draw on Marx, she claims that Deleuze conflates two different 

forms of representation (70).  Citing an example from Marx’s The Eighteenth Brumaire 

of Louis Bonaparte, Spivak determines that vertreten refers to political representation, 

while darstellen designates “re-presentation” or the affirmation of a subject (70-71).  She 

faults this conflation for Deleuze’s assertion that the oppressed can speak for themselves 

(71).  In contrast, Spivak argues Marx’s text demonstrates that oppressed groups require a 

master to represent them to the hegemonic power (71).   

In the subsequent sections of her text, Spivak applies these theoretical 

considerations to the British colonial project in India.  By tracing the codification of 



 47 

Hindu law, she illustrates how the British used this legal framework to exert control over 

the local population (77).  Additionally, the colonizers intended the education system to 

produce a class of Indians who would act as intermediaries between the locals and the 

colonial power (77).  These intermediaries would form an elite class separate from the 

subaltern: “Certain varieties of the Indian elite are at best native informants for first-

world intellectuals interested in the voice of the Other.  But one must nevertheless insist 

that the colonized subaltern subject is irretrievably heterogeneous” (79). Unlike Said, 

Spivak differentiates between members of the native population who might have access 

to some form of representation, and those who do not.  What kind of self-representation 

is possible when those able to provide it belong to a class created by the colonial power?   

Spivak goes on to provide a concrete example that challenges Deleuze’s assertion 

there is no signifier (70).
43

 Despite British efforts to ban sati, or “widow sacrifice,”
44

 

local populations continued this practice (93).  Spivak determines two distinct narratives 

regarding this cultural phenomenon, that of the colonial power, and that of the women’s 

relatives.  The British viewed sati as a horrifying ritual, one from which they intended to 

save as many Indian women as possible, while in contrast, the relatives claimed the 

women actually wanted to die (93).  Missing from either of these narratives are the voices 

of the women themselves: 

Between patriarch and imperialism, subject-constitution and object 

formation, the figure of the woman disappears, not into pristine 

                                                 
43 If there is no signifier, then the oppressed no longer need representatives because they can engage in 

direct self-representation. 
44 In this practice associated with Hinduism, widows would immolate themselves on their husbands’ 

funeral pyres. 
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nothingness, but into a violent shuttling which is the displaced figuration 

of the ‘third world woman’ caught between tradition and modernization.
45

 

(102)  

Spivak concludes from this example that subaltern populations do not have the access to 

power necessary for the ability to express themselves directly in the senses of vertreten 

and darstellen, and this problematizes Said’s proposed solution to the issue of Western 

representation of the Orient.  Even in the postcolonial era, images of the Orient available 

in the West are still largely the result of a process of representation over which the West 

maintains control.
46

  Although self-representation exists,
47

 this evidence does not always 

reach Western audiences, indicating that access to power determines how widely the 

message will be disseminated.  

Another issue with Said’s analysis is the dichotomy he creates by dividing the 

world into East and West.  Other theorists frequently echo this dichotomy, although they 

may utilize different terminology.  This division neglects to consider the impact of 

migration on history and the conceptual framework of a nation. Homi K. Bhabha’s essay 

“DissemiNation: time, narrative, and the margins of the modern nation,” investigates, for 

example, the concept of the nation, not as a linear history, but as a narrative strategy 

                                                 
45 This coordinates with Said’s observation that the Orient required intervention because of its ‘feminine 

penetrability.’  Here, the ‘third world woman’ is caught between tradition and Western intervention, 

ultimately disappearing within that struggle.  The feminine in both instances necessitates some kind of 

rescuing.  
46 I refer here to the way the East is constructed in major media outlets.  Over the past thirty years, the 

image has remained fairly consistent over time without regard for nuances in local culture and historical 

background.  The West remains the main point of comparison, usually as a more stable and humane entity. 

See Behdad and Williams’ “Neo-Orientalism” for a detailed analysis of this phenomenon. 
47 For example, autobiographies constitute a form of self-representation.  However, their dissemination in 

the West depends upon, among other factors, the availability of the text in translation.   
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(292).  He argues that a focus on temporalism should replace historicism (292).  Another 

conception of time and history is necessary: “We need another time of writing that will 

be able to inscribe the ambivalent and chiasmatic intersections of time and place that 

constitute the ‘modern’ experience of the Western nation” (293).This kind of writing 

would replace a horizontal and homogeneous narrative of history (303).  The current 

narrative does not adequately account for migration, which poses a challenge to the 

boundaries of the nation and national identity (293).  While individuals are involved in 

the discursive process of the nation, they are constructed by it as well (297).  Minority 

discourse results “from the liminal movement of the culture of a nation” (305).  This 

discourse challenges attempts at creating a linear history because it creates collisions 

between the past and the present (308).  Bhabha concludes that the border between 

language and history enables a vantage point from which difference can be transformed 

into solidarity (320). Schami’s focus on everyday life in his accounts of Syrian and 

German society challenges linear master narratives in the sense that it allows for the 

insertion of different types of experiences, including those of migrants and minorities.  

This is critical for Schami because his writing confronts the presupposed homogeneity of 

a given culture, a position likely fueled by his own experience as a minority in both Syria 

and Germany.  Schami has the benefit of being able to reflect upon both Syrian and 

German history and draw possible parallels. By thematizing the existing diversity within 

Syria, or the experiences of migration to Germany, he reveals the fluid nature of national 

and cultural boundaries.  In so doing, Schami also complicates the oft-repeated 

dichotomy between East and West.  He accomplishes this by detailing the interactions 
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between these areas of the world, particularly cultural exchanges and political 

relationships.
48

 The connections show that East and West are not isolated from one 

another, and their cultural makeup is not homogeneous.   

Spivak’s and Bhabha’s observations indicate a crucial link between gender and 

postcolonial theory.  Since the publication of Orientalism, a number of scholars have 

attempted to elaborate on Said’s observations, especially in an effort to illuminate 

connections between sexuality, gender, and postcolonial theory.  For example, Meyda 

Yeğenoğlu argues that the West’s attempts to understand the Orient and Oriental women 

are not separate projects, but rather part of the same complicated process (26).  What, 

then, might postcolonial and feminist theories have in common?  In her article, “Images 

of Sheherazade: representations of the postcolonial female subject,” Silvia Nagy-Zekmi 

investigates the overlap between these theoretical traditions.  In particular, she examines 

literature from Latin America and North Africa and the ways in which writers from both 

of those regions depict the so-called Third World Woman (171).  She notes that in texts 

like Isabel Allende’s Eva Luna, as well as in One Thousand and One Nights, the 

character of Sheherazade acts as a cultural bridge between these regions and symbolizes 

female resistance to male domination (174).  Women authors are of particular interest to 

Nagy-Zekmi’s analysis, because she views women’s autobiographies as a challenge to 

both patriarchal discourse and colonial representation (175).  This genre provides a way 

                                                 
48 For example, in Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe, the protagonist’s mother is a serious admirer of Duke 

Ellington’s music.  Ellington performed a series of concerts throughout the Middle East, including Syria, in 

1963.  In Die dunkle Seite der Liebe, Schami draws parallels between the Syrian dictatorship and the East 

German regime through the placement of East German agents at a prison camp in Syria. They advise the 

Syrians regarding methods of extracting information from inmates.   
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for women to represent themselves in writing.  Nagy-Zekmi also maintains that women 

writers are more sensitive to those left out of official history (176).  Women and the 

colonized are thus connected through their experiences of oppression, and both pose a 

challenge to master narratives (177).  As the doubly oppressed, postcolonial women are 

in a position to challenge the linear master narratives of the nation.   Spivak’s argument 

that the subaltern does not have the necessary access to power for self-representation 

problematizes that possibility.  Nagy-Zekmi has shown, however, that not all women fall 

into the category of subaltern and that some are capable of self-representation through 

genres such as autobiographies (176). 

Scholars like Denise deCaires Narain have articulated similar sentiments 

regarding women’s literary productions.  Narain suggests that by examining the writings 

of Third World women, the local contexts that inform these texts might reveal different 

ways of representing women and help to avoid the generalizations found in previous 

feminist discourse (244-245).  The Third Wave of feminism has responded to issues 

identified with the Second Wave, namely the tendency to homogenize women as victims 

and to assume that there are universal solutions to supposedly universal problems (240).  

According to Narain, postcolonial critics like Spivak have played a role in challenging 

the Second Wave category of ‘woman’ (242).  Such interventions have made some 

Western feminists cautious in their engagement with texts by Third World women 

because they fear reaching the wrong conclusions (242). As a solution to this 

apprehension, Narain argues that it would be worthwhile to shift the focus of analysis 

away from the women of these texts to reception and how the works are translated and 
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marketed (243).  While Nagy-Zekmi’s and Narain’s solutions hold promise, engaging 

only with women’s voices offers an incomplete picture of the cultural, sociological, and 

political forces at work, and men’s perceptions may be just as valuable for achieving a 

nuanced understanding of the issues at stake in postcolonial texts.  Schami serves as an 

example of an author who is able to articulate the experiences of both men and women in 

a postcolonial culture.  Still, there is evidence to suggest that some of the female 

characters require a male to represent their perspectives in his texts.  More analysis is 

needed to determine if that is in fact the case, or if there are other processes at work that 

necessitate such representation through a male character. 

Perhaps it is not the sex of the author, but rather the performative aspects of 

gender that are crucial to an analysis of postcolonial texts.  If this project is to focus on 

issues of gender, then it is necessary to define what is meant by the use of this term, and 

its relation to sex and culture.  In her influential text, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the 

Subversion of Identity, scholar Judith Butler investigates the categories of gender and sex, 

as well as feminine and masculine identities.  Her analysis illuminates the unstable nature 

of these categories, and her findings are potentially useful for understanding the 

construction of gender roles in Schami’s texts. 

For Butler, the distinction between gender and sex is not merely that of culture 

and nature (10).  It is not that sex determines gender, but rather that gender impacts the 

production of sexes through cultural construction (10).  In her follow-up, Bodies that 

Matter, Butler describes this process in greater detail:  
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“In other words, ‘sex’ is an ideal construct, which is forcibly materialized through time.  

It is not a simple fact or a static condition of a body, but a process whereby regulatory 

norms materialize “sex” and achieve this materialization through a forcible reiteration of 

those norms” (xii). 

Thus, sex is not a stable or universal construct, despite tendencies to associate it with 

nature or biology.  Gender, too, is an unstable category, and Butler argues that it is 

performative, or that it is constituted through a series of repeated acts (Gender 191).  This 

performance creates the illusion of stability that obscures the norms that regulate the 

definition and acceptability of certain gender categories (Gender 190).  There can be no 

absolute distinction between gender and sex because one influences the construction of 

the other. 

The blurred lines between these categories suggest that heteronormative 

conceptions of gender and sexuality have one purpose, and that is to imbue the categories 

of sex and gender with an artificial sense of stability (Gender 184).  This stabilization 

aids the “heterosexual construction and regulation of sexuality within the reproductive 

domain” (Gender 184-185).  The cultural norms found within the Syria of Schami’s 

novels also pertain to the regulation of reproduction.  These rules aim to prevent 

reproduction with the wrong person,
49

 and to encourage it with an individual who can 

ensure the continued stability of the family structure.  The categories of gender and sex in 

this society seem to be taken for granted.  However, as Butler has shown, they are not 

                                                 
49 Partners of a different religion, class, or who pose a threat to the stability of the family would be 

considered undesirable. 
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static, but a performance and their constructions belong to the same category of norms 

that regulates other aspects of reproduction.  Schami’s work examines how these 

processes work within a postcolonial context.  In particular, he shows the various ways 

characters attempt to cope with or subvert these norms. 

In her chapter entitled, “Tracing the Postcolonial Subject,” scholar Vivienne Jabri 

argues that even the terminology used in discussions of the postcolonial carries the mark 

and influence of colonial powers.   This discourse frequently categorizes the global 

‘South’ as a ‘lack’ in comparison to Europe (16).  Jabri challenges the idea of the 

‘postcolonial’ because this would seem to indicate that the influence of the colonial has 

met an abrupt end, a characterization she contends is problematic due to the pervasive 

and enduring nature of the colonial legacy (18).  This legacy is still evident in the way 

Europe is utilized as a point of comparison: “Europe, through its universal categories 

brings the ‘global’ into being, and through its colonizing discourses and practices, comes 

to constitute the reference point against which all others are judged” (20). Although the 

‘South’ may be defined against Europe, and its differences highlighted as a lack, Jabri 

argues that this perceived absence may be a site of resistance that can provide more 

information about postcolonial struggles against hegemonic power (22).  Schami’s 

examination of gender roles and the formation of masculine and feminine identities 

reveal how the characters subvert the different types of hegemonic powers in their own 

culture, including restrictive cultural norms and oppressive regimes.  

Because issues related to gender appear frequently in his novels, the lack of 

analysis leaves a large hole in the scholarship on this author.  By issues of gender, I am 
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referring to the specific sets of concerns and obstacles that men and women face because 

of their biological sex.
50

  Since Schami’s texts primarily take place in Syria, and gender 

roles are governed by a strict set of rules in Syrian society, it follows that gender presents 

complications that require closer analysis.  Neglecting to consider the importance of 

gender roles in this society would almost certainly lead to misinterpretation, which would 

then distort the message the author tries to convey in his works.  Previous scholarship has 

focused primarily upon such aspects as intercultural dialogue and the image of Arabs in 

Schami’s texts without examining the role that gender plays.  Looking at gender within 

Schami’s novels will reveal more about how the author presents the East to his German-

speaking
51

 readership in order to address stereotypes prevalent in the West.  It will also 

show that understanding the ways that gender operates within the texts is pivotal for any 

analysis of Schami’s works.   

What are the specific issues of gender in Schami’s texts?  Because most of 

Schami’s novels are set in Syria, it is essential to remember that the society within his 

works is governed by a set of rules and traditions that reflect Syrian reality to a great 

extent.  The narration often clarifies these rules for the reader through the experiences of 

the characters.  For example, in Die dunkle Seite der Liebe a young Muslim woman 

learns that she cannot marry a non-Muslim.  The reader receives this information at the 

same time she does. Most of the cultural constraints placed upon men and women within 

                                                 
50 I am restricting this to biological sex because of the strict division of gender roles in the society of 

Schami’s novels.  The expectations of society are directly connected to the sex of the characters.  Other 

factors, including sexual orientation, do not impact those expectations.  Sex is the ultimate determinant. 
51 Because his works have been translated into numerous languages, Schami’s audience extends well 

beyond the borders of German-speaking countries.  One could say that he ultimately represents the East to 

a Western readership. 
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Schami’s texts are connected in some way to the preservation of the family.
52

 As such, 

both men and women are restricted in terms of the choices they can make without 

upsetting the social order.
53

  Marriage, education, and employment are examples of areas 

in which gender and the will of the family
54

 has significant influence.  Although previous 

analyses of gender in Schami’s texts have focused on women, men also face restrictions 

in this society and are expected to fulfill certain roles regardless of their personal desires. 

When analyzing issues of gender in Schami’s texts, it is necessary to consider that 

Western notions of feminism and emancipation
55

 may be insufficient to describe similar 

concepts in the East.  This potentially leads to the false conclusion that Arab women are 

always oppressed because they are controlled by the men in their lives, or that feminism 

does not exist in the Arab world.  However, as Nawar al-Hassan Golley argues in her 

book, feminism is not foreign to Arab culture, but rather grew out of historical and social 

changes (17).  Thus, Arab feminists might differ from their Western counterparts in what 

they consider oppressive or emancipatory.  These differences have led Arab women to 

challenge Western concepts of feminism (Sabbagh xxiv-xxv).  Since Schami has lived in 

Germany for approximately forty years, it is reasonable to think that he has also been 

                                                 
52 See Sha’aban for more information on the importance of the family (“Chapter 7” 54-55). She 

specifically discusses the role of family in the selection of a spouse. 
53 Salih J. Altoma confirms this in his analysis of Syrian author Ghadeh al-Samman.  In her writing, she 

calls for the emancipation of both men and women in Syrian society because both are oppressed by 

traditional value systems (90).  
54 “Family” can mean the immediate as well as extended family.  In some of Schami’s novels, the extended 

family is not present or has significantly less influence than the immediate family. 
55 I define feminism as the attempt to challenge patriarchal systems and stereotypical images of women in 

order to improve the status of women in society and to afford them more freedoms.  It may work to 

emancipate men as well, since they may also be oppressed by the system.  Feminism may appear 

differently from one culture to the next.  Emancipation is the culturally determined level of freedom that 

women must possess in order to be considered independent by their culture.   
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influenced by Western feminism, and that his texts reflect these ideals as well.  It is 

therefore necessary to consider both Arab and Western feminism when analyzing gender 

in Schami’s novels.
56

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

This project examines the roles of women and men, changes in identity, secrecy 

and segregation, and the role of creativity in order to show how gender operates in 

Schami’s texts.  The analysis shows that both men and women are constrained by the 

cultural values of a patriarchal
57

 society and that they must learn how to subvert these 

values in order to achieve individual happiness.  Schami’s novels provide examples of 

how Arab-German literary productions might present the Arab world in such a way that 

their Western readership becomes more aware of the commonalities that exist between 

East and West in the form of human relationships and shared culture, such as music. 

GENESIS OF THE PROJECT 

 

The importance of gender within the novels and the lack of attention this issue 

had received moved me to examine it further.  I did not become aware of Schami until I 

developed a reading list of minority authors for an independent study.  After reading two 

                                                 
56 Time is also an important consideration since many of Schami’s texts take place in Syria in the 1950s 

and 1960s.  What was considered emancipatory or radical then may not be viewed in the same way now.  

Conversely, what passes as emancipatory today might seem an anachronism in the novels.  Schami’s texts 

tend toward a realistic portray of the time and place, and the behavior of the characters is bound by the 

limitations of those factors. 
57 I define a partriarchal society as a cultural system in which men and women have strictly defined roles 

based upon biological gender, and men appear to be in a more dominant position.  This does not mean that 

men actually hold all of the power, but rather that it seems to be the case.  Within Schami’s texts, men and 

women have access to different types of power.  
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of Schami’s novels, it became apparent to me that gender plays a significant role in those 

texts, despite the fact that the existing scholarship had not analyzed this in any kind of 

depth.  As part of my approach to this project, I began by reading Schami’s novels, in 

order to establish what issues relating to gender appear with some level of frequency.  I 

wanted to determine if this was a trend in several of Schami’s works, not just in the two 

texts that I had already encountered.  Specifically, I was attentive to depictions of 

relationships, female characters, homosexuality, and other motifs that would be 

appropriate for analysis of gender.  My focus is not strictly upon women, but rather on 

issues affecting both male and female characters within these texts.  In the society of 

Schami’s novels, strictly defined gender roles impact men and women alike.  Although 

the author has written other works, I have restricted myself to his novels because they 

offer an extended and more complex commentary on the ways that gender operates 

within the society the author has created.  While the fairy tales and fables offer, among 

other things, the author’s views on identity formation and the experiences of foreigners in 

Germany, these genres tend to utilize magical or fantastic elements that would make an 

analysis of gender impossible or nearly so. 

Upon identifying the main examples of gender influenced phenomena, I looked to 

the scholarly resources on Schami to determine what analysis of these matters already 

existed.  I consulted the following bibliographies, the MLA International Bibliography 

and Bibliographie der deutschen Sprach- und Literaturwissenschaft in order to gather all 



 59 

scholarship that mentions Schami.
58

 The results so far show that gender has not been 

discussed at length, and to date, there are no studies that examine gender within several 

of Schami’s novels.  Close readings of the texts demonstrate that gender is a category that 

must be investigated in order to better understand the Syria depicted in Schami’s texts, as 

well as the author’s own agenda for his works.  Syrian culture is punctuated by strictly 

defined gender roles, and Schami’s literary version is no different.  For example, men and 

women are expected to follow a certain path regarding marriage and family, and they 

frequently encounter difficulties when they stray from the preordained path.  The 

difficulties the characters face and how they eventually resolve them form a significant 

component of the novels.  Therefore, a fundamental understanding of the way that gender 

works in this society is necessary for any thorough analysis of these texts and the cultural 

work they perform. 

In addition to his novels, Schami has written a number of essays and engaged in 

various interviews regarding his biography, views on the situation of migrants in 

Germany, and his approach to writing, among other topics.  For this study, the essay 

collection Damaskus im Herzen und Deutschland im Blick is particularly instrumental 

because it contains not only autobiographical data, but also Schami’s views on women, 

the importance of listening in intercultural communication, and his views on 

multiculturalism. 

                                                 
58 I have subsequently used Google Book Search and have discovered additional sources that mention 

Schami by also searching the bibliographies included by other scholars in their works. 
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Additionally, I have consulted sources regarding Arab women and Arab culture in 

general in order to gain a better understanding of the cultural background that informs 

Schami’s novels.  I knew that such an understanding would be essential because although 

Schami tends to focus on themes that most readers could identify with, there are certain 

important cultural elements that a Western reader, like me, might not interpret with ease 

or accuracy.  For example, most readers, regardless of their cultural backgrounds, would 

be able to identify with the theme of family strife.  However, unless one understands the 

importance of family within Syrian society, the devastating impact of such disagreements 

may remain lost on the reader. Syria in reality and those of Schami’s novels should not be 

viewed as identical, since the latter are the author’s reconstructions of that reality.
59

  

However, the cultural values represented in the novels are best explained by examining 

actual Syrian culture, since Schami’s depictions tend to be realistic in the sense that they 

are informed by such values and traditions. 

ORGANIZATION OF DISSERTATION 

 

The project is divided into five different sections, four of which discuss aspects of 

gender in Schami’s novels.  The first chapter examines Schami’s biography, and in 

particular, his path to becoming a bestselling author, as well as the recognition he has 

received for his work.  The attention Schami has received sheds light on his place within 

                                                 
59 For example, although Syrian history plays a role in his novels, it is a created history.  The various 

dictators mentioned in Die dunkle Seite der Liebe did not actually exist.  In this instance, Schami is trying 

to minimize the importance of the political elite while focusing on the lives of everyday people represented 

by the characters.  This is one the ways in which Schami moves the reader to dwell less on the dictatorships 

and violence of Syria, and turn his or her attention to ordinary people, whom Schami views as more 

important. 
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the German literary scene.  The next four chapters are organized around the themes of 

female mentors, changes in identity, secrecy, and creativity, respectively.  I choose to 

focus on these themes because of their prevalence in Schami’s works, and also because 

they provide the most opportunities for a discussion of gender related issues within those 

texts. Each of these sections analyzes how gender operates with regard to the particular 

theme.  In general, the analysis shows that the subversion of cultural norms is a 

prominent concern for both the male and female characters in Schami’s novels, although 

they may go about it in gender specific ways.   

Chapter One “Beyond the Storyteller: Evolution of an author” examines the 

author’s biography, and in particular, the elements that contributed to his development as 

a writer.  By analyzing these aspects, one can see that various literary traditions have 

influenced Schami, and this may complicate efforts to classify his texts.  Additionally, the 

first chapter examines the critical reception of these works alongside Schami’s own 

reflections about his texts in order to discover the kind of reaction the novels have evoked 

in Germany since the 1980s, and how these reactions compare to the author’s own 

conception of his literary productions.  

Chapter Two “Under the Influence: Men and their female mentors” examines the 

relationships between male figures and their female mentors.  Strong independent women 

who influence the lives of men are featured in several of Schami’s novels.  Although they 

may have less formal power within their society, these women have a profound impact on 

men’s lives.  Through these examples, Schami reveals the work that women perform and 

how it contributes to society.  Of particular interest are the ways in which men are 
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indebted to women for their success, power, and even their lives.  The analysis shows that 

without the influence of women, these men would have accomplished little, indicating a 

hidden source of power that women enjoy in the Syrian society of Schami’s novels. 

Chapter Three “Fluid Identities: Changes in name, religion, and location” 

discusses the instances in which the characters of Schami’s novels change aspects of their 

identities, including their names and religion, in order to subvert cultural norms that 

prevent them from achieving happiness.  The examples demonstrate that it is possible to 

break the rules of society, but in order to do this successfully, one must be willing to 

change certain identifying features.  Subverting the norms completely is out of the 

question because the pull of cultural values is too strong.  Even if they change their 

identities in order to skirt around one norm, both men and women must ensure that their 

new identity conforms to all of the others.  Tradition and culture are powerful entities in 

the society Schami has created, and the personal cost of breaking with either of them is 

shown to be extremely high. 

Chapter Four “Room for a Secret: Secrecy and space” examines the ways in 

which secrets are used to subvert cultural norms.  Keeping secrets is often a matter of 

survival, or a way of creating the life an individual wants while still adhering to other 

cultural expectations.  Within Schami’s novels, secrets are an everyday occurrence, a 

mode of living.  Both men and women use secrets to their advantage, but because women 

are subject to more cultural constraints, they tend to guard more secrets than men.  There 

is also a spatial dimension that emphasizes the exclusivity and danger of secret keeping.  
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Interiors and secret meeting places accompany many of the instances of secrecy within 

the novels.  Divisions within this society are both physical and mental.   

Chapter Five “Creativity and its Consequences: The experience and purpose of 

writing” shows how creative acts have profound effects on the lives of those touched by 

them.  In many of Schami’s novels, the products of creativity often create turning points 

within the texts.  Male and female characters alike engage in creativity, but for different 

reasons and in different ways.  These instances show how and to what extent gender is a 

factor in creative acts. 

The chapters are followed by a conclusion and a coda.  The conclusion will 

examine, among other issues, the novels as a reaction to Neo-Orientalism and as a hybrid 

space in which Schami examines German and Syrian culture.  The coda will provide an 

update regarding Schami’s reaction to the Syrian civil war. 
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Chapter One: Beyond the Storyteller: Evolution of an Author 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In examining Rafik Schami’s biography, one might be struck by the similarities 

between the circumstances of his childhood in Damascus and the events and characters in 

several of his novels.  Despite these apparent connections, the texts are not strictly 

autobiographical, but rather influenced by family history and Schami’s own 

experiences.60  The following chapters will focus almost exclusively on issues of gender 

in Schami’s novels, and although it is necessary to examine these texts as creations 

independent of their author, it is still crucial to consider Schami’s background and 

relationship to literature for two reasons.  First, the author’s biography reveals how he 

first became a writer and eventually adopted German as his literary language.  His 

background draws attention to elements that have subsequently informed his texts.  If 

these elements were acknowledged, they might lead to more productive interpretations of 

Schami’s work.  Second, understanding his development as a writer can provide insight 

into the influences, literary or otherwise, that have shaped his approach to writing, and 

also to the overall function of his texts.  It also shows that Schami has been influenced by 

several literary traditions, indicating that his classification as an author is a complex 

endeavor, and that it is insufficient to apply a single label to his works.  None of the 

                                                 
60 His use of these elements transform the novels into personal statements Syria and Syrian society. 
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previously coined designations, such as ‘minority literature,
61

’ adequately capture 

Schami’s relationship to literature in general, or the role that various literary traditions 

have played in his writing. 

But how else can this information prove useful to the understanding of German 

literature in general?  The scholarship on Schami has typically handled him as an author 

of minority literature or Gastarbeiterliteratur.  If a scholar compares Schami’s work with 

that of another, he or she is most likely another author of minority literature.  There are 

good reasons for this, namely that the texts may share certain trends, like the 

thematization of migration, or that they are structurally similar.  However, within 

scholarship, minority literature is often stored away in its own box, and left unconnected 

to trends in other genres of German literature.  Additionally, minority literature is a 

somewhat undifferentiated term, and it could apply to works by many different authors.  

It is possible that the term may encompass emerging genres that have not yet been 

identified.  By examining Schami’s biography and reception, one can see possible ways 

that his work relates to other types of texts in German literature. 

DAMASCENE BEGINNINGS 

 

In light of these observations, it is sensible to begin with a description of how 

Rafik Schami, or Suheil Fadel,
62

 as he was known in those days, first became enamored 

                                                 
61 I will continue to use this term because there is currently no other designation that would be more 

acceptable.  Schami is a member of minority groups in Germany and Syria, and his writings often 

concentrate on the experiences of these groups.  Therefore, ‘minority literature’ more accurately describes 

his body of work than a term like Migrantenliteratur, which would only apply to a handful of his texts. 
62 Schami’s birth name. The author began using the pseudonym when he was still in Syria in an effort to 

avoid issues with the authorities because of his involvement with underground publications (Saalfeld 31). 
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with storytelling.
63

  He was born in Damascus to an Aramaic Christian family in 1946, 

the same year the French finally departed from Syria.  In the summer of that year, shortly 

after he was born, Schami’s parents decided to temporarily flee to the village of Malula64 

in order to avoid possible retribution in Damascus (Schami Damaskus 127).  During the 

period of the mandate,65 The French instituted policies that benefited minorities in the 

hope that igniting sectarian tensions would help them maintain control over the area.66  

By the fall of 1946 it was clear there would be no retaliation against Christians, so 

Schami’s family returned to Damascus (Damaskus 128). 

In the Damascus of his childhood, oral storytelling was an essential pastime, not 

only because it was an important aspect of Arab culture, but also because many Syrians 

were illiterate.  Before the advent of television, this was a primary source of 

entertainment for members of Schami’s family, a middle class group with roots in rural 

areas of Syria, whom Schami describes as “…nicht besonders intellektuell” (Schami 

Damals 124).  These experiences with storytelling were perhaps the most significant 

influence on the author’s style.   

                                                                                                                                                 
He chose the name “Rafik Schami” because it is a name that could belong to Muslims, Christians, and Jews 

alike, and means “Damascene friend.” (Saalfeld 31).  He has written under other pseudonyms in the past, 

but has primarily continued to use ‘Rafik Schami” in Germany because it was relatively easy for Germans 

to pronounce (Saalfeld 31).  
63 Most of the information on Schami’s biography comes from interviews conducted with the author, as 

well as shorter texts the author has written. Bettina Wild’s biography is the most comprehensive, and is 

based on interviews with Schami.  
64 Both of Schami’s parents were originally from this predominately Christian village in the mountains, and 

he spent idyllic summers there as a child (B. Wild 14).  In 1990, Schami published a collection of fairy 

tales entitled Märchen aus Malula.  This volume contains the author’s retellings of stories from the village. 

Malula is likely also the inspiration for the village of Mala in Die dunkle Seite der Liebe. In that novel, it 

represents rural Syrian life in the twentieth century. 
65 Officially from 1923-1943, although the French gained control in 1920 and did not depart until 1946. 
66 One such benefit was the creation of states for specific minorities, such as the state of Jabal Druze. 
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In particular, two spaces contributed to Schami’s education as a narrator – the 

street and his neighbors’ courtyards.  The street of his Damascus neighborhood was a 

space in which the children, left to their own devices, learned about their world and 

developed critical social skills.
67

 It is also where Schami honed his ability as a storyteller.  

His audience, in contrast to the orderly fans who attend his public readings in Germany, 

were unruly neighborhood children: 

Und hatte ich im Sportlichen nicht so viel geleistet, so hatte meine Zunge 

ihre härteste Prüfung nicht auf der Bühne in einer Stadthalle mit 900 

Zuhörern, sondern dort auf der Gasse, wo ich beim Erzählen drei, vier 

Störteufel verführerisch in Schach halten und zugleich die Atmosphäre 

meiner Geschichte retten mußte (Damals 10) 

These experiences in the street helped Schami develop his formula for keeping listeners 

enthralled.  Perhaps even more instrumental in this endeavor were Schami’s mother and 

the heroine of One Thousand and One Nights, Scheherazade.  In the 1950s, Radio Cairo 

played the stories from this classic of Arab literature nightly for several years (B. Wild 

36).68  Even before the creation of the United Arab Republic in 1958, Egyptian radio was 

popular in Syria and throughout the Arab world (Abdullah 6).  In the 1950s, Nasser 

realized that mass media would become important to the development of Egypt, and 

supported the industry in various ways, including the provision of subsidies for radio sets 

to the public (6).  The dissemination of mass media beyond Egypt’s borders and the 

                                                 
67 Incidentally, the street plays an important role in several novels for this reason. 
68 The father of Egyptian radio, Mohamed Mahmoud Shaaban, also known as Baba Sharo, produced the 

radio version of One Thousand and One Nights over twenty-six years (“Ramadan’s Arabian Nights”). 
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productions based on classic works such as One Thousand and One Nights fit within 

Nasser’s larger objective of Pan-Arabism, but they also provided much desired 

entertainment.  After some convincing, Schami’s mother allowed her eager son to sit with 

her and listen to the stories each night (B. Wild 37).  Through Scheherazade, Schami 

learned the skills he needed to draw in his listeners.  He considers this experience his first 

lesson in how to compose a narrative that leaves enough of a cliffhanger so that the 

reader would still want to hear more of the story (Damals 28).   

Schami’s mother, Hanne, played an additional role in her son’s development as a 

storyteller.  Not only did she introduce him to Scheherazade, she also showed him how to 

find joy in life, particularly through the entertainment of guests and storytelling (B. Wild 

15).   Like most of Syria’s population in the 1950s, she was illiterate.69  Schami would 

often listen as his mother and other women in the neighborhood would meet and tell 

stories to one another (B. Wild 15). 

In these instances, one can see how oral traditions of storytelling have shaped the 

way Schami composes his texts.  He employs frame stories
70

 in several novels, including 

Erzähler der Nacht, Die dunkle Seite der Liebe, and Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe.  

Schami also has a tendency to construct each chapter in such a way that the last few 

                                                 

69 When Hafiz al-Asad came to power in 1971, the illiteracy rate was around sixty percent. In the 1950s, 

this rate was even higher at ninety percent, and the high rate of illiteracy encouraged the proliferation of 

storytelling as a form of entertainment (B. Wild 98). 
70 Frame stories are of course found in many literary traditions. Well known examples include Goethe’s 

Unterhaltungen deutscher Ausgewanderten, Boccaccio’s The Decameron, and Chaucer’s The Canterbury 

Tales. 
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sentences hint at what may happen in subsequent sections.
71

  For example, the chapter in 

Die dunkle Seite der Liebe that precedes the arrest of the main character Farid ends with 

this sentence: “Er ahnte nicht, dass bald die Hölle für ihn ihre Tore öffnen würde” 

(Schami Dunkle Seite 700).  These words bring to a close a chapter in which this 

character begins to feel safe after sensing a looming danger.  This last sentence acts as a 

bracket to the chapter opening: “Irgendetwas war passiert. Er spürte es ganz deutlich” 

(Dunkle Seite 690).  The chapter begins as Farid notices preparations for a coup, 

increased police and military presence.  By the end, he has taken refuge with a cousin and 

believes the danger to have passed.  The last sentence, however, indicates to the reader 

that Farid’s luck is about to run out.  In this way, Schami prepares the reader for the 

continuation of the story in another chapter. The author’s choice of words in the last 

sentence indicates the gravity of the situation Farid will face without revealing too many 

details.  In One Thousand and One Nights, Scheherazade breaks off at the most exciting 

points of her stories, promising to continue the following night.  Schami’s technique is a 

written version of this approach in that he ends by hinting that the plot will take a new, 

exciting turn. 

Of course, oral traditions were not the only influence on Schami’s writing.  

Through his father, Schami first became acquainted with important works of Arabic 

poetry, the Bible, and a book detailing the history of important legal proceedings (B. 

Wild 30).  Schami claims that the Bible and the history of trials continue to influence his 

                                                 
71 This is a strategy not only associated with Schami.  In One Thousand and One Nights, Scheherazade 

break off her story at the most exciting part with the promise to continue at that point the next day. In this 

way, Schami emulates her style in his own writings. 
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writing today (Damaskus 27).  Additionally, Schami’s father discovered early on that his 

son possessed a rare talent for memorizing and reinterpreting literature.  He created a 

game for them in which he would recite a verse of poetry which the son would then 

answer with another verse that connected to the first in some predetermined way (B. Wild 

30).  Often, Schami would compose and recite his own verses instead, while his father 

pretended not to notice (B. Wild 30).  These early exercises allowed Schami to hone his 

skills, but only up to a certain point.  Out of fear his father’s influence might paralyze his 

creative abilities, he outwardly focused on his education in the sciences and worked on 

his literary ambitions in private (B. Wild 32). 

Ibrahim Fadel, Schami’s father, was a baker and a stern man who wanted his son 

to become a priest in order to realize his own dream that never came to pass (B. Wild 21).  

Schami has mentioned his relationship with his father in interviews and describes him as 

a typical Arab patriarch (19).  By that, he means a man who exudes strength, but alienates 

his children through unnecessary stringency and hardness (19).  Ibrahim expected his 

children to work hard, and Schami typically worked a few hours in the bakery before 

going to school (19).  He hated working in the bakery because of the tense atmosphere, 

and so the school became a place of refuge (19-20).  Schami would later thematize the 

strained relationship between father and son in Die dunkle Seite der Liebe. 

Schami’s father was also instrumental in sending him to the monastery school in 

Lebanon where he became acquainted with important authors of world literature, 

including Jules Verne (Damaskus 28).  From the ages of ten to thirteen (1956-1959), 

Schami studied at the school, and learned to read French, which allowed him to increase 



 71 

his knowledge of literary traditions outside of the Arab world (Damaskus 27).  This time 

period is one in which Schami’s love of reading literature grew exponentially due to his 

relatively unfettered access to books.  In Damascus, there was no city library where he 

could check out and read as many books as he desired (Damals 125).  Upon his ultimate 

return to the city from Lebanon in 1959, Schami had to find other resources to still his 

hunger for literature.  One of those resources turned out to be a bookseller in Schami’s 

own neighborhood.  Since Schami did not have enough money to purchase the novels he 

desired, the shop owner Ismail developed a lending system whereby the customers could 

pay a small deposit and receive a loan (Damaskus 31).  As long as they returned the 

books undamaged, Ismail returned a portion of their deposit to them (Damaskus 31-32).  

In addition to the bookseller, the American library in Damascus became a refuge for 

Schami.  It was here that he became acquainted with authors like William Faulkner and 

Jack London, both of whom greatly impressed him (B. Wild 33).  In this way, Schami 

quickly devoured classics of European and American literature:  

Bei diesem Buchverleiher ging ich dann systematisch vor: erst die großen 

Franzosen, die Russen, die alten Griechen, die Amerikaner und dann viele 

vereinzelte Autoren aus aller Welt.  Diese Zeit bildete die Basis meines 

Wissens über unsere Erde, die Schulbücher über Länder und Geschichte 

waren blaß dagegen. (Damals 125) 

Through reading these literary works, Schami not only became aware of particular 

styles and trends, but also of the potential for literature to inform readers about distant 

places and times.  Although the author would state his reservations about the idea that 
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literature could affect society or politics (Damals 154), its ability to inform was not lost 

on the young Schami, and it is perhaps these experiences of learning about the world 

through the written word that guided his writings in later years.  After all, mid-twentieth-

century Syria is a distant time and place, not only for readers in Germany, but also in 

other parts of the world, and even for the author himself.72 

This history shows that Schami became well versed in what one might consider 

world literature during his formative years.  His education as a writer is deeply rooted in 

Arab and Western literary traditions, and this is an aspect that should be considered when 

classifying his texts.  The scholarship on Schami rarely discusses how much these texts 

have influenced his writing, although, by his own admission, he frequently references the 

work of other writers in his own compositions.  For example, in the novel Reise zwischen 

Nacht und Morgen, Schami includes quotes and titles of famous works from various 

authors, including Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Franz Kafka, and Friedrich Dürrenmatt 

(Damals 114-115).  For example, in the first chapter, he utilizes the title of Dürrenmatt’s 

novel Der Richter und sein Henker within the narrative.
73

  On his decision to include 

these references, Schami has said that, “Bei Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen handelt 

die Geschichte von Freundschaft zwischen Orient und Okzident.  Was lag näher, neben 

anderen Geheimnissen, also auch eine Liebeserklärung an viele Autoren im Orient und 

Okzident zu machen” (Damals 114).  In weaving references to these other authors into 

the text, Schami has added another layer of connections between East and West to his 

                                                 
72 The Syria of Schami’s novels no longer exists, and the current crisis threatens the possibility of a 

peaceful, democratic future. 
73 The actual quote is: “Der Richter und sein Henker staunten nicht schlecht” (Schami Reise 9). 
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novel.  This connection is not historical or political, but rather that of shared literary 

culture.  This as well as Schami’s own history, complicates the notion that there is 

somehow a division between East and West.  Rather, it seems that more emphasis should 

be placed on the similarities and the connections than on differences.   

If reading classic works of literature inspired Schami’s imagination, then the 

process of writing helped him integrate that information creatively into his own texts.  

Schami’s first attempts at writing were in Arabic, although he did later switch to German.  

His early political engagement was also instrumental in his development as a writer since 

it introduced him to the idea that writing could serve a revolutionary purpose.  One of the 

first adults to read Schami’s texts was a Communist and bricklayer named Amin 

Mardini.74  He first became acquainted with Mardini in the clubhouse on his street when 

he was sixteen (1962) (B. Wild 41).  The bricklayer, who was also an avid reader, 

introduced Schami to authors such as Camus and Gorki.  He encouraged the teenager to 

continue writing, and even made suggestions to improve his style (Damaskus 136).  

According to Schami, Mardini’s most critical piece of advice was: “Je revolutionärer ein 

Text um so verständlicher muss er sein” (Damaskus 136).  With the support of Mardini, 

Schami became a member of the Communist party in 196375 when he was seventeen.  His 

political activities were likely a form of rebellion against his father, who was apolitical 

(B. Wild 49).  Schami quickly became disappointed in the party when he discovered its 

                                                 
74 Mardini was about ten years older than Schami, so he was more of a mentor than a peer. 
75 1963 was the year in which two coups threatened the leadership of the Baath party.  The second coup 

was violent, and the Baath was able to maintain control over the country during this time of instability.  The 

Baath viewed the Communists as enemies.  This was the reason Schami began to use his pseudonym for the 

first time (Damakus 136). 
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patriarchal nature (B. Wild 49).  This became evident when the local leadership banned 

the youth newspaper, Al-Scharara, which Schami had founded in 1964 with other young 

Communists (B. Wild 50).76  This proved to be a minor setback, because two years later, 

Schami took the initiative to create a forum for expression outside of the party.  This 

forum was thewall newspaper Al-Muntalak, which he and his friends produced from 

1966-1969 (Damals 128).
77

  The wall newspaper consisted of a frame that Schami and 

his friends positioned along a street in their neighborhood.  They would attach each 

“edition” to the surface of the frame.  The newspaper consisted of handwritten 

compositions, including poems, political essays, satirical works about the neighbors, and 

stories for children.  Schami would often publish his texts under pen names, such as 

Franz Kafka and George Bernard Shaw (Damals 128).  According to Schami, he found 

the editing process to be the most enriching experience since he had to discuss the 

content with several of his friends and come to an agreement about what they wanted to 

publish (Damals 128). 

Al-Muntalak also provided Schami with the opportunity to research and write 

stories for children (Damaskus 36).  He initially turned to One Thousand and One Nights 

for inspiration, and in so doing, discovered why he did not like the works of many 

modern Arab authors: “Sie waren schlechte Nachahmer europäischer und amerikanischer 

Erzähler.  Ein Nachahmer kann niemals kreativ werden, und eine Literatur, die nicht mit 

jedem Buchstaben kreativ ist, ist überflüssig” (Damaskus 36).  Schami realized at this 

                                                 
76 The leadership banned it because they felt that there was too much sexuality in the articles and the 

literary texts were too elitist (B. Wild 50). 
77The secret police banned  Al-Muntalak  in 1969 (B. Wild 174). 
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point that he needed to educate himself about traditions in Arab storytelling if he were to 

become a decent writer (Damaskus 37). 

Although his primary interest was writing and he desired to devote his entire life 

to that interest, Schami’s parents advised him to study something more marketable at the 

university and to write in his free time (Damals 127).78  Following this advice, Schami 

elected to study the natural sciences at the University of Damascus from 1965-1970.  

Beginning in 1968, he taught twenty hours per month at a school near the border with 

Israel for a few years before eventually fleeing Syria in 1970 (B. Wild 45).79   

FLIGHT TO GERMANY AND LINGUISTIC CHALLENGES 

 

In various interviews, Schami has given different reasons for his departure from 

Syria to Germany.  The most frequently mentioned reason is his desire to avoid military 

service, which at the time lasted for three years (Damals 58).  The 1960s were a 

particularly turbulent period in the Middle East, and Syria was involved in numerous 

military actions against Israel.  Two of Schami’s friends died during their military 

service, and it is perhaps these experiences that convinced him he would not survive 

either (Damals 58).  The second reason had to do with his writing.  Schami felt that 

because of the dictatorship, he would not be able to write freely without fear of reprisal 

(Damals 56).  He had seen firsthand what such a regime was capable of when his father 

                                                 
78 This seems to contradict Schami’s assertion to Bettina Wild that he chose to study the natural sciences in 

high school and at the university in order to rebel against his father’s wishes (B. Wild 39).  However, 

Ibrahim had wanted him to become a priest, and in that capacity, an author of religious poetry (B. Wild 32).  

Perhaps since Schami chose not to become a priest, his father thought it best for him to study science rather 

than literature. 
79 The character Farid in Die dunkle Seite der Liebe also teaches at a school in a border town. 
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was arrested and tortured for a week in 1960 (Damals 7).
80

  How could he have written 

freely under such conditions? 

The third reason, is that Schami wanted to obtain a graduate degree in chemistry. 

Initially, he planned to return to Syria at the end of his studies in order to train 

technicians, but this plan never came to fruition (B. Wild 62).  Although France had been 

Schami’s first choice, because of bureaucratic issues, this was a more difficult move than 

obtaining permission to study in Germany.  He ultimately received an invitation to study 

at the University of Heidelberg, where he received his doctorate in chemistry in 1979. 

During his studies in the 1970s, Schami faced the task of learning to communicate 

in German, a language he had never studied prior to this time.  Before he began his 

studies there in 1972, he completed a year of language study, but this was not enough to 

prepare him for writing literature in German.  Initially, he continued to write in Arabic, 

and many of these texts were essays on political topics in the Middle East.  Because of 

his time in the school along the Syrian border with Israel, and the deaths of his two 

friends during their military service in 1965, the conflict between the Israelis and 

Palestinians has been a particular concern for Schami.  During his studies at the 

University of Heidelberg, he became part of a student group that met regularly to discuss 

issues in the Middle East (B. Wild 67).   He also met Erico Sachs, a Brazilian with whom 

he wrote a piece in support of the opposition in Syria (B. Wild 68).  Schami supported the 

opposition in other ways, even translating works by Engels and other texts about 

                                                 
80 Schami’s father, a baker, had been a member of the baker’s organization that threatened to strike if their 

desire for better wages and working conditions were not met.  After this experience, his father wanted 

nothing more to do with political engagement, a stance that led to disagreements between father and son 

(Damals 7-8). Schami was approximately fourteen at the time of the arrest. 
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resistance into Arabic with the intent to smuggle them to Syria (B. Wild 68).81  His 

support for change within Syria and the Middle East continues to this day. 

Schami felt, however, that his efforts to compose political texts were pointless 

because only those who were members of opposition groups read them (B. Wild 74).  Of 

course, since they were in Arabic, most of the German public would have no access to 

these writings.  If he wanted to reach a larger audience, he would have to write in 

German, which he began to do in 1977 (B. Wild 75).   

In order to achieve this goal, however, Schami realized that he needed to master 

literary German (B. Wild 75).  He began to study on his own, reading works by German 

authors he admired (B. Wild 76).  Taking it one step further, Schami would write out by 

hand complete works of such authors as Anna Seghers, Heinrich Heine and Bertolt 

Brecht82 in order to study their particular styles of writing and to determine how to 

improve upon them (B. Wild 76).  These exercises not only helped Schami better his own 

German, they also focused his attention on particular writing styles and enabled him to 

see how the authors composed their texts on that level.  It is at this point one might 

consider Schami an expert on various German authors of the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries.  From 1977 on, he would compose most of his texts in German. 

Considering the numerous influences on Schami’s writing, it is difficult to apply 

any single label to his body of work.  The literary traditions of both Orient and Occident 

mingle in his texts as a result of his childhood experiences with storytelling, his 

                                                 
81 This was a dangerous task even in Germany because agents of the Syrian secret police were active there 

(B. Wild 68). 
82 These are all writers Schami admired. They also wrote political texts, and so this may be why he was 

particularly drawn to them. 
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educational background, and his attempts to teach himself literary German as an adult.  

All of these elements must be considered when seeking a viable alternative to previously 

assigned labels.   

GAINING RECOGNITION 

 

After finishing his doctorate in chemistry at the University of Heidelberg in 1979, 

Schami worked for a few years at a pharmaceutical company before devoting himself 

entirely to his writing in 1982 (B. Wild 175).
83

  It was during this time that he, along with 

other minority authors, including Franco Biondi, Suleman Taufiq, and Jusif Naoum 

founded the literary group Südwind.  As stated in the introduction to this dissertation, 

Südwind evolved out of the desire to provide minorities in Germany the opportunity to 

publish their texts (B. Wild 78).  In the early 1980s, it was difficult for these writers to 

attract the attention of large publishers, and so Südwind attempted to close this gap by 

publishing an anthology entitled Südwindgastarbeiterdeutsch containing texts not only 

from Schami, but also other authors the group wanted to support.84  In total, there were 

thirteen volumes published before Südwind ultimately disbanded. 

                                                 
83 Since then, Schami has not resumed work in any field related to chemistry. Although his work does not 

thematize chemistry or science in general, he claims that the precision required in chemistry has made him 

more precise in his own writing (Saalfeld 35). 
84 Authors such as Levent Aktoprak and Giuseppe Giambusso whose texts appeared in the 1983 volume 

Zwischen zwei Giganten. Prosa, Lyrik und Grafiken aus dem Gastarbeiteralltag.  Aktoprak, who was born 

in Turkey and came to Germany as a child, is a radio journalist. Giambusso was originally from Sicily and 

appears to write primarily poetry.  
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Schami himself left Südwind in 1985 due to increasing disagreements
85

 with the 

other members (B. Wild 81).  However, his participation in the literary group proved 

instrumental in his development in several ways.  First, Schami gained familiarity with 

the publishing industry in Germany and also learned a great deal about the process of 

editing texts for publication (B. Wild 81).  The anthology provided him with the 

opportunity to publish some of his earliest literary works, including “Das letzte Wort der 

Wanderratte,” a fairy tale that falls under the rubric of Gastarbeiterliteratur.  Schami’s 

publications in the anthology also garnered the attention of the German literary 

community, and in 1985, the Robert Bosch Foundation awarded him the “Adalbert von 

Chamisso Sponsorship Prize” for his work on Südwindgastarbeiterdeutsch. 

One of the reasons Südwind disbanded is that, by the mid-1980s, German 

publishers had begun to show interest in the literary productions of authors of non-

German heritage (Saalfeld 33).  The Adalbert-von-Chamisso-Preis is perhaps an indicator 

of this increasing recognition.  First awarded in 1985, the Chamisso prize is given yearly 

to authors who write in their non-native language of German, or whose work is shaped by 

cultural exchange.
86

  The prize is named for Adalbert von Chamisso, the nineteenth-

century French-German botanist and author of numerous poems and the narrative Peter 

Schlemihl’s wundersame Geschichte.  While Schami won the sponsorship prize in 1985, 

                                                 
85 There is little indication what these disagreements actually were, although since the group outlived its 

usefulness, it is possible they were related to differing opinions on possible new directions. Bettina Wild 

has suggested that some of these differences may have been due to the varied cultural backgrounds of the 

participants (81). Whether or not this information is her interpretation or if it comes directly from Schami 

remains unclear. 
86 Initially, it was awarded only to those who wrote in German as a non-native language.  However, this 

policy changed as an increasing number of authors with a migration background were also native German 

speakers (“Über den Chamisso-Preis”) 
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he received the primary award in 1993.  Although the Adalbert-von-Chamisso -Preis is 

the first such form of official recognition Schami received for his literary 

accomplishments, it has certainly not been the last.  Since 1985, he has won numerous 

prizes, not only in Germany, but also in Switzerland, Austria, the Netherlands, France, 

and the United States, indicating that the literary establishments outside of Germany have 

taken notice of his work.
87

  Additionally, the prizes Schami has won in Germany, aside 

from the Adalbert-von-Chamisso-Preis are not specifically marked for authors whose 

native language is not German.  This shows that the literary establishment in Germany 

views his works within the broader context of German literature.  That he has received 

many awards from diverse international organizations indicates that Schami’s appeal as 

an author reaches beyond the borders of the German-speaking world.   

In addition to the Chamisso prize, there are four others that stand out among 

Schami’s thirty-three awards and honors listed on the author’s website (rafik-schami.de).  

They represent the diversity of official forms of recognition his work has received.  In 

2007, the city of Dortmund awarded Schami the Nelly-Sachs-Preis, which is named after 

the poet Nelly Sachs who was also its first recipient.  According to the website for the 

prize, it is given to authors not only for their achievements in literature, but also for their 

efforts to promote tolerance and understanding among diverse groups of people (“Nelly-

Sachs-Preis”).  Not all of the recipients of the prize write in German.  For example, Milan 

Kundera received the award in 1987 when he wrote primarily in Czech before switching 

                                                 
87 Schami’s texts have been translated into twenty-eight languages to date. The fact that he has won prizes 

for his works in translation indicates that, despite the author’s own previous comments to the contrary, he 

has received wide recognition for his literary productions.  However, Schami’s dissatisfaction may have 

had more to do with literary critics than with prizes for his work.  
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to French in the 1990s.  According to the jury, Schami was chosen because of his work to 

promote understanding between Palestinians and Israelis (“Rafik Schami erhält”).
  

The 

jury is likely referring to Schami’s activities as a student in Heidelberg in the 1970s.  He 

has been deeply concerned with the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, because of Syria’s 

military actions against Israel.
88

 In 1983, Schami helped organize a dialog between 

Israelis and Palestinians in Frankfurt am Main (B. Wild 68). Since then, he has continued 

to promote dialogue between the Israelis and Palestinians.  For example, in 2000, he was 

editor of a collection of essays written by Israelis and Palestinians entitled Angst im 

eigenen Land.    

Schami has received other types of honors in addition to these prizes.  In 2010, he 

was awarded the Brüder-Grimm-Professur of the University of Kassel.  According to the 

university’s website, the professorship is normally given to contemporary authors and 

filmmakers
89

 whose work and interests fall into the categories of literature, linguistics, 

and human rights (“Brüder-Grimm-Professur”).  The professorship provides students the 

opportunity to interact with the author and learn about the writing process as well as the 

author’s contributions to the literary scene. 

Schami’s engagement with human rights issues was honored again in 2011 when 

he received the prize Gegen Vergessen – für Demokratie.  A society bearing the same 

name has awarded the prize each year since 2005.  The society Gegen Vergessen – für 

Demokratie was formed in 1993 in order to strengthen democracy in Germany 

                                                 
88 Those military actions are part of the reason he fled Syria. 
89 Filmmaker Volker Schlöndorff received it in 2011. 
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(“Menschenrechtspreis”).  The jury chose Schami as a recipient because of his work to 

protect the rights of minorities in Germany (“Menschenrechtspreis”).  

The fourth, and somewhat unusual honor, is the Eine STADT. Ein BUCH 

initiative in Vienna, Austria for which Schami’s novel, Eine Hand voller Sterne was 

chosen in 2012.  Each year since 2002, a team that includes members of a media firm, as 

well as the mayor of Vienna, chooses a particular book to distribute freely throughout the 

city.  Up to one hundred thousand copies are distributed without cost to the recipients in 

an effort to promote reading and discussion among the public.  In the past, authors such 

as Toni Morrison and Nick Hornby have received this honor, so it is not restricted to 

those who write in German.  The team likely chose Schami’s novel because of the current 

relevance of its content.  First published in 1987, Eine Hand voller Sterne details in diary 

format the experiences of a young man living in Damascus.  He desires to become a 

journalist and fight the regime after his father is arrested and tortured.   

The novel itself has won numerous awards, including Die blaue Brillenschlange, 

ZDF-Leseratten-Preis, and the Zürcher-Kinder-und Jugendbuchpreis,
90

 which are all 

prizes given to works that fall into the categories of children’s or young adult literature.   

Because many of Schami’s earliest publications were fairy tales, these works were 

sometimes viewed as examples of children’s literature.
91

  Schami does not categorize his 

own texts in this way, although he finds this designation flattering: 

                                                 
90 All of these were awarded the same year the book was published. 
91 At first glance, many of Schami’s novels published by Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag (DTV) also 

resemble children’s literature because of the colorful and whimsical covers designed by his wife, the artist 

Root Leeb.  For example, the cover of the novel Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe features boldly colored design 
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Aber hier bin ich anbelangt und muss nun gestehen, ich bin weder Kinder- 

noch Jugendbuchautor.  Ich bin Erzähler, und ein mündlicher Erzähler wie 

ich lernt früh die Regel, vor allem wenn Kinder oder Jugendliche dabei 

sind, nicht zu langweilen.  Kinder sind nicht nur die besten Zuhörer.  Ich 

glaube, die erste Geschichte ist von einem Kind erfunden 

worden…Welche Ehre empfinde ich manchmal, wenn einer mich 

Kinderbuchautor nennt, welche Freude! (Damaskus 144-145) 

Despite his positive reaction to this characterization of his texts, one might assume that 

the literary establishment would take his work less seriously, and this is why there is little 

scholarship on Schami before the 1990s even though he was actively publishing during 

this time period.
92

  However, as scholar Hans-Heino Ewers has pointed out, children’s 

literature has been considered a legitimate part of literary studies since the 1970s (467).  

This lack of scholarship mirrors the minimal interest from publishers for literature by 

minority authors at that time.  Until the release of Schami’s first novel, Eine Hand voller 

Sterne, his German language publications included primarily essays and fairy tales, and 

much of the research on Schami’s work focused on those texts through the 1990s.  It 

seems that with Schami’s breakout novel Erzähler der Nacht in 1989, scholars began to 

pay more attention to his novels.  Since 1989, a fair number of Schami’s published works 

                                                                                                                                                 
of a winged man descending over a cityscape. While some novels are still available with these covers, DTV 

has also published newer editions with different, plainer designs.  
92 One of the earliest examples is Ulrike Reeg’s study, Schreiben in der Fremde: Literatur nationaler 

Minderheiten in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland from 1988.  At the time this book was published, 

Literatur nationaler Minderheiten may have been an improvement over the term Gastarbeiter when 

applied to literary productions of minorities.  However, the term is still problematic in that it does not offer 

more definition than “minority literature.” 
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have been novels, but he continues to write essays and texts that have been characterized 

as children’s literature.
93

 

One possible reason Schami does not view himself as a children’s author is that 

there is no clear distinction between stories meant for children and those intended for 

adults in Arab culture (Saalfeld 53).  However, whether by the author’s choice or due to 

marketing decisions made by the publisher, certain texts have been packaged in such a 

way that children seem the most likely audience.  For example, Schami’s tale Der 

Wunderkasten, which was published in 1990, is a picture book recommended for children 

between the ages of eight and ten according to Amazon.de.  Illustrated by Peter Knorr, the 

cover depicts four children gazing into a mysterious cabinet, their backs turned toward 

the reader.  The illustrations and the brevity of the text would seem to indicate children as 

the primary audience, and yet, in her biography of Schami, Bettina Wild does not include 

this text in her list of his children’s books, but rather in a separate category of picture 

books (179).  It is unclear whether Wild considered these texts inherently part of 

children’s literature or not.  Additionally, in her review of Der Wunderkasten in the 

German newpaper Die Zeit, Meike Behrendt indicates nothing about the target audience, 

referring simply to a nondescript “Leser” (Der Wunderkasten).  The only clue is found in 

the publication information at the end of the article, where one can see that the book is a 

product of Beltz & Gelberg, a publisher of children’s books.  Although Der 

                                                 
93 Reviews of Schami’s texts in major publications tend to avoid applying any sort of label that might 

specify the age range of the readership. However, Susanne Kippenberger’s review of Erzähler der Nacht 

appears in a section of Der Tagesspiegel entitled “Kinder- und Jugendbücher,” while Christoph Schmitz 

characterizes Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe as a book “für jedes Alter” in his review for Frankfurter 

Allgemeine Zeitung.   
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Wunderkasten is packaged and marketed as a text for children, it seems that, from these 

examples, there is some difficulty in identifying a target audience.          

Another possibility is that both Wild and Behrendt assume it is obvious to readers 

who the target audience is based upon the packaging.  If one examines the content, 

however, the appropriate designation becomes even less clear.  Among other things, Der 

Wunderkasten critiques Western style advertising and celebrates Arab storytelling 

(Damals 103-104).  These are themes children might not immediately comprehend, and 

this leads to the conclusion that despite the publisher’s marketing strategy, Der 

Wunderkasten contains two levels of understanding, one for adults, and another for 

children.  According to scholar Reiner Wild, since the 1970s, there has been a tendency 

for works to blur the lines between children’s literature and that for adults (“Von den 

70er” 345).  Perhaps Der Wunderkasten is an example of such a text, since to describe it 

simply as a children’s book ignores its nuances, and probably leads more than a few 

potential readers to assume that it is just an entertaining story with no deeper meaning.  

This is precisely the problem with the designation “children’s literature.”  Although there 

are more than a few classics of this genre that can be understood on a deeper level, that 

have been translated into many languages, and cherished by multiple generations of 

readers, it seems there is still an attitude among consumers and publishers that places 

children’s literature on a level subordinate to that of “regular” literature for adults.  This 

attitude, according to Juliane Eckhardt, is a result of the strict division between the world 

of children and that of adults, a division that has its origins in pedagogical theories of the 

Enlightenment (Kinder 9).  Klaus Doderer claims that the treatment of children’s 
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literature as a separate category has contributed to its ghettoization in research as well as 

in the minds of the public and publishing houses (Literarische 30-31).   

A glance at the types of literary prizes awarded for German language texts reveals 

the extent of this dichotomy.  The primary distinction between most of these prizes is 

whether they are awarded for children’s literature or texts for adults. The most prominent 

prizes, like the Georg Büchner Prize,
94

 do not appear to combine these categories.  There 

is an apparent preference to keep them separate.  This would seem to indicate that those 

who mostly write for children will find it more difficult to achieve the same level of 

critical success as their counterparts writing for an adult readership. 

There may be good reasons to utilize such a designation as “children’s literature.”  

Perhaps the criteria by which these texts are judged differ too greatly from that of 

“regular” literature for adults.  Comparisons between the two are, in that case, nearly 

impossible. And yet, Schami’s texts demonstrate that these distinctions can be less 

obvious, and that the differences may not lie with the intended readership, but somewhere 

else.  This is apparent in the hesitation of Bettina Wild and Meike Behrendt to designate a 

specific audience, a task the content of the text renders too complicated.  I propose that 

thinking about Schami’s texts in terms of whether or not they are for children is too 

limiting a perspective.  Although publishing companies may market certain works to 

children, this does not mean that we have to accept these texts are simply examples of 

children’s literature.  In Schami’s case, the designation is more a product of marketing 

                                                 
94 The Georg Büchner Prize is the most prestigious in Germany.  With the exception of Erich Kästner, 

author of the children’s classic Emil und die Detektive, the award winners are not primarily known for 

children’s books. 
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than of some intrinsic character of the work itself.  There is a certain danger in applying 

this label to texts, specifically that literary critics will take the work less seriously than 

texts marketed to adults.  This is the reason, I believe, Schami hesitates to completely 

embrace the title of children’s book author.  His activities with Südwind in the early 

1980s were designed to increase the acceptance of minority literature within Germany’s 

literary community, and in so doing, increase the publishing opportunities for these 

authors.  To prove that literature written in German by a non-native speaker is worth 

publishing is one hurdle.  To prove that children’s literature can achieve the same depth 

and impact as literature for adults is yet another.  This second hurdle seems more difficult 

to overcome simply because the split between the two is so deeply established.  If Schami 

were to label himself a children’s book author, this might have a negative impact on the 

amount of critical attention his texts receive.   

Exactly how much attention has Schami received from the literary establishment 

in Germany?  As one can see from the numerous prizes, his works are not completely 

unacknowledged.  Schami himself is fairly skeptical of literary critics and occasionally 

has harsh words for them because of his belief that they are to a great extent self-serving 

in their work: 

Es ist eben eine Mode in Deutschland, Langweile mit Klugheit zu 

verwechseln.  Unterhalten verursacht Freude und wird verdächtigt, seicht 

zu sein.  Deshalb wagen Literaturkritiker es nie die poetische Leichtigkeit 

und den Genuß eines Romans zu loben, denn sie haben Angst, man würde 

ihre Arbeit nicht Ernst nehmen.  Und nun erzogen diese angepaßten 



 88 

Literaturkritiker eine Generation von noch angepaßteren Langweilern, die 

den Ruf der deutschen Literatur ruiniert haben. (Damals 104) 

  The root of his discontent with German literary critics perhaps finds its origin in the 

early years of his engagement with Südwind and the struggle to gain recognition for the 

literary productions of minorities, yet the above quote was published in 1998, almost ten 

years after Schami’s breakthrough novel Erzähler der Nacht, and five years after he 

received the Chamisso prize.  It would seem at this point that he had already achieved a 

respectable amount of recognition from the literary authorities.  This quote, however, 

reveals a certain ongoing dissatisfaction with the way that critics evaluate literature.
95

  In 

other words, according to Schami, if the text is entertaining, literary critics will not take it 

seriously.
96

  This would undoubtedly be an issue for an author who strives to write texts 

that capture the reader’s imagination and pique his or her interest until the very end.   

But what kinds of texts receive the critics’ undeserved praise?  It is difficult to 

discern from this quote exactly to whom Schami refers as “Langweilern,” but there are a 

few possibilities.  In other sections of this particular interview, Schami criticizes minority 

authors who focus on the sociological aspects of life in Germany and continuously rehash 

old complaints in their texts (Damals 91).  He is also wary of those “Jammerprofis” who 

seem to appear after every crisis involving minorities, and whose writing about such 

                                                 
95 There is a chance Schami’s stance toward the literary establishment may have mellowed with the 2004 

publication of Die dunkle Seite der Liebe, which received a glowing review in Die Zeit from renowned 

literary critic Fritz Raddatz.  It does seem as if his work has received more attention from critics and the 

press since the publication of that novel.  Whether or not Schami’s attitude has consequently changed is 

unclear.    
96 This is similar to the issue of children’s literature.  Perhaps this is one of the reasons it is not taken as 

seriously as other genres. 
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events reproduces nothing more than caricatures (Damals 86).  A third option is perhaps 

an indictment of German literature in the 1990s.  Perhaps Schami felt that the literary 

works receiving the most attention were written primarily for critics and not the 

enjoyment of the reader.  While all of these scenarios are possible, the third is, in my 

opinion, the most likely.  It is doubtful that the minority writers in the first two options 

received much attention for their works, and certainly not more than an established author 

such as Schami.  The key to this puzzle is the word angepaßt or “assimilated,” which has 

negative connotations in Schami’s texts.
97

   The literary critics and writers he refers to in 

the quote have assimilated to something, and in this context it is likely a certain narrow 

way of looking at what constitutes good literature.  This constricted view leaves little 

room for the kind of experimentation with texts and turns of phrase that appear in 

Schami’s novels.   

While Schami may have complained about the lack of attention from literary 

critics, he has received no shortage of coverage in the press.  Most of the publications are 

regional newspapers, such as the Nürnberger Zeitung, but he has also received national 

attention in outlets like the newspaper Die Zeit and the magazine Der Spiegel.  The 

articles seem to fall into one of three categories. First, many of them are reviews of 

Schami’s latest published works,
98

  while others are announcements or reviews of his 

                                                 
97 In Schami’s story “Als der Meister auftrat,” the master is named “Gnussapna,” the reverse spelling of the 

word for assimilation.  Gnussapna gives foreigners a new appearance so that they can fit into German 

society.  The experience is not entirely positive because the new skin does not alleviate feelings of 

homesickness.   
98 See Markus Clauer’s review of Die Frau, die ihren Mann auf dem Flohmarkt verkaufte in Die Zeit for an 

example of a typical review of one of Schami’s recent texts. 
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public readings.
99

 The third category includes interviews with the author in which he 

discusses his writing as well as his views on the current crisis in Syria.
100

  Although 

Schami has previously written about the dictatorship in Syria and discussed it in 

interviews, since the onset of the civil war, he has had an increase in opportunities to 

share his opinion on the events in his country of origin.  As a result of this coverage, 

Schami is known in Germany not only as a writer, but also as a storyteller and 

commentator on issues in Syria.     

This three-faceted image of Schami is best demonstrated by an article in the 

newspaper Die Welt from January 2012.  The author, Jan Küveler, interviewed Schami at 

a café and recounted this meeting in an article entitled “Was würde Scheherazade tun?”  

The title itself, with its reference to Scheherazade, falls into a pattern followed by the 

bulk of Schami’s press coverage.  In most articles, there is at least one characterization of 

Schami as an Oriental storyteller, or a discussion of the use of Oriental imagery in his 

texts.  This characterization is not unfounded, and it mirrors some of the early scholarly 

analyses of Schami’s work.  It is this perception of Schami as an Oriental storyteller that 

seems to have the most staying power in both scholarship on the author and in the public 

imagination.
101

  

While the rest of Küveler’s article focuses primarily on Schami’s views regarding 

the crisis in Syria, he does discuss the author’s biography and recent publication, Die 

                                                 
99 See Armin Friedl’s review of one of Schami’s public readings in the Stuttgarter Nachrichten. 
100 See Gundula Sell’s interview with Schami regarding his opinion on the crisis in Syria in the Sächsische 

Zeitung. 
101 This is also a characterization Schami seems to embrace.  Reviews of his novels, especially those of 

Erzähler der Nacht, focus on the text as an example of Oriental storytelling.  For examples, see the reviews 

from Buhrfeind (Börsenblatt für den deutschen Buchhandel) and Winterswyl (Süddeutsche Zeitung).  
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Frau, die ihren Mann auf dem Flohmarkt verkaufte.  First published in 2011, the text 

details how Schami became a writer.  Küveler initially wonders about the 

overwhelmingly positive image of Syria, the focus on children playing, and the lack of 

threats from the secret police, but comes to the realization that the lightheartedness of the 

text is a kind of protest against the present:  

“Wenn Schami das unbeschwerte Murmelspiel seiner Kindheit heraufbeschwört, ist das 

kein bloßer Kitsch, sondern der Protest eines unbeirrbar freundlichen Mannes gegen eine 

Gegenwart, in der von Unbeschwertheit keine Rede sein kann” (Küveler).  In coming to 

this conclusion, Küveler has provided an antidote to analyses of Schami that focus on the 

Oriental imagery or the fairy tale aspects of his texts.  While most of his works utilize 

these elements in some way, there is room for potential protest in texts that seem idyllic.  

This opens the possibility for a reinterpretation of Schami’s earlier works as a form of 

protest against the dictatorship.  In several of Schami’s texts written prior to the civil war, 

there are moments that are obviously critical of the al-Asad regime and of state violence 

in general.  However, it may be possible to find nuanced instances of protest in other 

works if one considers that the peaceful depictions of life in Syria challenge the ongoing 

violent reality.  This would not be a standard interpretation of these texts, but it might 

open up additional productive ways of thinking about them. 

While most of the reviews of Schami’s novels are positive, a few criticisms have 

emerged.  In Sabine Berking’s review of Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen for 

Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, she characterizes the author’s narrative style as “…der 

mündlichen Erzähltradition verpflichteter naiv-unschuldiger Plauderton…” and admits 
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that not everyone will find it appealing.  While this observation is on point, it contrasts 

with other reviews of his novels, including those from Anne Buhrfeind (Erzähler der 

Nacht), Siggi Seuss-Weihmann (Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen), and Ricarda 

Winterswyl (Erzähler der Nacht), who find Schami’s style to be one of the more 

praiseworthy aspects of his texts.  Berking’s review is generally positive despite this one 

admission.  This particular style of narration reflects the structure of the novel, which 

begins with the narrator describing the events of the text as something that had happened 

in the recent past.  The tone makes it seem as if the narrator is sharing neighborhood 

gossip with an eager listener. Whether or not the reader finds this appealing is a matter of 

taste, but it evokes a sense of being part of neighborhood life in 1950s Syria. 

While Jörg Magenau praises the narrative style in Das Geheimnis des 

Kalligraphen, he finds one aspect of the novel unsettling:  

So angenehm es auch ist, in diesem üppigen Erzählteppich zu versinken, 

so bleibt doch ein Unbehagen: Schami liefert einen Orient nach dem 

Geschmack des Westens. Die Zutaten - Sinnlichkeit, Farbenpracht, Intrige 

und Liebe - sind so sorgfältig aufeinander abgestimmt, dass die Absicht 

erkennbar durchschimmert (Magenau). 

The use of Oriental imagery has been a frequent point of discussion within the 

scholarship on Schami, but it is usually not cast in a negative light, even though 

numerous scholars acknowledge that he caters to the expectations of Western 
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audiences.
102

  This is likely due to the assumption that Schami uses such imagery to draw 

the reader in, only to later challenge the clichés and stereotypes.
103

  Schami does 

challenge stereotypes about Arabs and the Middle East, although likely not in the way 

Magenau would expect. In his novels, Schami generally strives to break down the three 

common misconceptions about this area of the world.  First, he shows that there is 

religious diversity in Syria, but that it is not the root of discontent.  Second, the women in 

the novels are also diverse in terms of class, religion, and level of education, and they are 

not all oppressed and submissive.  Third, although the mid-twentieth century was a 

period of instability in Syria, the political upheaval depicted in the novels does not 

overshadow the personal lives of the characters.  They are not stereotyped as victims of 

political violence.  Whether or not this strategy actually functions is a matter of the 

reader’s ability to recognize these challenges to commonly held assumptions. The 

generally positive reception of his texts would seem to indicate that the literary 

establishment wholeheartedly accepts him as an author.
104

Since the start of the Syrian 

civil war in 2011,105 Schami has gained visibility as a commentator on issues in the 

Middle East.  This is not, however, the beginning of his engagement with this topic.  In 

the 1970s, he composed articles in Arabic regarding various political issues, but found, to 

his disappointment, that only members of opposition groups were reading them (B. Wild 

                                                 
102 Since his readership is primarily Western, it stands to reason that he would strive to write something 

they would want to read. 
103 See Aifan (2000) for an example of this kind of discussion. 
104 Schami’s past complaints about literary critics seem a bit odd considering that he receives mostly 

positive reviews. 
105 Officially, the civil war began in 2012, but the initial protests and backlash from the regime began in 

2011. 
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74).  This experience helped set Schami on the path to writing literature in German, as he 

anticipated he might reach a larger audience in that way. 

Although Schami’s development as a writer subsequently led him in directions 

away from political essays, he remained engaged with the struggles of immigrants to 

Germany through his involvement in the literary group Südwind and his writings that fall 

under the category of Gastarbeiterliteratur.  His literary texts have also dealt in various 

ways with the dictatorship in Syria, and so he did not abandon efforts to criticize the 

regime.  The difference between his earlier essays and literary texts is not only the 

format, but also language.  This suggests that Schami’s most recent efforts are the 

product of a desire to inform the German public about life under a dictatorship rather than 

attempting to instigate reform through the Arabic-speaking readership. 

The uprising in Syria has made Schami into a resource for comments on the 

current situation.  Prior to this, there seems to have been less interest in the media for 

Schami’s opinions regarding the al-Asad regime, although he had written pieces about it 

in the past.  This has changed since the uprising began, and Schami’s views on the events 

have increasingly made their way into interviews, as well as his public readings.  

Initially, Schami expressed optimism that the opposition
106

 would overtake 

government forces.  He was skeptical that al-Asad would offer genuine reforms, but 

believed that the Syrian people would unite despite their differences and challenge the 

regime (Delius).  However, by 2012, it was clear to Schami this would not be the case.  

                                                 
106 Schami acknowledges that the opposition consists of many different groups, some more to his liking 

than others, and that these differences have made it difficult for them to unify (Sell).   
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At the time, neither side had a clear advantage in terms of strength (Rybarcyzk).  In 

almost all of the interviews, he criticizes the West for not offering more aid
107

 to the 

opposition and to the refugees displaced by the violence (Sell).  He goes so far as to claim 

that the war continues because al-Asad receives adequate help from his allies while the 

opposition does not (Rupp).   

His most pointed criticism is aimed at the journalists in Germany he claims have 

not done enough to report an honest assessment of the situation in Syria.  In a piece 

written for Die Tageszeitung (taz) in 2012, Schami criticizes journalists Jürgen 

Todenhöfer and Peter Scholl-Latour for their not unsympathetic assessments of Bashar 

al-Asad and for what he sees as their denial of the regime’s violence against opposition 

groups (“Prominenz-Journalisten”).  In 2013, Schami repeats his frustration with the state 

of journalism in an open letter to the magazine Stern.  He goes on to criticize Western 

governments he believes support the regime by providing weapons, while at the same 

time refusing to help the opposition groups for fear that Islamic extremists might among 

them (“Der Freiheit”).  Schami is concerned that if outside military force were applied, 

Syria could become like Iraq, and a CIA-backed regime would take the place of al-Asad.  

In general, his views on the crisis in Syria have become less hopeful the longer it 

continues.  

The violence in his homeland has deeply affected Schami to the extent that 

between 2011 and 2012, he stopped writing fiction (Simon).  He retained his belief that 

                                                 
107 When Schami refers to aid from the West, he does not mean military intervention, but rather support for 

the opposition groups.  One of his fears is that NATO and Turkey will become involved in the conflict 

(Schröder). 
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al-Asad would eventually fall, but that nothing democratic would emerge thereafter 

(Felix).  In 2014, however, he expected that it would take at least fifteen years for the 

establishment of a western style democracy in Syria (Sell).  Although he has resumed 

writing, in 2013, he claimed that he was no longer providing analyses of the conflict 

because he felt it would not make a difference (Felix).  Instead, his attentions have turned 

to portraying the Syria that is being destroyed through the violence (Pecikiewicz). 

CHALLENGING A READING AND LABELS 

 

In the grand scheme of things, it actually does not matter what labels are applied 

to Rafik Schami and his body of work since they are merely a tool for literary critics, 

researchers, educators, and publishing houses.  The categorization of an author or body of 

work must remain fluid, especially if the person is still an active writer, as is the case 

with Schami.  Once he is no longer engaged as an author, it may be possible to identify 

an overarching tendency that permeates his entire oeuvre.  However, until that day, it is 

sensible to consider his work as part of two continuous phases of writing. 

The first phase encompasses the period from his first efforts at writing in German 

until the publication of his novel, Eine Hand voller Sterne, in 1987.  During this time, 

Schami cofounded the group Südwind and his writing tended to focus on the experiences 

of migrants and guest workers in Germany.  As a result, the majority of these texts, which 

are mostly shorter works including essays and fairy tales, could be characterized as 

Migrantenliteratur or Gastarbeiterliteratur.  Schami continues to write about the 

experiences of minorities in Germany, so this phase has not yet ended. 
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The publication of Eine Hand voller Sterne, however, marked the onset of a 

second phase in which Schami turned his attention to novels.  In contrast to his previous 

texts, the novels prove more challenging to classify.  Although it would be difficult to 

account for every nuance, there are certain tendencies that apply to the majority of 

Schami’s novels.  First, Syria is frequently the setting for most of the plot.
108

  Second, the 

stories take place in mid-twentieth-century Syria rather than the present.
109

 Third, the 

novels focus on human concerns such as love, friendship, and family issues rather than 

political problems.
110

 Based upon these characteristics, there are several labels that might 

apply to these texts. 

For the purposes of this analysis, I am working under the assumption that 

Schami’s novels are part of German literature. This is an assumption that most scholars 

have taken for granted since he writes his texts in German, and he has been part of the 

German literary scene for over thirty years.  However, because of the thematic content of 

Schami’s novels, and the availability of his works in translation, it would be worthwhile 

to consider whether or not Schami’s texts might be part of Arabic literature.  In his 

volume entitled A Brief Introduction to Modern Arabic Literature, scholar David 

Tresilian mentions that works of modern Arabic literature have been written in languages 

other than Arabic, including English and French (“Introduction”).  This is largely a result 

of the colonial period, and as such, tied to the cultural and historical development of 

certain areas of the Arab world.  His comment, however, suggests that what is generally 

                                                 
108 The novel Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen is set in a fictional Arab country that bears a strong 

resemblance to Syria. 
109 Exceptions to this include Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen and Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe. 
110 The political sphere acts as an irritant that occasionally intrudes on the private sphere of the characters. 
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understood as Arabic literature need not originally have appeared in Arabic.  Scholar Paul 

Starkey echoes this sentiment in his Modern Arabic Literature.  He acknowledges that 

while his study focuses on those texts written in Arabic, the historical interaction between 

Europe and the Middle East has complicated the notion of what Arabic literature 

encompasses (ix-x).  Starkey does not explicitly reject the idea that a text written in a 

language other than Arabic could be considered part of Arabic literature.  

What if the language of original composition were not a direct result of 

colonialism?  Schami’s decision to write in German is not the result of growing up within 

a German colony, but a conscious choice made by an adult learner of the language.  His 

situation is comparable to that of Lebanese-American poet and artist Etel Adnan.  Scholar 

Miriam Cooke includes Adnan in her group of “Beirut Decentrists,” women writers who 

at various times had lived in Beirut and written about the Lebanese civil war (3).  Adnan 

grew up in Beirut and completed her studies in France and the United States (Cooke 9).  

As a child, she spoke Greek, Turkish, Arabic, and French, but later learned English
111

 

(Azimi “Why the Art World”).  Adnan currently writes in both French and English.  

Cooke argues that Adnan and the other Beirut Decentrists contributed to what she 

considers Middle Eastern literature (10).  This designation seems to indicate that Cooke 

has decided against applying the term Arabic literature to these women’s texts.  It is 

unclear whether or not this is due to the complicated linguistic situations of some of these 

                                                 
111 Etel Adnan’s knowledge of French is the result of her childhood in Lebanon, which was officially under 

French control from 1920 until 1943. She temporarily rejected it as the language of colonialism in the 

1960s and began to write in English while living in California (Azimi “Why the Art World”).  Surprisingly, 

she does not seem to have associated English with colonialism. 
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writers, but it would seem to avoid that issue.
112

  Schami and Adnan are similar in that 

they both reside outside their country of origin, and they choose to write in a language of 

which they are not native speakers.  They have also written texts that thematize life in the 

Middle East.
113

  At the very least, Schami has met Cooke’s parameters for inclusion in 

Middle Eastern literature.   

Labeling Schami’s works as Arabic literature or Middle Eastern literature is only 

worthwhile if it opens up avenues for thinking about his texts or encourages new 

comparisons.  An investigation of these possibilities might reveal similarities between his 

texts and those of Middle Eastern authors, leading to a greater understanding of how 

different literary traditions are connected to one another.  As of this writing, no one has 

fully investigated the potential of this line of inquiry.
114

 

Within the category of German literature, there are several contenders that seem 

to offer the most promise.  One example is the concept of Exilliteratur, a label generally 

applied to works by authors who fled Germany during the period of National 

Socialism.
115

  Anna Segher’s narrative, Ausflug der Toten Mädchen, is one such example. 

Written during her period of exile in Mexico, it details the author’s memories of a school 

field trip, as well as her knowledge of her classmates’ unpleasant fates.  Seghers wrote 

and published in German, and the content of the text is oriented toward a specifically 

                                                 
112 It also avoids having to deal with the complicated linguistic situation in the Middle East. 
113 Schami focuses on life in Syria, while Etel has written about the Lebanese civil war. 
114 In her review of Erzähler der Nacht, Anne Buhrfeind claims that the novel is also an example of Arabic 

literature because of Schami’s use of traditional storytelling forms in his narration.  She does not discuss 

this claim in detail. 
115 In his review of Die dunkle Seite der Liebe for Die Süddeutsche Zeitung, Ulrich Baron suggests that the 

novel is an Exilroman.  He does not explain in detail what he means by this term, but seems to connect 

Schami’s own experience of exile to that of the characters in the book. 
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German experience.  The narrative juxtaposes past and present, escaping the pitfall 

scholar Hana Pichová identifies as a particular danger to the emigre: “Yet in this 

deceptive safety net of the past lies the danger of succumbing solely and obsessively to 

the task of restoring the past” (3).   

Seghers fled Germany with her family in 1933, settling first in Switzerland before 

moving to Paris in the same year.  She remained there until 1941 when the Nazi 

occupation of France necessitated their flight to Mexico.  Seghers and her family settled 

in Mexico City, along with a number of other leftist Germans (Herf 42).  The conditions 

of exile were favorable for the author to continue to write in German due to the proximity 

of a large number of German speakers, as well as access to publishers who could either 

produce her texts in the original language or in translation.
116

  Seghers eventually 

returned to Germany in 1947. 

Schami writes in German, but it is not his native language, and he has had no 

opportunity to return to Syria since the al-Asad regime banned him in the 1970s.
117

  His 

period of exile is ongoing, indefinite, and already longer than that of Seghers.  His 

experience as an exiled author is comparable to that of Milan Kundera, who initially 

composed texts in his native Czech, but then decided to write in French.
118

  Schami could 

have continued to write in Arabic, but switching to German has enabled him to reach a 

larger audience than he would have otherwise.  The state of the Arabic language 

                                                 
116 Ausflug der toten Mädchen, for example, was translated into Spanish and English. 
117 Under the pseudonym Samir Talli, Schami wrote a series of critical articles in the late 1970s and early 

1980s about the civil war in Lebanon and opposition groups in Syria (B. Wild 155). These texts likely led 

the Syrian government to ban him from ever returning.  
118 And like Schami, Kundera remains in his country of exile.  After the Velvet Revolution, he could have 

returned to the Czech Republic, but chose to remain in France.  
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publishing industry might have prevented him from finding much of an audience at all.  

According to David Tresilian, the distribution of publications in that industry is still 

relatively poor despite the increase in opportunities to acquire materials through the 

internet (“Reading Arabic Literature”).  In the 1970s, when Schami still wrote primarily 

in Arabic, distribution was likely even more difficult than it is now.  The length of the 

author’s exile, his continued residency in Germany, and the state of the publishing 

industry are all factors that contributed to his decision to write in German rather than his 

native language.   

Schami’s novels generally focus on the experiences of Syrians in their home 

country, but again, these experiences have qualities with which most readers could 

identify.  The reader need not be Syrian or Arab to understand the issues.  This suggests 

that Schami’s primary audience is German-speaking, but not necessarily other emigres 

from the Arab world.  This contrasts with Seghers, who by necessity would have written 

for other German speakers in exile.
119

  Since most of these texts take place in the mid-

twentieth century, it would seem that the Schami has fallen into the trap Pichová 

describes.  However, his novels are works of fiction,
120

 and as such, they do not restore 

the past, but rather provide an interpretation of it.   

Seghers and Schami both seem to utilize the past as a means of working through 

present exile.  In Ausflug der toten Mädchen, Seghers’ narrator moves between past and 

                                                 
119 Her texts would not have been available in any Nazi occupied countries, so the only German speakers 

with possible access would have been other emigres or those living in unoccupied areas.  Of course, she 

was able to reach other audiences through translations of her works. 
120 They are fiction with certain autobiographical elements woven into the text.  There are also 

autobiographical elements in Seghers’ narrative. 
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present, recounting the fates of her classmates while recovering from an unnamed illness 

in Mexico.  The familiar memories of Germany contrast with the wild landscape of the 

Mexican village in which the narrator resides.  The narrator is a stranger in a strange land, 

weakened by her illness, and finding comfort in thinking about the past.  Despite the 

tragedies that befell her classmates later in life, the memories of a particular field trip 

seem to provide respite to the narrator.  Schami’s novels provide a similar meditation on 

the past, albeit in Syria.  In contrast to Seghers’ text, his novels do not draw comparisons 

between the experience of exile and memories of the past.  In Die Sehnsucht der 

Schwalbe, the protagonist Lutfi highlights some of the issues immigrants face in 

Germany, but with no specific connection to exile.  At the end of Die dunkle Seite der 

Liebe, Rana and Farid escape to Germany, and while it is likely they will never be able to 

return to Syria, the reader discovers nothing further about their experiences.
121

  The 

novels do not specifically thematize the pain of exile.  They are the result of that pain and 

represent the author’s attempts to revisit and recreate a particular time and place. 

Based upon these characteristics, there are some similarities between Schami’s 

novels and accepted examples of Exilliteratur, but this might not be the most productive 

label since it points primarily to the living situation of the author.  An analysis of 

Schami’s novels as examples of Exilliteratur would have to address what impact the 

authors’ status had upon an individual text, or if he thematized the experience of exile.  

Otherwise, this characterization is no more useful by itself than the designation “minority 

                                                 
121 It is unclear whether or not Rana and Farid would ever be able to return to Syria because of the feud 

between their families.  Their life in Germany could be characterized as exile, but the novel ends without 

revealing any further details. 
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literature.” A crucial consideration is whether or not the category of Exilliteratur only 

contains those works written by authors in exile during the period of National Socialism.  

If this is a closed category, then perhaps there should be an additional designation for 

literary productions of exiled authors in the German-speaking world.  In a speech at a 

conference in 1987, the late Russian-American poet Joseph Brodsky compares writers in 

exile to migrants: “Displacement and misplacement are this century’s commonplace. And 

what our exiled writer has in common with a Gastarbeiter or a political refugee is that in 

either case a man is running away from the worse toward the better” (Brodsky 4). 

Brodsky either does not realize or simply refrains from saying these three categories are 

not mutually exclusive. The reasons for exile are varied and could be related to economic 

hardship or political discontent.  Schami is a writer in exile, and his texts either belong to 

a redefined version of Exilliteratur, or they form a new genre comprised of works by 

authors exiled for reasons other than the Third Reich.   

One possibility that avoids the pitfall of focusing extensively on the author is the 

label Weltliteratur.  In his volume entitled The Idea of Weltliteratur: History and 

Pedagogical Practice, scholar John Pizer devotes a chapter to the analysis of two of 

Schami’s novels
122

 as examples of Weltliteratur.  Pizer believes that even though the 

works characterized in this way are diverse, there are tendencies they share (116).  For 

him, the crucial characteristic of Weltliteratur is that the text constantly moves between 

the local and the universal, and in so doing, encourages the reader to recognize himself or 

                                                 
122 Erzähler der Nacht and Der geheime Brief über den Dichter Goethe, der eine Prüfung auf einer 

arabischen Insel bestand 
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herself in the Other (117).  One of Pizer’s concerns in this volume is how to utilize 

Weltliteratur in the classroom, so his focus is also colored by the desire to encourage 

students’ appreciation of diversity (117).     

 Pizer’s analysis is convincing, but there are some disadvantages to labeling 

Schami’s novels as Weltliteratur.  First, as the scholar himself acknowledges, it can be 

applied to a wide variety of texts, which would suggest that it might not be terribly useful 

for anyone who wants to categorize a work as narrowly as possible.  Second, if a defining 

feature of Weltliteratur is that it facilitates reader identification with the content and 

characters, is it not simply doing one of the things that good literature should do?   There 

is no doubt that Schami’s novels possess this defining characteristic, but depending upon 

the needs of the analyst, it might not be as productive as it initially seems. 

Although both Exilliteratur and Weltliteratur have shortcomings, either one could 

be utilized effectively as long as they fit the needs of the analysis.  For my own purposes, 

it would be better to situate his novels within the realm of minority literature, but this 

label is about as descriptive as Weltliteratur since it encompasses a wide variety of 

themes and genres.  However, if one conceives of categorization as a series of nesting 

dolls, then even broad terms can become more meaningful.  For example, in this project, 

I have mentioned the characteristics of Schami’s novels that correspond to Pizer’s 

conception of Weltliteratur.  That is the first and broadest category to which these texts 

belong.  The second category is that of German literature.  Within this category, the 

novels also correspond to minority literature.  There is nothing new about the application 

of these labels to Schami’s works, but all of them together add enough definition that 
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could lead to new avenues of analysis or comparison.  For example, how do the author’s 

texts compare to other examples of Exilliteratur?  Do works considered Exilliteratur 

belong by definition to the category of Weltliteratur?  This line of inquiry reveals not 

only more information about Schami’s body of work, but also about the ways in which 

different labels and categories relate to one another, leading to a better understanding of 

the overall literary landscape.   

There is another possibility within the category of minority literature that may 

assist efforts to narrowly characterize a subset of texts.  The texts in question are 

dedicated to representing life in the author’s country of origin.  They constitute a genre 

that demonstrates the impact immigration has had on German literature.  In the earlier 

stages, migrants wrote about their experiences in Germany, but now several authors have 

turned their attention to their countries of origin, particularly as it was in the past.
123

  This 

representation of the past is not necessarily autobiographical, but rather an interpretation 

that sometimes utilizes autobiographical elements.  In addition to Rafik Schami, Emine 

Sevgi Özdamar, Selim Özdoğan, Sherko Fatah, and Dimitré Dinev, among others, have 

written texts that would fall into this genre.  This is an emerging category, and at the time 

of this writing, I am not aware of any research that has fully investigated it.   

Like Schami, Emine Sevgi Özdamar and Dimitré Dinev spent their formative 

years in their countries of origin.  In some of their texts, it is likely they are drawing upon 

firsthand experiences.  This indicates that the content may be more personal to the 

                                                 
123 I would include in this genre those authors who were born in Germany, but spent a significant amount 

of time in the homeland of their parents or grandparents.  
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authors, either as a way of remembering the past or a way of working through it.  

Özdamar is perhaps the most successful German-Turkish author to date, and she was 

born in Turkey in 1946.  She came to Germany as an adult first in 1965, but returned to 

Turkey before emigrating permanently in the 1970s.  In contrast to the other writers 

mentioned here, Özdamar was an actress throughout the 1970s and 1980s, but by 1986, 

she turned her attention to writing full time.  In 1991, she received the Ingeborg-

Bachman-Preis for selections from her first novel Das Leben ist eine Karawanserei: hat 

zwei Türen, au seiner kam ich rein, aus der anderen ging ich raus, which was published 

in full in 1992.  The novel is more autobiographical than Schami’s texts, and it 

thematizes the author’s childhood in Turkey.  It is the first in a trilogy that includes the 

novels Die Brücke vom Goldenen Horn and Seltsame Sterne starren zur Erde. 

Dimitré Dinev, the only author in this group who did not emigrate to Germany, 

was born in Bulgaria in 1968, and has resided in Vienna since 1990.  While most of his 

texts are plays, his novel Engelszungen was published in 2003.  It thematizes the fates of 

two Bulgarian families across three generations.  The novel begins with the two youngest 

members attempting to flee to Austria.  This novel bears some resemblance to Schami’s 

Die dunkle Seite der Liebe in terms of format and themes, including family feuds and 

emigration to Western Europe.  The extent to which the novel is autobiographical is 

unclear.  However, the youngest protagonists seem to be about the same age as Dinev, 

meaning that he could have drawn on his own history for some of the material. 

All of the authors, including Özdoğan and Fatah, evoke a certain time and place in 

their novels, regardless of whether or not they utilize their own experiences.   Selim 
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Özdoğan was born in Turkey in 1971 and came to Germany with his parents as a child.  

While many of his texts are set in Germany, Özdoğan’s 2005 novel, Die Tochter des 

Schmieds,
124

  takes place in mid-twentieth-century Turkey, and relates the childhood and 

young adulthood of the female protagonist Gül.  It is not autobiographical, and the author 

would have had to rely on the recollections of others in order to evoke that particular 

place and time.  It is a novel that represents the shared experiences of Turks who 

migrated to Germany throughout the 1960s. 

Sherko Fatah is the only author in this group who was born in Germany and has 

one German parent.  He was born in East Berlin in 1964, but spent part of his childhood 

in his father’s native Iraq, and eventually moved to West Berlin in the 1970s.  Fatah’s 

first novel, Im Grenzland, was published in 2001, and like his subsequent texts, it is set in 

Iraq.  His texts are also not strictly autobiographical, and they often thematize migration 

or exchanges between Germany and the Arab world.  For example, in his novel Das 

dunkle Schiff, the protagonist Kerim flees to Germany in order to escape a group of 

terrorists.  He is ultimately unsuccessful, indicating the world is a much smaller place 

than one might expect.  Conflicts in the Arab world are not as far away as Western 

Europeans might like to believe. 

Despite the autobiographical differences between the authors, there are certain 

similarities that support an attempt to group them.  Like Schami, all of these authors have 

also won either the main Chamisso prize or the sponsorship prize.  Özdamar and Fatah 

                                                 
124 This novel was also featured in Fatih Akın’s film Auf der anderen Seite. The father in the film reads the 

text on the recommendation of his son. 
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received the main prize in 1999 and 2015 respectively, while Özdoğan (1999) and Dinev 

(2005) were recipients of the sponsorship prize.  Additionally, there are certain themes 

that emerge in many of the texts that may help to determine the characteristics of this 

genre. Some of these trends include the thematization of childhood, emigration, and 

family history.  More research is needed, however, to determine the extent to which these 

authors’ texts constitute a new genre. 

CONCLUSION 

 

The evolution of Rafik Schami from a schoolboy with a voracious appetite for 

literature, to a bestselling author followed an unusual trajectory.  However, it is this 

trajectory that has informed his writing philosophy, and consequently, his body of work.  

Given Schami’s complex development as a writer, it is difficult to designate a single 

category that would adequately characterize his texts.  This chapter has considered 

Schami’s biography and image in Germany in an effort to discern which labels might be 

most productive for an analysis. 

While the level of productivity of each label largely depends upon the 

researcher’s focus and goal, there are several designations that hold promise, although 

they have not been used extensively in analyses to date.  Because Schami is technically 

exiled in Germany, it is reasonable to consider whether or not some of his texts might fall 

under the category of Exilliteratur.  Since this term is widely associated with authors who 

fled Nazi Germany, applying it to Schami would constitute a redefinition of this category.  

Such a redefinition is perhaps fitting since minority authors have altered other areas of 
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the German literary landscape.  However, more research is needed to determine the 

extent to which Schami’s texts fit this characterization. 

A second possibility, as scholar John Pizer suggests, is that of Weltliteratur.  

Schami’s knowledge of numerous literary traditions and the incorporation of references 

to them in his own texts indicate that he strives to make connections between his work 

and that of others.  The forging of these bonds contributes to what Pizer considers the 

main aspect of Weltliteratur, which is the constant movement between the local and the 

universal.  While many of Schami’s texts conform to Pizer’s notion of Weltliteratur it 

remains unclear how this broad category alone could contribute to a better understanding 

of his oeuvre. 

Perhaps it is unnecessary to narrow the field to a single option.  In my view, it 

would be more productive to examine Schami’s works as a conglomeration of several 

overarching categories.  The advantage to this approach is that it has the potential to 

encourage comparisons between texts that may seem disparate in terms of content, but 

share characteristics across several categories.  This would also lead to an increased 

understanding of how the different labels relate to one another.  Such an approach may 

influence the research on Schami to evolve beyond the focus on storytelling and Oriental 

imagery. 

Additionally, there is evidence to suggest that Schami’s novels may be part of a 

trend within minority literature that has existed since the late 1980s.  Several authors, 

including Schami, have published novels that focus on life in their country of origin.  

However, none of the scholarship on Schami has addressed this phenomenon.  There is a 
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possibility that this trend constitutes its own genre because it inhabits a space between 

past and present, between origins and new developments in a way that other categories 

might not.  Research is needed to assess whether or not it is useful to characterize it as 

another genre.   

Aside from the assignation of a particular genre, it is perhaps more crucial to 

consider the function of Schami’s novels.  It is no coincidence that the German-speaking 

authors Schami admired tended to write political texts. The author’s life-long engagement 

with political questions is evident not only in his biography, but also from his writings.  

Schami’s essays are the most obvious examples of his continued commitment to the 

opposition of all kinds of violence and oppression.  Although Schami’s novels do not 

seem overtly political, they represent an exercise in resistance in three key ways.  

First, they resist stereotypes often applied to the Arab world.  Although some 

reviewers such as Jörg Magenau have criticized Schami’s use of Oriental imagery, it is 

not that set of stereotypes that pose the most danger.  The characterization of the Arab 

world as a violent, oppressive place has done far more damage in the sense that it 

dehumanizes the population that resides there, and encourages military intervention from 

without.125  Schami’s novels thematize political oppression, but this is accomplished in 

such a way that it does not overshadow all other aspects of the texts.  Furthermore, by 

focusing on the trials and tribulations of everyday life the author also ensures the reader 

will receive a differentiated view of that society.  Schami’s characters represent the 

                                                 
125 This is one of Schami’s fears for the current crisis in Syria, and it has come to pass through the 

involvement of Russia in bombing campaigns.  
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diversity of Syria in terms of religion and class, challenging any monolithic view the 

reader might possess.  It also draws the reader’s attention to possible points of 

identification with the characters or situations depicted in the novels.   

The novels themselves constitute a second form of resistance.  Although Schami 

has been exiled from Syria, members of his family still reside there.   It is unclear what 

kind of danger his writing may pose to them, but it seems unlikely in the Digital Age that 

the authorities are unaware of his criticism and the whereabouts of his relatives.  Still, 

Schami has expressed concern about the activities of the regime’s secret service in 

Germany. In his diary written after September 11, 2001, the author details a situation 

from a decade before in which he unwittingly confided in an agent of the regime who was 

visiting Germany.  He became acquainted with a Syrian author who had promised to help 

him receive permission to return to Damascus to give a presentation and visit relatives 

(Mit fremden Augen 74). The man, known as R.I. in the text, had seemed sympathetic and 

Schami made some remarks that were critical of the regime.  R.I. at some point had asked 

questions about Schami’s family and friends, but perhaps out of habit, the author 

refrained from giving away too much information (75).  In 2001, he discovered R.I. was 

actually a member of the secret service when students in Syria protested his installation 

as dean of an art school (74).  This is not the only brush Schami has had with agents of 

the regime within Germany.  The episode with R.I. illustrates that the Syrian secret 

service poses a threat to dissidents outside of Syria and their families.  It also shows that 

the regime has in the past taken note of Schami’s work and perhaps wanted to find a way 

to intimidate him into silence.  The novels are a form of resistance in the face of such a 
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threat.  Since most of the texts take place in the 1950s and 1960s, they provide a way for 

Schami to be critical of oppression without specifically calling out the current regime and 

possibly endangering his associates.126   

Since the beginning of the civil war, the novels have also become a form of 

resistance against the destruction currently taking place.  Although this may not have 

been the author’s original intent, they have become a memorial to a Syria that can only 

exist in memory.  Schami’s heavy utilization of autobiographical elements makes the 

novels deeply personal reflections upon a time and place that can never return.  They are 

impressions of that time, molded according to the author’s particular agenda for that text.  

Those agendas will be discussed in greater detail in subsequent chapters. 

  

      

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
126 Schami has been openly critical of Bashar al-Asad’s government in interviews with news outlets. It is 

possible that the crisis in Syria has encouraged him to be less cautious, or that the Digital Age has rendered 

such caution ineffective.  For example, see his article from 2012 in which he criticizes “Prominenz 

Journalisten” who visit Syria and then fail to criticize the regime in their subsequent articles. 
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Chapter Two: Under the Influence: Men and their female mentors   

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The title of this chapter, “Under the Influence: Men and their female mentors,” 

refers to a motif that appears in several of Schami’s novels.  This chapter explores the 

ways in which certain female characters mentor, advise, and otherwise influence their 

male counterparts.  The analysis will show how Schami has reinterpreted seemingly 

traditional female roles and portrayed these women as powerful mentors who feature 

prominently in the development of the male figures.   

I chose this topic because of the prevalence of the motif and because little 

scholarship exists on the roles of women in Schami’s works.  In the introduction to this 

dissertation, I stated that minimal research exists on the issues of gender in these novels.  

By issues of gender, I mean those instances in the texts in which a character’s gender 

determines or influences access to power and self-determination, as well as situations 

where sex plays a decisive role in the characters’ relationships to others.127  Gender 

seems like a stable category within Syrian culture because there appears to be a direct 

relationship between a character’s sex and the gender role he or she performs.  However, 

Judith Butler observes that gender and sex are not as stable as they appear (Gender 184).  

This instability of gendered categories implies that the roles assigned to them are also 

unstable and that the whole system could be rearranged should the impulse arise.  

                                                 
127 This definition of gender is based on Judith Butler’s argument that gender is constituted through a series 

of acts (Gender 191).   
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The relationship between female mentors and young
128

 male characters is an 

example of one such issue, and it provides the opportunity to examine a specific type of 

interaction between members of the opposite sex in the Syrian society of Schami’s 

novels.  These relationships contradict commonly held Western assumptions129 about 

Arab women, and they indicate the potential power available to women in this society. 

My approach analyzes the role of female mentors in the development of male 

characters.  Since the men’s memories and reflections often reveal the significance of 

these women in their lives, I will examine the narrative elements that make these 

revelations possible.  In Schami’s novels, women’s power and influence are most often 

linked to the memories of male characters.     

MEMORIES OF PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT 

 

Memory performs important functions in several of Rafik Schami’s novels.  

Often, the main characters’ reflections reveal information central to the plot, or clarify 

aspects of the plot from a different perspective.
130

  Schami employs several types of these 

memory devices, such as flashbacks, framed stories in which one character recounts his 

                                                 
128 The male characters are typically children when this relationship forms, although this is not always the 

case.  In Erzähler der Nacht, Salim is an elderly man when the novel begins. 
129 The “Arab woman” as a concept is often conflated with the “Arab Muslim woman,” despite the 

religious diversity in the Arab world.  See Lila Abu Lughod’s Do Muslim Women Need Saving for a 

discussion of, among other things, the assumptions many in the West make about Arab Muslim women, 

and how this does not necessarily correlate to the actual experiences of these women.  See Karin Klenke’s 

“Chapter 6: The Media as Context for Women’s Leadership” for a description of how Western and Arab 

media negatively portrays Arab women. Her examples include characterizations of these women as 

oppressed and unintelligent (108). 
130 For example, in Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen, the narration examines the same past events from 

two different perspectives, first from the wife’s point of view and later from the husband’s.  This strategy 

allows the reader to engage with two different interpretations of the events and provides insight into the 

misunderstandings that plagued this particular relationship. 
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experiences to another, and textually recorded memories, including diaries.  Such 

memory devices are vital to the novels, not only in terms of the plot, but also as elements 

that shape the narrative.  Memory and the exercise of recounting occupy a pivotal 

position in Schami’s novels and the instances in which they occur are therefore worthy of 

closer examination. Scholarship has not sufficiently addressed the use of memory in 

Schami’s texts, and because the memory devices are so prevalent and perform such vital 

functions, thus far another important piece of information on Schami’s body of work is 

missing. One reason for this omission might be that most scholars focus on the 

multicultural aspects of the texts or the narrative structure and its similarity to oral 

traditions.  These avenues do not necessarily lead to the observation of how memory 

functions within the novels. 

Before examining role of memory in Schami’s novels, it is necessary to consider 

the theoretical aspects of memory in general and then with respect to German literature.  

In her chapter entitled “Re-framing Memory: Between Individual and Collective Forms 

of Constructing the Past,” scholar Aleida Assmann attempts to provide a nuanced 

theoretical basis for memory discourse.  After defining her terminology, she utilizes it in 

an analysis of the discourse on German suffering during World War II in order to 

demonstrate how individual memories can become part of social memory. 

Beginning with Susan Sontag’s argument that collective memory does not exist 

because memories die with the individuals who hold them, Assmann agrees in part, but 

goes on to suggest that this does not represent the entire picture.  She argues that an 

individual’s memory can become shared by others, and that memories can achieve a level 
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of permanence when they are connected to images and texts (36).  Furthermore, drawing 

upon Maurice Halbwachs and his concept of shared social frames, Assmann determines 

that individuals form groups that share certain beliefs and memories (37).  These groups 

still exist when individual members are gone (38).   

Assmann’s assertions are compelling, particularly as they pertain to the 

immortalization of memory through text.  The text is a format especially suited as a 

repository of memory because of its potential for preservation and dissemination.  Unlike 

memorials or museums, the text can exist in multiple copies and translations and be 

transported through time and space, ultimately reaching more potential readers than it 

would have otherwise.  As such, texts ensure that the shared memories of certain groups 

will endure without their original members.  There are obvious limitations to this model, 

including the fact that not all texts are equally well preserved.  As a result, even if 

memories are preserved in textual format, they may be relegated to obscurity anyway.  

Additionally, I am not convinced that the readers are actually “sharing” these memories.  

It would be more accurate to say that the act of reading aids in the preservation and 

proliferation of memory so that the readers of these texts are caretakers rather than 

shareholders. 

Assmann herself is dissatisfied with the term “collective memory,” and uses the 

rest of her chapter to discuss potential replacements she designates as social, political, 

and cultural memory (41).  While individual memory is notoriously unreliable, Assmann 

maintains that it is necessary in order to construct a sense of self as well as social identity 

(40).  Individual memories may also become part of social memory (45).  She defines 
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social memory as shared memory within a specific society that changes as individual 

members die (41).  The social memory is divided among several generations and 

undergoes a dramatic change approximately every thirty years when a new generation 

becomes dominant (41-42).  In contrast, political memory spreads its clear message in a 

narrative across several generations (42-43).  The monuments and museums that 

represent political memory also ensure that it will continue into the future (43).   Cultural 

memory is concerned with information deemed important for a particular group (43).  

Assmann divides this information into two types, canon and archive.  The canon contains 

the memories or information the group deems relevant and worthy of preservation, while 

the archive is the repository of specialist knowledge that is not part of the public 

consciousness (43-44).  The knowledge of the archive can become part of the canon and 

vice versa (44).  Assmann’s renovation of “collective memory” through these 

differentiated terms provides a nuanced possibility for thinking about the way particular 

groups organize and utilize knowledge of the past. 

How does Assmann’s differentiation of types of “collective memory” assist in an 

analysis of memory in Schami’s novels?  First, individual characters are the source of 

memories in Schami’s texts.  Thus, on the level of the narration, they closely conform to 

Assmann’s concept of the individual memory: highly subjective and unreliable.  

However, these are not truly individual memories since the characters are fictional.  The 

ultimate source of these “memories” is the author himself, and his texts are not strictly 
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autobiographical.131  Therefore, while the narration presents them as individual 

memories, they are actually a fictionalized representation of a particular time and place.  

It is perhaps more accurate to characterize the novels as expressions of social memory 

because they tend to produce an impression of life in mid-twentieth-century Syria. 

Within German literature, discussions of memory seem to focus on texts 

connected to specific time periods or events.  In particular, literary productions 

concerning National Socialism or the German Democratic Republic (GDR) dominate 

analyses of memory.
132

  In the second chapter of her volume entitled Performing 

European Memories: Trauma, Ethics, and Politics, scholar Milija Gluhovic examines the 

roles of memory in three of Heiner Müller’s theater pieces.  Comprising most of the 

chapter is her analysis of Müller’s “Der Auftrag,” and it is particularly relevant for a 

discussion of memory in Schami’s texts.   

Drawing upon Hannah Arendt, Gluhovic argues that poets save memories from 

the ravages of time, especially as these memories pertain to revolutionary acts (30).  

Based upon a short story from Anna Seghers, “Der Auftrag” is concerned with the 

historical events that occurred after the revolution in Haiti in the late eighteenth century 

(31).  According to Gluhovic, the play addresses the entire audience and its ignorance of 

these events, which she claims, “…profoundly shaped our modernity” (33).  While other 

                                                 
131 Schami puts his own memory to work in the novels.  
132 For example, see Caroline Schaumann’s Memory Matters: Generational Responses to Germany’s Nazi 

Past in Recent Women’s Literature.  In particular, her chapter entitled “Memories and Mourning: Christa 

Wolf’s Patterns of Childhood” examines several of Wolf’s texts that thematize childhood memories of 

National Socialism as well as experiences in the German Democratic Republic.  Schaumann approaches 

these texts from a post-reunification perspective.  In Patterns of Childhood, she observes that the 

protagonist looks to the past to help explain the GDR present (69). 
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analyses have shown that “Der Auftrag” represents the failure of socialist revolutions 

around the world, Gluhovic detects possible references to the colonial projects of both 

France and Germany (35). 

The author argues that Germany’s colonial history and the injustices suffered by 

the native peoples have not been addressed in a meaningful way (37).  The European role 

in Haiti’s current crises has not been adequately acknowledged either (59).  In this way, 

the play utilizes the specific history of Haiti’s revolution as a representation of European 

colonial projects in general.  Gluhovic notes the disparities between the philosophical 

discourse in Europe regarding human rights and the treatment of colonial subjects and 

argues that the exclusion of those of African descent from political processes in Haiti 

parallels the situation of European women in the eighteenth century (43).  The play 

reveals the hypocrisy of supposedly enlightened European countries when dealing with 

women and non-whites.   

Although she does not state this explicitly, Gluhovic seems to believe that “Der 

Auftrag” is actually a reference to European forgetfulness regarding past misdeeds and 

inequalities.
133

  She determines that memory is not capable of articulating the 

discontinuity that pervades the history of revolutions in Haiti and France (58).  The 

viewer cannot actually understand “Der Auftrag” without knowing this history, and as a 

result, Müller’s main points are lost (58).  In this instance, memory cannot effectively 

speak for itself.  It requires interpretation and demands sufficient awareness of its 

                                                 
133 One might also include the GDR’s focus on the future and unwillingness to address the National 

Socialist past as an example of this kind of forgetfulness. 
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historical context.  Otherwise, the memory appears to lose its potential to preserve and 

transmit knowledge. 

In some respects, Schami’s novels are an accounting of life through periods of political 

turmoil and dictatorship.  Imprisonment and torture appear in the novels Reise zwischen 

Nacht und Morgen, Die dunkle Seite der Liebe, and Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen.  

Yet, unlike Müller’s “Der Auftrag,” Schami’s focus is not on the real historical events, 

but rather on creating an impression of those periods. In the last chapter to his novel, Die 

dunkle Seite der Liebe, the author explains his utilization of history in that text: 

Diktatoren interessieren mich als universelle Erscheinung, deren arabische 

Variante ich fiktiv vorführe.  Ähnlichkeiten mit lebenden Diktatoren und 

ihren  Verbrechen waren unvermeidlich, aber sie sind von sekundärer 

Bedeutung.  Das Wichtigste für mich war, aufzuzeigen, wie die Diktatur in 

das Leben des Einzelnen eingreift.  Und da ich eine fictive Geschichte 

erfinde und nicht die Realität nachzeichne, habe ich mir erlaubt, das Leben 

der Diktatoren zu verlängern und zu verkürzen, wie es die Geschichte 

braucht. (1030) 

“History” in these novels is largely fictional, and as a result, the reader does not need to 

be well versed in twentieth-century Syrian history in order to grasp the overall themes. 

The political aspects are not the main point of Schami’s novels anyway.  

Although characters may find themselves entangled in situations governed by 

contemporary political crises, the narration fixates primarily on their everyday lives and 

experiences rather than the trauma and negativity that could accompany life under a 
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dictatorship.134 Yes, the novels seem to exclaim, it is possible to make friends, fall in 

love, and enjoy life even under such circumstances.  Political histories and grand 

narratives tend to obscure those messages in favor of tales of violence and oppression.  

The story of the everyday person is lost in the focus on politicians and military 

engagements. Schami rescues those stories of everyday life, placing them front and center 

in his novels.  In so doing, he challenges the rule of autocrats by rendering them and their 

identities invisible and meaningless as far as the reader is concerned.  Schami obliterates 

the memory of real135 life despots from his texts, elevating the recollections of common 

people to a higher station.  

In Schami’s novels, several of these instances of remembering involve male 

figures who reflect upon women who have positively influenced their lives.  Perhaps not 

surprisingly, the majority of the mentoring took place during the male characters’ 

childhoods, when they were most impressionable.  As children, they would have been 

more open to outside influence, and subsequently, the women who mentored them played 

a significant part in their personal development.  Years later, the men remember these 

experiences and relate them to others.  In so doing, they acknowledge the impact these 

women have had on their lives. 

These texts mediate the memories of the male characters in several ways.  In Die 

Sehnsucht der Schwalbe, Schami makes use of a frame story that invites the main 

character, Lutfi, to reflect upon and tell stories about his life.  A guest at a wedding, Lutfi 

                                                 
134 This is apparent in the small amount of the text that actually deals with the political oppression. 
135 By “real life,” I mean the historically accurate version of these dictators, such as Nasser, who is known 

as Satlan in Die dunkle Seite der Liebe. 
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spends several days recounting his childhood and teenage years to another young man.  

Storytelling is also employed in Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen, not as part of a frame 

story, but as a social interaction between the characters.  For example, the protagonist 

Valentin and his friend Nabil share memories of their childhoods with one another (Reise 

203-207).  These instances of remembering fulfill several functions that are integral to the 

stories.  The flashbacks and storytelling in both novels draw the reader’s attention to 

relevant points in the lives of the characters.  As a result, the memories of the characters 

reveal information about their personal development and sense of self.  In this way, the 

memories are not just about the past, but about the character’s development as well, and 

thus the present. 

There are, however, exceptions to these tendencies.  Erzähler der Nacht relates 

the experiences of a retired coachman named Salim.  In this example, the narrator is not 

Salim, but an adult male who lived next door to him as a child.  The narration is not 

solely the memories of this character, but also the narrator’s retelling of the memories 

Salim has shared with him.  The retelling is implied because the narrator recounts events 

that only Salim would have known about.  In this way, Salim’s experiences are filtered 

twice; once through his own recollections, and again through the memories of the 

neighbor.  Therefore, the narrator’s memories have less to do with his own personal 

development than with other factors, such as his level of interest in Salim’s own 

memories. 

Although many of these instances of female mentors are related through 

memories, there are other novels in which the narrator describes them as they happened.  
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They are therefore not filtered through the memories of the male characters.  In Die 

dunkle Seite der Liebe, an omniscient narrator relates the stories of two families.  

Although some of the characters engage in reflection, the bulk of the action is not 

contained within their memories.  This particular narrative strategy allows for the 

insertion of other perspectives, rather than simply relying upon the memories of a single 

person.  For example, it shows the actions and reflections of the female mentor Claire 

when her son Farid is not present.136  As a result, she has more autonomy within the text.  

This differentiates her from those like Nadime,
137

 who cannot speak for themselves 

without the help of male characters. The use of past tense also allows for the insertion of 

reflections made by the protagonists at a later date.  This maximizes the potential number 

of possible perspectives and enables the narration to emphasize certain points, or to 

reveal a character’s later interpretation of an event. 

Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen employs a similar narrative strategy. However, 

the female mentor in this novel is a minor character named Sarah, and her own reflections 

are not part of the text. The narration focuses upon the ways Sarah aids Salman as they 

are both growing up.
138

  Whereas the significance of the female mentors in the other 

novels is evident in the recollections of their male protégés, here the omniscient narrator 

is the source of most of the information about Sarah, whose own perspective never 

                                                 
136 For example, when Claire wonders why her husband had an affair, her private thoughts appear  in the 

text (292). 
137 Lutfi’s mentor in Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe. 
138 In contrast to the female mentors in Schami’s other novels, Sarah is approximately the same age as 

Salman, the main character she assists.  Sarah is more educated and displays slightly more maturity than 

Salman, and it is likely for these reasons that he treats her as an authority, especially in matters of 

education. 
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appears in Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen, although the potential for direct revelation 

exists within the narrative structure.  Salman’s personal development is a major theme of 

the novel, so the narration focuses on elements that have contributed to that, including his 

interactions with Sarah. 

THE FUNCTION OF FEMALE MENTORS  

 

Schami’s novels depict these female mentors as strong, assertive women.   Very 

little scholarship exists on the women that appear in these texts, although there are 

numerous important female characters.  Scholar Iman Khalil has claimed that Schami 

writes about strong women in order to counteract the stereotype of the passive, oppressed 

Arab woman (Narrative Strategies 219).  However, this does not sufficiently explain the 

presence of so many assertive women, or why the relationships between female mentors 

and young males occupy such a prominent position in Schami’s novels.   

 One possibility is that the female mentors exemplify a challenge to the way that 

gender operates.  Feminist scholar Valentine Moghadam has stated that women are 

generally viewed “as transmitters of group values and traditions and as agents of 

socialization of the young” (18).  While the strong women of Schami’s novels appear as 

“agents of socialization of the young,” they usually do not transmit traditional values to 

their male charges.  This indicates a subversive quality in the roles of women that takes 

place in Schami’s texts. 

The female mentors of Schami’s novels belong to this category of strong, 

assertive women.  Their importance is acknowledged through the memory work of the 
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male characters, or through the assistance of an omniscient narrator.  The women’s 

influence manifests itself in four main ways.  First, they protect the boys from abuse at 

the hands of other male figures.  Second, the women educate and show their male charges 

how to live.  Third, they often initiate them into ways of subverting society’s rules, or 

other dominant forces in order to achieve personal happiness.  This contradicts the view 

that women transmit traditional cultural values to their young.  Fourth, they are sources of 

inspiration as well as healing.  No female mentor influences her male charge in all four 

ways, but across the novels, these are the most prevalent types of influence shared by 

several of the women.  

Although the female mentors often help male characters skirt society’s rules, there 

appear to be few to no ramifications for this kind of assistance.  Nadime, for example, 

seems invincible.  This is most likely due to the narrative structure, which filters all of the 

information about her through Lutfi’s recollections.  She seems invincible because Lutfi 

views her in this way.  Another possibility is that most of the risk actually lies with the 

male character who seeks to act contrary to tradition.   The mentor risks little to nothing 

by offering advice.
139

   

There are, however, limitations in the kinds of assistance these women can offer 

the male characters.  Although they provide protection from abuse, the female mentors do 

not actively confront political oppression or assist in legal matters.  This seems to 

indicate that these problems lie outside of their realm of influence or control.  With the 

                                                 
139 The mentors often do more than this, including protecting the male characters from abuse.  In those 

instances, the mentors’ actions may be riskier, but they ultimately do not encounter negative consequences 

for their actions. 
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exception of Sarah, the women are also not generally concerned with the formal 

education of the male characters.  There are limitations to the influence the female 

mentors wield, however, the narration does not focus on this, but rather on the ways they 

are able to assist. 

The limitations are worth investigating, however, because they help to define the 

role of women in general in the Syrian society of Schami’s novels.  Since most of these 

texts employ mid-twentieth-century Syria as the primary setting, it is necessary to 

examine the status of women during this time in order to gain insight into the types of 

power accessible to them.  Historian Nikki Keddie analyzes the history of women in the 

Middle East from pre-Islamic times until the late twentieth century in her volume Women 

in the Middle East: Past and Present.  Of particular interest are her sections detailing 

Syrian women and their involvement in nationalist and women’s movements, as well as 

their status within twentieth-century Syrian society.  According to Keddie, Arab women 

participated in nationalist movements after WWI and their initial goal was to establish 

independence from the colonial powers before attempting to usher in reforms to achieve 

equality with their male counterparts (76).  Through their participation in the nationalist 

movements, women gained an access to public life they did not previously enjoy (78).  In 

the 1920s, women of all faiths formed the Women’s Union in Syria and Lebanon, a 

movement that worked toward gaining women the right to vote and other measures for 

equality (96).  Conservatives undermined their efforts, and in the 1930s, women turned 

their attention to nationalist causes, putting aside their campaign for equal rights (96-97).  

The nationalists, however, like the French before them, did little to instigate reforms (99).  
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Keddie observes that “The women’s movement in Syria and Lebanon was never strong 

enough to seriously challenge dominant colonial and local patriarchal structures and 

forces” (99). In her view, it was secularization that ultimately helped women achieve 

those reforms they initially sought (99).   

After the French finally withdrew in 1946, the leadership of Syria was plagued by 

instability until the Ba’ath party instigated a coup in 1963 and then took over the role of 

governing (137).  Keddie argues that the Ba’ath party and Hafez al-Asad, who came to 

power in 1970, introduced a series of reforms that helped elevate the position of women 

in Syrian society.   Included among these are the education reforms that granted women 

equal access under the law (138).  As a result, some women became educated and entered 

spheres previously dominated by men (138).
140

  Keddie notes, however, that these 

women generally came from the elite and often quit their jobs once they had children 

(138).  She contends that the secular orientation of the state has increased women’s 

involvement in public life (138). 

With the exception of Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe and Reise zwischen Nacht und 

Morgen, the novels in this project take place primarily before 1970 when Al-Assad came 

to power and introduced the reforms Keddie deems responsible for elevating the status of 

women in Syria.  This provides some explanation as to why the female mentors, although 

assertive, seem relegated to positions traditionally occupied by women, and why their 

                                                 
140 Keddie specifically mentions engineering and medicine as areas in which more women found careers. 
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influence does not extend into political or legal spheres.
141

  This does not mean, however, 

that they wield no power or that they are incapable of subverting cultural norms, but 

rather that their actions must be read against the history of women’s rights in Syria. 

THE WOMEN 

 

In previous sections, I have already mentioned several of the female mentors and 

the male characters they assist.  Before beginning the analysis of their role in Schami’s 

novels, it would be helpful to closely examine the women, their backgrounds, and 

relationships to the young males.  The women of Schami’s novels are diverse in terms of 

age and social standing.  Despite these differences, the female mentors are all strong and 

independent, ready to assist their male charges.                     

The character that perhaps best exemplifies the attributes of the female mentor is 

the midwife Nadime in Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe.  In this text, Lutfi Farah relates his 

life story to another young Syrian over the course of a wedding celebration sometime 

during the late 1990s in a Syrian village.142  Lutfi is in his late teens, and attends the 

celebration on behalf of Nadime, who is related to the groom’s family.  She is a skilled 

midwife, and, according to Lutfi, both the men and women of the poor Christian 

neighborhood in Damascus where she lives fear and respect her. Nadime was once 

                                                 
141 I refer here to a specific instance in Die dunkle Seite der Liebe where the main character Farid is 

imprisoned for political activities.  His mother, Claire, is not powerful enough to secure his release on her 

own.  On the other hand, Farid’s father possesses the right connections to buy his freedom.   
142 These events would have taken place under the rule of Hafez al-Asad in the 1990s, a relatively stable 

period that included the easing of restrictions on certain types of technology available to Syrians.  The 

village of Tunbaki in the novel likely resembles Malula since Schami often utilizes his parents’ hometown 

as a model for village life. 
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married to an Argentinean named Carlos, whom she considers the love of her life.
143

  

After his death, she returned to Syria and never remarried or pursued relationships with 

other men.  Instead, Nadime devoted herself to her community, and especially to Lutfi 

and his family.
144

  Although he has a mother, Nadime has played more of a role in his 

development into adulthood.  As Lutfi’s adviser, protector, and friend, she is a driving 

force in the positive changes in his life. 

 In Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen, the main character’s childhood friend 

Nabil relates his own memories of the women in the baths of Ulania.
145

  Nabil’s trips to 

the baths with his mother were a formative experience for him because he became aware 

of the differences between men and women, and he also had his first encounter there with 

romantic love.  The women of the baths filled the role of a mentor because they 

influenced his personal development. 

In Erzähler der Nacht, the life of retired Damascene coachman Salim is 

influenced by two female figures.
146

  The first is an unnamed customer who inspires him 

to tell stories as he transports passengers, thus solidifying his reputation as a gifted 

storyteller and giving him an advantage over the other drivers.  The second is not a 

human woman, but a fairy that has been assisting him in his storytelling throughout the 

years.  In contrast to the male characters previously mentioned, Salim was already an 

                                                 
143 It is this love affair and experience outside of Syria that might explain why Nadime is so willing to help 

Lutfi subvert the cultural values that dominate their society.  She has lived within another culture and is 

open minded for this reason. 
144 Nadime and Lutfi’s mother are good friends.  The novel does not describe in detail the beginnings of 

this relationship.   
145 Ulania is the fictional Arab country that serves as the setting for most of the novel. 
146 This novel is set in 1950s Damascus, but Salim previously drove a carriage on a dangerous route 

between Damascus and Beirut in the 1930s (Erzähler 6) 
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adult when he received assistance from the female passenger.  The help he receives from 

the other women has less to do with personal development than with his development as 

a storyteller. 

In Die dunkle Seite der Liebe, Claire acts as a mentor to her son Farid.  Although 

the novel encompasses several decades, much of the action involving these characters 

takes place in 1950s Damascus.  Claire is a housewife whose husband owns a successful 

candy store.  Although she generally respects her husband’s authority, Claire 

continuously demonstrates her readiness to fight for her son.  Like many of Schami’s 

characters, Claire and her family are Christians. 

Sarah of Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen differs from the other female mentors 

in that for much of the novel, she is a child.  Sarah and her neighbor Salman, whom she 

mentors, live in one of the poorest Christian areas of Damascus in the 1950s.  Unlike the 

other female mentors, Sarah is responsible for the formal education of a male character.   

PROTECTION FROM ABUSE 

 

 Within the novels of Rafik Schami, the protection of children emerges as a 

universal concern.  Scholar Uta Aifan observes of another Arab-German author, Salim 

Alafenisch, that he utilizes motifs that break through the foreignness of the locale and 

culture portrayed in his texts (Staging Exoticism 246).  Although Alafenisch’s works are 

concerned with Bedouin culture, he focuses on themes that would be familiar to the 

readers, such as financial problems (246).  The same could be said of Rafik Schami.  

While Damascus or Arab culture may be foreign to the German-speaking readership, the 
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larger issues of child abuse and bullying are ones with which they would be familiar.
147

  

Child abuse is a theme in several novels, including Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe, Reise 

zwischen Nacht und Morgen,
148

 and Die dunkle Seite der Liebe.  In each of these texts, a 

strong female character protects a young boy from abuse.  In the first two novels, the 

male character reflects upon his protector, showing that the woman played a pivotal role 

in his life.  In Die dunkle Seite der Liebe, the omniscient narrator reveals the events and 

feelings of the characters. 

The first example of such a protector is the midwife Nadime from the novel Die 

Sehnsucht der Schwalbe.  The male character, Lutfi, reflects on his own past and also 

Nadime, who is his neighbor.  When Lutfi is a child, she frequently intervenes in order to 

protect him from abusive male figures.  Halime, Lutfi’s mother, is too afraid to confront 

men, even in defense of her children.  When one of her boyfriends strikes Lutfi, she does 

not come to his rescue or even open her mouth to protest.  Instead, Nadime curses him: 

“Gott soll deine Hand brechen, du Herzloser, du.  Wer hat dir erlaubt, meinen Lutfi zu 

schlagen!” (Sehnsucht 138).  Afterwards, she takes Lutfi to her home and comforts him.  

Though this man abused her son, Halime refuses to leave him.  As a result, Lutfi flees to 

Nadime whenever the boyfriend visits his mother. 

From this event, it may seem as if Halime is an uncaring or inept mother.  

However, her ancestors came to Syria from Africa, and as a result, both she and Lutfi 

                                                 
147 The reader may not be familiar with the finer points of Syrian history or Arab familial structure, but he 

or she could still see the value in the mentoring relationships as well. 
148 The relationship between the main character Valentin and his mother Cica will be covered in detail in 

the fourth chapter, but it is worth mentioning here that child abuse is also a theme in that novel.  During his 

childhood, Cica protected Valentin from his father who was a notoriously impatient and quick-tempered 

man.  Cica was often the only person who could calm him when he flew into one of his rages. 
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have a darker skin color.  In the face of the prejudice that exists in their community, 

Halime treads lightly in order to avoid any conflict.  Nadime is in a different, more 

dominant position, because she has no worries about the color of her skin, and she has 

taken a different path in her relationships to men.  Though both Nadime and Halime are 

widows, Halime has less freedom because she has children.  She also does not practice 

any profession, whereas Nadime has a more reliable source of income.  These two 

characters demonstrate the diversity of women’s positions within Syrian culture. Scholar 

al-Hassan Golley has claimed that in order to clearly view the position of women in Arab 

society, one must look beyond issues of religion (17).  Schami shows with these 

examples that there are a variety of determining factors other than religion that come into 

play, including level of education and economic status.  When compared to Halime, 

Nadime emerges as the dominant and capable protector, likely due to her financial 

independence. 

Perhaps due to the previously mentioned factors, Nadime’s speech is the outward 

expression of her dominance.  All of the quotes within the text are filtered through Lutfi’s 

memory, since he narrates his own past.  According to his recollection, Nadime is direct 

and does not shy away from threatening language, particularly when she protects Lutfi 

from abuse, as evidenced by the way she speaks to Halime’s abusive boyfriend.  Another 

example of this is her statement to the mother of a boy who bullied Lutfi:   “Du solltest 

lieber deinen Sohn erziehen oder ich zeige ihn bei der Polizei an…Diesmal habe ich noch 

Gnade walten lassen, aber wenn er es noch einmal versucht, helfen ihm keine Eltern und 

Lehrer mehr…” (Sehnsucht 125).  In contrast to Nadime’s aggressive approach, the boy’s 
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mother is embarrassed and excuses herself.  None of her words appear in the text.
149

  This 

is also true of Halime’s boyfriend, who does not have time to respond before Nadime 

rushes out the door with Lutfi.  Nadime is the only one who speaks, indicating her power 

in these situations.  Within the text, it is Lutfi who grants her this power through his 

narration of his memories.  The fact that Nadime defended him remains more memorable 

than the apology from the bully’s mother.   

 A second example of a female mentor who acts as a protector is Claire from Die 

dunkle Seite der Liebe, who protects her son Farid from his father, Elias Muschtak.  Elias 

is the owner of a popular candy store in Damascus.  His feud with his own father has 

transformed him into a man prone to violent rages, which are occasionally directed at his 

only son.150  As a young teenager, Farid attempts to escape to Lebanon with his 

girlfriend.  However, they are caught by the authorities, who arrest Farid.  After suffering 

abuse at the hands of the police, his own father attacks him as well: “Und mit diesen 

Sätzen trat er Farid voll in die Rippen.  Der verlor das Gleichgewicht und fiel zu Boden” 

(Dunkle Seite 461).  Elias is enraged, not only because his son ran away with a girl, but 

also because this girl was a member of a family with whom the Muschtaks had been 

feuding for decades. 

After returning to their home in Damascus, Claire explodes at her husband when 

she sees Farid’s injuries.  Knowing her husband’s temper, she immediately assumes that 

                                                 
149 Lutfi mentions the apology but does not go into detail about it. 
150 Elias Muschtak, in some respects, mirrors Schami’s own father, Ibrahim Fadel.  Both men feuded with 

their fathers, and had wanted their sons to become priests.  They also represent the typical Arab patriarch in 

the sense that they were strict and distant from their children.  Schami describes his father as such in his 

interview with Bettina Wild (19). 
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Elias was the only perpetrator: “‘Ich frage dich noch einmal,’ schrie sie ihm an, ‘bist du 

ein Vater?  Bist du, der seinen verlorenen Sohn mit Schlägen empfängt ein Vater?  Du 

bist ein gewalttätiger Irrer, der hinter Gitter gehört’” (Dunkle Seite 462).  The omniscient 

narrator then reveals that this is the first time Claire felt a sense of hatred for her husband.  

Throughout the novel, she generally tries to be the peacemaker between father and son, 

but in this instance, she is outraged by Elias’ behavior and lashes out at him.  In contrast, 

though Nadime is also outraged at the abuse Lutfi suffers at the hands of others, the 

narration never reveals her internal state.  Her feelings are only conveyed through Lutfi’s 

memory of her.  In Die dunkle Seite der Liebe, however, the structure of the narration 

lends Claire the opportunity to reveal her inner state to the reader.  She does not have to 

depend upon a male character for her voice, and this emphasizes her independence from 

the men in her life within the text.  This also means the reader does not have to depend 

solely on Farid for information about their relationship.   

Claire eventually discovers that a border guard was also responsible for Farid’s 

injuries.  Calling upon a contact in a position of influence in the Syrian government, she 

manages to have the guard transferred to an undesirable outpost.
151

  This act of revenge 

also differentiates Claire from the other female mentors.  While they protect the young 

males, and even threaten to involve authorities in order to stop the abuse, they never 

appear to exact revenge.  As the wife of a successful businessman, Claire enjoys a certain 

level of financial security.  She may also benefit indirectly from her husband’s 

                                                 
151 I previously stated that the female mentors generally do not wield power in the political and legal 

spheres.  Claire’s contact in the government is actually a distant cousin, so this is more a display of family 

loyalty than a demonstration of her ability to influence political decisions. 
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connections, although in this instance, her contact is a distant male cousin.  The other 

female mentors, such as Nadime, do not appear to have such connections, so perhaps this 

is why they do not attempt revenge against the abusers.  The women’s access to power 

hinges on financial security as well as their relationships to men.  Although Claire acts 

independently of her husband, it is her connectedness to another male that ultimately 

grants her access to the political sphere. 

Of course, in this example, Claire can only react to damage that has been done.   

Later, she is able to rescue her son from the monastery school his father forced him to 

attend.  After he falls deathly ill and receives inadequate care, Claire comes to the school 

to check on him and discovers Farid in a dire state.  In spite of the monks’ objections, she 

demands to remove him from school.  Claire threatens to alert the authorities should 

anyone stand in her way, “Wenn das so ist, alarmiere ich meinen Cousin bei der Polizei 

und zeige Sie wegen Kindesmisshandlungen an.  Dann können Sie das Kloster gleich 

schließen”  (Dunkle Seite 547).  Again, none of this is filtered through Farid’s memories.  

However, the seriousness of the situation is evident in Claire’s threatening speech as well 

as Farid’s physical condition.  It is easily a matter of life or death, and only Claire’s 

intervention saves Farid.  Like Nadime, Claire speaks in a threatening manner whenever 

she defends her son.  She also tends to threaten police involvement or invoke images of 

official intervention, as she does when she suggests that Elias belongs behind bars.  Even 

when her husband is not the root of the problem, Claire does not depend upon him for 

support, as he is usually a source of consternation.  Like Nadime, she resolves situations 

herself or turns to the authorities.   
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Because Nadime’s actions are filtered through the memories of an admiring man, 

her depictions tend to be wholly positive.  Lutfi only remembers and relates those 

aspects.  However, the narrative structure of Die dunkle Seite der Liebe allows for 

nuanced depictions of the characters.  Claire is not without her faults, although they are 

few.  In one episode, which Farid remembers as the day he first stood up to his father, 

Claire sends him to greet Elias even though his father had been drinking with a group of 

friends and was likely more aggressive than usual.  Objecting to Farid’s freshly oiled 

hairstyle, Elias grabs him and begins to roughly wipe it off with a cloth.  Farid breaks 

away from him and escapes to his room.  The narration reveals that Farid was angry with 

Claire because she sent him to his father.  However, the narration also mentions that 

Farid himself remembers this as the first time in his life he offered any resistance.  He 

does not dwell on his mother’s actions, but rather his own: “Diese eine entscheidende 

Sekunde dauerte in seiner Erinnerung ewig.  Er beschloss, seinen Vater zu besiegen” 

(Dunkle Seite 379).  Farid’s memory retains his determination to defeat his father, rather 

than his disappointment in Claire.  This shows that the male characters’ memories of the 

female mentors tend to filter out potentially negative experiences, producing idealized 

depictions of these women.   

The examples of Nadime and Claire show that the female mentors frequently 

protect young male characters.  This appears to only be true as long as the male figure is 

a child, and the female mentor is an adult.  As Salim of Erzähler der Nacht is an older 

man, his mentors do not act as protectors.  Sarah, the mentor of Salman in Das Geheimnis 

des Kalligraphen, is also a child for a large portion of the novel.  As such, she is unable 
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to protect Salman from those who abuse him, including his father and teachers.  Thus, the 

mentor’s ability to protect the young male character depends on her standing in society, 

financial security, and connectedness to the authorities.    

Although these female mentors have diverse backgrounds, they share one trait 

that reveals more about the roles of men and women in Schami’s novels.  Even if they are 

married, these women generally do not depend upon men.  In Nadime’s case, she is a 

widow and must provide for herself, while Claire is often at odds with her husband 

because of their child.  The fathers of these children are either absent or prone to 

violence.  In Schami’s novels, men are more associated with violent acts than women.  

When this violence threatens the family sphere, women, usually the mothers, are 

responsible for halting it. This reveals a trend in the novels in which men and women are 

agents of destruction and preservation respectively.   

In light of this, what might Nadime’s dependence upon the memories of a male 

character indicate?  It shows that in some cases even the most independent of women are 

inescapably subject to male dominance.
152

  Schami demonstrates this with the narrative 

structure of his texts, taking the problem of male dominance and extending it beyond the 

confines of Syrian culture.   

While the males’ memories are laudatory, the narrative structure prevents the 

women from expressing their own thoughts directly to the reader.  The main focus of 

those texts is the development of the male rather than the female character.  These male 

                                                 
152 In Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen, the narration mediates Valentin’s memories of his mother, Cica, 

to the reader.  Cica, who is deceased, does not reveal her thoughts and feelings directly.  Like Lutfi’s 

recollections of Nadime, Valentin’s memories of his mother are positive. 
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figures have resisted the violent tendencies attributed to other men, indicating the success 

of the female mentors in turning them away from that path.  This hints at the potential for 

women to transform their society through mentoring relationships with younger men.   

THE POWER OF INSPIRATION 

 

Part of Schami’s goal is to show how women enjoy a certain amount of power 

within society, even though their work and influence might be initially invisible.  The 

Syrian feminist Bouthaina Sha’aban153 has claimed that Syrian women will not be able to 

enact true change in their status until they gain more political power (Persisting 

Contradictions 107).  While this is true in many respects, Schami demonstrates in 

Erzähler der Nacht and Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen that the success of men 

depends largely on women.
154

  In these novels, the female mentors inspire adult male 

characters in ways that either lead to the latter’s financial gain or that contribute to their 

personal development.  As exceptions to the tendency in which males are children at the 

time of mentoring, the main characters of these two novels show how women can impact 

the lives of adult males. 

The main character of Erzähler der Nacht  is an elderly former coachman named 

Salim.  Although he made his living driving a carriage, he is better known for his 

storytelling abilities.  Inspired by a comment from a female passenger, Salim begins to 

                                                 
153 Bouthaina Sha’aban, born in 1953 in Homs, has been active in Syrian politics since the 1980s.  She has 

been an adviser to both Hafez and Bashar al-Asad, and analysts have considered her views more pro-

Western by comparison (Lesch 43).  In August of 2011, the United States placed her on a list of Syrians 

sanctioned by the treasury because of their support for Bashar al-Asad’s regime. 
154 Although the relationship between Valentin and his mother will be covered in more detail in the fourth 

chapter, it is worth mentioning here that Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen provides another instance in 

which an older male  receives assistance from a female mentor. 
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tell stories in order to compete with the other drivers for business.  This instance in 

Salim’s past points to the financial benefits of women’s influence.  Had Salim not 

encountered this woman, it may not have occurred to him to entice customers with the 

promise of stories, and as a result, his business would have suffered.  Through this 

example, Schami directly links the influence of a woman to financial gain.  In Syrian 

society, such a connection might not always be apparent.  According to Sha’aban, women 

who work as homemakers and with their husbands in the field are not considered part of 

the formal workforce in Syria (Persisting Contradictions 111).  The work that they 

perform and the resulting financial benefit to the household remain unacknowledged.  

The same situation can be found in many other countries and cultures throughout the 

world.155  While this is not a perfect correlation to Salim and his female passenger, it does 

reveal cultural attitudes about women’s influence and financial contribution.  In a 

reversal of this trend, Salim gives credit to the woman for his success: “Salim nannte 

diese Frau seine ‘Glücksfee’” (Schami, Erzähler 8).  He also tells others about this 

experience, since the narrator, who was his neighbor, is aware that the idea resulted from 

Salim’s interaction with this woman.  Salim considers this incident a turning point in his 

life, and openly recognizes the woman’s role in it.  His attitude toward this woman 

contrasts with the Syrian government’s official disregard for certain types of female 

workers, despite their contributions to society. 

                                                 
155 See Barbara K. Larson’s chapter, “Women, Work, and the Informal Economy in Rural Egypt” for a 

discussion of this tendency in Egypt.  See Susan Okin Moller’s Justice, Gender, and the Family for a 

discussion of a similar situation in the United States. 
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This anecdote regarding the female customer forges a connection between women 

and the revered pastime of storytelling.
156

  In most of Schami’s novels, the theme of 

storytelling takes a central role.  This is especially true of Erzähler der Nacht, in which 

stories are nested within other stories.  The culmination of this effort is Schami’s 

meditation on storytelling: “Ich wollte einmal alle Möglichkeiten des Erzählens in einer 

Geschichte versammeln” (Erzähler back cover).  In Schami’s own childhood in 

Damascus, the men and women of his neighborhood were all gifted storytellers (Schami, 

Damaskus 27).  The ability to tell stories is particularly vital for a society in which many 

people cannot or prefer not to read, as was the case with Schami’s neighbors in Damascus 

(Damaskus 26).157  An important social activity, storytelling is not divided along the lines 

of gender, since both men and women engage in the activity.  However, the hakawatis 

(storytellers) of the cafes, which were frequented by men, were always male.  It seems 

that during the period in which Schami set his novel (1950s Syria), men and women told 

stories, but not necessarily in mixed company.
158

     

Accordingly, the retired Salim’s primary audience is his all-male group of friends 

who gather on a regular basis to listen to his stories.  These social events are threatened 

when Salim discovers that someone has been helping him with his gift through the years.  

One night, he awakens to the sound of a female voice in his room:  

                                                 
156 This is a connection that is particularly important for Erzähler der Nacht.  Women’s creativity and 

ability to effect change provide the solution to Salim’s problems. 
157 In the 1950s, the illiteracy rate was close to ninety percent.  Therefore, most of the population could not 

read, and so the main source of entertainment at home would have been the radio or storytelling. 
158 This may have been generally true.  However, as a coachman, Salim must have told stories to men and 

women since both would have been passengers in his carriage. 
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“Wer bist du” fragte Salim, da er die Stimme nie zuvor gehört hatte.  “Ich 

bin deine Fee, die aus deinen staubigen, hölzernen Wörtern einen 

märchenhaften Baum der Wörter machte.  Denkst du wirklich, du könntest 

so lange Geschichten erzählen, wenn ich dir nicht seit über sechzig Jahren 

treu zur Seite gestanden hätte?” (Erzähler 26). 

Salim was completely unaware of the fairy and her influence on his storytelling.  Without 

her assistance, his ability would not exist.  The fairy gave life to his stories and helped 

him keep the various strands of narration in order.  Salim becomes aware of the fairy only 

when she chooses to retire and visits him in order to say goodbye.  Salim does not 

experience her visually; she appeals to his other senses: smell, touch, and hearing.  He 

never sees the fairy, but rather feels the effects of her presence.  The narrator describes 

Salim as “half blind,” and this could explain why his other senses take over in this 

passage.  On the other hand, the entire episode with the fairy illustrates how the work of 

women often remains invisible, even though it has a great impact on others. 

In Erzähler der Nacht, the fairy’s work only comes to light when she decides to 

retire and Salim’s gift is in danger.  She informs Salim that once she leaves, he will 

become mute. However, since the fairy is quite fond of Salim, she has asked the fairy 

king for a second chance on Salim’s behalf.   If Salim does not receive seven unique gifts 

within three months, he will remain mute forever.  After she explains the conditions, she 

tells him that he only has twenty-one words left before he will lose the ability to speak.  If 
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he receives the seven gifts before the deadline, a younger fairy will take her place, and he 

will be able to speak again.
159

 

The fairy’s retirement means not only the loss of Salim’s storytelling abilities, but 

his ability to communicate vocally at all.  After becoming mute, Salim cannot even greet 

his neighbors properly, thus inhibiting his relationships with others within the 

community.  For Schami, conversation is a necessary component for a full life: “Das 

Gespräche befruchtet den Geist, schärft die Vernunft, vergnügt das Herz und vertreibt die 

Trauer der Seele” (Damaskus 49).  Speech and conversations affect the social and 

psychological dimensions of the individual.  Schami goes so far as to compare the loss of 

speech and the ability to tell a story with death: “Dabei aber lernte ich von Scheherazade, 

dass Erzählen Leben bedeutet und Schweigen dem Tod gleicht” (Damaskus 29).  Salim’s 

loss of speech is therefore a serious event in the world Schami created.
160

  That the event 

is caused by the absence of female influence indicates the power this particular female 

had over Salim’s life.  Her power remains invisible until the male’s well-being is 

threatened.  However, the fairy herself is subject to the decisions of the fairy king, so that 

even in the world of fantasy, the man occupies a position superior to that of woman. 

                                                 
159 Salim’s salvation through a female figure parallels one of the stories in the novel.  In it, a young woman 

rescues a prince.  This story in which a female figure acts as a savior contrasts with well-known fairy tales 

that appoint a male to that role.   
160 This would be a serious event in any world, but particularly so in this one.  Schami equates silence to 

death, so it is as if Salim has been sentenced to death.   The inability to tell stories would bar him from his 

primary social activity. 
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HEALING 

 

Some of the male characters in Schami’s novels experience physical and 

emotional difficulties that require the intervention of a healer.  Often, the role of healer is 

filled by a female mentor.  Examples of this can be found in Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe, 

Die dunkle Seite der Liebe, and Erzähler der Nacht.  In each example, men are unable to 

heal the afflicted character for various reasons.  Only a woman’s intervention brings 

about true healing. 

At first, it would seem that Schami places these women in a role that is entirely 

traditional.  However, as healers, they are in a position to resist the domination of men.  

Women healers have a history of causing male anxiety, both in reality and in fiction.  In 

her analysis of women healers in medieval German literature, scholar Nancy Nenno 

focuses on the characters of Feimurgan from Erec and Isot from Tristan.  Her approach 

examines their roles within their respective texts and also how they correspond to the 

historical realities of women medical practitioners in the Middle Ages.  Nenno argues 

that Feimurgan and Isot are situated within this larger context of women healers in the 

medieval period, and they reflect that by the thirteenth century, women were shunned 

from the male-dominated medical profession (47).  Prior to that time, medicine was not 

considered separate from magic (47).  While the medical field sought to establish its 

independence, the Church also wanted to confront pre-Christian traditions, and as a 

result, women healers became targets of both because of their association with remedies 
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based on superstition (46).  According to Nenno, the criticism of women healers rested 

largely upon questions surrounding their source of power as well as their personal natures 

(46).  In her examination of the two characters, she reveals that while both Feimurgan 

and Isot are connected to magic, Isot bears a resemblance to traditional women healers 

(48) whereas Feimurgan is an otherworldly figure, whose powers stem from a devilish 

source (50).  The texts, therefore, do not portray Isot as negatively as Feimurgan (50).  

Nenno identifies intent and source of power as the main criteria by which these characters 

are judged in their texts (50, 52).  This appears to reflect the concerns of the medical 

establishment and the Church, both of whom viewed such women as a threat (54).  These 

entities consistently linked women healers to magic even if they had some medical 

training (57).   They were thought to lack proper faith and rely upon superstitions (59).  

Nenno ultimately connects these developments to the witch hunts that would occur in 

later centuries.  While her analysis focuses on the persecution these women suffered, 

Schami’s portrayal of women healers in these novels reveals the potential power they 

possess. 

There is little scholarship on the role of midwives and women healers in 

twentieth-century German literature.  This is not because they do not appear in primary 

texts, but perhaps because they tend to be marginal characters.
161

  In general, the women 

healers in Schami’s texts are not medically trained, nor do they display knowledge of 

                                                 
161 For example, in Irmgard Keun’s novel from 1932, Das kunstseidene Mädchen, a midwife appears 

briefly to deliver the child of the protagonist’s friend.  Unlike the women healers in Schami’s novels, this 

midwife remains a minor figure with no real influence within the plot. 
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natural (or even magical) remedies, like the subjects of Nenno’s analysis.
162

  Still, their 

conflicts with the male-dominated society and their healing abilities show that they are 

perhaps a modern interpretation of that medieval role.   

 One example of a female mentor who performs the role of healer is the midwife 

Nadime in Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe.  In addition to assisting women as they give 

birth, she is also knowledgeable about herbs and potions that can be used for medicinal 

purposes.  Lutfi is occasionally in need of Nadime’s expertise.  In one instance, she helps 

free him from a state of shock.  Although Lutfi can no longer remember what shocked 

him, he clearly relates what happened thereafter: “Ich wurde krank und die Ärzte im 

Krankenhaus fanden keine Erklärung.  Nadime sah mich nur kurz an und erkannte, dass 

ein Schock mein Herz gefangen hielt.  Sie nahm mich zu sich nach Hause, um mich vom 

Schock zu befreien” (Sehnsucht 55).  The unusual treatment that followed cured Lutfi.
163

  

When the doctors at the hospital were unable to diagnose his condition, Nadime stepped 

in and recognized the problem immediately.  She succeeded where they failed because 

she was willing to look beyond physical explanations for Lutfi’s illness.  Lutfi’s problem 

is psychological, and so Nadime’s prescribed cure was designed to address that.  She 

suggests to him that she could relieve him of his shock, and because Lutfi trusts her 

completely, she is able to help him.   It is their bond and mutual trust that ultimately 

provides the cure.   

                                                 
162 The midwife Nadime may or may not have had formal training.  The novel offers no information on this 

matter.  She does have knowledge of remedies, making her an exception to this tendency. 
163 To cure Lutfi of his shock, Nadime grabs him tightly on his left groin, and tells him, “Keine Sorge, 

mein Freund, ich hab die Angst jetzt in der Hand, einen riesigen Knoten” (55).  She then instructs him to 

drink some water and release the fear through urination. 
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As mentioned previously, Farid’s mother Claire is responsible for rescuing him 

from the monastery school after he fell deathly ill.164  Farid receives inadequate care in 

the school’s infirmary, and members of the staff are unsympathetic to his plight.  They 

are more concerned about the image of the school than the health of one of their students.  

Claire realizes that her son needs to leave in order to recover, so she removes him from 

the school against the wishes of the priests.  The atmosphere of the school is oppressive, 

to the point of being dangerous, and this, as well as Farid’s illness, almost destroys him.   

After rescuing Farid from the school, Claire allows him to rest for several days in 

a peaceful village.  Once Farid begins to feel better, he wonders why they have not yet 

returned to Damascus.  Claire explains that she wants to prepare him for his father’s 

reaction when they return, as Elias is disappointed that Farid will not continue his 

education at the monastery school.  Claire also reveals the second way in which she acts 

as a source of healing for her son.  In defense of Elias, she explains: 

“Nein, so schlimm ist er nicht.  Das ist es, was es mir schwer macht.  Ich 

bin absolut auf deiner Seite, aber ich liebe ihn und weiß, dass er ein guter 

Mensch ist, doch er wurde von seinem Vater tief verletzt.  Und nun will 

ich nicht, dass du seine Verletzung erbst.  Du musst mich verstehen.  Ich 

möchte dich davor schützen, diese Muschtak-Laune von ihm zu 

                                                 
164 Schami also fell deathly ill during his time at the monastery school in Lebanon (1956-1959).  In 

contrast to the experience described in Die dunkle Seite der Liebe, it was not Schami’s mother who came to 

bring him back to Damscus, but his father.  According to Schami, his father was very worried about his 

health and probably felt guilty that he had sent his son to this school (B. Wild 20).  As a result of this 

regret, after Schami had recovered enough to travel, his father took him to Beirut to relax for a few days 

before returning home. It was the first and last time Schami saw his father behave in a lighthearted manner 

(20). 
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übernehmen und dein schönes Leben im Kampf gegen ihn zu vergeuden, 

wie er sein Glück, seine Leichtigkeit und seinen Witz im Kampf gegen 

seinen Vater verloren hat” (Dunkle Seite 549). 

Claire acts as a mediator between father and son in an effort to prevent the feud between 

her husband and father-in-law from transferring to Farid.  The feud between Elias and his 

own father has had a decidedly negative impact on his life, and Claire does not want to 

see the same happen to her son.  A rift already exists between Elias and Farid, but Claire 

attempts to heal the existing wounds and prevent new ones.   

In these examples, Claire attempts to alleviate problems caused by men.  The 

men, Elias and the staff at the school, are a threat to Farid’s physical and mental health.  

The improper medical care at the school could have had very serious consequences for 

Farid, and his rocky relationship with his father threatens his chance at happiness in life.  

No one but Claire comes to his aid, and only she is the source of true healing. 

Although the circumstances under which Nadime and Claire provide healing to 

the male characters differ, there are tendencies that show Schami has reinterpreted this 

seemingly traditional role.  First, in both instances, the women must counteract the 

damage or ineptitude of male dominated structures.  Second, their acts of healing call into 

question the authority wielded by these same entities.  For example, Nadime’s ability to 

free Lutfi from his psychological issue demonstrates that the physicians at the hospital, 

for all of their medical training, do not necessarily possess more skill than the midwife.  

The role of healer, therefore, has the potential to challenge the male dominated society in 

these novels. 
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EDUCATION AND INITIATION 

 

In addition to providing protection, inspiration, and healing to male characters, the 

female mentors also educate them.  Although there is one example in which the mentor 

provides a formal education, the other female mentors educate the males in the sense that 

they initiate them into the cultural sphere and show them how to live.  At first, this may 

seem to be another traditional role for women; however, this type of education often 

entails lessons on ways of subverting cultural norms in order to achieve freedom and 

happiness.  In Schami’s novels, the society’s cultural values often place men at an 

advantage over women, particularly in arenas outside the home or family life.
165

  In order 

for women to exert their own wills, it is sometimes necessary for them to go against the 

accepted cultural values.   

In Arab culture, going to the baths is a weekly activity enjoyed by both men and 

women.  The baths appear in several of Schami’s novels, although they serve different 

purposes in each instance.  For young boys, the baths are a place in which they become 

acquainted with the ways of women.  Tunisian scholar Abdelwahab Bouhdiba analyzes 

the history and purpose of the public baths in his volume entitled Sexuality in Islam.  His 

approach is non-specific in that he generalizes his observations for the Islamic world.  

Bouhdiba connects the hammam to a hadith in the Quran that highlights the importance 

of personal hygiene (245).  Initially, for women, going to the baths was a social event that 

coincided with extensive grooming and beauty treatments (248-249).  Although women 

                                                 
165 The women do not always have power in those spheres either.  For example, both Salman and his 

mother in Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen are the victims of his abusive father. 
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are not permitted when men are present, prepubescent boys may accompany their 

mothers to the hammam, a childhood experience that, according to Bouhdiba, makes an 

impression on the young males (256).  Once boys reach puberty, they must then go with 

their fathers to the hammam.  Bouhdiba connects this experience to the boys’ changing 

relationship to women: “Woman herself, like her world, is derealized.  At puberty, the 

child becomes aware of this too.  From that moment on, he is trained to direct all his 

energies towards the cult of a life shared with other males and towards the systematic 

depreciation of femininity” (259).  In the novel Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen, 

Schami questions whether this “systematic depreciation” is a necessary part of male 

development. 

In this novel, the character Nabil relates his own memories of the baths to his 

friend Valentin.  Nabil’s trips to the baths with his mother were a formative experience 

for him because he became aware of the differences between men and women, and he 

also had his first encounter with romantic love.  In these ways, the women of the baths 

filled the role of a mentor because they influenced his personal development. 

As a boy, Nabil went to the baths with both of his parents, but he preferred to go 

with his mother because the women were more interesting than the men: 

“…die Männer baden, sitzen, genießen die Ruhe und reden über ihre 

Geschäfte und die Politik…Wie anders war es da bei den Frauen!  Sie 

lachten, erzählten, feierten, assen und pflegten sich mit einer solchen 

Sorgfalt, dass ich dort die erste Lektion erhielt, wie man nicht nur andere, 

sondern auch sich selbst lieben kann.” (Reise 204) 
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The women in the baths discuss personal matters, share advice, and celebrate during their 

time together.  The men’s interactions are far less personal and celebratory.  The 

hammam is a space in which the women escape the responsibilities of marriage and the 

home.  Going to the baths is therefore an emancipatory experience and a cause for 

celebration.  Nabil witnessed the women unencumbered by outside worries.   Through 

their fellowship, he begins to learn how to love himself and others.  This would be an 

impossible lesson among the men, since their experience in the baths is impersonal.   

In order to grasp the significance of the hammam in Schami’s novels, it is crucial 

to examine its portrayal in literature.  It is perhaps unsurprising that there are, to my 

knowledge, no scholarly analyses of the hammam in contemporary German literature.  

Although Schami has made use of the hammam in at least two of his novels, none of the 

scholarship on his work has comprehensively addressed this topic.  Since the baths are a 

fixture of life in the Middle East, one would have to examine texts, like Schami’s, that 

are situated in that area.  Although not an example of German literature, Lady Mary 

Wortley Montagu’s The Turkish Embassy Letters offer an eighteenth century Western 

woman’s perspective on a space forbidden to men, the women’s bath.166  In his article, 

“Lady Mary Wortley Montagu in the Hammam: Masquerade, Womanliness, and 

Levantinization,” scholar Srinivas Aravamudan investigates Montagu’s letters with 

specific attention to her portrayal of women in the Orient and her visit to the hammam.   

                                                 
166 Mary Wortley Montagu (1689-1762) was the wife of the British ambassador to the Ottoman Empire.  

Her letters encompass the period 1716-1718, when they lived in Istanbul.  They were published one year 

after her death.  Although her observations precede Schami’s novels by over two hundred years, they still 

contain valuable information about the role of the hammam in Middle Eastern societies, and specifically, 

how women utilize its space. 
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Montagu’s experiences in the Middle East are shaped in large part by her 

interactions with other women, and she views them as more emancipated than women in 

Europe (70).  For example, she argues that the veil gives them more freedom because it 

conceals their identities and they are thus free to move about (79).  Montagu appears 

critical of other accounts of the Orient and thinks her status as a woman allows her to 

reveal some truth about it, a truth to which her male contemporaries do not have access 

(73-74).167  Montagu is primarily interested in female occupied spaces, as opposed to 

those of men (79).  Her focus on the hammam rather than the harem, according to 

Aravamudan, distinguishes her approach from that of male authors writing about the 

Orient: 

In shifting the traditional masculine European focus from the Turkish 

harem to the rather different hammam, Montagu emphasizes that it is not 

the sexual possession of women that interests her (as it invariably interests 

male observers) but something we might anachronistically call the 

representation of women’s sexual self-expression. (87) 

Indeed, Montagu characterizes the baths as a Turkish woman’s alternative to the 

Englishman’s coffeehouse (81).  Aravamudan explains that historians have viewed the 

coffeehouse as an instrument in the development of free political speech and democracy 

(82).  For the Turkish women, the hammam is a sphere in which they can freely 

communicate and engage in leisure activities (82).   

                                                 
167 In Orientalism, Edward Said has criticized this idea that there is some true Orient to which one can gain 

access.  However, Mary Wortley Montagu did have access to spaces male Orientalists did not, and so she 

has added new information to the body of knowledge about the Orient.  
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Like Montagu, Nabil observes how the women behave and interact with one 

another in the hammam and comes to similar conclusions.  In his account, the baths are 

emancipatory and provide a space in which women can forget the responsibilities and 

cares of the outside world.  With their fathers and husbands absent, they have more 

freedom to speak their minds than they would otherwise.  Nabil learns a great deal by 

listening to them as they talk about their lives and offer one another advice.  This kind of 

fellowship seems possible only when women gather together.  As a young boy, Nabil was 

still privy to this knowledge.  However, his access to this world came to an abrupt end 

when he stared a little too long at one of the women.  The next week, Nabil was no longer 

allowed to accompany his mother and sister to the baths: “Ich stand allein in unserem 

Innenhof und weinte.  Es war meine zweite Abnabelung, und es war die Vertreibung aus 

dem Paradies” (Reise 207).  The baths are apparently not supposed to be a sexualized 

space.  Once the males are old enough and pose a potential threat to this order, the 

women banish them to the men’s hammam. Though Nabil never returned to the hammam 

with his mother, what he learned about women and relationships between the sexes 

remained with him, potentially altering the way he viewed the women in his life for the 

better. 

Not only do the young males learn about the ways of women, they also 

occasionally receive instruction on how to behave in a romantic relationship.  In Die 

Sehnsucht der Schwalbe, Nadime facilitates the relationship between Lutfi and his first 

girlfriend, Samira.  Their relationship would never be acceptable to her parents for 

several reasons.  First, Lutfi’s African heritage and skin color would most likely be as 
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problematic for them as it is for others in this culture.  Second, Lutfi’s family is poor, 

while Samira’s is rather wealthy.  Third, her parents are already searching for a husband 

for their daughter, one who is preferably a bit older and financially secure.  As a result, 

Samira’s parents would forbid any relationship between Lutfi and their daughter if they 

were aware of it.  Compared to other parents in Schami’s novels, Samira’s are not an 

anomaly.  This presents a cultural issue that threatens the happiness of those who are 

subject to these norms. 

Whenever Lutfi faces an obstacle, he knows he can count on Nadime for support, 

and his relationship with Samira is no exception.  Lutfi knows nothing about properly 

courting women. Since his father died before his birth, and his mother’s boyfriends set 

terrible examples, Lutfi takes his concerns to Nadime, who assures him that his worries 

are for nothing if Samira really loves him.  She offers to help him write a love letter to the 

girl.  Nadime finds that his first version lacks passion, so she dictates a new version to 

him.  When Lutfi finds the content a little too passionate, and wonders if they should be 

more careful, Nadime says simply, “Liebe und Vorsicht sind mit einander verfeindet” 

(Sehnsucht 154).  Lutfi gives the letter to Samira, who is surprised and impressed.  On 

Nadime’s advice, he then exaggerates how poor his family is.  Fascinated, Samira 

immediately agrees to visit him in his own neighborhood. 

In order to explain Samira’s presence in the neighborhood, and to guarantee her 

acceptance in Lutfi’s clique, Lutfi tells everyone that she is Nadime’s niece.  When Lutfi 

and Samira decide that they want to meet alone, away from the other young people, 

Nadime offers them her home.  She agrees to give them the key and then go to visit 
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Lutfi’s mother.  When Lutfi suddenly realizes that he has no idea what he and Samira 

should do once they are alone, it is Nadime who offers to help him with this issue as well. 

The following afternoon, Nadime puts Lutfi though various exercise that are 

supposed to help him interact with Samira.  Among other things, he learns how to greet 

her, what he should say to her once she enters the home, and how to express his feelings 

for her.  Nadime encourages him to be more passionate and impress Samira with 

beautiful words.  She also explains how to act with Samira physically: “Deine Hand muss 

zu einem leichten schüchternen Vogel werden, der sie immer wieder umschwärmt und 

sanft liebkost, ohne sie zu belästigen” (Sehnsucht 162).  For several days, Lutfi goes to 

Nadime for instruction.  From her, he learns how to speak to women and show them 

affection in a passionate yet respectful fashion.  Lutfi is unable to receive this kind of 

instruction from the men in his life, and Nadime is by far the best teacher because she is a 

woman herself.  Based upon the male characters that populate Schami’s novels, it would 

be unusual for a man to offer this kind of advice.  Most of the men orient themselves 

toward other males rather than women.  This corresponds to Bouhdiba’s assertion that 

from puberty on, men in the Arab world are trained to disassociate from women and 

focus on the world of men (259). 

Like the women in the baths, Nadime is well aware of the cultural forces that 

work against such relationships.  However, Nadime pays no heed and assists Lutfi.  She 

knows that the relationship is innocent and an important part of Lutfi’s development as a 

male.  She also counteracts the negative influence that adult males may have had on 

Lutfi’s conception of the relationships between men and women.  Because Lutfi is 
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surrounded by men who do not treat women well, he could easily take his cue from them 

and behave in the same manner.  However, Nadime’s influence ensures that he will treat 

women affectionately and respectfully.  In this way, Nadime has a hand in changing the 

way men interact with women. 

In contrast to the other female mentors, Sarah is responsible for the formal 

education of a young male character.  When faced with the abuse at the parochial school, 

Salman chooses to receive his education from Sarah.  The childhoods of male characters 

are often punctuated by violence perpetrated by men.  Women work against this trend by 

providing young males with an alternative.  This is an example of how women create 

alternative spheres absent of violence and abuse. 

Sarah is responsible for Salman’s basic education.  Before he enters school, Sarah 

teaches him to read and write.  Although Salman had no desire to go to the parochial 

school, his father forced him to out of the fear that the family would lose its apartment, 

which was provided to them by the Catholic Church.  According to one of the priests, if 

Salman did not go to school, he might not receive his first communion.   

Salman hates the school for several reasons.  The other students and even the 

teachers ridicule him because of his enormous ears.  There is also the threat of physical 

abuse at the hands of the instructors.  Salman and a classmate frequently skip classes 

because they know that none of the teachers will notice their absence.  In their 

neighborhood, most of the residents do not think that a formal education is important in 

light of their daily struggles to live.  Salman could stay home, look after his mother, and 

occasionally run errands for others.  His neighbors would view this as an acceptable 
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alternative to attending school.  In contrast to these neighbors, Sarah is concerned about 

Salman’s education.  She takes it upon herself to continue teaching him in her free time.  

Through her, Salman receives his education and never returns to the parochial school.168 

The contrast between Sarah and the male teachers at the school illustrates a 

general difference between men and women that regularly emerges in Schami’s novels.  

Men are frequently shown to humiliate and physically abuse others, whereas women are 

generally agents of comfort and protection.  This distinction is not true of every male and 

female character, but the contrast appears often.  Rather than characterizing men and 

women in general, this contrast illustrates the ways in which men and women act as 

agents of destruction and preservation respectively.   

Salman’s mother is ill and his father an alcoholic, he has no one to explain life to 

him aside from Sarah.  In this way, Sarah takes on the role of a parent, as some of the 

other female mentors do.  Often, Salman’s questions pertain to issues of a sexual nature.  

For example, he wonders why so many different men visit one of their married, female 

neighbors.  Sarah explains that they visit the wife rather than the husband: 

 “…weil sie einen Schlitz hat da unten und die Männer haben eine Nadel 

und sie nähen ihr das Loch zu und dann geht der Schlitz wieder auf und 

dann kommt der nächste Mann.”  “Und ihr Mann Jusuf, warum näht er ihr 

den Schlitz nicht selber zu?”  “Er hat nicht genug Garn” sagte Sarah. 

(Kalligraphen 38)   

                                                 
168 Salman stays until he receives his first communion, and this ensures his family will be able to stay in 

the apartment even though he leaves the school. (83-84). 
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This is not a literal explanation of what is happening between the neighbor and her male 

visitors, but one which makes sense to the children.  It is possible that Sarah posed the 

same question to her own mother and received this answer.  Whether or not Sarah and 

Salman understand what is actually happening is unclear, but Salman views Sarah as an 

authority.  At first, this might seem odd since they are approximately the same age.  

However, Sarah participates in the formal education system and her family is not 

dysfunctional like Salman’s, so she presumably receives support and instruction from her 

parents.  In the text, she appears more knowledgeable about the world than Salman.  He 

can ask her the questions that he cannot ask his mother, and in this way, Sarah is like 

Nadime, who also takes on roles normally filled by a mother. 

Salman also respects Sarah’s answers.  As with the preceding example, they tend 

to indicate a certain amount of insight, even when they do not entirely correspond to 

“reality.”  When Salman is confused by the homosexual relationship between his boss 

and a bodybuilder, he decides to ask Sarah.  She explains that “‘Das Leben ist ein 

einziger Karneval.  Der Muskelmann ist in seinem Herzen eine Frau, nur der Körper, den 

ihm Gott in der Eile gegeben hat, ist der eines Mannes’” (Kalligraphen 118).  In both of 

these examples, Sarah’s explanations are absent any condemnation.  Even though the 

actions of the neighbor woman and the couple would probably be considered at best 

controversial by others in their community, Sarah refrains from judgment.  She 

encourages Salman to understand the world around him rather than to condemn it. 

In addition to providing Salman with a basic education, Sarah encourages him to 

be more tolerant of others.  Her answers to his questions about the neighbor woman and 



 158 

his boss are not judgmental; they simply seek to explain human phenomena.  Because of 

the parochial school and his father, Salman experiences violence and abuse.  Under 

Sarah’s influence, he learns understanding and tolerance. 

CONCLUSION 

 

Within the texts, the real power of women lies in their potential to change the 

relationships between men and women.  In several of the examples, the mentors influence 

the ways in which young males view and interact with women.  The young men contrast 

with adult males within the texts who have a tendency toward violence, or who are not 

particularly respectful of women.  The female mentors must work within a male-

dominated culture in order to bring about these changes.  This is why their influence over 

young males is such a powerful tool.  By instructing them in the ways of subverting 

dominant systems, the female mentors attempt to change those systems at their very 

roots.  Schami identifies the male characters and their attitudes toward women as the 

primary issue that requires attention. 

Schami also offers here an implicit critique of the typical Arab patriarch.  As 

previously mentioned, he had a complicated relationship with his father, whose role in 

the family he described to Bettina Wild: “Das was in meiner Familie wirkte, war, dass 

der Vater zu große Stärke als Pascha hatte, die uns alle ohne Unterschied ängstlicher 

machte, als es notwendig war.  Noch heute spüre ich das” (19).  In contrast, Schami’s 

mother was nurturing and embodied what it meant to be a strong woman in Syrian 

culture.  According to Schami: 
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Ich hatte das Glück, eine witzige Mutter und mehrere starke Frauen in der 

Nachbarschaft zu erleben, die mir ganz überzeugend zeigten, wie Frauen 

leise und elegant etwas erledigen, wofür Männer Sitzungen, Kraftakte, 

Trost und nicht selten doch die Hilfe ihre Frauen brauchen.  Meine Mutter 

brachte mir nicht die Liebe zu den Frauen bei, sondern den Respekt vor 

ihnen.  Genau das würde ich auch vielen Männern wünschen, die so sehr 

die Frauen lieben, aber keine Ahnung von ihnen haben. (Damaskus 88) 

In reading these two quotes together, two observations are apparent.  First, the 

father’s power is the source of unnecessary fear within the family.  Second, this “power” 

is not really all-encompassing because men often require the assistance of women.  In 

another part of his interview with Bettina Wild, Schami claims the misery of Arab men is 

that they live in a culture of lies, those society tells them, and those they tell themselves 

(15).  The biggest lie of all is perhaps the way they envision their role within marriage 

and the family.  The effort to become an all-powerful, stoic pasha precludes the ability to 

engage with children and spouses in an emotionally balanced and non-threatening way.  

Schami’s episode with his father in Beirut indicates that despite appearances, Ibrahim 

Fadel cared deeply about the well-being of his son and was capable of showing it.  The 

“Pascha” at home was not necessarily an intrinsic part of his original character, but a trait 

he adopted to match societal expectations.  In other words, to be an Arab father is to 

perform the role of all-powerful patriarch.   The novels indicate this trend could change if 

the relationships between men and women in the society were to undergo an extensive 

reordering.  Female mentors are the key to this rearrangement because they offer young 
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males an alternative future.  They instill them with respect for women that will help them 

turn away from a potentially destructive path.  Men do not have to perform the role of 

patriarch if they choose not to do so.   

Several of the female characters in Schami’s novels appear to possess some of the 

same qualities as his mother.  Acting as mentors, healers, and as educators, these 

particular female characters seem to take on traditional roles for women.  This might lead 

one to conclude that the author places women in traditional gender roles in his texts and 

that these female characters are not emancipated or enjoy little autonomy.  The fact that 

these are Arab women likely reinforces those conclusions.  It is here that we encounter 

vestiges of Second Wave feminism that complicate discussions of women’s issues in the 

Third World.  In the first chapter of her volume entitled Feminisim Without Borders: 

Decolonizing Theory, Practicing Solidarity, scholar Chandra Mohanty examines Western 

feminists’ approach to the Third World.  She argues that Western feminism
169

 has 

constructed the “Third World Woman,” a monolithic figure that represents the 

generalized oppression faced by women in the Third World (17).  They write as if the 

oppression of women is a monolithic concept and do not distinguish between the varied 

forms of patriarchal systems within Third World cultures (19-20).  While Mohanty notes 

that some of the insights in Western feminist texts are valuable, they are also flawed 

because of their tendency to homogenize women and their experiences (20).  She 

                                                 
169 Mohanty acknowledges that Western feminism is not monolithic either.  She refers to texts containing 

certain features that mark them as Western in orientation (18). 
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maintains that Western feminism is part of a dominant global system and the scholarship 

on Third World women therefore requires examination within that framework (20-21).   

Mohanty identifies three principles within Western feminist scholarship that lead 

to the construction of the Third World woman.  First, the scholars view the women as a 

singular group and do not consider their experiences in light of socioeconomic, racial, 

and educational differences (21).  Second, they fail to account for cultural differences and 

assume there is universal agreement regarding what constitutes oppression and 

emancipation (21).  Mohanty’s third principle is that the first two tendencies produce the 

average Third World woman in these texts: 

This average Third World woman leads an essentially truncated life based 

on her feminine gender (read: sexually constrained) and her being “Third 

World” (read: ignorant, poor, uneducated, tradition-bound, domestic, 

family-oriented, victimized, etc.).  This, I suggest, is in contrast to the 

(implicit) self-representation of Western women as educated, modern, as 

having control over their own bodies and sexualities and the freedom to 

make their own decisions (22).   

Mohanty argues that a Western woman serves as referent for the analysis of Third World 

women (22).  The quote indicates that the scholarship is plagued by binary 

understandings in which Western women constitute an ideal that Third World women 

cannot hope to achieve.  The author notes that Western feminist texts focus on the shared 

oppression without identifying what makes these women powerless, or how the 

oppression might differ from one group to the next (22-23).   
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 In his novels, Schami’s depictions of the female characters problematize this 

image of the “Third World Woman.”  The women in his texts represent the diversity of 

Syria in terms of education and socioeconomic class.  By focusing on the ways the 

women have access to power and how they are able to challenge the men in their society, 

the author emphasizes that the female characters are powerful and possess the ability to 

effect real change.   

But do these female characters actually effect any kind of change, and what 

implications does this have for the society in the novels?  On one hand, the positions they 

occupy are not a radical departure from traditionally defined gender roles.  The 

dichotomy that exists in the novels, in which men represent destructive tendencies, while 

women are the preservers and nurturers does not contradict or problematize traditionally 

assigned gendered categories for men and women.  On the other hand, one must also 

consider that the bulk of these texts take place in the mid-twentieth century, a time when 

Syrian women did not typically occupy highly visible positions of power, such as in the 

political system. Although Schami’s novels are not autobiographical, they do attempt to 

provide the reader with a realistic interpretation of that place and time.  Therefore, these 

examples show that one need not be in a dominant position in order to offer some form of 

resistance.  Whether or not these efforts ultimately effect change remains to be seen, but 

it is in the act of offering resistance where Schami sees potential for a larger revolution. 

 

 

 



 163 

      Chapter Three: Fluid Identities: Changes in name, religion, and 

location 

 

SCHAMI AND HIS CHAMELEONS 

 

Known as the prize-winning author Rafik Schami, Suheil Fadel is hardly a 

stranger to the idea of assuming a new identity.  Though many other authors have also 

chosen to use a pseudonym, not all of them have thematized the notion of changing one’s 

identity in their texts as extensively as Schami has done in his.  Numerous characters in 

Schami’s novels alter their identities in different ways and to varying degrees.  They may 

change not only their names, but also religious affiliation and location.  Although they 

each have their own reasons for doing so, the characters often change their identities in 

order to break with cultural norms.  While their actions do not result in a complete 

transformation of society, they call into question the validity of the cultural values that 

necessitate these changes. In this way, one can see how Schami engages in a postcolonial 

critique of essentialized representations of the Arab world.  While it may seem as if he 

fulfills the expectations of his German readership regarding Arab culture, his characters 

challenge the validity of those expectations.  Schami reclaims a voice that, while not 

exactly “native,” carves out a “third space” similar to that occupied by other German-

speaking authors of “migration background.”    

In Syrian culture today, family, religion, and politics are inextricably tied 

together, and as scholar John Gulick points out, they are primary points of identification 

among Arabs (36).  For instance, from the family, one usually receives both religious and 
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political affiliations.  In turn, the political landscape in Syria is shaped by both familial 

and religious alliances.   Since the mid-twentieth century, the Baath party has held the 

leadership in Syria.  The party claims to pursue a secular path, and so theoretically, 

members of any religious group could achieve political power.
170

  However, most of the 

powerful members of the government are Alawis (a Shiite sect and religious minority in 

Syria).  Their position of power in spite of being a minority is due in part to familial 

alliances and religious solidarity.171  This is one example of how politics in Syria is 

shaped by both the family and religion. 

In the Arab context, family typically includes not only the nuclear family, but also 

a larger extended network of other relatives.   The traditional Arab family forms a 

cohesive unit that, according to scholar Halim Barakat, is the central socio-economic unit 

of Arab society (47).  The relationships within the family are typically governed by 

strictly defined gender roles based upon the sex of the members.  When faced with 

difficult times, family members can depend upon one another for support.  Conversely, 

those who do not have a larger extended family lack this kind of support and find 

themselves at a disadvantage.  Because the family is such an important unit of Arab 

society, it is often a defining feature of one’s identity.  Belonging to a traditional family 

                                                 
170 At the same time, according to the constitution, the president must be a Muslim, presumably because 

Islam is perceived as more in keeping with Arab cultural and political heritage than other religions. 
171 Although familial ties often have an influence on the political affiliations of an individual, this is not to 

say that the government itself traditionally organizes itself along family lines. The present president of 

Syria, Bashar al-Asad, became the presumptive heir to his father’s dictatorship when his brother died in a 

car accident.  But when he assumed the role of president after his father’s death in 2000, it was in fact the 

first time in the history of independent Syria that the presidency had passed from father to son. 
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provides protection and may offer other social and economic benefits, but it can also 

restrict the freedom of its members to make their own choices as individuals. 

Characters that change their identities are quite prevalent in Schami’s texts, and 

yet little to no research has been completed on this aspect of his works.  Examples appear 

in several of his novels, including Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe, Die dunkle Seite der 

Liebe, Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen, and Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen.  As this 

is such a prevalent motif, it deserves a closer look. 

An examination of these instances reveals complex interactions of various forces 

within Syrian society.  These interactions often threaten the individual’s pursuit of his or 

her own desires, necessitating a change of identity in order to realize that happiness.  The 

forces most often involved include the family, religion, and politics, which are not 

coincidentally forces within Syrian society that appear to contribute the most to the 

characters’ sense of identity and belonging.  Thus, when the individual opposes the forces 

that have shaped his or her identity, he or she must assume a new identity that 

corresponds to the new constellation of these forces that permit the individual’s desires.  

In Schami’s novels, these changes lead either to a negative or positive experience for the 

character depending on the circumstances involved; the precise outcome depends largely 

on how much freedom—familial, societal, bureaucratic, etc.—the character can and does 

exercise when choosing a new identity.  Gender often plays a role not only in the sort of 

freedom a character can acquire, but also in the impact this newly-won  autonomy has on 

the rest of that character’s performance within the text.   
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INTERSECTIONS OF FAMILY, RELIGION, AND POLITICS 

 

As noted, within Syrian society, the interworking of the family, religion, and 

politics contributes much to an individual’s identity.  However, these forces can also be 

restrictive, and defiance of any one of these categories may require a new identity.  In 

order to make sense of the numerous changes of identity within Schami’s novels, they 

must thus be situated within the larger context of these categories. 

One example of such a restriction is the arrangement of marriages.  In Arab 

societies (like others in the Middle East and Asia), marriage is a cultural norm to which 

all able-bodied persons are expected to conform (Bose and Kim 70).  Marriage 

guarantees the continuance of the family, which is a major priority in Arab culture, as 

well as solidify family alliances that prove beneficial for both sides.  As a result, marriage 

is not the decision of the couple alone, but rather one that involves their families 

(Sha’aban, “Chapter 7” 55).  Scholar Halim Barakat’s analysis of the family and marriage 

patterns suggests that this is true of Arabs regardless of their religious affiliation (38).
172

  

After they marry, the couple is not alone in their quest to make the marriage work.  

Because it is so integral to the function and preservation of the family, the parents will do 

all they can to ensure that the union is successful, as long as their children have married 

                                                 
172 Occasionally Barakat’s description of the traditional Arab family distinguishes between Muslim and 

Christian Arabs, but in the case of marriage, he does not.  Only the practice of polygamy is attributed 

strictly to Muslims (41).  However, Barakat goes on to say that religion has an impact on divorce 

proceedings (42). 
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spouses who meet their approval (Sha’aban, “Chapter 7” 55).
173

  This is one way in 

which the family offers support to its members.
174

   

Within Schami’s novels, the family (and some marriages) is not always a site of 

harmonious interactions.  Frequently, his families are filled with strife (Die dunkle Seite 

der Liebe), or they are broken for one reason or another (Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe, 

Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen, Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen).  Most often, the 

turmoil is the result of a conflict between a character’s desire as an individual and the will 

of his or her family.  Not surprisingly, turmoil within the family generally has deleterious 

effects upon the characters involved.  Going against the desires of the family may enable 

the character to realize his or her dreams, but at the risk of losing the family’s support.  

As the family plays a significant role in the character’s identity formation, any challenge 

to that connection has the potential to be catastrophic, although within the texts it often is 

not, indicating that there are other bonds that come to rival that of the family. The strong 

family ties in the novels thus reflect Halim Barakat’s assertion that the family is a major 

unit within Arab society.  Moreover, Schami’s depictions of the Arab family illustrate 

both the positives and negatives of this cultural construct, and hint that in some instances, 

there are alternative constructions that may be of more importance.  It is in these 

depictions that one can see further evidence of how gender operates in the society of the 

novels.  Within the families that place a high value on tradition, the female characters are 

                                                 
173 If the parents do not approve of the match, they may not forbid the marriage, but if it fails, they might 

not be willing to offer support in the aftermath (Sha’aban “Chapter 7” 55). 
174 The support of the family is particularly important for women who by law have fewer rights than their 

husbands in the event of divorce. Their family’s assistance may be pivotal in allowing them to keep 

custody of their children, especially if they do not have their own home.  Therefore, it is in the best interest 

of the couple involved to have the approval of their families before they marry (Sha’aban “Chapter 7” 55). 
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typically at a disadvantage when compared to their male counterparts, especially in terms 

of being able to exercise autonomy.  This would appear to coincide with Western readers’ 

assumptions about Arab families, however, Schami shows that the same system can be 

detrimental to the male characters as well.  For example, in the novel Die dunkle Seite der 

Liebe, the victims of the feud between the Muschtak and Schahin families are mostly 

male.  This shows that although both male and female characters can be disadvantaged 

within the family structure, gender plays a role in the ways they experience these 

negative aspects. 

Although the family is a significant point of affiliation in Arab society, religion is 

also a distinguishing mark.  Until recently, when the image of Syria has become one of 

fundamental ethnic and religious strife, they country had been a largely heterogeneous 

society composed of various religious groups who live in relative harmony with one 

another.  The majority of Syrians are still Sunni Muslims.  In Schami’s novels, however, 

most of the characters are Christians (Orthodox or Roman Catholic), though some 

Muslim and Jewish characters appear as well.  Yet despite Schami’s resistance to 

situating his stories within the majority culture, religion as such still serves as a 

characteristic that binds the characters to certain groups, regardless of their own 

individual religiosity.  That is, religion is an important aspect of their identity, although 

members of different religious groups may associate with one another. 

Tolerance of other religious groups has its limits, however.  Friendships and other 

forms of association between members of different religions appear to be generally 
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acceptable in Syrian culture, but within Schami’s novels, intermarriage is not.175  This 

suggests that familial alliances across different faith traditions are not desired, and are 

perhaps even perceived as a threat.  Conversion or marriage to someone of a different 

religion is taboo, and the survival of both parties requires them to shed their identities and 

adopt new ones. The fact that Schami frequently returns to this theme in his novels 

indicates that he considers religious alliances a major obstacle to the happiness of the 

individual.  Breaking with this particular cultural norm could have deadly consequences, 

he seems to suggest, as his characters only do so when they determine that there is an 

overwhelming advantage.  But this tendency also reveals the superficial nature of 

personal religious affiliation within the novels, and perhaps within Syrian society as well.  

Schami juxtaposes this superficiality to the potentially life-threatening outcome of 

conversion or intermarriage in order to show the danger and absurdity of intolerance.   

The family and religion also appear to impact the amount of political power an 

individual can achieve.  Within Schami’s novels, this is also the case, and a character’s 

decision to change his or her identity can be traced to at least one of these three elements.  

His novels reveal the complex familial, religious, and political obstacles to the pursuit of 

happiness within Syrian society.  For the characters, happiness usually entails the 

freedom to love whomever they choose and freedom from all varieties of oppression. 

                                                 
175 This is a separate issue from the sectarian violence currently taking place in Syria, which is primarily 

the result of the involvement of extremist groups in the struggle against the al-Asad regime.   
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METAMORPHOSES WITHIN SCHAMI’S NOVELS  

 

How are the changes of identity realized within Schami’s texts?  There are a 

number of characters in the novels who change their names, convert to another religion, 

or relocate.  The instances are in fact so numerous that, for the scope of this chapter, it 

would not be possible to discuss all of them in depth.  Instead, this chapter focuses upon 

three facets of these changes that reveal how and why individual characters choose their 

identity shifts, and the broader cultural and political implications of their actions.  In this 

way, the analysis will reveal Schami’s nuanced representation and literary intervention 

into the complex interactions between family, religion, and politics in Syrian society. 

This phenomenon is best illustrated by three different aspects that also reveal the 

cultural and political forces at play in the lives of the characters.  One of the most 

common reasons why characters change their identities is love.  A number of figures 

from Die dunkle Seite der Liebe, Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen, and Die Sehnsucht 

der Schwalbe change their names, convert to Christianity, and relocate, all in order to 

marry the one they love.  This analysis will focus only upon those instances found in Die 

dunkle Seite der Liebe because the fates of the two couples, Sarka and Georg, Rana and 

Farid, mirror one another and as such amplify the evidence of the intersecting nature of 

family, religion, and politics.   

A second aspect of the identity-change motif within Schami’s novels is characters 

who change their names for reasons other than love.  In Die dunkle Seite der Liebe and 

Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe, for instance, two of the main characters, Farid and Lutfi, 
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adopt new names—one willingly, the other forced.  Their examples demonstrate how 

changing one’s name can be a powerful force of either liberation or control. 

A third aspect of the identity-change phenomenon is the political dimension.  The 

political situation in Syria is a force that shapes the lives and actions of the characters of 

Schami’s novels,
176

 particularly in Die dunkle Seite der Liebe.  Positioning oneself as a 

member of a politically dominant group is one way to gain power in Syrian society.  But 

one can also conceal one’s identity in order to carry out acts of opposition against the 

regime.
177

  Indeed, political engagement of any kind may therefore necessitate a disguise 

or an alternate identity. 

LOVE, SYRIAN STYLE 

 

“Man müsste, …einen Roman über alle Spielarten der verbotenen Liebe in 

Arabien schreiben…” (Schami, Dunkle Seite 1023).  So explains Rafik Schami the 

impetus to write his novel Die dunkle Seite der Liebe, in which he explores the 

complicated relationships between members of feuding families in twentieth-century 

Syria.  Although Syria’s turbulent history in this period178 provides a backdrop that 

occasionally takes on an active role in driving the plot, the focus of the novel is 

ultimately all types of human relationships, and love in particular.  

                                                 
176 Although Schami does not go into detail in every novel, the Syrian government is always presented as a 

corrupt, oppressive, and dangerous entity. 
177 Depending on their status, opposition groups may require this level of secrecy in order to protect their 

members from incarceration or death.  In the novels, the regime is an allusion to various oppressive 

governments in Syrian history, including those of Nasser, al-Hafiz, and al-Shishakli, depending on the 

timeframe in the novel. 
178 This novel encompasses the years before World War I, when Syria was still part of the Ottoman 

Empire, until 1969, when the Baathist regime of al-Hafiz was still in power. 
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Die dunkle Seite der Liebe spans three generations of two Syrian Christian 

families from the beginning to the mid-twentieth century.  Set primarily in the fictional 

village of Mala and the capital Damascus, the novel follows the consequences of a feud 

between the families that began with their patriarchs, Georg Muschtak and Jusuf Schahin.  

What began as an insult culminated in a life and death struggle between generations of 

the Muschtak and the Schahin families.  The family feud is a strong, though undercurrent 

driver of the plot that, like the political situation in Syria, often comes to the forefront as 

a compelling force in the lives of the characters in that it simultaneously instigates 

decisions and action and reveals the inner workings of these particular families.  

The narration travels back and forth in time, showing through these temporal 

leaps how and why the personal relationships of the characters have disintegrated because 

of the feud.  Revenge and the desire to preserve family honor, it becomes clear, are the 

root of the characters’ personal strife. In the middle of this chaos are the forbidden 

relationships between Sarka and Georg Muschtak and Farid Muschtak and Rana Schahin.  

Farid is Georg’s grandson, while Rana is the granddaughter of Georg’s rival.  Their 

relationships are forbidden for different reasons, but their examples reveal information 

about the importance of family, the taboo of intermarriage, and religious tensions.  They 

also indicate that identity markers such as names, religion, and location are fluid and can 

become subordinate to other factors, including love.  Though the outcomes of these 

relationships vary, they illustrate the difficulties encountered by crossing cultural 

boundaries and rejecting one’s family in Syrian society. 
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Lovers who cross the boundary of religion are a motif in several of Schami’s 

novels, including Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe, Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen, as well 

as this one.
179

  The motif illustrates the importance of family and religion in Syrian 

society, and it also reveals the underlying religious tensions that exist.  Thus, 

intermarriage between members of different religious groups could be interpreted as an 

attack upon the family itself.  Since the family is the central socio-economic structure of 

Arab society,
180

 this “attack” could set off a violent chain of events intended to preserve 

the family structure.  Members of Arab families are expected to actively contribute to the 

well-being of the family, and this may often lead to the denial of individual desires 

(Barakat 28).  The couples in Schami’s novels who cross these cultural boundaries refuse 

to deny their own wills and thus risk the wrath of their families. 

At this point, the reader may consider that the Die dunkle Seite der Liebe is a 

reinterpretation of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, or perhaps Gottfried Keller’s Romeo 

und Julia auf dem Dorfe.  Such parallels are not entirely irrelevant since all of these texts 

relate the story of young lovers who come together despite the wishes of their families, 

and in most cases, meet a tragic end.  It is also not uncommon for minority authors to 

reinterpret European texts for their own purposes, as scholar Petra Fachinger explains in 

her chapter entitled, “Writing Back to Keller and Goethe: Franco Biondi and Akif 

                                                 
179 The relationships in the other two novels were also between Christian men and Muslim women.  This is 

not to say that Schami is trying to portray Muslim women as oppressed and looking for an alternative, or 

that Muslim women have more to fear from their families than others.  In Die dunkle Seite der Liebe, the 

victim of an honor killing happens to be a Christian woman married to a Muslim man.  Her killer was her 

young nephew, urged on by their other relatives.  Thus, the intermarriage taboo is problematic for members 

of both religions, but mostly for women. 
180 See Barakat for more information on the importance of the family in Arab society, including family 

structure and the role of marriage. 
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Pirinҫci” (20).  In her analysis of Biondi’s novella, Abschied der zerschellten Jahre,
181

 

she claims that the author, like Gottfried Keller, focuses on the societal issues that lead to 

the couple’s demise rather than the love story, as is the case with Shakespeare (24).  

Fachinger argues that while Keller’s novella critiques greed and discrimination, Biondi’s 

text laments the living conditions of migrants in West Germany in the 1980s (23-24). 

Assuming that Schami, too, is writing back to a previous source, exactly which 

one provided the background for Die dunkle Seite der Liebe?  Shakespeare is of course 

not the first author to relate the story of star crossed lovers, and while Keller’s text 

references his version, Shakespeare likely based his tragedy on Masuccio de 

Salernitano’s “Mariotto Mignanelli and Gianozzo Saracini” from 1474 (Gesner 62).  

Scholar Carol Gesner traces the history of the material that may have provided the basis 

for Romeo and Juliet beyond de Salernitano to Greek sources in her volume entitled 

Shakespeare and the Greek Romances: A Study of Origins.  It was not within the scope of 

her study to consider possible parallels that might exist outside of Western tradition, but 

it is precisely these non-Western parallels that inform Schami’s Die dunkle Seite der 

Liebe and that make it seem to Western readers as if he is reinterpreting Shakespeare in 

an Arab context.  This is a fundamentally postcolonial project in the sense that Schami 

reclaims a Western classic and returns it to its non-Western roots.  It is one example of 

                                                 
181 Biondi’s novella relates the story of a family of guest workers who are told they must vacate their 

apartment since it is too small for the number of people living there.  All but Mamo, the twenty year old 

son, return to their home country. When he too is informed by the authorities that he must leave, Mamo has 

a violent confrontation with the police in the apartment.  The novella also focuses on the deteriorating 

relationship between Mamo and his German girlfriend, Dagmar (Fachinger 22). 
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how he illustrates the connections between East and West in his texts and challenges 

narratives that obscure the East’s impact on Western culture.      

Perhaps the most obvious comparison can be made to Nizami Ganjavi’s poem 

Layli and Majnun (1192), which was based on older source material (Clinton 16).  

Ganjavi was a twelfth century Persian poet, well known for his version of Layli and 

Majnun.  His poem traces the burgeoning love of Qays (later known as “Majnun”)
182

 for 

Layli from their days as schoolchildren to their deaths from natural causes (Clinton 19-

20).  Majnun declares his love for Layli in his poetry, which according to Jerome Clinton 

is taboo because he uses his beloved’s name, revealing his feelings not only to her, but to 

their society as well (20).  Layli marries another man when her father refuses to allow her 

to be with Majnun, who subsequently wanders the desert until his death (20).  The love 

between Majnun and Layli, although unconsummated, causes strife between their 

families and within the community at large (Clinton 20).  We know that Schami 

explicitly intended a comparison to this text because the character Nassif Jasegi (before 

he became Georg Muschtak) referred to himself as “Majnun” at the beginning of his 

relationship with Laila, who later became known as Sarka.  A closer examination of this 

partnership is necessary in order to understand the implications of Schami’s choosing to 

reference Ganjavi’s poem in his novel. 

Laila Chairi and Nassif Jasegi’s transformation into Sarka and Georg Muschtak 

began shortly before the Muschtak-Schahin feud.  A young Muslim woman, Laila was 

promised to the son of a wealthy landowner who already had four wives.  Nassif was her 

                                                 
182 According to Jerome Clinton, Majnun means “‘possessed by a jinn or demon’” (21). 
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Christian neighbor, and they were taken with one another upon their first meeting.  Laila 

did not want to marry her fiancé, but the threat of violence from her family made an 

outright refusal impossible.  Knowing there was no other way for them to be together, 

Nassif and Laila made their escape and finally landed in the village of Mala without 

revealing their location to their enemies.  Mala is likely a representation of Schami’s 

parental village Malula.  It was in Mala that Laila and Nassif became Sarka and Georg.183 

The necessity of changing their names and location arose from the cultural 

boundaries Sarka and Georg flouted in order to be together.  First, there was the issue of 

Laila’s engagement to Hassan Kaschat.  Already agreed upon by her father (and with no 

input from Laila herself), Laila could not break off the engagement without bringing 

dishonor upon her family.  Thus, Laila had little choice but to acquiesce to her family’s 

wishes, at least initially.  Laila’s situation indicates the perilous position women occupied 

in Syria at the beginning of the twentieth century.  

What bothered Laila about this match was not just the physical unattractiveness of 

the future bridegroom, but the fact that he already had four wives.  Laila knew that 

Christians did not practice polygamy, and speaking to her mother, she drew a comparison 

between Christian men and Muslim women: “‘Mutter,’ hatte Laila gesagt, ‘die Männer 

der Ungläubigen haben auch nur ein Herz, so wie die Frauen der Muslime’” (Dunkle 

Seite 75).  Laila’s mother was terrified upon hearing this seemingly harmless statement 

for a legitimate reason; it suggests the suitability of a union between Muslim women and 

                                                 
183 Arab Christians commonly name their children after saints or biblical figures.  See Yasir Suleiman’s 

analysis of naming trends in Jordan for more details (146).  Georg is the German version of George, and 

Schami likely utilizes it to ease pronunciation for German readers. 
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Christian men.  Intermarriage between members of different religions was taboo, a 

boundary that when crossed could have deadly consequences.  As a Christian man and a 

Muslim woman, Nassif and Laila thus had little choice but to leave their families and 

change their names in order to continue their relationship, and actually survive.  Thus, 

religion is the second cultural boundary they had to cross.184 

 While Georg and Sarka lived as a married man and woman, there is no evidence 

in the text to suggest that they were ever legally married.  There is also no evidence that 

Sarka converted to Christianity.  Georg claimed they were both Christians, but Sarka 

herself never entered the local church.  In spite of their religious differences, and the fact 

that they were not legally married, Sarka and Georg established one of the leading 

families in the village, calling into question the validity of the cultural norms that caused 

them to flee in the first place.  Those norms had little impact on their ability to create a 

strong family--ostensibly the main point of their existence—making the upheaval caused 

by the break with those norms seem all the more unnecessary. 

Yet, a successful escape did not ensure the couple’s happiness.  Although Sarka 

and Georg enjoyed a relatively safe existence in the village of Mala, their relationship 

quickly soured.  However, their difficulties had less to do with the cultural norms they 

rejected than with differences in personality and the enduring feud between the Schahins 

and the Muschtaks.  This suggests the values that claimed to secure the family did not 

                                                 
184 It is a boundary they crossed together, since both committed the crime of intermarriage.  Kaschat and 

his men, including Sarka’s brothers, killed Georg’s family in retaliation and continued to pose a threat to 

the couple.  



 178 

necessarily function the way they were intended, and there were other factors that 

contributed to the deterioration of the relationship besides the difference in religion. 

The downfall of their relationship began with the feud between the Schahin and 

Muschtak families.  Because of rumors that Georg’s rival spread through the village, he 

argued bitterly with his wife about her refusal to attend church.
185

  Until this point, it 

appeared religion was not an issue for the couple.  It became problematic only because it 

posed a threat to Georg’s reputation among the villagers.  This suggests that religious 

differences between couples are not problematic in and of themselves.  Rather, outside 

interference that can take on many forms, including cultural norms and outraged family 

members, is more damaging to the relationship. 

The feud also alienated Sarka from her husband: “…Georg Muschtak liebte sie 

nicht länger, denn der Hass gegen seine Rivalen erfüllte zunehmend sein Herz und ließ 

keinen Platz mehr für seine Frau” (Dunkle Seite 83-84). This quote is from Sarka’s point 

of view via the narrator, which indicates that this is her interpretation of her relationship 

with Georg.  In passages that focus on Georg’s point of view, he claimed to still love her, 

but that she was a liability in his feud with Jusuf Schahin.  By marrying a Christian, 

Sarka had hoped that she would not have to share her husband’s heart with anyone else.  

Instead, she was replaced by the feud, as well as other women.  As a woman, Sarka had 

less access to agency than her husband, and so the strictly defined gender roles limited 

her choices and ability to confront Georg’s behavior.  In addition to increasing his wealth 

                                                 
185 Jusuf Schahin began to spread rumors that Sarka was a Muslim woman.  He was not aware of the truth 

of this statement, but simply conceived of the worst thing he could say about his rival’s wife.  This is 

another indicator of the religious tensions between Christians and Muslims. 
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and holdings, Georg seduced women in the village in order to appear more masculine to 

the other men.  Thus, what Sarka wanted to avoid in her marriage to Kaschat came to 

pass anyway. 

Is Schami suggesting that perhaps Sarka would have been better off as Laila, the 

wife of Hassan Kaschat?  After all, had she complied with her parents’ wishes, she would 

have lived quite well, albeit as the fifth wife of a man she found undesirable.  Sarka’s 

choice ultimately cost both her and Georg their families.
186

  However, in spite of the 

tragedies that befell Sarka and her husband, there is no evidence in the text to suggest that 

life with Kaschat would have been better.   

In fact, though Kaschat appears only briefly in the novel, he is depicted as a 

power-hungry man prone to violence, and without any redeeming qualities.
187

  Georg 

Muschtak does not entirely differ from him in these respects, although he and his men did 

not commit acts of violence on the same scale.  Additionally, Georg’s affairs indicated he 

did not have just one heart as Sarka had hoped.  In light of these details, it seems that the 

only real difference between Georg and Kaschat was their religion. 

The similarities between Hassan Kaschat and Georg Muschtak show that 

powerful men living in Syrian villages in the early twentieth century tended to operate in 

the same manner despite their religious differences.  This is connected to the prevailing 

                                                 
186 Sarka never saw her family again, and Kaschat’s men (including Sarka’s two brothers) killed Georg’s 

family in an act of retribution.  Sarka ultimately lost her sanity (due to illness) and died fairly young, 

several years before her husband.  
187 The narration relays information about Kaschat and his misdeeds primarily through Georg, who is with 

good reason biased against his enemy.   
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notion of what it meant to be a man.188  Their perceived masculinity, personal wealth, and 

family honor were of major importance,
189

 and they are the reasons why Hassan had to 

pursue his runaway bride and Georg engaged in the feud with Jusuf Schahin.  This 

suggests that, although religion may be a major point of identification among Arabs, it is 

not necessarily the driving force behind all of their actions.  The hunger for power, 

wealth, and revenge exists independent of religious affiliations, and within the novel, it 

shapes the characters more so than other factors. 

If there is a prevailing concept of masculinity, then it follows that there is one for 

femininity as well.  According to the text, it appears that the men simply expected the 

women to acquiesce to their wishes and produce as many sons as possible.  And in fact, 

from the beginning, Georg made all of the decisions for himself and Sarka.  He chose 

their names, religion, and the village in which they ultimately settled.  As with her 

engagement to Hassan Kaschat, Sarka gave no input.  In essence, she discarded one 

identity that was thrust upon her for another assigned to her by her husband.   

Yet Sarka did not seem to mind trading one set of restrictions for another.  She 

was mainly concerned with securing Georg’s love for her, which appeared to dissipate as 

he became increasingly obsessed with the feud.  Thus, her change of identity was not 

ultimately an emancipatory experience.  Of course, breaking with deeply held traditions 

indicates a certain amount of independent thinking, but Sarka was not the decision maker.  

                                                 
188 They performed the masculinity that would have been expected of rural, Arab men at this time.  
189 These all seem to be tied to the prevailing concept of masculinity in the village.  By taking a number of 

lovers and becoming a powerful man within Mala, Georg Muschtak seemed to increase his masculinity 

before the eyes of the other men.  However, Schami does not let this concept of masculinity go 

unquestioned.  The women with whom Georg had affairs referred to his sexual organ as “Muschtak’s 

olive,” indicating that power and wealth provide only a façade of masculinity. 
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She also did not differ greatly from the other female characters who married at the behest 

of their families for financial security.  Whether marrying for love or money, the result 

appears to be the same: submission to male authority.
190

  Thus, Sarka’s agency to change 

her identity finds its limit within the strictly defined gender roles.  She is still expected to 

perform as a particular kind of woman regardless of any chages to her outward identity.  

What could have been an opportunity for a radically different relationship between 

spouses ended in disappointment for Sarka.
191

      

The story of Sarka and Georg shows that cultural norms are difficult to fully 

escape.  They are so engrained in the community, that should a member manage to flout 

even one or two of them, he or she would be unlikely to break entirely with the traditional 

values.  This is what happened to the relationship between Georg and Sarka.  Living as 

husband and wife although they were not legally married or of the same religion, they 

managed to produce a powerful family.  This calls into question the cultural norms that 

forced the couple to flee Sarka’s family and Hassan Kaschat.  It also hints at the 

possibility of a new kind of family in which such values have no importance.  However, 

this is not the case here, and what could have been a revolution in familial relations 

ultimately failed. 

                                                 
190 While Georg did not appear to abuse his wife or severely restrict her movements, he paid little heed to 

her feelings regarding his affairs and the feud.  In this way, Sarka had little voice within the household.  His 

own desires for a larger family ultimately caused his wife’s illness, as he ignored the warnings of the 

midwife not to impregnate Sarka again.   
191 Sarka and Georg traveled for several days before reaching the village of Mala.  This time represents and 

idyllic period in their relationship.  They encountered other people on their journey, but they did not set up 

a permanent residence until they arrived in Mala.  This further emphasizes the point that the relationships 

are adversely affected by interference from others, usually in the form of imposed cultural norms.   
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This is not to say that Schami wholeheartedly supports these restrictive cultural 

values and uses this example to show why they should be upheld.  To the contrary, the 

episode illustrates how problematic they are for human relationships.  It is Georg’s feud 

with the Schahins and his quest to enhance his own masculinity in the eyes of the 

villagers that created conflict between him and Sarka.  An obsession with defending 

family honor and the desire to be seen as a strong head of family were the driving force 

behind his actions.  Although Georg could overcome the obstacles initially keeping him 

and Sarka apart, he fell prey to the prevailing concept of masculinity.  In spite of it all, 

Georg maintained that he still loved Sarka, indicating that if it were not for these other 

distractions, their relationship could have been quite different.  Rather than preserving 

families, the cultural norms seem to have a deleterious effect upon them. 

Though Georg and Sarka cut themselves off from their families and changed the 

most obvious indicators of identification, they could not completely throw off the 

restrictions of cultural values.  Their change of identity symbolizes a break with their 

families, as well as with cultural norms and religion, since these are generally determined 

by one’s family.  In the case of Georg and Sarka, it was a matter of personal safety that 

they flee and change their names.  Although their relationship deteriorated over time, this 

was not due to the cultural values they flouted, but rather to the values they did not reject.  

They still adhered to the societal expectations for men and women, and this became the 

root of discontent in their marriage.     

Like his grandparents, Georg and Sarka, Farid Muschtak and his girlfriend Rana 

had to flee Syria in order to remain together.  However, Farid and Rana’s relationship 
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differed in several ways from that of his grandparents.  First, they were not divided by 

religious differences, but rather by the feud between the Muschtak and Schahin families.  

Second, their new identities were temporary so that they could leave Syria undetected.  

Third, there is reason to believe their relationship was ultimately successful, namely, 

because they had fewer cultural boundaries to cross.  Instead, the main obstacles to their 

relationship were the feud and the political situation in Syria.  Farid and Rana’s 

relationship illustrates how relationships can be successful without the interference of 

certain cultural values.    

Farid Muschtak and Rana Schahin fell in love as children in Damascus in the mid- 

twentieth century.  Although they were aware of the deadly feud between their families, 

they pursued a secret relationship that lasted through Rana’s forced marriage and Farid’s 

imprisonment until they were able to flee to Germany together.  The novel ends, 

however, with their arrival in Lebanon on the way to Germany, leaving the reader to 

speculate about whether and how their flight ultimately succeeded. 

The reason for their flight had to do with Farid’s political engagement and the 

family feud.  Farid had been imprisoned for his political activities at the behest of a 

military officer who was really a member of the Schahin family.  Additionally, Rana’s 

brother had threatened her with violence if she continued her relationship with Farid.  Her 

marriage to an officer in the military further complicated matters.  Thus, in order to be 

together, Rana and Farid had to leave Syria so that their enemies could not find them. 

Farid and Rana faced a different set of problems than Georg and Sarka, mainly 

because of the time and place in which they lived.  Fifty years later and in a large city, the 
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cultural norms that dictated life in a village decades earlier had less of a hold on the 

citizenry.  According to the novel, intermarriage between members of different religions 

was still taboo, but the power of the family unit appeared to have weakened over time.
192

  

While the family was still an important structure (as evidenced by the longstanding feud), 

it had less of an influence on the lives of its members.  For example, love marriages were 

not out of the question for some families.
193

  Thus, Rana and Farid lived in a time and 

place that was perhaps more accommodating of romantic relationships than that of their 

grandparents.  Times had changed, and the traditional values that held families together 

were being reinterpreted by some members of society. 

It is perhaps because of these changing values that the story of Rana and Farid 

resembles less Layli and Majnun than Romeo and Juliet or Romeo und Julia auf dem 

Dorfe.  Both Juliet and Vrenchen
194

 are active participants in these texts, whereas Layli 

all but disappears from Nizami’s poem (Clinton 23). According to Clinton, Layli 

becomes idealized in Majnun’s afflicted mind to the extent that neither he nor the story 

demands her physical presence (23).  Sarka, who bears the most resemblance to the 

character of Layli, disappeared from the village, and ultimately from the novel through 

her untimely death.  In contrast, Rana actively participated in her own escape, indicating 

the emancipatory potential of that experience.     

                                                 
192 Both Farid and Rana’s fathers had moved from their parents’ village to Damascus.  There seems to have 

been a trend in that generation to leave the village for larger cities, or even other countries, for education or 

employment.  
193 Farid’s parents married for love, although Georg wanted his son to marry someone else.  Elias’s 

marriage to Claire drove yet another wedge between him and his father.  Claire’s family, on the other hand, 

was far more supportive of the union.  They were also from the city, indicating that even at that time, there 

was a difference between the approach to marriage in the city and in the village. 
194 Vrenchen is the “Juliet” of Keller’s novella.  
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Still, the obstacles the couple faced were serious enough that they had to flee their 

home country.  In an age of increasing globalization,
195

 they could not simply move to 

another city under an assumed name for fear that Mahdi Said (Rana’s cousin and Farid’s 

enemy) would find them.  Their actual escape involved a complex plan designed to 

deceive their powerful enemy.   

Rana and Farid each faced their own personal difficulties that reflect the time as 

well as differences in gender.  Syria had already gained independence decades before the 

couple fled.  It was a time of upheaval and as Farid was politically active, the political 

situation had more of an impact on his life than that of other characters.  As it turned out, 

for Farid, the political situation was more dangerous than the family feud.  During the 

1960s, the Baath party managed to gain enough support to take control of Syria.  The 

Baath opposed communists, and since Farid was active in the communist underground, 

his activities put him at risk.  Additionally, the feud made his position even more 

precarious because a member of the Schahin family used his position in the secret police 

to seek revenge against Farid.196  Rana, on the other hand, had more to fear from her own 

family than anyone else.  This indicates that the lives of women were still closely tied to 

family and the home,
197

 while men were more focused on the outside world, including 

politics.  At this point, the female characters still do not have the same amount of agency 

                                                 
195 They finally fled Syria in 1969. 
196 This particular example highlights the corruption of the secret police and political system. 
197 Rana was in the process of getting a university education when she was forced to marry her cousin.  So, 

it seems that in spite of what appeared to be a step towards emancipation, the wishes of the family still 

loomed large in the lives of women.   
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as the males, but the passage of time appears to have increased the amount available to 

them. 

The addition of the state as an antagonistic entity reflects the changing arenas of 

power in twentieth-century Syria.  Living in a village at the turn of the century, the lives 

of Sarka and Georg were virtually unaffected by political events, and their family was the 

most important social unit in their lives.  Georg’s goal in life was to create a powerful 

family that could defeat the Schahins.  On the other hand, as a young, urban, politically 

active male, Farid experienced the power of the state more so than those living in rural 

areas.  His political identity as a young communist seemed to be more of a defining 

feature than his family ties.
198

  Thus, religion and family, which are normally considered 

the most important points of identification for Arabs, were subordinate to Farid’s political 

leanings. 

With this shift in power away from the family, why is it that most of the women 

in Schami’s novels were not politically active in some way?  After all, they had been 

granted the right to vote in 1949, and there were already a number of women’s 

movements in place in the Arab world since before Syria’s independence.  However, 

most of the women in the novels refrained from political engagement, and focused 

                                                 
198 Farid was more concerned with furthering a political agenda than with family honor.  This differentiates 

him from his father, Elias.  Everything Elias did to increase his wealth and reputation was done in order to 

impress and spite his own father, Georg, with whom he had his own feud.  Although Elias did not have a 

close relationship with his family, his thinking still indicated that it was a major organizing factor in his 

life.  
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instead on the state of their families.
199

  If they appear in the political sphere, it is mostly 

as the spoiled wife of a politician, or someone angling for a favor.  This would seem to 

cast women in a negative light, lending support to the view of women as conniving and 

materialistic.  There are some female characters who are certainly all of these things, but 

this illustrates the point that men’s and women’s paths to political power were different.  

Women’s access to power was indirect, through secondary channels, whereas men could 

obtain power directly.  It also shows that while some changes were being made, there was 

not a complete revolution in gender relations during this time.200 

Even the women who focused primarily on their families could become 

empowered in a non-political way, however.  From a twenty-first-century standpoint, it 

seems as if the women in Schami’s novels that take place in mid-twentieth-century Syria 

had little control over their lives because of cultural values that were still in place.  Rana 

is an example of such a woman.  Forced to marry the cousin who raped her, she waited 

for the right moment to escape with Farid.  Although her family repeatedly victimized 

her, Rana ultimately summoned the courage to leave her husband, but only after selling 

all of his belongings and leaving his half of their torn wedding photo behind in the empty 

apartment.  The third person narrator depicts this as a completely emancipatory 

experience: “In ihrem Herzen blühte ein Kaktus auf und für eine Sekunde fühlte sie seine 

                                                 
199 An exception to this is Farid’s cousin Laila who was a member of a feminist society.  However, Laila 

was idealistic and appeared unsympathetic at times.  The members of her society were also suspected of 

killing a number of men. 
200 From the late 1940s through today, the military has had a close relationship with the various 

governments of Syria. The late 1940s through the 1950s were characterized by a series of military coups, 

and the leadership of the Baath party was made up primarily of military men from the 1960s onward.  Since 

women were not in the military, they did not have access to this avenue to political power until reforms 

under Hafiz al-Asad in the 1970s changed this and made military training compulsory for all. 
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Stacheln.  Sie bekam eine Gänsehaut und war kurz wie im Rausch.  Als sie wieder zu 

sich kam, atmete sie erleichtert auf” (Dunkle Seite 1004).  This act brought Rana to life, 

like a cactus blooming in the desert.  Rana made this decision without the help or 

suggestion of Farid, which differentiates her from Sarka, who went from her father’s 

control to Georg’s.   

As Rana’s victimization happened primarily within the home, it is fitting that her 

revenge
201

 on her rapist/husband took place there as well.  Rana’s act of revenge indicates 

two breaks with cultural norms.  On one hand, it clearly signified divorce, although not 

yet in a legal sense.  Although divorce was not illegal, it would certainly have been 

frowned upon.  Second, it shows Rana’s break with her family.  By leaving in the way 

that she did, she showed not only disdain for her husband, but also for her family who 

forced her into this marriage.  She no longer cared about preserving her family’s 

reputation.  Rana’s actions also indicate that she did not fear violence at the hands of her 

brother, who had threatened her life in the past.  Quite radical, Rana’s actions signify the 

kind of empowerment available to women at this time.  

Although there are several differences between the relationships of the two 

couples, the novel still demands that comparisons be made.  As Rana and Farid fled Syria 

for Lebanon, they traveled under the names Sarkis and Georgina, the masculine and 

feminine forms of Sarka and Georg respectively.  However, these aliases were not 

permanent, since after they left for Germany, they would be known once again as Farid 

                                                 
201 This entire episode is illustrated in a chapter aptly titled “Ranas Rache.” 
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and Rana.  Still, the choice
202

 of these names indicates that there is a connection between 

these two couples, perhaps that they are two sides of the same coin.        

The main difference between these relationships is that the reader is left with the 

sense Farid and Rana’s relationship would experience a positive outcome in Germany.  

There are several reasons for this impression.  First, the couple would return to their 

original names and identities and would not engage in the continuous process of being 

someone else.  Second, Rana appeared as an equal partner in this endeavor.  While Farid 

made most of the arrangements, Rana gathered her own funds, which potentially afforded 

her some financial independence.  Third, Farid did not dictate what Rana would do in 

Germany.  He helped arrange a spot for her at the university, but left it entirely up to her 

to take it.  The level of equality and personal freedom in Rana and Farid’s relationship 

makes it significantly different from that of his grandparents.    

These differences suggest that the success of relationship depends not only upon 

the absence of restrictive cultural values, but also upon the amount of freedom and 

equality between the partners.  While Georg and Sarka escaped the environment that 

made their partnership a dangerous enterprise, their relationship to one another did not 

afford both parties an equal amount of freedom.  As head of the household, Georg made 

all of the decisions and became mired in the feud because of his personal pride and desire 

to display his masculinity.  Ultimately, he gave up one set of cultural values while 

retaining another, and he and Sarka were together, but miserable.  However, Farid did not 

fall prey to the values of his grandfather.  While he arranged for his escape with Rana, he 

                                                 
202 A passport counterfeiter chose the names, not the couple. 
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respected her autonomy, leaving some of the decisions to her discretion.  Thus, freedom 

within the relationship is shown to be as important as freedom from restrictive values.    

The similarities to Layli and Majnun, Romeo and Juliet, and Romeo und Julia auf 

dem Dorfe reflect Schami’s criticism of these harmful restrictions. In some respects, the 

relationships between Sarka and Georg, Farid and Rana present inversions of these texts.  

For example, there was no ideal, chaste love between Sarka and Georg, and Schami uses 

their union to expose societal ills. Georg became obsessed, but not with the ideal image 

of his wife.  The affliction in their story is not love, as is the case in Layli and Majnun, 

but rather the culturally constructed masculinity that Georg sought to display in an effort 

to vanquish his enemy.  Schami criticizes this by bringing their union to an unfortunate 

end.   In contrast, Rana and Farid, although they correspond more closely to Romeo and 

Juliet, eventually free themselves of the obstacles to their love.  The feud between the 

Muschtak and Schahin families threatened their relationship from the beginning, and like 

Shakespeare’s couple, their initial attempt to escape ended badly.  However, their story is 

not a tragedy, but one that highlights their perseverance and determination to be together.  

The story of Rana and Farid also provides a critique of the societal values and the 

political oppression that threatened their relationship. In this way, it corresponds to 

Keller’s novella, in which the author criticizes the greed that leads to the feud between 

the families.  

These examples of changes in identity illustrate the changes that took place in 

Syrian culture and society from the early to the mid-twentieth century.  They show how 

certain cultural values complicated relationships, particularly those between members of 
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different religions.  However, Schami is not only reflecting on this time period.  He is 

also critical of the system of values that necessitates these changes, as well as the lesser 

amount of agency available to female characters.  Danger to the lives of the couples 

precipitated the changes in identity, but they were dangers of different varieties, and often 

tied to the differences in prescribed gender roles.  Sarka and Georg had to flee Sarka’s 

family and fiancé, whereas Rana and Farid escaped Farid’s nemesis, who attempted to 

use the political system against him.    The different types of threats demonstrate a shift 

away from the family as the center of power from the end of World War I through the 

1960s. 

THE EMPOWERING AND REPRESSIVE POTENTIAL OF IDENTITY 

 

Though several of Schami’s characters change aspects of their identities for love, 

there are other reasons that appear within the texts.  Desire for power, for freedom of 

mobility, and to escape danger are also behind the characters’ decisions to mask 

themselves in some way.  Additionally, a particular situation or entity might require a 

character to change a part of his or her identity.  In this instance, the change does not lead 

to emancipation, but rather more repression, indicating that the resulting experience 

depends largely whether or not the character embraces the new identity.  The next section 

examines three examples from different novels that illustrate how name changes can be 

alternately restrictive and empowering.  These changes are not always permanent, nor do 

they usually result in a complete, genuine transformation of the character.  Though the 

changes may be superficial, they nonetheless bring about serious consequences for the 
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characters involved.  The analysis will reveal that the changes in identity markers are 

ultimately unstable, and that they contribute to the recreation of ‘reality’ insofar as the 

characters experience it. 

Though numerous characters change aspects of their identities, this section 

focuses only upon Farid Muschtak and Mahdi Said from Die dunkle Seite der Liebe and 

Lutfi Farah of Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe because they best illustrate how a change of 

name could be restrictive or empowering.  With these three examples, Schami displays 

Syrian culture to his readers and closely examines life in monastery schools as well as the 

experience of illegal immigration.  He also criticizes repressive political systems and 

their effect on the individual. In all instances, the author is critical of forces that restrict 

individual freedoms and necessitate changes in identity.   

Farid Muschtak, the protagonist of Die dunkle Seite der Liebe, changed his name 

several times in the course of the novel.  As a member of a resistance group, and during 

his escape to Germany with Rana, Farid adopted aliases.  These transformations were 

superficial and made in an attempt to protect Farid from his enemies.  In contrast, when 

Farid was a child, the monastery school where he studied required him to take on the 

name of a saint.  Although this change was also superficial, its purpose was not to protect 

Farid.  Rather, it was part of a larger control mechanism the school imposed upon the 

students.  Far from an empowering experience, Farid’s time in this environment resulted 

in feelings of alienation, and ultimately a serious illness that led to his removal from the 

school and return to Damascus. 



 193 

This illness was perhaps evidence of the body’s rebellion against restrictions 

imposed on the mind.  The monastery school employed a specific method in order to 

exert control over the pupils mind, body, and soul.  For example, all students were 

required to bear the names of saints.  Since no saint had been named “Farid,” the abbot 

renamed him “Barnaba” (Dunkle Seite 467).  The school administration conceived of the 

name change as the mark of a new beginning for the students.  As the abbot told Farid 

and his father, “Ein neuer Name ist auch ein Symbol für ein neues Leben.  Farid bleibt als 

Erinnerung bei seinen Eltern und hier kommt ein Barnaba zur Welt” (468).  The ultimate 

goal of the school was to educate young boys who would later be of service to the 

Catholic Church.  The new name was to give Farid an identity that would put him on this 

path.  However, for Farid, the name was the first step in this process designed to 

transform and control the students. 

The restrictions the school placed upon the boys manifested themselves in two 

ways.  First, they prevented free communication among the students as well as with the 

outside world.  Second, they imposed control upon the students’ physical bodies.  In 

these respects, the school did not differ greatly from a repressive political regime, a 

parallel that became evident with Farid’s later political engagement.
203

  This comparison 

shows that forces associated with the West in Syrian culture, like the Catholic Church, 

were not always instruments of modernization and emancipation.
204

   

                                                 
203 As an adult, Farid was arrested for his political activities and spent time in a brutal prison camp. 
204 Schami himself spent some time in a monastery school and was required to adopt the name of a saint, 

Barnabas.  The other pupils teased him because of  the name’s similarity to Barrabas (B. Wild 17).  Farid’s 

experiences mirror those of Schami, suggesting there is a strong link between the author and this character. 
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In order to control the students’ ability to communicate with one another, the 

school instituted two policies.  First, all members of the school were required to speak 

only French in classes as well as in private conversation.  Anyone caught speaking 

Arabic was given a round piece of wood, which he would then pass on to the next person.  

If the individual was unlucky and found no one speaking Arabic, he would face the 

humiliation of eating his dinner while kneeling.  This practice forced the students to spy 

on one another and also prevented them from communicating in their native language.  

Until they became proficient speakers of French, it hampered their ability to express 

themselves.  While the administrators maintained that the rule was supposed to help the 

students learn French more quickly, it also pitted them against one another.  Although the 

policy may have prevented some of the boys from bonding with their classmates, it did 

induce others to form resistance groups in response to this restriction.   

Censorship is the second way in which the school restricted the students’ freedom 

of expression.  Required to write their families at least six times per year, the boys were 

not permitted to say anything negative about the school or give their parents cause of 

alarm in any way.  Additionally, letters from the outside that the administration deemed 

inappropriate were destroyed.  Students had to search for alternative means of 

communication with their loved ones if they wanted to discuss anything controversial.  

With this example, Schami once again draws a comparison between the life in a 

monastery school and repressive political regimes. 

In addition to controlling the students’ ability to communicate, the school also 

imposed its will on their physical bodies.  Upon entering the school, the new pupils 
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discarded their street clothes for ecclesiastical garments and received a tonsure.  These 

marked them as students at the school and created a sense of order.  However, the 

school’s control went far beyond outward appearances.  It was rumored that if the priest 

in charge of the laundry noticed evidence of nocturnal emissions in a boy’s 

undergarments, that students would be punished.  The widespread use of corporal 

punishment is further evidence of the school’s philosophy that the mind could be 

controlled and disciplined through the body.  

The result of the restrictive policies was initially alienation.  Farid barely 

recognized himself and felt as if he did not belong in his new environment: 

Manchmal glaubte Farid, er würde verrückt werden.  Nicht nur die 

meisten Klosterbrüder blieben ihm fremd.  Er empfand auch diesen 

Barnaba, der da in Kutte herumlief und ihn immer wieder mit seinem 

verbrannten Gesicht und der sich hässlich pellenden Kopfhaut aus dem 

Spiegel anstarrte, als Fremden. (Dunkle Seite 481) 

In gazing upon his strange reflection, Farid experienced total alienation from the 

identity the school imposed on him.  This suggests that acquiescence to authority in 

matters of identity could possibly lead to a fracturing of the self, even if the prescribed 

identity markers are mostly superficial.  In using the term ‘authority,’ I refer to any entity 

that exerts power over others, be it an individual, a group, or a value system that governs 

society.  Despite the superficiality of Farid’s new name and appearance, the dissonance 

between what he accepted as his identity, and that which was thrust upon him, created 

this moment of alienation within the text.  Farid only overcame this alienation by forging 
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alliances with other pupils and rebelling against the administration.  Ultimately, these acts 

of rebellion were not enough to sustain him, however, and he fell deathly ill.  Farid’s 

example underscores a connection between the physical body and identity, and 

demonstrates that imposed identity markers have the potential to destabilize the 

individual mentally and physically. 

In contrast to Farid, Lutfi of Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe gained more freedom 

through his multiple name changes.  Because Lutfi traveled illegally between Syria and 

Germany, he required passports and visas under false names.  Each time, he memorized a 

background story for each name, as well as a reason for travel.  They allowed Lutfi to 

escape the future he saw for himself before he first traveled to Germany on behalf of his 

uncle to sell valuable coins: “Nein, ich wollte weder in die Armee noch an den Golf.  Ich 

wollte leben.  Und ich wollte der Enge unserer Wohnung entkommen” (Sehnsucht 71).  

Lutfi desired a future which was otherwise unavailable to a person with no financial 

means.  He also wanted to escape his mother’s apartment, where her boyfriends caused 

him to feel as if he did not belong (134).  Marginalized in Syria because of his darker 

skin color and poverty, Lutfi felt alienation in his home country, but found acceptance 

abroad.   

Unlike Farid’s experience of alienation in the monastery school, Lutfi was able to 

find a sense of belonging he had never felt before coming to Germany.  His aliases 

enabled him to find the one place he belonged, the flea market “Babylon”: “Zum ersten 

Mal fühlte ich Zugehörigkeit zu einem Ort.  Dieser Flohmarkt entlang dem Main war 

meine Heimat…Wo auch immer ich war, fühlte ich nicht etwas Sehnsucht nach 
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Damaskus oder nach Afrika, sondern nur nach diesem Flohmarkt” (Sehnsucht 105-6).  

Within the novel, the flea market is a cosmopolitan gathering place of immigrants and 

natives alike.  It represents a distinct community that, in contrast to the world outside of 

it, celebrates diversity.  It is a model of multiculturalism and functions as a third space for 

its inhabitants because it allows them to freely express their lives, desires, and cultures all 

within the same space.  However, Babylon is also a critique of the outside world because 

it reveals the hypocrisy of stringent immigration laws and negative attitudes toward 

‘foreigners’ in Germany.  Diversity is an integral part of the flea market, and perhaps the 

attribute that makes it most attractive to visitors.  Yet this same diversity and the 

immigrants themselves are often perceived as a threat to so-called German culture. 

This negative perception is expressed in the novel by the uncle of Lutfi’s German 

girlfriend.  At a dinner party, the unnamed man became intoxicated and insulted Lutfi and 

the other Arab guests with his ignorant characterizations of the Middle East (Sehnsucht 

330).  Additionally, he asked Lutfi, “‘Was willst du denn bei uns, Bimbo?’” (330). The 

uncle’s question indicates an uneasiness regarding the presence of immigrants in 

Germany, and his use of the word “Bimbo” in reference to Lutfi reveals the extent to 

which racism informs this uneasiness.  Lest the reader assume the uncle is simply the sad 

result of a poor education, it is revealed that he is in fact a professor.  Schami 

demonstrates with this example that ignorance may be found in all levels of society, even 

among the most educated, and that education alone will not provide a remedy for such 

prejudice.  Although the uncle appeared to be concerned about the presence of 

immigrants in Germany, he had no issue consuming the delicacies brought to the party by 
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Lutfi’s Arab friends.
205

 This shows that for him, diversity is acceptable as long as it is a 

product that can be utilized for some purpose.  However, the creators of these products, 

the immigrants themselves, remain suspect.   

The immigration laws, which Lutfi frequently encountered, reinforce this distinction 

because they penalize individuals simply for being in a certain place without the proper 

documentation. Through Lutfi’s example, Schami illustrates the problems immigrants 

face in Germany, regardless of their status.
206

  Lutfi’s story urges the reader to question 

why he could not stay in Germany since he felt most at home there and was otherwise not 

a criminal.  The protagonist was unable to make sense of this system: “Ich tat keinem 

etwas zu Leide und landete doch immer wieder im Gefängnis, während draußen die 

übelsten Verbrecher frei herumliefen, ohne eine Strafe befürchten zu müssen” (Sehnsucht 

314).  Here, Schami criticizes a society that criminalizes the mere existence of certain 

individuals within its confines, while allowing real wrongdoing to go unchecked.  How 

could such a society consider itself humane?  Ultimately, Lutfi’s tenacity and the 

compassion of the police officer who repeatedly arrested him triumph over the inhumane 

immigration laws, allowing him to remain in Germany.  In this example, one can see 

evidence of the third space Schami has created for himself.  He is critical of cultural 

norms not only in Syria, but in Germany as well.  Both of these cultures have contributed 

to his identity and perspective, and his texts provide the opportunity to examine them 

with a critical eye. 

                                                 
205 He ate the food, but put ketchup on it to suit his own tastes.   
206 Even if they are there legally, they may still encounter prejudice. 



 199 

Although the immigration authorities considered him a Syrian national, Lutfi’s 

identity was connected to the flea market rather than to his country of origin.  This raises 

two important considerations. First, that identity does not have to be connected to the 

state or a particular ethnic group, and second, that it has more to do with the choices one 

makes.  Lutfi felt a connection to the flea market and chose to remain in Germany despite 

his troubles with the authorities.  The core of his identity is bound to the multicultural 

atmosphere of Babylon, which reflects his own diverse makeup.
207

 Lutfi could be Arab 

and Syrian and choose to reside in Germany without viewing it as somehow 

contradictory.  This contrasts with what scholar Jim Jordan refers to as the “two worlds 

paradigm” in his article entitled, “More Than a Metaphor: The Passing of the Two 

Worlds Paradigm in German-Language Diasporic Literature.” The “two worlds 

paradigm” claims that the migrant is trapped between the culture of his or her homeland 

and that of the new country of residence (“More than a Metaphor” 488).  This metaphor 

appears in various forms of migrant literature from the 1970s until the 1990s, when 

Jordan claims that the paradigm for identity formation appears to have evolved beyond it 

(488). Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe is perhaps an example of this evolution, since Lutfi 

does not appear to undergo an internal struggle regarding his identity.  His primary 

concern is his ability to remain in Germany despite not possessing the legal standing to 

do so.  As such, it is not a psychological or an emotional struggle, as the “two worlds 

paradigm” might suggest, but a practical one situated within the legal sphere.  It is 

                                                 
207 Lutfi’s family background represents some of the diversity present in Syrian society. His mother was 

originally a Muslim woman from a family with African roots, while his father was an Arab Christian.  
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perhaps this legal sphere that poses the greatest challenge to immigrants rather than the 

issue of cultural difference. 

While Schami’s novel Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe highlights the struggles of 

immigration, several of his other texts illustrate issues within the Syrian political sphere 

that pose barriers to the characters in the novels.  Because of these obstacles, they adopt 

new identities in order to achieve their goals.  An example of such a character is the 

villainous Mahdi Said, who completely transformed himself in an effort to gain power in 

the novel, Die dunkle Seite der Liebe.  Through Mahdi Said, Schami demonstrates the 

extent to which identity markers can be superficial, and also draws attention to the 

hypocrisy of oppressive political regimes. 

Although Schami places his characters in an environment that reflects the realities 

of Syrian life to a great extent, it is nonetheless a fictionalized environment.  For the 

author, politics or a political message is subordinate to his story of love in Die dunkle 

Seite der Liebe: “Ich wollte von der Liebe unter erschwerten Bedingungen erzählen.  

Politik und reale Geschichte dienen als Requisiten und Hintergrund eines Romans über 

verbotene Liebe unter Damaszener Bedingungen (Dunkle Seite 1030).  As a result, the 

political and historical elements of the novel may not correspond directly to real people 

and events.
208

  Rather, the political functions as a background element that occasionally 

intrudes upon and shapes the lives of the characters.   

                                                 
208 Schami himself has stated that he is an opponent of political novels, but that it would be impossible to 

write about life in Syria without including the effects of the political sphere in his stories (Dunkle Seite 

1029). 
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Although some of the female figures of Schami’s novels interact with politicians, 

none of them reaches the level of political engagement of the male characters.  The 

novels portray politics in mid-twentieth-century Syria as primarily a man’s sphere.  This 

is most likely a reflection of the culture at the time and it also indicates that the status and 

role of women had not changed greatly since the end of the colonial period.  In Die 

dunkle Seite der Liebe, there are two characters who stand out as more politically 

engaged than the others.  Mahdi Said and Farid Muschtak were both deeply involved in 

the political sphere, albeit for different reasons.   

Mahdi Said appears under four different names in the novel.  His many name 

changes reflect his tumultuous early life.  His birth name, Said Schahin was changed to 

Said Bustani after a member of the Muschtak family murdered Said’s father and his 

mother remarried.  His stepfather also required the family to convert to Catholicism from 

Orthodox Christianity.  At the monastery school where Said and Farid met for the first 

time, he was known as Bulos.  Eventually, Said Bustani converted to Islam and became 

known as Mahdi Said.  Driven by two separate obsessions, protecting Syria209 and 

seeking revenge against the Muschtaks for the murder of his father, Mahdi Said became a 

powerful officer in the military and the secret police.  His desire to protect Syria, 

however, was subordinate to his lust for revenge.  The name changes and religious 

conversion aided Said in his quests. 

                                                 
209 Said is likely a Baathist.  His nationalist ideals inspire him to root out any opposition to that particular 

vision of Syria. 
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By converting to Islam, Mahdi associated himself with the majority, which 

consequently enhanced his career options.  Within the novel, at least one of the other 

characters recognized his conversion as a career move rather than a true expression of 

religious feeling.
210

  However, there was some confusion among the other characters 

about the nature of his conversion.  At the prison camp where Farid encountered Mahdi, 

some prisoners were convinced that he was truly a Muslim, while another believed Mahdi 

still held Christian beliefs.  The rumors about Mahdi’s religious affiliation allowed him to 

gain the trust of certain prisoners and thus maintain better control over the camp.   

Mahdi’s religion was a tool he used to achieve his own desires.  He admitted as 

much to Farid when the two met again at the prison camp: 

“Ich wurde durch Zufall in der Orthodoxen Gemeinschaft geboren und 

zwangsweise zum Katholiken umerzogen.  Ich hatte alle Qualifikationen, 

um das Schicksal des Landes in die Hand zu nehmen, es gab nur eine 

kleine islamische Formel und meine Vorhaut als Hindernis: Doch nicht für 

mich.  Auch die Formel habe ich gesprochen und so wurde aus Bulos 

Mahdi, und ich kann dir nur sagen: Alle vernünftigen Leute…, scheißen in 

Wahrheit auf alle Religionen…Religion ist gut um Dummköpfe zu 

lenken.” (Dunkle Seite 955) 

 

For all of the importance one’s religion plays in Syrian culture, here it is reduced to a 

distinguishing mark devoid of real spiritual or personal meaning, serving only as a tool to 

                                                 
210 Commissioner Barudi, who investigated Mahdi’s murder, assumed that Mahdi converted in order to 

further his career (Dunkle Seite 1019).   
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gain power over others.211  Mahdi’s experience with the three most important religious 

groups in Syria had not bred tolerance and understanding, but rather indifference.  There 

are numerous characters in the novel, like Farid’s father, who appear hypocritical in their 

beliefs and use the influence of the Church to their own ends, but Schami has made 

Mahdi less sympathetic than such figures by associating him with overt brutality. 

Powerful leaders in Syria apparently shared Mahdi’s attitude toward religion.  

This is an indication of a wider problem among those who rule: they do not really believe 

in anything except their own desires for wealth and power.  This is evident in their 

approach to religion, as well as the corruption within the government and its beneficial 

dealings with other states who would otherwise be ideological enemies.  As one of the 

characters remembered a minister of the interior saying, “‘Politik besteht darin, 

Muslimbrüder, Satlanisten und Kommunisten zu töten und zugleich Freundschaft zu 

Saudi Arabien, zu Satlan
212

 von Ägypten und zur Sowjetunion zu unterhalten’” (Dunkle 

Seite 914).  It appears that the political sphere’s driving force consists of a series of 

contradictions, and these contradictions are the result of leaders following their own 

interests over those of the people or the state. 

Despite Schami’s claim that this is not a political novel, there is certainly a 

commentary on the Syrian political landscape.  Religion and politics are entwined in 

Syria, however superficial both sets of beliefs might be.  Schami reveals the problem of a 

system in which none of those in power truly believe in anything or possess any kind of 

                                                 
211 Religion was also a tool the French used to encourage factionalism during the mandate. 
212 Satlan is fictional, but probably represents Nasser. 
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vision that would improve the lives of their constituents.  The politicians and military 

leaders of Schami’s novel seem only concerned with bolstering their positions within the 

political sphere.  The result was a repressive regime that ruined the lives of its citizens 

through brutality. 

In spite of some specifically Syrian elements, the brutality and desire to maintain 

power at any cost are the general characteristics of dictatorships throughout the world.  

The presence of East German officers in the novel who instructed the Syrians in 

interrogation techniques at Mahdi’s prison camp, as well as numerous references to the 

Syrian regime’s relationship to the Soviet Union serve to reemphasize this point.  By 

weaving these connections into the narrative, Schami encourages the reader to think of 

this not as a Syrian or Middle Eastern problem, but as an international issue that should 

be addressed.213 

Although identity markers such as names or religious affiliation might carry only 

superficial importance for those who bear them, any changes could result in empowering 

or repressive experiences depending upon how those changes occur.  The previous 

examples reveal that the characters’ outward identities conformed to various social or 

legal prescriptions, and that their internal associations were located elsewhere.  This 

suggests that the concept of identity in Schami’s novels consists of two layers, the outer 

and the internal.  The outer layer fulfills the expectations of society, while the internal 

layer consists of whatever the individual chooses, even if those elements seem 

contradictory.  When the goals of both layers are in alignment, then the character is 

                                                 
213 Schami is opposed to all types of oppression, not just these dictatorships. 
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empowered. However, if the goals are misaligned, because the outer identity has been 

thrust upon the character, then alienation and feelings of powerlessness are the most 

likely outcome.  The examples of Farid, Lutfi, and Mahdi demonstrate the variations of 

this model. 

CONCLUSION 

 

What does the prevalence of identity-changing characters indicate?  Considering 

the interactions of the cultural categories, there are several things one can surmise.  First, 

as mentioned at the outset of the chapter, the characters’ identity is shaped in large part 

by the family, from whence they receive religious and political orientations.  Second, the 

freely adopted identity signifies a break with these cultural affiliations.  If the characters 

cross boundaries laid out by these categories (e.g. no intermarriage between people of 

different faiths), their original identity becomes insufficient.  They need a new identity 

that corresponds to the new cultural boundaries they have chosen.  Finally, although in 

many examples the act of changing one’s identity is connected to subversion of cultural 

norms, their newly chosen identities conform to cultural expectations.  Thus, it is not a 

revolt against the entire system, but rather an elective repositioning within it. 

To some extent, this repositioning challenges the restrictive cultural values by 

calling into question their validity.  When the characters adopt new identities, they often 

do so in order to superficially conform to societal expectations.  Do these restrictions then 

serve any purpose other than to provide obstacles?  From the examples in Schami’s 

novels, it would seem that they do not.  Ostensibly, they should aid the preservation of 
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the family, but there are no instances in which crossing these boundaries posed a threat to 

the family structure.  For example, in Die dunkle Seite der Liebe, one can see that 

religious difference was not the root cause of strife between Sarka and Georg, although 

intermarriage was considered as an unforgivable act within the context of the novel.  This 

suggests that the restrictions do not perform their intended function and are perhaps more 

detrimental to the lives of the characters than the taboo behaviors they aim to prevent. 

Additionally, if the characters continually reposition themselves within the 

system, does this not ultimately render the entire system of values and restrictions 

meaningless?  From the characters’ viewpoint, the answer is likely in the affirmative.  If 

they can redesign their surface identities to maintain a culturally or socially acceptable 

mode of existence, then this would indicate that the restrictive values demand little more 

than window dressing.  On the other hand, the superficial acquiescence does not remove 

the barriers entirely, and as long as nothing fundamentally challenges the restrictions, 

they continue to dictate which behaviors are considered culturally acceptable.  

One can detect similarities between this viewpoint regarding the nature of cultural 

values and Greek-French theorist Cornelius Castoriadis’s concept of the social imaginary.  

According to his theory, society undergoes constant change in which the old institutions 

and norms that govern it are eventually replaced by new ones (372).  Even though society 

creates these institutions, Castoriadis claims that self-alienation prevents people from 

recognizing that these forms are the product of society itself and not some force outside 

of it, such as God (372).  Breaking through this barrier of self-alienation might enable a 

radical transformation of society in which individuals would ultimately enjoy a 
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presumably emancipated relationship to the institutions they have consciously created 

(373).  And yet, in Schami’s novels, the realization that the characters can remake their 

own images does not result in societal change.  Abiding by the rules on the surface is 

apparently not enough to challenge the system.  It is only by choosing a completely 

different society that certain characters free themselves from the restrictive cultural 

values they sought to escape, although in some instances, they may have to deal with new 

ones.  This seems to be especially true for the female characters, due to their lack of 

agency in comparison to the males.  This suggests that while a radical transformation is 

possible, it would require more than the simple realization that society creates its own 

institutions and norms.  

Even when the characters find themselves in a different culture, they still face 

challenges related to their identities. In Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe, Lutfi’s obstacles are 

mostly situated within the legal sphere rather than in the realm of cultural difference.  

This differs from the works of other minority authors, such as Emine Sevgi Özdamar, 

whose texts “Mutterzunge” and “Großvaterzunge” relate the struggle of a Turkish-

German woman trying to reconnect with her Turkish heritage.  According to scholar 

Margaret Littler, the two texts work in tandem to expose the female protagonist’s sense 

of loss and subsequent acceptance of the complexity of identity (230).  Özdamar 

accomplishes this by showing that the main character’s identity is hybrid due to her 

migration to Germany, and also because of the cultural hybridity already present in 

Turkey (Littler 229).  This complicates the notion of the “two worlds” paradigm and hints 

that German culture itself is hybrid as well.  Schami employs a similar strategy in Die 
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Sehnsucht der Schwalbe in that he shows the diversity of German and Syrian culture.  

Lutfi, does not experience a sense of loss or alienation like Özdamar’s protagonist.  This 

indicates that the hurdle of cultural difference is largely imaginary due to the hybrid 

nature of cultures in general.  The notion of hybridity is therefore more useful for 

examining Schami’s texts than the “two worlds” paradigm.  There is subsequently no loss 

in moving from one to another, if this is done according to free will.   

What does pose a problem is the concept of assimilation.  In Schami’s allegory 

“Als der Meister auftrat,” assimilation appears as a magician named “Gnussapna”
214

 who 

sells skins (identities) to migrants who hope that by changing their outward appearance, 

they will gain acceptance in their new country of residence.  The transformation
215

 is only 

superficial and therefore ultimately unsuccessful because the migrants cannot deny their 

heritage forever.  Scholar Donna Kinerny argues this shows that Schami views 

assimilation of foreigners not only as an impossible task, but one that is also undesirable 

(235).  One can see this viewpoint expressed in Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe to the extent 

that Lutfi has successfully integrated himself into German society without having to 

discard his identity as an Arab.  Although he initially experiences culture shock, he is 

eventually able to find his own niche.  In the novel, the most important challenge to 

Lutfi’s integration is not the fact that he is an Arab, but rather the legal issues 

surrounding his right to remain in Germany.  This suggests that, like the restrictive 

cultural values, the laws regarding residency cause more problems than they prevent. 

                                                 
214 Anpassung is “assimilation” spelled backwards in German. 
215 The transformation consists of a change of name and also appearance. 
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The way in which migrants come to terms with their identity and life in Germany 

is a central topic of German minority literature. Yet Schami’s novels suggest that the 

plight of the migrant in this regard is not so different from that of any individual who 

desires to avoid certain societal expectations.  Both migrants and those wishing to escape 

cultural restrictions alter aspects of their identities in order to blend into their 

surroundings and avoid conflict.  This can lead to an emancipatory experience under 

certain conditions, particularly if the changes are superficial and do not require the 

individual to discard certain attributes he or she values.  Yet in spite of the potential for 

an emancipatory experience, in the case of Schami’s novels, the change of identity does 

not ultimately challenge or upend the system that created these powerful, yet artificial 

norms in the first place. Schami thus does not appear to issue a direct call to revolution, 

as none of the characters ultimately pose much of a threat to the status quo.  Without 

mobilization, these singular examples of individual identity-shifting remain just that: 

isolated incidents that have no impact on the larger society.  Farid’s involvement in the 

underground posed the greatest threat to the social and political order, but even he 

relinquished that role to flee to Germany.  This suggests that even direct oppositional 

political engagement is not enough to effect real change.   

Yet Schami’s message, written within and about a third space between his and his 

characters’ culture of origin and the culture of address, itself an increasingly hybrid 

sphere, is not simply a now cosmopolitan native’s criticism of Syrian social and cultural 

norms. For democracy, too, appears insufficient when the experience of migrants mirrors 

issues similar to those of the characters in Syria.  The novels’ more nuanced implication 
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seems to be that solidarity is the key to affecting social norms. Although the works give 

no concrete indication as to how solidarity might be utilized to change the system, they 

indicate that the change in identity markers opens up a third space within which the 

characters can challenge the prevailing cultural norms.  The texts themselves function as 

a third space for Schami, who uses his position as a Syrian-German author to critique 

elements of both cultures. 
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Chapter Four: Room for a Secret: Secrecy and space 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In the second chapter, I examined the relationships between young males and 

their female mentors.  Chapter Three then discussed the changes of identity that 

characters undergo within Schami’s novels.  Although the theme of secrecy has already 

made an appearance in the discussions of the previous two chapters, Chapter Four will 

expand upon this topic.  This theme requires its own chapter because of its prevalence 

within the novels, and the role of secrets and secret keeping is much more extensive and 

complex than the preceding sections reveal.  Therefore, secrecy should be examined in its 

own right in order to show the integral function it performs in the society created by 

Rafik Schami.  Additionally, this analysis will attempt to discern a link between secrets 

and gender within the novels. 

In Orientalist interpretations of the Arab world, it and its people often appear as a 

source of mystery (Said 52).  Veiled women, in particular, were a source of interest 

because of what their veils might conceal.  Within these Western interpretations, the 

Orient and its people display an impenetrable quality, one which Western intervention 

must analyze and catalogue in order to exert control over it.  The society Schami has 

created in his novels is also characterized by secrecy, but it is not the same kind of 

mystery depicted in Orientalist paintings and texts.  Instead, it reveals how the characters 

come to terms with the various restrictions placed on them by their culture.  Schami’s 

depiction is a reaction to Orientalist interpretations.  
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In restrictive cultures, individuals who rebel against accepted norms must keep 

their actions shrouded in secrecy.  Syrian culture, as portrayed by Rafik Schami in his 

novels, creates an atmosphere in which the characters traffic in various kinds of secrets 

and secret keeping.  Schami centers this behavior in a society full of restrictions, against 

which the characters rebel.  Secrecy is a response to these restrictions and a way to avoid 

the consequences of illicit behavior.  By illicit behavior, I mean any actions that run 

counter to the value system present in the novels.  Examples of such actions include a 

romantic partnership with someone of another faith, extramarital liaisons, and 

homosexual relationships.  Secrecy is a way to exert agency in the face of restrictions, 

and the amount of agency available is tied to the gender of the character.  The 

consequences for illicit behavior is also connected to gender roles.   

There are two ways in which Schami’s secretive characters bring the reader into 

their confidence.  Often, they give up their secrets through private reflections.216  They 

also frequently reveal their secrets to one another through conversations to which the 

reader is privy.  Secrecy and revelation tend to go hand in hand because someone other 

than the secret keeper is almost always informed.  While this increases the possibility that 

an enemy may discover what the secret keeper is hiding, it also indicates the characters’ 

desire for a greater level of intimacy between themselves and others.  They forge bonds 

through their confessions that enable them to both strengthen their relationships and seek 

                                                 
216 This does not refer to monologues.  The narration shows some characters as they quietly reflect within 

their own minds.  
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assistance.  Because of the revelations within the text, the reader is also drawn into the 

conspiracy. 

SECRECY: THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 

Secrecy has long been a subject of inquiry in the fields of linguistics and the 

social sciences, as well as literature.  In her work entitled Secrets: On the Ethics of 

Concealment and Revelation, ethicist Sissela Bok examines secrecy within various 

contexts, including personal and state secrets.  She also analyzes the facets of secret 

keeping and revelation, such as confidentiality, confessions, and gossip.  Her book 

provides an in depth consideration of secrecy, how it affects the self and others, and the 

role that it plays within society.  Bok draws upon a variety of sources to support her 

observations, including literary theorists, social scientists, and literary texts, and 

subsequently, this diversity affords her work a broad applicability. 

Bok’s definition of the secret is neutral: a secret could be good or bad, but its 

defining characteristic is its concealment (9).  This may come as somewhat of a surprise 

since one might generally think of secrecy as a way to hide illicit acts.  However, Bok 

explains that secrets can also conceal information the secret keepers consider a positive 

development.  Surprise birthday parties, gifts, and the like would fall under this category.  

Thus, one cannot assume that all secrets intend to hide taboo behaviors and shield the 

secret keeper from judgment.  In Schami’s novels, most of the secrets do actually conceal 

information that would place the secret keepers in danger.  This complicates the notion of 

good and bad secrets because on one hand, the society in the novels views the illicit 
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behaviors as something negative, but yet the secrecy itself protects those involved from 

harm, which is decidedly good for those characters.  The same secret could potentially be 

positive or negative depending on the points of view involved.  Bok’s focus on the aspect 

of concealment is therefore helpful because it bypasses the conundrum created by 

categorizing secrets as good or bad.   

Bok differentiates secrecy from privacy, although the two concepts seem almost 

identical.  However, something can be private without being a true secret (Secrets 10).  

She argues that secrecy is a way to control the access of others to something the secret 

keeper wishes to protect, such as identity (including feelings and privacy), property, and 

plans (13).  The control the secret keeper exerts gives him or her both security and power 

(19-20).  Bok claims that, “In seeking some control over secrecy and openness, and the 

power it makes possible, human beings attempt to guard and to promote not only their 

autonomy but ultimately their sanity and survival itself” (24).  Thus, secrecy not only 

affords protection, it gives the secret keeper the freedom to exercise his or her autonomy.  

Bok goes on to say that without secrecy, freedom would be an impossibility (24). 

Although she identifies the positive nature of secrecy, she also notes that there are 

dangers as well.  Secrecy may lead to impaired judgment, irrational and pathological 

tendencies, and it may also adversely affect the character of the secret keeper (25).  

Additionally, secrecy tends to beget even more secrecy (25).  In general, Bok seems to 

focus on the benefits or at least the more neutral attributes of secret keeping rather than 

the potential negatives.  She even suggests that a world in which secrets did not exist, and 

transparency was the only option, might lead to chaos (18). 
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In general, Bok’s observations provide a comprehensive tool for understanding 

the function of secrecy and the motivations behind it.  In his article, “The Paradox of 

Secrecy,” Beryl Bellman attempts to develop his own theory of secrecy based on 

sociology and applied linguistics.  As he is interested in developing his theory for 

sociological purposes, he uses examples from a society in West Africa that engages in a 

number of secret rituals.  In contrast to Bok, Bellman focuses more on the communicative 

aspects of secret keeping.  He argues that secrecy is a “communicative event” and that 

secrets are “texts that have definite organizational properties” (2).  While any type of 

information can become a secret (Bellman 4), Bellman suggests that secrets should not be 

defined by their content, but rather that they are best understood by looking at the ways in 

which they are concealed and revealed (22).  On this note, Bellman and Bok appear to be 

in agreement. 

In the most insightful portions of the article, Bellman describes his approach to 

secrets as texts.  While he does not draw upon actual literary works, his ideas are 

applicable to that kind of analysis.  Bellman argues that within a text, how and when a 

secret is revealed shifts the interpretation of that text (14).  Additionally, secrets 

constitute a kind of alternate reality that if discovered, would cause a change in the way 

that reality is perceived (Bellman 15).  This observation is particularly helpful for 

examining texts in which multiple secrets are revealed.  One could analyze each of the 

secrets as alternate realities relative to the rest of the text.  This could reveal more about 

the perspectives of the characters, as well as the function of the secrets within the text. 
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Both Bok’s and Bellman’s insights are potentially useful for literary 

interpretations of secrecy. Much of the scholarship that exists on secrecy in the realm of 

literature examines works from the Victorian era, which is not surprising since many 

texts from that period are rife with examples of secrets and secret keeping.  Scholar 

Albert Pionke observes that the scholarship on Victorian literature has demonstrated that 

the secrecy was a response to pressures placed on the private lives of individuals  (2-3).  

Victorian authors occupied many positions on this issue (3), and as Pionke points out, the 

many reasons for secrecy make it difficult to approach as a cultural practice (10).  Thus, 

the contributors to Pionke’s volume represent a variety of backgrounds and utilize 

different methods in their analyses (11). 

One of the contributors, Maria K. Bachman, examines The Woman in White by 

Wilkie Collins, a novel that, according to Bachman, is filled with examples of secrecy 

(75).  She wishes to examine “cognitive complexities of concealment and deception” 

found within the text (75).  Bachman’s arguments revolve around the cognitive effects of 

the novel on the reader.  First, she claims a correlation between the cognitive functioning 

of the fictional and the real mind (76).  Second, Bachman notes that the logic of the novel 

and the logic of disclosing secrets are the same (76).  This appears similar to Bellman’s 

observation that the revelation of a secret can alter the interpretation of a text. Third, the 

revelation of secrets engages the readers’ and characters’ Thinking of Mind, a term which 

Bachman at one point refers to as “mindreading,” but is actually the way that readers or 

characters fill in an information gap based on context and content.  It can involve 

interpreting the emotions of characters without having direct access to them from the text. 
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While Bachman focuses more on the cognitive aspects of secrecy, her 

observations could open up new ways for thinking about the relationship between the 

reader and text, as well as the function of narration.  In addition to her three main 

arguments, Bachman observes that the narration can be deeply involved in secrecy (90). 

Here, she appears to echo Bok’s notion that secrecy is about the control of information.  

The narrator of The Woman in White regulates the information given to the reader by 

taking over the narration for other characters (91).  The narration is also punctuated by 

narrative gaps and filtering, which also affect the flow of information (91).  

Although the narration may keep secrets from the reader, there may also be 

secrets that are unknown even to the narrator.  This is precisely what D.A. Miller shows 

in his analysis of Dickens’ David Copperfield in his work The Novel and the Police.  He 

notes that David’s character, who is also the narrator, conceals his feelings both at the 

time of narration and of the narrative (199).  In some instances, David may be unaware of 

his own feelings (199).  If he does know a secret, he includes it in his manuscript (199-

200), which Miller characterizes as a liberating space because it places distance between 

David and the oppression he experienced (205).  Miller’s observations show that the 

narration is not always privy to the secrets of the novel.  This indicates there is a 

possibility the secrets will never be revealed, or the reader may have to fill in the 

information gaps without the help of the narration.  In this way, the reader becomes 

directly involved in the revelation of the novel’s secrets by examining the evidence and 

drawing conclusions, consequently adding another layer to the structure of secrets and 
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secret keeping within the novel.  It is therefore necessary to consider the role the reader 

might play in keeping or unraveling the novel’s secrets.       

Of course, whether or not the secret is revealed may depend upon the intentions of 

the author, as Alex Segal argues in his article on Joseph Conrad’s The Secret Agent.  He 

compares Derrida’s concepts of secrecy with that of Conrad, and finds that both create a 

“secret without a secret,” or “a secret beyond the secret that displaces the secret with 

context” (189).  His analysis of Derrida reveals that the author lacks the ability to see 

beyond the secrecy of the characters, and thus, an infinite number of interpretations of the 

text are possible (191).  Segal ties secrecy to the distance between the author and the text, 

and notes that Derrida uses authorial intention as a kind of border for the interpretation of 

texts (191).  The relationship between the author and the text is complex: “…the 

irreducible complexity, …in the relationship between what the text represents (in as 

much as it represents at all) and the textual context of this representation, means that the 

author cannot pronounce ultimately on, cannot have mastery over, his characters” (194). 

Segal’s analysis of Conrad’s work reveals the multiple layers of secrecy present in 

the novel.  He demonstrates through a close reading that Conrad uses language itself to 

conceal information, often creating double meanings open to the readers’ interpretation 

(197).  However, in Conrad’s case, the “secret without a secret” is connected to absurdity 

(203).  Segal concludes that, in contrast to Derrida, Conrad does not want the intentions 

of the character to remain absent.  The article presents two different ways of looking at 

the role of the author in the keeping and revelation of secrets within the novel.    
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Although there are a number of Victorian novels that contain elements of secrecy, 

it is important to examine the role of secrets in other types of works.  Schami has been 

known to draw upon multiple literary traditions, so to gain an understanding of what 

secrecy could mean in his texts, it is necessary to have a broad view of the uses of 

secrecy in literature in general.217  For example, scholar Ruqayya Khan examines 

medieval Arabic romances in order to show how secrecy operates within those works.  

Drawing upon the ideas of Sissela Bok, Khan focuses primarily on the concepts of 

deception and intimacy (239).  She notes that the term “secret” often carried a positive 

connotation that was connected to love and intimacy (240).  Within these romances, 

secrecy and revelation frequently accompanied one another, and Khan argues that a 

revealed secret could be an indicator of intimacy (241).  Although she focuses on 

medieval Arabic literature, her observations could aid an analysis of Schami’s texts.  Of 

particular importance is the idea that secrecy and the sharing of secrets indicate a certain 

level of intimacy, something which Schami’s novels certainly demonstrate.  

Khan’s analysis of medieval Arabic literature reveals positive connotations of 

secrecy within those texts.  However, as Muhammad Siddiq argues in his examination of 

Egyptian author Naguib Mahfouz’s novel from 1947, Midaq Alley, secrets may lead to 

culturally unacceptable behaviors.  The novel focuses on the lives of socially diverse 

characters that inhabit a particular area of Cairo.  Siddiq claims these characters represent 

the full spectrum of Egyptian society at that time (47).  This is similar to the strategy 

employed by Schami, who tends to show the diversity of Syria by utilizing a diverse cast 

                                                 
217 See Chapter One for a discussion of Schami’s engagement with various literary traditions. 
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of characters in his novels.  Although Schami composed his works in German over half a 

century later than Mahfouz, one can see in this example potential evidence of Schami’s 

connection to multiple literary traditions.  It is therefore necessary for any analysis of his 

texts to consider these diverse sources of influence. 

Regarding secrecy, Siddiq argues that the gender-based segregation leads women, 

who generally have less access to space, to engage in secrecy (52). He successfully links 

the concepts of space, secrecy, and gender in Mahfouz’s novel. Focusing primarily on the 

aspect of space within Midaq Alley, Siddiq first explains his differentiation between 

public and private space.  The alley is considered private, whereas the areas outside it are 

considered public (48).  The male characters of the novels, regardless of their behavior, 

have access to the public spaces (52).  Women, on the other hand, “…inhabit private, 

interiorized, fragmented, and inexorably discontinuous space.  They thus live in double 

segregation: from the public world of men, and from each other” (52).  The women are 

disconnected from the rest of the world, and Siddiq suggests this is the reason they turn to 

secrecy (52).  He then links the crossing of physical and cultural boundaries.  Women 

who turn to secrecy, presumably to achieve more mobility, in some instances also engage 

in behaviors that would be considered culturally unacceptable (52).  They therefore 

traverse the physical and cultural spaces of Mahfouz’s novel, a phenomenon also 

prevalent within Schami’s texts.       

Preceding the Victorian Era, Samuel Pratt’s Family of Secrets portrays a culture 

of secrets, comprised of many different strands connecting characters, and the reader to 

the text (Cruise 339).  Scholar James Cruise argues that secrecy provides the contest that 



 221 

is central to the novel (329).  He also identifies the many layers of secrecy encompassing 

the characters, plot, and setting, as well as the readers (332).  The readers must engage 

with the cognitive exercises prepared for them by the novel’s web of secrecy (332).  His 

close reading of the text describes how the culture of secrecy shapes the characters.  The 

society of Schami’s novels is not unlike that depicted by Pratt, since the social mores and 

dictatorship demand a certain amount of secrecy from the characters, some of whom 

suffer because of this necessity.  Any political activities against the regime would require 

secrecy in order to protect the participants. It might be useful to examine secrecy in 

Schami’s novels as a constellation of interconnected strands in order to determine the 

kinds of effects it has on that society as a whole, rather than on the individual characters. 

Secrecy does, of course, impact the individual, as Mary Ann Melfi’s article on 

secrets in Anna Karenina demonstrates.  In this example, secrecy and privacy are 

considered positive, and even necessary for stability.  Melfi examines the characters in 

terms of how introspective they are, claiming Tolstoy shows that the stable characters are 

only those who manage to listen to “their genuine secret selves” (74).  The characters that 

become distracted by outward influences become destabilized and disconnected from 

themselves (75).  Finding and guarding one’s inner essence is required for personal 

stability, as exemplified by the character of Levin (82).  Once found, this inner essence is 

not shared with others, but kept private (83).  In contrast to the previously mentioned 

sources, Melfi’s article points to a very different interpretation of secrecy and its 

purposes, and the concept of the secret as a source of stability for the characters could be 

observed in Schami’s novels. 
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The previous examples show that there are various ways of looking at secrecy 

within the novels, and that secrecy itself can take on many different forms.  Bok’s and 

Bellman’s theories of secrets and secret keeping provide a model for examining these 

phenomena within texts.  Even if they were not cited by Pionke, Bachman, and Miller, it 

seems these scholars have at least employed similar ideas in their analyses of Victorian 

novels.  These sources have shown that secrecy is not only found within the plot, but also 

on multiple levels of the text, and as Segal has argued, even in the relationship between 

the author and the text itself.  All of these considerations could be potentially useful for 

the analysis of secrecy within Schami’s novels.  In particular, the layers of secrecy noted 

in different ways by Segal, Miller, and Cruise seem to correspond to the narrative 

structure of Schami’s texts.  The characters are not the only potential secret keepers; the 

involvement of the author and reader must be accounted for as well. 

Additionally, the differences between twentieth-century Syria and the societies 

depicted in these novels must be considered in the analysis.  Although the restrictive 

natures of Syrian and Victorian culture may lend those texts a sense of similarity, there 

are differences between them, and these differences must be taken into account if they 

affect the operation of secrecy. 

SECRECY AND SCHAMI’S SYRIA 

 

What does secrecy mean in the context of Schami’s society?  First, it is necessary 

to define what exactly I mean by the term “secret.”  Although I agree with Sissela Bok’s 

definition, I believe that a more narrowly defined term applies to the kind of secrets 
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within Schami’s novels.  In this case, I define a secret as an act or series of acts that seek 

to conceal from others that which would upset the accepted arrangement of relationships 

in this society.  What is concealed is most often an action that runs counter to expected 

modes of behavior.  Aside from the fact that they are subject to concealment, this is the 

primary feature of the secrets in Schami’s texts.  Secrets may involve lying, physical 

concealment, or withholding information.  Secrets are always about action, and so the 

creation and keeping of secrets is always a performance.  Should this performance fail, it 

would expose the rebellion against societal norms.  Since this restrictive culture demands 

conformity, secrets carry a certain amount of danger with them. 

The characters of Schami’s novels face serious consequences should their secrets 

be revealed.  The possible outcomes range between the disapproval of one’s family to 

imprisonment and even death.  Family is an important construct in this society; therefore 

alienation from one’s family can be a traumatic experience.  Any action that runs counter 

to the wishes of the family, such as a marriage or career, can incur their disapproval.  

Such instances are likely the result of a character not performing the required gender role.  

The foundation of the family is built upon the performance of certain gender roles. When 

the characters do not comply with the specified performance, this can pose a threat to the 

family structure.  Death and imprisonment are likely in those cases where a character 

engages in activities that challenge the political establishment.  However, death is also a 

possible outcome for characters that are involved in relationships that cross religious 

boundaries, or for women who have lost their “honor.”  The seriousness of these 

consequences underscores the necessity of concealing certain actions.  This also indicates 
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the consequences are closely related to gender.  For example, male characters may 

engage in affairs or have sex with prostitutes with little anticipation of trouble, unless 

they combine the act with another taboo, such as pursuing a relationship with a woman of 

a different religion.  However, female characters would face consequences, such as death, 

for losing their “honor.”  Within this society, the chastity of the women represents the 

family’s honor.  Thus, the consequences for certain taboo actions are related to the 

character’s gender because of the role he or she is expected to play within society.         

In a culture that requires stringent acceptance of its rules, secrecy can become a 

mode of existence, the result of unbearable restrictions.  Schami shows that secrets are a 

common, necessary part of the society he created.  This society seems to revolve around 

secrets and who has knowledge of them. Both cultural norms and political systems 

necessitate the proliferation of secrets.  Characters may turn to secrecy as a reaction 

against the constraints on their personal freedom.  Rejection at the hands of one’s 

neighbors and family, as well political persecution, are the real consequences that 

encourage the development of a culture of secrecy.  So much secrecy can create a tight, 

restrictive atmosphere that shapes the way characters perform their roles in this society, 

including the ways they interact with others.  In this way, secrecy can prevent real 

intimacy between certain characters, such as members of the same family, who should be 

able to trust one another.
218

 

                                                 
218 The family is the most important social unit in this society.  Its members depend upon one another for 

protection, survival, etc.  However, characters are sometimes motivated to keep secrets from their families, 

which would seem to dissolve the trust that is needed for this unit to fully function. 
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Secrets can, however, create a sense of community among the characters.  Often, 

a secret does not belong to one person alone, but to a group of individuals charged with 

concealing it from the outside world.  Thus, secret keeping is not just the responsibility of 

one person, but rather a group effort, creating intimacy much as Khan observed in 

medieval Arab romances.  While secrets may threaten to trample societal norms, it can 

bring together like-minded individuals in a spirit of solidarity against a common enemy.  

Secrets have the ability to tear apart and bring together; they constantly shape and 

reshape relationships in the society Schami has created.219 

Although secrets have a dynamic nature, they should not be confused with a real 

revolution.  They may cover up a rejection of certain values and norms, and it is this lack 

of openness that prevents them from being a truly revolutionary action.  They are an act 

of resistance against forces that threaten personal freedom, but they are not radical 

enough to completely overthrow that system.  Schami does not offer secrecy as a solution 

to the overwhelming power of a restrictive society, but rather as a temporary fix that has 

the potential to create more problems than it can solve.  Secrets can precede a revolution 

though, and their ability to lead to change cannot be discounted. 

Revolution may be a goal for some of the characters in Schami’s society, but 

secrecy immediately allows them to create spaces of (im)possibility.  Secrets and secret 

keeping have a spatial dimension; they require space in order to function.  Hidden 

meeting places, rooms in which secrets are discussed and preserved, and the 

psychological distancing created by secrecy are all examples of this spatial dimension.  

                                                 
219 The Syria in Schami’s novels constitutes the author’s interpretation of a specific place and time.  
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This differs from Muhammad Siddiq’s analysis of space in Midaq Alley.  He focuses 

primarily on the segregation of the sexes which leads to the female characters’ necessity 

for secrecy.  In Schami’s texts, the secrets themselves inhabit space.  I say that they 

create spaces of (im)possibility because secrets enable that which is impossible, due to 

cultural norms or politics, to exist within the framework of society.  Secrets make room 

for that which is rejected.  This means that the gender roles are subverted through the 

introduction of secrecy in some cases.  The secrecy allows the character to perform in 

such a way that is contrary to what the culture expects of a particular role.  Secrecy opens 

up a space for potentially subversive behavior. 

 In Rafik Schami’s texts, secrets are the most prevalent way in which characters 

attempt to circumvent the rules that govern their society.  In each of his five novels, there 

are examples of characters that have something to hide.
220

  Although many types of 

secrets are present in the novels, they often pertain to forbidden romantic relationships or 

illegal political activities.  Romantic relationships and political engagement are the sites 

of the most resistance against cultural and political forces.  Thus, it is to be expected that 

they would be connected to acts of secrecy. 

If secrecy is a performance, then it must require psychological or physical space 

for that performance.  In Schami’s depictions of Syrian society, men and women tend to 

occupy different spaces.
221

  As seen in previous chapters, the political sphere is normally 

inhabited by men, whereas women are frequently tied to the home.  This is an informal 

                                                 
220 The novels include: Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen, Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen, Die dunkle 

Seite der Liebe, Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe, and Erzähler der Nacht. 
221 Similar to mid-twentieth century Cairo in Midaq Alley.   



 227 

type of segregation, as opposed to the formal segregation experienced by Muslim women, 

who are required to veil and keep their distance from men.  Segregation, informal or 

otherwise, is akin to secrecy, in the sense that it also conceals and creates a space in 

which hidden activities can take place.  Thus, to some extent, concealment and separation 

appear to be acceptable actions within this society.   

If some types of secrecy are socially acceptable, how does this affect the 

interpretation of secrecy in general within Schami’s novels?  The meaning and function 

of secrecy must be more complex, necessitating a closer look.  This chapter examines the 

types of secrets within the novels of Rafik Schami in order to reveal not only how secrecy 

is performed, but also how cultures of secrecy function.  The analysis will show that 

secrecy creates physical and mental space in which the actors can engage in their 

forbidden behavior.  It will also show that gender plays a role in the types of secrets kept, 

as well as the ways in which secrecy is preserved.   

 One could draw the preliminary conclusion that less restriction and more 

openness would create a society in which secrets do not play such a pivotal role.  

However, the novels problematize this notion so that further analysis is necessary.  The 

acceptability of secrecy must be examined in order to determine if that society is truly 

restrictive.  What would it mean if a society imposed strict cultural norms on its subjects 

but found it completely acceptable to conduct illicit relationships as long as they were 

kept secret?      
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SECRET ROMANCES 

 

Romantic relationships are the most prevalent type of secret found within Rafik 

Schami’s novels.  Schami portrays twentieth-century Syria as a culture in which the 

family is the most important social unit that regulates the actions of its members.
222

  This 

is a restrictive society that hinders expressions of individuality, especially when those 

expressions have the potential to weaken the power or reputation of the family.  As a 

result, individuals are not always free to marry a partner of their own choosing.
223

  In 

most circumstances, if the potential spouse does not meet the approval of the family, then 

the marriage is unlikely to happen because of the serious consequences that can be the 

result of defying one’s family.  Keeping the controversial relationships secret is one way 

to temporarily avoid disaster.   

Occasionally, families are not involved at all, and it is society that does not 

approve of the relationship.  Schami depicts Syrian society as restrictive, with a stringent 

set of rules that govern the interactions between its members.  Both society and the 

family would see relationships that cross religious boundaries, that involve individuals 

married or engaged to others, or that involve members of the same sex as dangerous.  

Such relationships would disrupt the rules created by this society, challenging its 

authority to determine the way that others should live their lives. Additionally, the family 

                                                 
222 See Barakat for a discussion of the importance of family within Arab society.  Schami’s interpretation 

of Syrian culture mirrors sociological research in this respect. 
223 Barakat also discusses how the individual may sacrifice his or her own desires for the benefit of the 

family. 
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derives its strength from strategic marriages.  Therefore, any relationship that does not 

serve to strengthen the family could be seen as a threat.  For these reasons, the 

consequences for those involved in such relationships are deadly. 

Society and the family pose a double threat to the characters of Schami’s novels 

who engage in unacceptable relationships.  The author constructs situations in which the 

characters must choose between romantic love and the approval of their families.  He 

frequently portrays the characters’ families as unloving or dysfunctional so that the 

prospect of a life without love appears to mitigate the deleterious consequences.  

Schami’s characters are rarely conflicted about their choice to carry on forbidden 

relationships, indicating the author places more importance on romantic love than on 

familial bonds.   

Romantic love is one symbol of personal freedom in Schami’s works, and with 

few exceptions, the texts tend to focus upon the process to achieve this freedom rather 

than the end results.  The characters are not always free to love whomever they choose 

due to familial expectations or other cultural constraints.  Thus, in some instances, 

romantic relationships are subversive and demonstrate a victory over these restrictions.  

Many of Schami’s characters struggle against the confines of the society created in his 

novels, and although they do not stage any large scale revolutions, the author permits 

them to engage in small, personal acts of rebellion.  Secrecy is one way the characters 

rebel against the restrictions of their society.  Although secret relationships are a part of 

most of Schami’s novels, this chapter discusses examples from Das Geheimnis des 
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Kalligraphen that best represents the reasons for keeping a relationship secret, as well as 

the ways the secret operates within the text. 

CROSSING RELIGIOUS AND MARITAL BOUNDARIES 

 

In Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen, a poor Christian named Salman falls in love 

with Nura, who is a married Muslim woman.  Nura’s husband is a renowned calligrapher, 

who also happens to be Salman’s employer.  For all of these reasons, the relationship is 

dangerous for both Nura and Salman.  If the wrong people discovered the relationship, 

the consequences could range from divorce and abandonment to death for Nura, who 

would bring shame upon her family.  Salman’s family is poor and dysfunctional, so honor 

is not an overriding issue for him.  However, he would most certainly face death at the 

hands of Nura’s husband.  This example touches on the most important reasons for 

keeping a relationship secret.   

The secret is mediated primarily through the narration of Salman and Nura’s 

perspectives.  Leading up to their first intimate encounter, the narrator focuses alternately 

upon the two characters, revealing the experiences of one and then the other.  This 

narrative strategy disrupts the sense of time so that it is difficult to determine how the two 

strands correspond.  The lack of a straightforward timeline is a feature of several of 

Schami’s novels, and it functions in specific ways in each text.
224

  In this portion of Das 

Geheimnis des Kalligraphen, it reflects Nura’s sense of aimlessness before she meets 

Salman.   Their first meeting, however, is a major point of orientation, emphasizing the 

                                                 
224 In Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe, it is the result of a storytelling frame, and in Die dunkle Seite der Liebe, 

it reflects the interrelatedness of past and present.   
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importance of this event.  At first glance, this appears to be an example of a woman 

waiting for a man to rescue her, but that is not the case.  Nura’s sense of aimlessness is 

due to her dreams that have been denied, namely, to complete her schooling, and to 

continue a career as a seamstress.  Both of those experiences contain emancipatory 

potential, but the denial of these dreams renders Nura passive and isolated.  She sees a 

potential for another kind of life with Salman, and uses her own cleverness to devise a 

viable plan to make that happen.  In this example, Schami critiques cultural values that 

offer women little chance for emancipation.  

Although the text recounts the characters’ reflection upon their own relationship, 

as well as some of their meetings, it also records Salman as he reveals the secret to 

others.  Considering that death is a possible outcome if such information became public 

knowledge, this development may seem surprising.  However, as with other examples of 

secrecy within Schami’s novels, keeping the secret becomes a community effort.
225

  

Drawing upon Georg Simmel, Beryl Bellman points out that secrets, by their very nature, 

are revealed to others (1).  This paradox is certainly observable within Schami’s texts, 

including Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen.   

The communication of a secret, although it carries a number of risks, can also be 

beneficial in that it opens up the possibility for assistance.  This is generally what occurs 

when the secrecy becomes a group activity in Schami’s novels.
226

  For example, the café 

                                                 
225 No instances come to mind in which a character guards his or her secret completely alone.  In the case 

of Rana  (Die dunkle Seite der Liebe), who undergoes a series of abortions unbeknownst to her husband, at 

least one other person had to be aware of her secret. 
226 Another example of this is the relationship between Farid and Rana in Die dunkle Seite der Liebe.  

Friends and relatives help them evade authorities as they flee Syria for Germany. 



 232 

owner Karam helps facilitate the relationship by giving Salman a bicycle so he can reach 

Nura’s home more quickly.  Salman also benefits from the moral support offered by his 

childhood friend Sarah.  The act of keeping the secret indicates the friends’ acceptance of 

this relationship, even though it is taboo.   This shows that even completely socially 

unacceptable relationships can be considered acceptable under the right circumstances, 

hinting at the possibility for more tolerance within their society.  A number of incidents 

of secrecy in Schami’s novels reveal this potential. 

In addition to the community aspect of secrecy, spatial elements or changes often 

accompany secrets within these texts.
227

  Chad Wright notes a similar phenomenon in his 

analysis of Pérez Galdós’ La de Bringas.  He observes that the main characters occupy a 

decreasing amount of space as their secrets grow and marriage fails (76).  In Das 

Geheimnis des Kalligraphen, the health of Nura and Salman’s relationship is linked to 

increased mobility.  As their relationship progresses, the couple widen their radius of 

movement until they leave the city permanently.  In contrast to Wright’s observations, the 

secret relationships in Schami’s novels are most successful when there is more freedom 

of movement, not necessarily when there are fewer enclosures. 

In order to show this change in mobility, it is necessary to examine the extent of 

Nura’s confinement before her relationship with Salman.  The narration depicts Nura as 

physically, emotionally, and intellectually isolated from her husband and much of the 

                                                 
227 Secret meeting places are the most common, and examples can be found in Die Sehnsucht der 

Schwalbe, Die dunkle Seite der Liebe, and Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen.  In each novel, there is at least 

one secret relationship that requires a space for secret meetings.   
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outside world.
228

  This isolation is indicated in the text by Nura’s reflections on the 

physical and emotional distance between herself and her husband,
229

 as well as the use of 

words such as “Sackgasse” to describe her situation (Kalligraphen 244).  Until she meets 

Salman, she predominately occupies the space within her home and her movements 

outside are restricted by her husband.
230

   

Nura and Salman’s affair begins in the home she shares with her husband, which 

is ironic in light of Hamid’s efforts to seclude his wife.
231

  Nura and Salman both become 

increasingly mobile during the course of the affair.  As stated previously, Salman 

receives a bicycle so that he can reach Nura more quickly.  Nura herself eventually 

travels by bus to join him in a secret meeting place.  The openness of her journey is 

emphasized by her choice to remain unveiled for its duration and by the fact that she was 

on public transportation.  This stands in contrast to the description of her life before 

Salman, indicating the secret relationship has brought about a significant amount of 

change in her mobility and occupancy of space.  This change correlates to the increase in 

subversive activity.  Typically, the more space the secret consumes, the more mobile the 

characters are, the higher the level of subversion. 

In this particular example, the secret relationship provided the impetus and the 

means for one of the characters to break free from restrictive conditions.  This is true of 

                                                 
228 With the exception of a few female neighbors, Nura has very little social action with others since her 

husband has basically confined her to their home. 
229 The physical and emotional distance is sometimes emphasized by the use of words related to enclosure 

and fortification, like “Mauer” and “Burg.” 
230 This situation is similar to that of the women in Mahfouz’ Midaq Alley. 

231 Schami may be criticizing segregation of the sexes here.   
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many of the secret relationships depicted in Schami’s novels.  Frequently, the male 

characters assist their female partners who are victims of their overbearing families or 

husbands,
232

 a characteristic that may be Schami’s attempt to reflect the situation of 

Syrian society within his texts.  That is not to say that the men should be viewed as 

rescuers since the female characters in these examples are often mentally and emotionally 

stronger than their male counterparts.
233

  The texts tend to focus upon the secrecy and the 

struggle to remain together rather than the rescue aspect.      

HOMOSEXUALITY AND SECRECY 

 

Homosexuality is not a major theme in Schami’s novels, but male homosexual 

figures appear in both Die dunkle Seite der Liebe and Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen.  

The existence of lesbians is not acknowledged at all, reflecting the attitudes of twentieth 

century Syrian culture.  Despite not occupying a prominent position within Schami’s 

novels, homosexual relationships are an important area of inquiry with regard to secrecy 

because they are another example of the type of relationship that is considered an illicit 

interaction.  Preserving the family and ensuring future generations are the main concerns 

of Schami’s Syrian society, and according to these cultural values, homosexual 

relationships endanger these goals.  Heterosexuality, or at least the appearance of it, is 

compulsory. Within the texts, the consequences that await those discovered to be in such 

relationships depend largely upon the situation of those involved.   

                                                 
232 Examples include Sarka and Rana in Die dunkle Seite der Liebe. 
233 For example, it could be argued that Nura risks more than Salman by venturing out in public to meet 

him. 
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Many types of relationships are depicted as socially problematic in Schami’s 

novels.  Interfaith marriages in particular provoke a violent response because they cross 

the boundary of religion, which is an important marker of identity and belonging.  They 

also complicate the preservation of the family and its values.  Exclusive homosexual 

relationships are taboo because they do not assist in the continuance of a family line.  

However, married men who engage in sexual activity with other men pose less of a 

problem in this society because they still fulfill the expectations of their families.
234

 

Marriage and producing children are expected of all members of a family, regardless of 

what they want for themselves.  These attitudes towards homosexuality reveal more 

about the function of marriage in this society.  In many cases it is little more than an 

arrangement meant to stabilize or elevate social standing and appease the families.  

Schami is critical of any kind of arrangement or norm that restricts the personal choices 

of an individual.   

In Schami’s novels, there is only one example of an exclusive homosexual 

relationship.  The café owner Karam and bodybuilder Badri of Das Geheimnis des 

Kalligraphen are romantically involved despite the latter’s membership in a radical 

Muslim religious organization called “die Reinen.”  If members of the organization found 

                                                 
234 In Die dunkle Seite der Liebe, the patriarch Jusuf Schahin and Claire Muschtak’s father were married 

men who engaged in sexual relationships with men.  Their wives did not view this as problematic, and 

remained with their husbands while engaging in extramarital affairs of their own.  The marriages and 

subsequent children fulfilled their obligations to their families and left them in a position to follow their 

own desires.  However, the affairs of both husband and wife had to remain secret so that they would not 

lose the respect of the community. 
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out about their relationship, they might have killed both Badri and Karam.
235

  Thus, their 

connection to one another had to remain a secret. 

In contrast to the preceding example, this secret is not revealed through the 

lovers’ flashbacks.  While Karam plays an important role in the plot, he is not a main 

character, and the reader is not privy to all of his inner thoughts.  Significantly, the reader 

is not privy to Karam’s reflections on his relationship with Badri.  Instead, the protagonist 

Salman witnesses one of their intimate encounters and then shares what he has seen with 

his friend Sarah.  In this way, the text covers the relationship with a layer of secrecy that 

remains impenetrable to the reader, emphasizing the lovers’ urgent need for protection 

and privacy. 

It is unclear who else is aware of the relationship, although Karam’s former lover 

and employee, Darwisch, senses that his boss has moved on to someone new.  Salman 

continues to observe their interactions after he first becomes aware of their romantic 

involvement.  While he guards the secret out of loyalty to Karam, Salman also tries to 

make sense out of what he witnesses.  This is not just an exercise in secret keeping, or a 

demonstration of friendship, but also an educational experience for the teenager.
236

 

Additionally, it serves as a prelude to Salman’s own secret relationship with Nura. 

Like Nura and Salman, Badri and Karam require space for their secret 

relationship.  Since their interactions are mediated only through Salman, there is no way 

                                                 
235 This is the only example in which death is presented as a possible consequence of a homosexual 

relationship.  This is most likely due to Badri’s involvement in the radical organization.     
236 Salman comes from a broken family.  His father was abusive to him and his mother.  By the time he 

meets Karam, Salman has little experience with romantic relationships.  The scenes that he witnesses 

between Karam and Badri contrast with the abuse his mother suffered at the hands of his father.  While 

Karam and Badri are not always sympathetic characters, the text depicts their relationship as fairly loving.  
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to know if they have any other meeting places because he only encounters them in the 

café and at Karam’s house.  Their interactions are quite different depending on the 

location.  In the café, Badri and Karam pretend to barely know one another, but upon 

closer observation, it is clear they are in love: Karam”…scherzte mit ihm, aber immer auf 

Distanz.  Wer allerdings genau hinsah, erkannte, dass beide sich liebten” (Kalligraphen, 

120).  They cover their secret by creating physical and emotional distance between 

themselves in public.  It allows them to carry on their relationship without arousing 

suspicion.
237

   

Karam’s home provides a space for the couple to express their true feelings, but 

only if no one else is there.  The only room off limits to guests is Karam’s bedroom, 

which he describes as his “Tempel” (113).  This is the only example in the novels where 

Schami employs religious terminology in order to describe the space for a romantic 

rendezvous, and for that reason, it is necessary to consider its significance.  The religious 

connotations invoke comparisons between religious mysteries and the secret nature of the 

relationship, and both are to a great extent inexplicable.  Accordingly, this romantic 

mystery must find its own sacred location.  The space takes on additional religious 

connotations when Salman discovers what is described as an “Altar” of photographs of 

Badri over Karam’s bed (113).  His room is thus a sanctuary for his relationship with 

Badri, a kind of holy ground that protects them from the dangers of the outside world.  

The café and Karam’s bedroom are the public and private spaces that envelope the 

                                                 
237 Darwisch, Karam’s jealous ex-lover and employee suspects that Karam has found a new boyfriend, but 

because of the distance they keep from one another in the café, he does not realize that it is Badri.   
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couple’s secret relationship.  In public, they require both physical and emotional distance 

from one another, which is evidenced by their behavior in the café.  Secrecy is not always 

about finding private spaces; it is also about performing a certain way in public.  This 

performance may require a manufactured emotional distance, as is the case with Badri 

and Karam.  Like Nura and Salman, they also inhabit a private space in which they can 

release themselves from the constraints of the outside world.
238

  The secrecy does not 

impart an overriding fear of discovery, but rather a sense of strength and stability in the 

personal lives of these characters.
239

 

 A BROTHER/SISTERHOOD OF SECRETS 

 

The Syria in Schami’s novels represents a society shrouded in multiple layers of 

secrecy.  This is due in part to the restrictive cultural values that demand appropriate 

behavior from both men and women.  Additionally, the regime is another source of 

control to which the characters must submit.  Of course, some of these characters 

experience difficulty submitting to these authorities, and so they find ways to rebel.  

Secret relationships are a part of that rebellion, but there are other ways the characters 

actively work against their oppressors.  Their resistance may take the form of secret 

groups or societies that seek to destabilize their enemies.  There are several examples of 

these in Schami’s novels, but I will only discuss two of them in detail.
240

   

                                                 
238 Nura and Salman and Karam and Badri all use Karam’s house as their private meeting space. 
239 Compare to Melfi’s analysis of the characters in Anna Karenina. 
240 In Die dunkle Seite der Liebe Farid is a member of a secret club at his monastery school, and as an 

adult, he joins the resistance.  In Erzähler der Nacht, the men gather on a regular basis to tell stories and 

voice their opposition to the government in private.  These are further examples that will not be the subject 

of discussion here. 
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In her analysis of secret societies, Sissela Bok defines their purpose as secrecy 

itself:  

…Secrecy of purpose, belief, methods, often membership.  These are kept  

 

hidden from outsiders and only by gradual steps revealed to insiders, with  

 

further secrets always beckoning, still to be penetrated.  In this way, the  

 

secret societies hold out the possibility of exclusive access to the  

 

forbidden roots of secrecy, and the promise the brotherhood and  

 

community feeling that many lack in their everyday life.  Few experiences  

 

of secrecy are more intense, or give insiders so stark a sense of separation  

 

from outsiders. (46) 

 

In other words, it is the secrecy that holds these groups together and provides a reason for 

their existence.  The group itself creates intimacy and a sense of belonging or of meaning 

that its individual members might lack.  Thus, the secret society is not only concerned 

with rebellion or resistance, but also with creating a community that stabilizes its 

individuals and brings them closer together through shared secrets.  In Schami’s novels, I 

would argue that the secret societies exist to bolster their own sense of community and 

identity at least as much as they do to further their particular agendas.  The two examples 

that best represent such groups in Schami’s texts are “die Reinen” from Das Geheimnis 

des Kalligraphen and “die Mondfrauen” from Die dunkle Seite der Liebe.   

 As previously mentioned, the bodybuilder Badri is a member of an Islamic 

extremist group called “die Reinen.”  The reason for Badri’s membership in this 

organization is somewhat a mystery because, if the other members ever discovered his 
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relationship with Karam, they would most likely kill him.  It seems his religious 

fanaticism overrides any fear of discovery.  In fact, the narration describes him as, 

“…ziemlich einfältig und religiös, er verkörperte diese gefährliche Mischung aus 

Ignoranz und Gewissheit” (Kalligraphen 120).   Badri’s extremism is accompanied by 

ignorance, and this combination designates him as a potential danger to his foes.  

Elsewhere in the text, the entire group is characterized as “Barbaren” and “Hunde,” 

emphasizing their lack of sophistication and strict adherence to conservative theologians 

respectively (306-307).  The critique of these extremists through both the narrator and 

other characters denounces all kinds of ignorance fueled attacks.  On one hand, Schami’s 

novels celebrate rebellion against restrictive forces, but they do not condone violence, 

acts that seek to restrict the rights of others, or activism based on ignorance.  As such, 

“die Reinen” do not constitute a positive form of rebellion. 

“Die Reinen” are, however, a secret society, and they are bound together by their 

secrecy and religious fanaticism.  The text contains little information about the society, 

and most of it is mediated by the narrator or through the comments and reflections of 

other characters.  The only member known to the reader by name is Badri, and so the 

makeup of the group remains relatively unknown.  Thus, the reader is excluded from full 

knowledge of “die Reinen” in the same way other non-members are.  Because their views 

are not considered mainstream, “die Reinen” occupy the fringes of society in terms of 

their beliefs and agenda.  It is their agenda that necessitates the group’s secrecy because it 

carries with it a threat of violence. 
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The fringe nature of “die Reinen” is precisely what keeps them together.  Their 

identities as extremists are bolstered by group membership.  It provides them with 

support they might not receive otherwise, since the mainstream society views them as 

ignorant barbarians.  As a homosexual male, Badri is also on the fringe, and he may have 

needed to find support in a society hostile to men like him.  Finding a brotherhood 

apparently outweighs the dangers of aligning oneself with potentially deadly enemies.          

The group is not entirely secret, however.  Other characters are aware of its 

existence, even if they are not privy to the particulars.  The identities of most of the 

members, their meeting places, and their agenda often remain hidden from the narration 

and the reader.  The activities of “die Reinen” come to light primarily through 

conversations between Salman and Karam.  Although Badri is deeply involved in the 

society, his lover Karam is not.  However, Karam assists the group in its battle against the 

calligrapher Hamid.  Karam uses Salman as an unwitting mole in Hamid’s atelier, 

pumping him for information and presumably passing it to Badri.  While Salman is 

initially unaware of Karam’s intentions, the narration hints something is amiss.  Karam 

asks Salman numerous questions about the calligrapher that indicate more than passing 

interest.  The narration also describes Karam’s facial expressions, which imply the café 

owner has ulterior motives.  For example, after Salman reveals a key piece of 

information, Karam’s eyes “blitzten teuflisch” (Kalligraphen 300).  Through these 

conversations, the reader learns more about the group’s interests regarding Hamid, but 

most of the information about “die Reinen” remains secret.   
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In contrast to the religious extremists, “die Mondfrauen” from Die dunkle Seite 

der Liebe are a mostly positive example of a secret society.  The information about this 

group is mediated primarily through Laila, a minor character in the novel.  Laila relates 

the story of how her mother selected her to become a “Mondfrau” as a child.  She also 

explains a portion of the history and the downfall of the group, as well as her efforts to 

revitalize it.  Since the information is filtered through Laila, there is a possibility that it is 

not entirely objective or accurate.  However, Laila’s control over the amount of 

information available about the society represents her own autonomy.  This character 

appears as a modern, emancipated woman within the text, and this is reflected in the way 

she chooses to share the information.  Outside of this episode, there is very little 

reference to the “Mondfrauen” in other portions of the text.  Thus, much of the 

information about the group remains hidden from the reader.      

The goal of the “Mondfrauen” was to provide assistance to women in whatever 

form they needed it in an effort to further women’s rights.  Their meeting space was the 

hammam, a place Schami has designated in other novels as one in which women could 

freely express themselves.
241

 The group had its own initiation rituals, and all members 

bore a blue crescent moon tattoo.  In this way, the members forged their bond both 

mentally and physically.  The “Mondfrauen” disbanded after many of them were arrested 

following a spate of suspicious poisonings.  Some members who were weary of the status 

quo, and eager for change, decided to poison key male figures, including a rapist and a 

                                                 
241 In Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen, Nabil recalls his visits to the hammam with his mother and how 

he lamented the day he was not allowed to return.  He notes that the women were much different and more 

expressive without their husbands. 
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pimp.  Laila has since reformed the group in the hope that they could once again work 

towards more rights for women in Syria. 

In contrast to “die Reinen,” “die Mondfrauen” have a positive agenda.  Although 

they resorted to violence in the past, it was apparently not the society’s default mode of 

action.  As a marginalized group, the women found support from each other that they 

most likely would not have received elsewhere.  Their society appeared to bolster their 

own identity as women through its celebration of womanhood.    

The secret societies in Schami’s novels are populated primarily by those who 

reside on the fringes of culture, either because of their extreme views or because they are 

a historically marginalized group.  As the examples of “die Reinen” and “die 

Mondfrauen” have shown, secrecy and a sense of purpose bind them together.  Within the 

text, the groups’ secrets are revealed in various ways, but much of the information is 

never revealed to the reader.   The reader then knows as much as the non-member 

characters do, and in this way, Schami requires the reader to cognitively engage with the 

secrecy of the novels, teasing out the various strands and interpreting them.
242

  The reader 

is left to infer information from the text when it is not stated explicitly, and becomes a co-

conspirator in the process of secret keeping.   

WOMEN AND MEN IN CRISIS 

 

The preceding examples show that both men and women are actively involved in 

the process of secret keeping in the novels of Rafik Schami.  What may not be 

                                                 
242 Cruise makes a similar argument about Samuel Pratt’s Family of Secrets. 
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immediately clear is how gender may be a factor in the methods and types of secrecy that 

appear in the texts.  The following section discusses two specific examples of how the 

gender of the character impacts the types of secrets they might keep, particularly in 

moments of crisis. 

In Die dunkle Seite der Liebe, the minor character Dunia encounters a serious 

problem prior to her wedding.  While exercising, she manages to tear her hymen.  As a 

Muslim woman, this is a particular issue because she would be expected to prove her 

virginity on her wedding night.  If her bridegroom could not produce a bloody sheet for 

the wedding guests, her reputation, and that of her family’s, would be ruined.  For a 

Muslim woman, something that seems deeply personal to a Western audience, like 

virginity, is put on public display as symbol of purity and honor for both her and her 

family.  The pressure is on the woman to protect her honor, and in so doing, that of her 

family.  Thus, women’s secrets in Schami’s novels often have to do with protecting 

honor, and more specifically, their sexual purity. 

Dunia eventually finds a solution to her problem when her mother takes her to a 

woman with a special skill set.  This woman helps young couples should they have 

difficulty consummating the marriage on their wedding night.  She also assists brides 

who, for whatever reason, have already broken their hymen.  In Dunia’s case, she 

manages to deceive the bridegroom and the wedding guests with an already bloodied 

sheet, saving the bride’s honor.  As the woman is skilled in this deception, it seems that 

there is a long standing tradition for these services.  This exposes another hole in the 
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fabric of social expectations.  What do such expectations mean in a society where 

deception is an institution? 

Within the text, this episode is related by the primarily by the narrator.  The 

narration takes place at a meeting of women, where Dunia decides to tell her story.  The 

narrator takes over immediately and focuses attention on the reactions of Dunia and her 

parents.  Initially, only her parents and the helper know about the mishap, however, 

through the narration, an untold number of women as well as the reader are now privy to 

the information.  That Dunia is comfortable enough to relate her story to other women 

shows that she trusts them, as if the experience of being a woman is enough to forge a 

strong bond between them.  The reader, regardless of gender, becomes part of that bond 

as well. 

In contrast to women, men tend to keep secrets that protect them physically or 

financially.  While women are highly motivated to protect their honor, men concern 

themselves with the preservation of their personal power.  Often, men engage in activities 

that could endanger their very lives if revealed to the wrong person.  In this sense, the 

consequences for men’s and women’s secrets are not all that different.  In Schami’s 

novels, preserving one’s own life is a powerful motivator for secret keeping.  The 

character of Hamid in Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen illustrates the types of secrets 

that men tend to keep, as well as the ways in which secrets are revealed within the text. 

The very title of Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen hints that Hamid is keeping a 

secret.  However, although there are several candidates, the novel never definitively 

states the secret to which the title refers.  This is perhaps Schami’s way of showing that 
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not all secrets are meant to be revealed, or that some information remains a mystery to 

the narration, reader, and even to the author.
243

  Some secrets must remain impenetrable 

because the role of the novel is not to clarify every question, but to tell a story.  If all is 

revealed, the mystery, and subsequently the interest, may disappear.  In this particular 

novel, the secrecy enhances the mystery surrounding the fate of the calligrapher, Hamid. 

Hamid keeps a number of secrets throughout the novel, which makes it nearly 

impossible to determine what secret the title references.  One possibility is Hamid’s 

involvement with the wealthy Nassri Abbani, who commissions love letters from the 

calligrapher.  Unbeknownst to both Hamid and Abbani, the letters are for Hamid’s own 

wife, Nura.  The revelation leads to Abbani’s murder at Hamid’s hands, and the latter’s 

imprisonment.  The calligrapher’s involvement in a secret society devoted to the Arabic 

language is a second possibility.
244

  Both of these secrets are known to the reader fairly 

early on in the novel.  Additionally, Hamid possesses two other secrets that are revealed 

much later.  Although married, Hamid would have preferred to remain single and devote 

his life to art.  Unfortunately for the calligrapher, that would have been socially 

unacceptable, so he acquiesced to his family’s wishes.  Hamid’s most important secret, 

however, is his ultimate fate.  After killing Abbani he goes to prison, supposedly dying 

there, but there are also rumors he may have escaped to Turkey.  As one can see from 

                                                 
243 Compare to Miller’s analysis of David Copperfield and Segal’s interpretation of Derrida.  The narrator, 

and even the author may not be privy to all of the novel’s secrets.  This adds another layer of secrecy to the 

novel and allows for numerous interpretations as well as endless speculation.  In Schami’s case, the society 

he depicts is saturated in secrecy, so it seems a matter of consistency that some secrets should remain 

hidden even from the author. 
244 His attempt to reform Arabic script is ultimately what incurred the wrath of the religious extremists, 

who view any alteration of the script as blasphemy.  Hamid kept his intentions a secret because he was 

aware of the danger. 
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these examples, men’s secrets tend to either preserve their lives or professions.  Unlike 

women, their honor is not tied to sexual purity, but to their ability to provide financial 

security and to continue their family lines.  These differences reflect the conditions within 

Syrian society in the mid-twentieth century. 

Hamid’s secrets demonstrate the ways in which the narration is involved in the 

process of keeping and revealing secrets.  The narration in Das Geheimnis des 

Kalligraphen produces the same gaps and filtering identified by Bachman in her analysis 

of The Woman in White (91).  The character himself initially remains a bit of a secret for 

the reader because, for most of the novel, the reader is not privy to most of Hamid’s 

reflections, and much of the information about the character is filtered through the 

recollections of others.  In particular, the reflections of Hamid’s wife, Nura, convey a 

rather negative image of the calligrapher.  The novel employs an external focalizer that 

reveals the characters’ reflections to the reader.  It is not until Hamid is imprisoned that 

the narration turns to his inner thoughts, and two of his secrets are revealed.  At this 

point, the mostly negative image of Hamid becomes more nuanced.  Although he never 

appears as a truly sympathetic character, his reflections reveal a man caught between his 

own ambitions as an artist, and the wishes of his family, which shows that his personal 

struggles do not differ greatly from those of other characters in the novel.  The gaps and 

filtering in the narration produce a negative image of Hamid,
245

 only to revise it later, 

once his own thoughts are revealed.  This moves the reader to first sympathize with other 

                                                 
245 Bellman argues the gaps and filtering can influence the way a text is interpreted (14).  This 

phenomenon is very apparent in the example of Hamid. 
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characters, and later, to see that Hamid is subject to the same cultural constraints.  

However, since he is not completely sympathetic, his reflections do not entirely counter 

the pre-constructed negative image.  This withholding of information operates primarily 

as a storytelling device. 

 As in the other examples, Hamid’s secrets are related to spatial elements.  

Enclosed spaces have generally afforded the characters in Schami’s novels the autonomy 

that they otherwise lack.  Hamid gradually loses control over the enclosed spaces he once 

possessed.  His home becomes the site of his wife’s affair, while his workshop employs a 

traitor.  Eventually, a rival secret society attacks the schools set up by Hamid’s 

organization.246  As he loses control over these areas, Hamid subsequently loses 

opportunities to exercise his own autonomy.  At the beginning of the novel, Hamid seems 

in control and powerful, but this changes drastically by the end.  In Schami’s novels, 

enclosed spaces, with the exception of prisons, tend to signify the possibility for freedom.  

Hamid’s example shows that without these spaces, autonomy becomes gradually out of 

reach. 

In contrast to other characters who keep secrets, Hamid’s experiences tend 

towards rather negative results.  This is connected to the calligrapher’s inability to 

maintain a level of intimacy with others.  As Ruqqaya Khan shows in her analysis of 

medieval Arabic texts, revealing a secret demonstrates a certain amount of intimacy 

between the two parties (24).  This intimacy is a positive development that draws people 

                                                 
246 Hamid’s workshop is also a space for subversive behavior.  One of his projects was to introduce 

reforms to the Arabic language, a goal religious fanatics like “Die Reinen” would have considered heresy.  

Subversion in Schami’s texts is often, but not always related to gender roles, as one can see in this instance. 



 249 

together, and the novel seems to suggest that it is necessary for both healthy personal 

relationships and one’s own wellbeing.   Hamid does not share his most personal secrets 

with anyone except for the reader, and he does so only after his imprisonment forces him 

to reflect on his life.  Schami appears to criticize this level of detachment from humanity.  

To some extent, secrets are necessary for building solidarity between individuals.  Hamid 

lacks the ability to share his secrets and inner thoughts with others, and he subsequently 

suffers for it.  The other characters in Schami’s novels share at least some of their secrets, 

and they tend to enjoy deeper relationships because of it.  Until his imprisonment, Hamid 

also does not appear to engage in introspection, leading to detachment from his inner self.  

Melfi’s analysis of Anna Karenina shows that the most stable characters are the most 

introspective, and this same phenomenon is evident in Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen. 

CONCLUSION 

 

The Syria in Schami’s novels is a society rife with deception and secret keeping, 

both of which appear to be necessities for the characters.  Because of strict social rules, 

many of the figures turn to secrecy to protect their reputations, and sometimes even their 

lives.  These secrets are frequently connected to the subversion of gender roles, and the 

consequence of this subversion is also related to the gender of the character.  For 

example, women must take special care with their honor, especially as it relates to sexual 

purity, because it is essential to the family structure.  Men, who are also responsible for 

preserving the family by producing offspring, must be certain that their children are, in 
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fact, biologically theirs, at least within the confines of marriage.247  The only way to 

ensure that is to demand virginity until marriage and monogamy until death, at least from 

the women.  Many of the cultural norms, such as segregation of the sexes in Muslim 

communities, aim to enforce this.    

Secrets contain the potential for the exercise of agency.  They require space, 

whether it is a physical location or emotional distance, and this space allows for the 

commitment of subversive acts.  For example, secret meeting places and rooms often 

accompany illicit love affairs.  Such acts are subversive in the sense that they work 

against the commonly accepted cultural norms regarding the preservation of the family.  

Additionally, the more mobility the pair gains, the more freedom there is in their 

relationship.  This corresponds to an increase in space for the secret, as if taking over 

additional space increases the opportunity for subversion and thus more freedom.  In 

contrast, emotional distance does not increase the likelihood of subversion, but it might 

be necessary if the lovers have to act disinterested in one another in public, as is the case 

with Karam and Badri.  Secrets require psychological space as well, since the secret 

keepers must be able to cope with the secret in order to protect it.   

Secrecy is rarely the work of one person alone.  As the previous examples have 

shown, often several characters are involved in keeping one secret.  The secrecy creates a 

bond between all those who guard it.  As such, secrecy is not necessarily negative since it 

creates intimacy.  If characters become cut off from others, as Hamid does, they share no 

                                                 
247 This is likely due to issues of inheritance.   The preservation of the family also depends on the allotment 

of finances and property to future generations, and this behooves the group to ensure that these items stay 

within the confines of the biologically determined family.  
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bonds with anyone and their own well-being suffers as a result.  Intimacy with others is a 

requirement for stability. 

Secrets are integral to the novels of Rafik Schami, and the author employs many 

methods of revelation that enhance the storytelling.  Gaps and filtering frequently 

accompany these secrets, and sometimes the narration will lead the reader one way, only 

to completely change direction at a later point. By engaging with the various strands of 

secrecy, the reader becomes directly involved in the keeping and revelation of secrets.  

However, not everything is revealed in the end, and the reader and even the author may 

not be privy to all of the novel’s secrets.   

But what does Schami demonstrate with the prevalence of secrets in his novels?  

Aside from the critique of narrowly defined and strictly enforced gender roles, the 

utilization of secrecy can be considered a postcolonial critique of Orientalism for several 

reasons.  As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, Orientalists aimed to conquer 

and exert control over the Orient by discovering its mysteries.  This method of control 

entailed producing knowledge about the Orient and then determining how that 

information would be presented to a Western audience (Said 203).  Orientalists were not 

interested in the individual, however.  Instead, they were interested in producing general 

statements about the Orient and its people (154).  The problem with this approach is that 

it ignored the nuances found in the local cultures of the Orient, and the result is that it 

produced a monolithic representation of that part of the world.  Schami’s texts aim to 

dismantle that image through the instrumentalization of secrecy.  First, the reasons for 

secrecy contradict the image of the Orient as a mysterious, inscrutable place.  The 
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characters engage in secrecy for culturally determined, yet understandable reasons that 

are clear to the reader.  The secrets of the Orient are more subversive than mysterious.  

Second, secrecy gives the characters space in which to exercise agency.  Orientalism with 

its goal to conquer and control through the dissemination of knowledge allows no sense 

of agency for Oriental subjects.  Schami’s characters contradict this notion by creating 

their own opportunities for agency.  Third, the focus on individual experiences challenges 

monolithic representations of the Orient.  The characters find themselves in different 

types of situations, and none are exactly alike.  There are numerous cultural norms that 

determine why they need to engage in secrecy, and what kinds of consequences await 

them should the secret become public knowledge.  In these ways, Schami’s extensive use 

of secrecy implicitly challenges Orientalist interpretations of the Arab world. 

While Said’s observations pertain primarily to nineteenth-century Orientalists, 

they are still useful for examining Schami’s work because of the lingering effects of 

colonialism.  Scholar Vivienne Jabri has challenged the concept of the postcolonial 

because the term suggests that the impact of colonialism ended abruptly with no further 

consequences for the society thereafter (18).  The issues raised in Schami’s novels, such 

as the characters’ lack of agency, indicate Jabri’s assertion has credence.  However, they 

are not only concerned with confronting the West’s monolithic view of the East, but also 

with specific issues in Syrian society that remain in question despite independence from 

France and the installation of a secular regime.  This suggests that while the colonial 

period has left its mark on Syrian society, there are perhaps tribal, religious, and other 

culturally related currents that continue to shape it.  These currents, and the problems 
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they cause more visible now than ever before because of the Syrian civil war and the 

refugee crisis.  In his advice to refugees in Germany that appeared in the Kölner Stadt-

Anzeiger in March 2016, Schami invites them to reflect on the elements that led to their 

refugee status:  

“In Germany, now the time is ripe for refugees to think, discuss, debate, 

and/or criticize in freedom and without fear, which is something that was 

not possible under a dictatorship. Suggested questions that require critical 

thinking include: What are the causes that led to this catastrophic 

situation?  Starting with the clan; the exploitation of oil revenues by the 

wealthy few to the detriment of the poor and disadvantaged; the 

dictatorship that rules the country like a gangster; and, lastly, the mixing 

of religion with politics.” (“Übersetzungen”)  

Schami’s novels, written before the current crisis, are an example of the authors own 

attempt “selbstkritisch und ohne Angst und Tabu” to examine Syrian society and the 

elements that contribute to its citizens’ lack of agency. 
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Chapter Five: Creativity and its Consequences: The Experience and 

Purpose of Writing 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Circus performers, writers, and storytellers – the novels of Rafik Schami are 

populated with characters who engage in some form of creativity as part of their daily 

lives.  There are so many examples that it would be nearly impossible to list all of the 

instances in which Schami’s characters perform some kind of broadly defined creative 

act.  The plethora of evidence is one reason the analysis of creativity in Schami’s works 

requires its own chapter.  Additionally, the creative acts occur within various contexts 

that require closer inspection in light of gender and cultural differences.  Therefore, in the 

fifth chapter, I will analyze particular forms of creativity within the cultural and gendered 

contexts in which they appear in the novels.   

Previous scholarship on Schami has not focused extensively on the characters’ 

creative acts.  Several scholars have analyzed the motif of storytelling,
248

 but other forms 

of creativity have received little, if any attention, including writing, circus performances, 

and domestic creativity.
249

  The scholarship on Schami has generally viewed the use of 

storytellers as a narrative device that is culturally significant within the Arab context, but 

                                                 
248 As discussed in the introduction to this dissertation, Bhoot (2007), Khalil (1994a), Salama (2006), 

Aifan (2000), Kinerny (1994), and Turjman (2006), among others, have engaged with the concept of 

storytelling in Schami’s works.   
249 Domestic activities, such as the preparation and presentation of a meal, can also be considered creative.  

See the 2001 study from Diane McGee that discusses the creative potential of domesticity in early 

twentieth-century women’s writing.  There are instances in Schami’s novels that might constitute domestic 

creativity, but this requires further investigation. 
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has not examined its meaning as an individual character’s creative act performed within 

the text.  They have not analyzed how or why a character engages in a particular activity, 

or what he or she gains from it.  This omission ignores the potential deeper meaning 

behind these acts.  Similarly, scholars have analyzed the circus as a model for 

multicultural existence, but have not accounted for the creative potential of individual 

performances.
250

  Domestic creativity and writing have received the least amount of 

attention, and at this time I am not aware of any studies that have examined their 

significance.
251

  Certainly none of the analyses of Schami’s novels have focused on the 

intersections of gender and creativity.  When examining the characters’ individual 

creative acts, one cannot assume that gender plays no role. As we have seen, cultural 

restrictions based on gender roles pervade the Syrian society in Schami’s novels.  It is 

therefore likely that gender also impacts engagement in creativity in some way.  In my 

view, the scholarship needs to explore avenues other than the author’s origin and 

multiculturalism in order to discover essential information about Schami’s writing.  

Within Schami’s texts, creativity is a part of daily life for many of the characters.  

The prevalence of creative acts would seem to indicate that the author holds them in high 

regard, or at the very least, views them as an integral part of personal growth and coming 

to terms with the world.  The characters engage in different forms of creativity for 

various reasons, and it is thus impossible to generalize in broad terms what kind of role 

                                                 
250 Arens (2006) examines the circus motif in Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen as Schami’s model for 

heterogeneous coexistence.  She does not focus on the meaning of individual acts of creativity that make up 

the circus itself. 
251 Arens (2006) does discuss the literary aspirations of Valentin in Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen, but 

she focuses primarily on his writing as a way of working through his family’s past, which is connected to 

events in Germany’s history. 
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creativity plays in these novels.  However, there are nuanced tendencies, which the 

analysis of pertinent examples from the texts will reveal.  Although there are many 

instances to choose from, I will examine forms of writing within the novels Das 

Geheimnis des Kalligraphen and Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen in order to show the 

impact of gender on creativity, and also the role that creativity plays in particular 

contexts.  As I have mentioned, there are other forms of creativity that have received little 

attention in scholarship, but a comprehensive analysis of all of these forms would be 

beyond the scope of this chapter.  I have chosen to examine writing because there are 

fewer examples of this in the texts, yet it appears to perform an important function and 

indicates a link between creativity and gender.  It also cannot be a meaningless 

coincidence that the author writes about figures engaged in textual production.  After all, 

if Schami has chosen to introduce writers into his texts, it may be that they reflect some 

of his own attitudes about writing in general.   

THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS  

 

Before commencing with the analysis of writing in Schami’s texts, there are a few 

theoretical considerations to address.  First, it is necessary to examine what constitutes 

creativity, particularly in cross-cultural environments.  Second, since I am attempting to 

discern a link between gender and creativity, it would be useful to examine studies that 

have done the same, although perhaps in different literary contexts.  Third, it is not 

enough to consider the forms of writing found in Schami’s novels.  The creative acts 
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perform some function for the characters, and so it is essential to investigate the kinds of 

possibilities the writing process creates.   

Since this chapter is concerned with creativity, the first step is to establish what 

that term might mean across different cultures.  This is the focus of scholar Todd Lubart’s 

chapter in The Cambridge Handbook of Creativity.  He argues that creativity requires a 

cultural context if it is to be understood, and that cultures themselves are not 

homogeneous concepts (265).  His goal is to identify the main issues associated with 

understanding creativity in cross-cultural domains (266).  

Lubart defines creativity as something that is “novel” and has “adaptive value,” 

but he quickly outlines the issues with these particular terms (266).  For example, 

societies may value each of these differently, even one over the other, and this largely 

depends upon their cultural context (266).  The author utilizes concrete examples from 

multiple cultures to illustrate his point. 

In particular, Lubart examines differences between Western and Eastern
252

 

cultures and how they regard the creative process.  While the West has a tendency to 

focus on end results, the East places more importance on the entire journey: “The creative 

process is cyclic, nonlinear, and enlightenment oriented” (268).  Since many of Schami’s 

characters are located within what could be described as an “Eastern” cultural context, it 

would be beneficial to bear in mind that the process of creativity may prove more 

important than the end results.   

                                                 
252 Lubart does not define exactly what he means by West and East.   Based upon other examples in the 

text, when he uses the term “East,” it seems to refer specifically to the Far East.  For the purposes of this 

chapter, I consider the possibility that what Lubart attributes to Eastern cultures might apply to Schami’s 

Syria as well. 
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Based on a number of studies, Lubart determines certain factors tend to decrease 

the amount of creativity within a given culture.  He claims that in societies where more 

emphasis is on the collective than the individual, a rigid hierarchy exists, and risk taking 

is avoided, the level of creativity is usually lower than where the opposite is true (272).  

Therefore it seems that creativity is also connected to personal freedom: “An acceptance 

of uncertainty,…may foster tolerance for risk and change.  Individualism is associated 

with autonomy, independence, …and freedom” (272). Of course, these are only 

tendencies, and it would not be difficult to identify examples of creativity that flourished 

under oppressive conditions.  The Syrian culture of Schami’s novels is restrictive and the 

people also suffer from political oppression. Yet creativity abounds, contradicting 

Lubart’s generalization.   

While his detailed discussion of the factors that impact conceptions of creativity 

are not entirely relevant for an analysis of Schami’s novels, some of Lubart’s 

observations appear useful.  First, the emphasis on end results or on the creative process 

may vary across cultures, and this is an important consideration since many of Schami’s 

characters are acting within a Syrian cultural context.  Second, Lubart’s assertion that 

creativity is connected to freedom hints at its emancipatory potential.  He actually claims 

that freedom generally leads to an elevated level of creativity within a culture, but I argue 

that creativity can also lead to freedom.  There is a link between the two that requires 

further investigation. 

The examples I have chosen to analyze in Schami’s text include two diaries 

written by female characters.  It is therefore worthwhile to consider the significance of 
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women’s diaries in literary history.  Many studies on this topic focus on non-fictional 

diaries from the nineteenth century, but some of the observations about those texts are 

applicable to those found in Schami’s novels.  The authors of such studies frequently 

focus on gender and the composition of these works, as well as the relationship between 

author, diary, and audience.   

In her study of women’s diaries in the nineteenth century, scholar Catherine 

Delafield examines how gender might have played a role in the composition of these 

texts (1).  She also analyzes the diary as a literary convention, and how the fictional form 

of this genre emulated the non-fictional (9).  Her approach relies primarily upon historical 

information about women’s diaries, as well as theories regarding women’s writing, and 

this genre in particular.  

In her introduction, Delafield claims that “The fictional diary operates as a second 

self, acting as both personal narrative and a separate, secretly performed life” (1).  

Diaries, both the fictional and non-fictional varieties, have a cultural context that must be 

considered.  The texts in Delafield’s study were all written in the nineteenth century, and 

so they are a product of the cultural constraints placed upon their authors (1).  According 

to Delafield, society expected that the middle-class women authors of these diaries would 

lead lives centered on domestic activities (1).  She goes on to claim that the texts 

themselves call that prescribed order into question, resulting in the “…fear that the diary 

may be the life and the domesticity a performance” (1).  Women’s diaries, therefore, 

afford them the opportunity to engage in a textual life that differs from the domestic. 
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Delafield expands on the idea of a second life within the text in her first chapter, 

which is entitled, “The Diary in the Nineteenth Century.”  She identifies four traditional 

forms of diaries, including travel journals, family chronicles, reflections on spiritual 

growth, and household and business accounts (9).  It was suitable for women to engage in 

this kind of writing because they were at least tangentially related to their domestic roles 

(16).  Delafield designates the diary as a possible space for resistance against the 

dominant patriarchal culture, noting scholarly efforts to recover these texts from the 

margins (16).  However, she does not seem to believe that diaries always offer an 

unmitigated rebellion against the establishment.  Although the women found a medium 

through which they could express themselves, Delafield offers evidence
253

 that suggests 

many women were uncomfortable with writing because of their position within a 

patriarchal society (17).  Thus, while women found a mode of expression that carried the 

potential for revolution, ingrained cultural constraints may have inhibited them. 

Delafield’s study is useful for an analysis of the diary in Schami’s novels for 

several reasons.  First, it shows that fictional and non-fictional diaries tend to follow the 

same conventions.  Second, she is careful to situate the women within a particular time 

and culture.  Although neither of those characteristics are the same as the Syria of 

Schami’s texts, there are similarities in terms of the role women were expected to play in 

their society.  In addition, she notes a potential for rebellion, albeit one that is not often 

carried out because of cultural constraints.  Schami frequently points to modes of 

                                                 
253 She offers quotations from scholars, like Felicity Nussbaum, as well as the author Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning to support this claim. 
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expression or activities that carry the same rebellious potential, but they generally fall 

short of a full revolution.
254

         

In her work entitled Gender and the Journal: Diaries and Academic Discourse, 

scholar Cinthia Gannett examines diaries as a mode through which women were 

historically able to express themselves.  Her third chapter, “Gender, Language, and 

Discourse: Critical Issues,” seeks to determine how men’s and women’s relationship to 

language differ, and subsequently, how gender might play a role in a diary’s form and 

content.  Gannett begins by summarizing feminist discourse on the marginalization of 

women’s texts.  She claims that because women have not had the same access as men to 

education and other forms of power in society, their texts were deemed inferior or 

inconsequential, and thus largely ignored by the literary establishment (45).  In 

understanding why women’s texts have been marginalized, Gannett hopes to ultimately 

show their significance to textual discourse (45).  She then examines the relationship 

between gender and language.  According to Gannett, feminists have argued that men 

constructed language for themselves (50).  As a result, men and women do not enjoy the 

same relationship to language (61).  Drawing on Simone de Beauvoir, Gannett claims 

that women did not have a voice to represent themselves because, unlike men, they were 

accustomed to being objects rather than subjects in texts as well as in life (47).  Women 

had to develop strategies for communicating: 

                                                 
254 Secrecy in Schami’s novels  operates in a similar fashion.  The potential for revolution is there, but it is 

most often never fully realized. 
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Thus, in order to speak or write, women must both/either accommodate to 

this alienation, and/or find alternative modes of expression – ways to 

subvert the dominant discourse or move outside it.  Women have learned 

to speak through “fissures” and “gaps” in the discourse, writing or 

speaking from the most direct experience of their bodies in order to 

reconnect language, life, and text. (47-48) 

In their diaries, women found a space to express themselves (48).  However, Gannett 

determines that women remained a “muted” group for several reasons (85).  First, 

illiteracy would have kept many women from writing, and a busy domestic lifestyle left 

little time for such creative pursuits (87-88).
255

  Second, women’s writing did not receive 

the same attention as texts produced by males, and was often considered inferior (96).  

Expanding on this topic in her fourth chapter, “Gender and Journal Keeping Traditions,” 

Gannett claims that men and women led different lives, which impacted their writing and 

how it was perceived.  For example, men tended to live a more public existence than 

women, and they were also more likely to produce texts over an extended period of time 

(117-118).  Their texts were considered more important and their journals more 

frequently preserved and studied (120).  Women, on the other hand, were unable to take 

the same kinds of risks as men because of cultural constraints (118). They were 

subsequently also more likely to destroy their own journals, or request that they be 

                                                 
255 Although her analysis covers a span from the Middle Ages to the twentieth century, Gannett focuses 

primarily on diaries written in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Her characterization of women’s 

lifestyles seems to be based on that period, although she does not explicitly say so. 
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destroyed upon their death (122).  All of these factors led to the marginalization of 

women’s writing. 

Gannett then turns her focus to the content of women’s diaries in order to show 

how this particular form of writing provided the opportunity for empowerment.  

Although women composed all types of journals, their approach was different from that 

of men (127).  They tended to focus on the major aspects of their lives, such as marriage, 

widowhood, etc. (127).  According to Gannett, women also frequently focused on others, 

rather than themselves, as the male-dominated society had trained them to do (128).  

However, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, women writers began to engage in 

more personal exploration, and the diary became a space for healing and personal growth 

(141).  The act of “…writing to heal is a form of intellectual empowerment which allows 

for the development of a self that is sufficiently integrated to be capable of knowing” 

(146).  Although women’s writing was marginalized, the authors were still able to find 

empowerment through their creative pursuits. 

Gannett’s historical and feminist analysis of the link between gender and diaries 

convincingly illustrates how women were able to create a space for free expression 

through their writing.  Although their texts often did not receive as much attention from 

the public and scholars as those written by men, women still gained an opportunity for 

personal growth and healing through their creative endeavors.  There are, however, a few 

issues with Gannett’s discussion.  First, it tends to generalize women’s experiences and 

does not sufficiently account for women whose writings were popularly read.  Second, 

she focuses primarily on women writing in the West and does not discuss possible 
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differences between them and their Eastern counterparts.  Although this may not have 

been within the scope of Gannet’s project, it would have been better to specify that her 

observations apply primarily to Western culture in order to avoid universalizing 

tendencies. In spite of these problems, Gannett’s study still provides useful information 

for analyzing diaries in Schami’s novels.  Her observation that diaries could become 

sources of empowerment and healing indicates that they perform a valuable function for 

their authors.  This is indeed the role played by the diaries in Schami’s texts. 

CREATIVITY AND WRITING IN SCHAMI’S NOVELS 

 

Although Todd Lubart’s cross-cultural analysis of creativity is comprehensive and 

useful for thinking about cultural differences, my own examination of this topic requires 

different parameters.  I would first like to situate creativity within the novels of Rafik 

Schami and then provide the definition that informs my analysis. As mentioned 

previously, Schami’s characters engage in different types of creative acts, and for various 

reasons.  This makes it difficult to generalize the meaning of creativity in his novels 

because there are potentially many different meanings.  Based upon the character’s 

gender and social standing, the role of creativity in his or her life may be quite different.  

A character might also engage in creative acts, but derive no pleasure from it, which 

complicates the notion of creativity as a pastime.   
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Considering these issues, I define creative acts as any pursuit that produces 

something novel
256

 and engages the participant intellectually or emotionally.  Creativity, 

according to my definition, requires action that results in a product, but the product is not 

necessarily the most important aspect.  The process or the character’s engagement with 

his or her own emotional and intellectual development provides, in many cases, the most 

benefit.   

The benefits resulting from creative acts are also a defining feature.  Characters 

are rewarded for their creativity in many ways, some of which might not be immediately 

recognizable as a positive result.  Occasionally, the reward is monetary, especially for 

those who depend upon their creativity to earn a living.  Such is the case with storytellers, 

circus performers, and other types of artists.
257

  Most of those characters who engage in 

creative acts, however, do not gain financially from their pursuits.  Their rewards tend to 

be self-discovery and enlightenment. 

Although there are many examples of creativity in Schami’s novels, my analysis 

will focus only on writing.  There are only a handful of writers in Schami’s texts, but they 

are of particular interest because they best represent the link between gender and 

creativity.  Through their examples, one can see how gender plays a role in the creative 

                                                 
256 Lubart’s definition of creativity also required novelty, but in my definition, the characters may produce 

something that is novel for them alone.  A diary for example is not necessarily novel, but if it represents a 

character’s journey to enlightenment, then it is novel for him or her and constitutes a creative act. 
257 See examples of this type of reward in Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen (circus performers),  Das 

Geheimnis des Kalligraphen (calligrapher), and Erzähler der Nacht (storyteller).  Valentin’s circus includes 

a wide variety of performers, including a tightrope walker and clowns.  The circus receives payment and 

then gives allotments to its members.  Hamid, the calligrapher, is paid to create pieces of art, including 

sayings or love letters. Although the text is important, the script alone is considered a beautiful image.  The 

coachman Salim earns extra money because he entertains those he chauffeurs with stories, and his 

reputation brings him more business in comparison to other coachmen. 
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process.  This particular type of creativity is also closely aligned with self-discovery.  For 

female characters, writing opens the possibility of freedom of expression, an opportunity 

they might not otherwise enjoy.  The process of writing may also fulfill some need in the 

characters’ lives.
258

  The analysis will subsequently focus on the characters’ need to 

write, the function of the writing within the novel, and benefits or results of their creative 

pursuits. 

Returning to Lubart’s arguments, I have already stated that he discerns a link 

between personal freedom and increased creativity.  What do I mean by freedom in the 

context of Schami’s novels?  This is a complicated term that needs more definition if I 

intend to use it in my analysis of writing in Schami’s texts.  Lubart’s concept of freedom 

appears identical to the level at which one can exercise free will without encountering 

prohibition from governmental and cultural forces, with an apparent emphasis on the 

former.  The type of freedom various characters in Schami’s novels achieve bears at 

times great resemblance to Lubart’s concept,
259

 but is in other instances more narrowly 

defined and individualized.  Often, gaining freedom has little to do with escaping 

political oppression, but rather with circumventing the dominant cultural values.  In the 

analysis, I will define what I mean by freedom in each relevant example.  In using this 

term, I must also temper it with the acknowledgement that it does not refer to a 

character’s unbridled ability to exercise free will.  As discussed in the previous chapters, 

                                                 
258 This can be true for both male and female characters. 
259 In the novels set in Syria, the characters reside under a dictatorship.  Some of them, most notably Nabil 

in Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen, and Farid in Die dunkle Seite der Liebe, are imprisoned by the 

regime but are eventually freed.  Despite the evident political oppression, most of the characters actually 

struggle against the restrictive cultural norms, indicating that culture has more bearing on their lives than 

the political.   
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there are no revolutions in Schami’s novels, only small steps in that direction, and so the 

characters achieve varying degrees of freedom within their society.   

The examples I have selected are from the novels Das Geheimnis des 

Kalligraphen and Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen.  The texts produced by the 

characters include diaries, a novel, and Arabic calligraphy.
260

 Three of the characters 

experience the positive rewards of their activities, but a third ultimately has to face the 

consequences of misusing his talents.  The latter example is included because it contrasts 

with the others and may reveal more about what Schami considers an appropriate use of 

creative gifts.  When a character employs creativity irresponsibly, or in a way that does 

not demonstrate respect for the craft itself, significant ramifications follow.  This 

emphasizes that although some of the examples of creativity in Schami’s novels, such as 

circus performances and storytelling, seem lighthearted and primarily for entertainment 

purposes, there is a serious side to creative acts that can perhaps be described as a duty, 

not only to the audience, but also to the craft.  This may reflect the level of responsibility 

Schami feels toward his own activities as a writer, and in particular, his representation of 

Syrian life for a primarily German-speaking audience.  

NURA’S CONFIDANTE: WRITING AS REFUGE AND DISCOVERY 

 

As we have already seen, Schami’s novel, Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen, 

chronicles the love affair between a married Muslim woman and a Christian man in 

                                                 
260 Strictly speaking, one could approach Arabic calligraphy as a visual art form, but in my analysis I will 

treat it as a kind of text for reasons that will become apparent. 
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1950s Damascus.
261

  Nura’s arranged marriage to the titular calligrapher, Hamid, is 

unfulfilling.  To her own surprise, she falls in love with Salman, her husband’s errand 

boy.  After a fiasco involving one of Hamid’s clients, Nura and Salman manage to escape 

to Aleppo, where they begin their lives together under assumed names.  Nura’s evolution 

from unsatisfied housewife to runaway bride is a major point of the novel, and her 

journey of discovery occurs primarily through observation and writing.   

Soon after her marriage to the calligrapher, Nura grows restless in her role as 

housewife.  Her husband’s success as a calligrapher provides them with a comfortable 

lifestyle, and so there is no need for her to continue her employment as a seamstress.  

This is a disappointment for Nura, who would gladly work in order to pass the time.  She 

is also isolated from her husband, who declines to engage with her on any intellectual 

topic.  Although Nura enjoys reading, Hamid refuses to purchase any of the new books 

she requests because they were written by “…moderne Autoren, deren Schriften das 

Familienleben und die Moral zerstören würden…” (Kalligraphen 191).  It is this lack of 

intellectual stimulation that ultimately provides the impetus for Nura to write.   

In this particular example, Schami highlights the disconnect between spouses that 

can be traced back to the prevailing cultural values regarding gender roles.  Her 

husband’s refusal to converse with Nura on topics unrelated to the household or even to 

allow her to purchase new books indicates his lack of respect for her individuality, 

desires, and intellect.  As the above quote demonstrates, it is not simply that the 

                                                 
261 The relationship is illicit, not just because of the infidelity, but also because of their religious 

differences.  If discovered, there is the potential that both could be killed. 
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calligrapher is uninterested in the intellectual development of his wife, but rather that any 

kind of enrichment somehow also poses a threat to the domestic order supported by the 

surrounding culture.  He therefore rejects anything that might challenge this order.  For 

Hamid, the concept of “wife” does not encompass anything outside of the domestic 

sphere.  Lest the reader jump to the conclusion that this attitude toward women is a 

product of Islam, Schami contrasts Hamid with Nura’s father, a religious leader who 

delights in the education of his daughter and is ultimately critical of his son-in-law’s 

behavior.  Thus, the marginalization Nura experiences at the hand of her husband is not 

necessarily a product of religion, but of the patriarchal culture around her.
262

  Schami 

opposes all kinds of oppression in his writings.  The domestic order, as described in Das 

Leben des Kalligraphen, can be oppressive, not unlike a dictatorship.  The portrayal of 

this order in the novel is negative in the sense that Hamid’s actions make him appear 

unreasonable and foolish. Within the text, the conflict between Nura and Hamid is 

portrayed as relatively common, and Nura’s friends complain about the same kind of 

alienation from their own husbands.  The novel hints that the disconnect between spouses 

is a cultural rather than a singular phenomenon. 

Schami places Hamid in a position similar to that of a colonizing power.  It is the 

husband’s role to determine the agency and movements of his wife.  In this way, 

Schami’s comparison relates gender roles to the colonizer/colonized dichotomy.  Nura, as 

                                                 
262 A common assertion in the West is that Islam oppresses women.  Schami confronts this notion in 

several of his texts by showing that the negative treatment his female characters receive is due not to 

religion, but rather to prevailing cultural norms.  In some instances, the same cultural norms, like those 

regarding the education of women, were once commonly held in the West as well.  This complicates the 

notion that there is an insurmountable difference between East and West. 
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a woman, embodies a kind of cultural Other, although in this case, it is the culture of 

women.  Hamid exerts his power over her without regard for her own feelings or desires, 

and without a basic understanding of her as another human being.  Because of these 

conditions, Nura is unable to directly represent herself to her husband and achieve 

recognition or what she wants. This is similar to Gayatri Spivak’s assertion that the 

subaltern cannot represent herself to the colonial authorities.  This constitutes an example 

of how aspects similar to colonial oppression may be found in other arenas of life, even 

though their source might be the local cultural values rather than lingering colonial 

influence. 

Nura is overwhelmed by a sense of loneliness and dissatisfaction, which she seeks 

to escape through domestic activity.  When this strategy also fails, Nura turns to her 

female friends, who offer camaraderie and advice, but are still unable to provide her with 

the kind of intellectual stimulation she craves.  On the suggestion of a former classmate, 

Nura begins to keep a diary.  It is at this point she begins to make the observations about 

her husband and marriage that will eventually lead to her affair with Salman.  Nura’s turn 

to writing in order to examine and cope with her situation reflects her level of education.   

Many of the women in Nura’s neighborhood are not as educated as she is or at least not 

as oriented toward intellectual pursuits, and so they come to terms with their respective 

situations in different ways.  For these women, their friendships and the support they 

offer one another appear to counteract the loneliness they experience in their marriages.  

Nura’s diary and the women’s activities are rebellious in that they challenge the social 

order their husbands reinforce.  For example, the women might receive visitors while 
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their husbands are away,
263

 while the diary is a venue for Nura’s deepest criticisms of her 

husband.  Although these women, including Nura, are unable to change their 

relationships with their spouses, they find ways to resist the constraints placed upon 

them. 

Nura’s writing occurs in a restrictive environment that limits her interactions with 

others.  The diary becomes a refuge for her private thoughts and provides a space for the 

intellectual engagement she is otherwise denied.  Her newfound freedom of expression is 

a welcome change: “Sie lernte schreibend, die schwierigsten Fragen zu stellen, und auch 

wenn sie nicht immer eine Antwort darauf finden konnte, fühlte sie eine eigenartige 

Erleichterung, sie überhaupt gestellt zu haben” (Kalligraphen 193).  It is in questioning 

the status quo that Nura finds her refuge.  In this way she rebels against the cultural norm 

that demands she simply accept the decisions made on her behalf by her parents and 

husband.  Although it does not change her overall situation, Nura discovers that the acts 

of contemplation and writing provide relief from the restrictions that govern her life. 

The diary as a space for women to engage with intellectual questions is hardly a 

new concept.  In her study, scholar Marilyn Ferris Motz examines how two American 

women in the nineteenth century synthesized their experiences and knowledge in their 

diaries.
264

  Both women kept diaries in which they recorded not only the events in their 

lives, but also their thoughts about books they had read and ideas they had heard in 

conversations (190).  Their diaries constitute an active engagement with the important 

                                                 
263 Many of the women’s husbands, including Hamid, frown upon their wives receiving visitors, even other 

females, when they are not present. 
264 The authors of the diaries, Lucy Keeler and Harriet Johnson, were highly literate, white, middle-class 

women who lived in Ohio during the latter half of the nineteenth century.  
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intellectual and social questions of their time.
265

 The texts are evidence that they used 

their writing to “…connect themselves to the world of ideas, to issues of national and 

international concern.  They used their diaries as agencies of their active, skeptical mode 

of reading, as a way to weave what they read into the fabric of their own lives” (199). 

Ferris Motz’ analysis is applicable to a discussion of creativity in Schami’s novels 

because she identifies the diary as a site of intellectual exploration.  It is not just a catalog 

of the women’s experiences, but rather a space in which the writers could experiment 

with and examine ideas that were significant during their lifetimes.  The text as a site of 

experimentation and personal growth is an important concept in Schami’s novels, and 

Nura’s critical and reflective writing exemplifies this.  Although she does not engage 

with the same kinds of intellectual questions as the diaries Ferris Motz has examined, 

Nura grapples with concerns paramount to her, and she achieves enlightenment and 

healing through writing.  The diary is also a space for the subversion of her husband’s 

power.  Through writing, Nura finds a way to represent her own desires to herself and to 

the reader.  

TEXT WITHIN TEXT: THE FORM AND FUNCTION OF NURA’S DIARY 

 

Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen is of course a novel, and so Nura’s diary does 

not appear in what one might consider traditional diary format.  In this text, Schami 

employs an external focalizer who reveals the thoughts and reflections of the major 

characters.  Thus, the reader only receives the information that has been filtered first by 

                                                 
265 They differ from the diaries in Gannett’s analysis.  This is probably due to Gannett’s focus on women 

who were not necessarily as intellectual as Keeler and Johnson. 
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the characters, and then by the narrator.  This strategy produces a narrative effect that 

enhances the storytelling by heightening the suspense or revealing surprising news at the 

appropriate juncture.
266

 It also indicates that some information will remain hidden from 

the reader, and even the narrator, as is the case with Nura’s diary.   

The narration frequently changes its focus from one character to another, and the 

same is true for Nura and her diary.  The reader does not receive the diary as whole text, 

but rather as a series of references.  This structure emphasizes the continuous nature of 

the writing process, since the narration changes its focus to other characters, but then 

returns to Nura and her observations.  The reader is led to believe that she writes her 

diary over an extended period of time and that these other events occur simultaneously.  

Ultimately, this strategy underscores the ongoing nature of this project, which 

increasingly functions as a close reading of her husband.  The process of writing allows 

Nura to establish a critical distance between herself and Hamid and it also produces a 

textual shift in power:   

Ihr geheimes Tagebuch füllte sich zusehends und Nura kam sich wie eine 

Spionin vor, die ein fremdes Wesen zu observieren hatte.  Selbst wenn ihr 

Mann neben ihr stand oder schlief, empfand sie diese Distanz, die es ihr 

ermöglichte, ihn immer genau zu beobachten. (Kalligraphen 196) 

 

In this quote, the narration reduces Hamid to a foreign being, not a husband or a man, and 

in so doing confronts the imbalance of power that exists outside of the diary.  On the 

                                                 
266 The narrative filtering is a typical feature of Schami’s novels.    
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other hand, Nura becomes a spy, someone with access to secret and powerful knowledge.  

This reflects the process Nura undergoes as she evaluates her life and gains the courage 

to change it.  It also hints at the ultimate fates of these two characters.  Hamid 

deteriorates into little more than a pathetic creature in prison, whereas Nura stealthily 

escapes to a new life under an assumed name.    

While the narration reveals a few direct quotes from the diary, it concentrates 

primarily on the fact Nura is writing, and that through this activity, she comes to several 

unflattering conclusions about her husband.  The text summarizes many of these 

realizations, which are presumably the result of Nura’s close and critical observation.  

The reader does not have access to the entire diary, only to the portions the narration 

shares.  This limited access serves two purposes.  First, it highlights the information that 

is most pertinent to Nura’s journey of discovery, focusing the reader’s attention on this 

development.  The diary could contain other information, but for the purposes of the 

novel, it is unnecessary for the reader to know it.  This would seem to support the 

conclusion that the diary functions primarily to illustrate Nura’s metamorphosis from 

frustrated housewife to critical observer.   

 Second, it grants Nura a semblance of the autonomy she craves.  In the beginning 

of the chapter, I claimed that some characters achieve freedom through their creative acts.  

To what extent does Nura do so through writing?  The diary is a relatively private space 

for her to reflect upon the most intimate details of her life with Hamid.  Within this text, 

Nura is able to criticize her husband in ways she otherwise could not.  She initially has no 

space to call her own.  Even the home she shares with her husband does not actually 
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belong to her, and in practice, Hamid makes the decisions that determine how they live 

and interact in that space.
267

  No physical space exists in which Nura can enjoy her own 

limited autonomy.268  The diary subsequently becomes the space that belongs only to her.  

Nura’s control over her own diary allows her to rebel against the dominance of her 

husband through writing.  In this sense, freedom is the ability to express herself and 

engage with important questions about her own life.  Before writing the diary, Nura is 

unable to find an appropriate venue for these activities.   

Once the diary has served this purpose, it becomes a liability. After she begins her 

affair with Salman, Nura writes less often, and when she does, she focuses on her inner 

turmoil rather than Hamid (Kalligraphen 286).  The affair, and the secrecy surrounding it, 

allows her to exercise agency she did not previously have.  The writings in the diary 

reflect this in that they become more about her.  This development shows that Hamid has 

ceased to be important in her life, even as an object of study.  It signals an end to at least 

part of her journey.  Though Nura never follows through with her plans, she often records 

her intentions to end the affair, and the diary becomes a platform for her guilty 

conscience as well as a potential danger to Salman (Kalligraphen 287).  Nura’s 

subsequent burning of the diary signifies an end to her indecision and guilt regarding the 

affair, at least as far as the narration is concerned.
269

  It also marks the end of her journey 

                                                 
267 For example, Hamid does not allow Nura to go to the market to select the items she will then cook for 

their meals.  He also does not like for her to receive visitors when he is not present.   
268 This is until she begins her affair with Salman. The affair eventually provides spaces for her to exercise 

more autonomy. The diary leads Nura to the point where she has the agency to enter into the affair. 
269 Compare with Gannett’s observation that women often destroyed their own diaries or requested they be 

destroyed after death (122).  However, Nura burns her diary in order to protect Salman rather than a desire 

to prevent her own embarrassment.   
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of discovery, since she has already made the necessary realizations about her life and 

marriage that will encourage her to follow a different path.  The narration acknowledges 

this development in that it no longer shows Nura preoccupied with thoughts of her 

husband.   

Both Delafield and Gannett have noted the empowering potential of women’s 

diaries, and Nura’s critical reflections demonstrate that writing has given her a way to 

freely express herself.  However, this rebellion against the patriarchal culture, as 

symbolized by her husband, is not potent enough to completely overthrow it.  The diary 

operates as a vehicle for contemplation and realization, not as a definitive solution to 

Nura’s discontent.  Through writing, she is able to take stock of her situation, and she 

subsequently reaches the conclusion that her marriage is not enough.  The references to 

the diary in the text emphasize both its private nature and the ongoing process of writing 

that is required for Nura’s metamorphosis.  The diary helps prepare her for the drastic 

steps she later undertakes with Salman that ultimately lead to more empowerment.   

LOVE STORY: THE TEXT AS INSPIRATION 

 

In Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen, Nura’s diary functions as a space for 

expression and contemplation.  This is, however, not the only function of a diary in 

Schami’s novels.  In Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen, a diary provides inspiration that 

results in life changing events for the main character.  This shows that writing is not only 

an important process for the author, it also provides the reader with unique opportunities 
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for self-development.  As we shall see, the genders of the characters involved impact the 

function of the texts within the novels.         

Valentin Samani, the middle aged ringmaster and owner of the Circus Samani in 

Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen, intends to write a great love story based on the 

experiences of his parents.  He finds the basis for his novel in his mother’s secret diary 

after her death.  Valentin’s decision to investigate his parents’ love affair leads him on a 

journey of self-discovery from Europe to the Arab world.  Although inspired by his 

mother’s diary, he is also motivated by a desire to work through his family’s past. 

The diary provides the impetus not only for the love story, but also for a decision 

that results in positive changes in Valentin’s life.  It is through his mother’s secret 

writings that he realizes his biological father is actually a man named Tarek from a 

fictional Arab country called Ulania.
270

 These realizations, as well as his desire to explore 

his parents’ history encourage his journey to the country of his father: “Wollte er nur die 

Spuren der Liebe verfolgen, oder wollte er wissen wo er herkam?  Ob es nun das eine, 

das andere oder alles zusammen war – seine Sehnsucht nach Ulania war entfacht” (Reise 

39).   Valentin’s subsequent trip to Ulania is the life changing experience which forms the 

greater part of Schami’s novel. 

There are actually several texts at play within Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen.  

The first is the circus chronicle that was Valentin’s grandfather initiated and his mother, 

Cica, continued until her death.  The second text is Cica’s diary, which she titled, “Die 

Geschichte meiner Liebe.”  As with Nura’s diary, the reader is only privy to the 

                                                 
270 Ulania is the name Schami has given to the fictional Arab country featured in the novel. 
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information the narration provides about these texts.  The interplay between the chronicle 

and the diary reveals the purpose of each and the role each played in the life of their 

respective author.  They provided a space for expression, but in different ways. 

When envisioning a chronicle, one generally thinks of a chronological accounting 

of events.  The circus chronicle, however, appears to be much more than that.   Based 

upon the available information, Cica’s writing provided commentary and tended toward a 

poetic language that obscured the actual meaning of portions of the text. Thus, the author 

herself censored some of the content.  Valentin assumes that she was careful not to reveal 

too much out of fear of what her husband might do if he discovered her affair.
271

  

Valentin must work to decipher Cica’s writing and fill in the gaps himself.   

In contrast to the chronicle, the secret diary recounts the love affair between Cica 

and Valentin’s biological father in detail.  For Cica, the diary is a space in which she can 

confide her feelings and secret relationship presumably without fear of discovery.  

Whereas the chronicle functions as the official account of the circus, the diary represents 

a marginalized, unofficial account of Valentin’s family history.  Cica’s commentary and 

cryptic references to the affair within the chronicle constitute her effort to inject her own 

experiences into the narrative of circus life.  In this way, she resists total marginalization.  

The circus chronicle subsequently loses its official importance once Valentin realizes the 

diary yields more information about his origins.
272

   

                                                 
271 See Martinson (2003) for a discussion of how audience intrusion influenced the content of women’s 

diaries. Fearing their husbands’ disapproval, they may have censored themselves (8).  Cica would certainly 

have been concerned if her temperamental husband had found out about the affair. 
272 At least as far as the novel is concerned.  The discussion of the chronicle is quite brief, whereas Cica’s 

diary spans several pages. 
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There is actually a third text within Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen, and that is 

the love story Valentin intends to write.  Initially, he plans to retell his parents’ history 

based upon the information gleaned from the diary and the research he conducts in 

Ulania.  Valentin relates his novel orally to a friend, who comments and offers feedback.  

This not only shows the collaborative potential of the writing process, but also serves as a 

way for the old friends to become reacquainted with one another.   Retelling the story of 

his parents’ love affair allows Valentin to work through the past and come to terms with 

the new understanding of his family history. 

In Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen, the relationship between the text, author, 

and reader are necessarily complicated.  In the third chapter of his book entitled 

Narratives of Transmission, scholar Bernhard Duyfhuizen analyzes the relationship 

between these elements.  Schami’s novel supports some of his claims.  Duyfhuizen 

observes that the reader has no way of knowing if the content of the diary is actually true 

(75).  This particular form of writing brings the author and the reader into contact in an 

unconventional way, and an imagined reader response may influence the author’s writing 

(76-77).  Duyfhuizen then turns his focus to the diarist in order to discuss the immediacy 

of the text.  He claims that the author may write because of a desire to communicate, in 

spite of the fact that writing is generally an activity that requires isolation (80-81). The 

author is also incapable of recording every activity as it happens, and this impacts the 

way he or she narrates the events (88-89).  The reader seemingly has access to the 

author’s consciousness, but Duyfhuizen argues this is an illusion brought about by the act 

of reading (91).  The reader is left to determine the veracity of the author’s claims (91).   
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Although he does not focus on the function of creativity, there are several points 

in Duyfhuizen’s work that are useful for a discussion of creativity in Schami’s novels.   

First, it is essential to remember that readership, imagined or real, may influence how an 

author composes a text.  One can observe this in the differences Valentin notes between 

the official circus chronicles and Cica’s private diary.  Even before he knew of the 

existence of the latter, Valentin’s critical reading of the chronicles led him to believe 

there was more to the story than Cica had reported.  Second, Duyfhuizen’s claim that 

diaries may not be completely factual is an important consideration, even for those diaries 

within fictional texts.  To what extent can the reader trust fictional characters to reveal the 

“truth” about themselves? The transmission of the diary’s content is therefore dependent 

upon both the writer and the reader.  In the case of Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen, 

Cica may have written her diary with a particular audience in mind (most likely her son), 

and edited it accordingly.  This possibility seems even more likely when Valentin 

discovers that his mother neglected to include an unpleasant experience related to the 

affair with his biological father in her diary (Reise 348).
273

 Initially, the diary is 

Valentin’s primary source for information about his roots, but once he comes into contact 

with his half-sister, he does not have to rely solely on his mother’s writings for 

information.  This is not to say that Cica’s version of events could not be trusted.  Rather, 

this episode illustrates the issue with looking for any kind of “truth” in writing, regardless 

of how autobiographical it might claim to be. 

                                                 
273 Valentin’s half-sister recounts the event for him. 
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Cica’s diary provides an alternate history of the circus and Valentin’s family.  It 

resembles in certain ways the sort of narrative Homi Bhabha has suggested to replace 

historicism in his essay “DissemiNation: time, narrative, and the margins of the modern 

nation” (303).  Her diary details incidents of migration between Europe and the Arab 

world, as well as the experiences of minorities.274  It reveals the heterogeneity of Europe 

and the Middle East, and acknowledges the longstanding relationships between these 

seemingly disparate parts of the world.  The diary emphasizes the connectedness of the 

world in an effort to minimize perceived cultural differences.  

WRITING THE PAST: PROMISE OF A BETTER FUTURE   

 

Because Cica and Valentin write their texts for different reasons, it is necessary to 

address them separately in order to discern the benefits they may have reaped from their 

creative acts.  Like Nura, Cica wrote about her affair, perhaps as a way to come to terms 

with the impossibility of the relationship.  Although there is no way to determine this 

from the novel, she most likely left the diary for Valentin so that he would one day be 

able to seek out his family in Ulania.  In this instance, the diary functions as healing for 

the mother and inspiration for the son.  

Valentin also gains new life once he travels to Ulania, and without the influence 

of Cica’s diary, this would have been an unlikely outcome. He renews an old friendship 

and finds his half-sisters, the daughters of the father he never knew.  Valentin also 

                                                 
274 She was a Hungarian living in Germany, while Tarek, her lover who also lived in Germany for a time, 

was originally from the fictional Arab country of Ulania. 
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discovers the courage to start a romantic relationship with a woman he had admired for 

some time. His journey through his family’s history allows him to make sense of the past 

and connect with important people in his life.  Accepting the past has given him the 

possibility of a more fulfilling present and future.  In the end, Valentin’s novel is not the 

intended account of his parents’ love story, but rather his own.  The reader is led to 

believe that Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen is that very text.  This change reflects 

Valentin’s journey of personal growth from resignation to optimism for the future.  How 

exactly does the narration treat this journey?  One might assume that a first person 

narrator would be most appropriate for detailing Valentin’s experiences, but this is not 

the case.  As in several of Schami’s other novels, the author employs an external 

focalizer, and the narration focuses primarily on Valentin and his interactions.  Assuming 

that the “author” of the story is Valentin, the narrative structure creates a distance 

between author, text, and character.  In this way, the novel functions as Valentin’s 

distanced observation of his own process of self-development.  This seems to indicate 

that at least for Schami, writing requires a critical distance from the subject matter, 

whether it is oneself or a lousy husband.  It may also explain why Schami utilizes 

autobiographical elements but does not resort to composing an actual autobiography.  

Fiction provides a distance between the past, the author’s memories, and the task of 

writing.   

In the previous section, I claimed that Nura gained a certain amount of 

empowerment through the writing process.  Since Cica is also a female diarist, can the 

same be said for her?  The novel’s narration does not provide much detail about the 
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circumstances of Cica’s life.  There is no lengthy description of her discontent and lack of 

autonomy.  In fact, it seems that she possessed a significant amount of independence and 

was hampered primarily by the cultural values to which her lover was subject.  Their 

relationship ends with the death of Tarek, but they can never be together because Tarek is 

unable to rebel against Ulania’s cultural norms.  Therefore, Cica finds freedom of 

expression through her writing, but it does not lead to the kind of resolve for change 

exemplified by Nura.   Additionally, the writing process is both a coping mechanism and 

a way of passing along family history to Valentin.  Cica’s diary also inspires her son to 

make changes in his life that lead to contentment.  Through his own writing, Valentin 

comes to terms with his family’s past and is able to envision a brighter future for himself.  

Writing also allows him connect with others on a meaningful level.  For Schami, the 

source of creativity is found in human experiences, and Reise zwischen Nacht und 

Morgen demonstrates that creative acts have a way of reaching across time and space in 

order to bring people together. 

As this project focuses on gender in Schami’s novels, it is necessary to consider 

what these examples have to say about the relationship between gender and writing.  It is 

essential to remember that time and culture affect the ways that gender operates.  Cica’s 

diary and the chronicles were written in the mid-twentieth century, whereas Valentin 

composed his story approximately forty years later.  Cica’s relationship with Valentin’s 

biological father, Tarek, reveals not only the cultural constraints placed upon men in 

Ulania, but also those faced by women in the West during the same period.  Although 

Cica was ready to leave her husband for Tarek, she evidently was not able or willing to 
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lead her life as a single woman. The novel never reveals why this was the case, but one 

could speculate that she would have had less security without a man in her life.  This is 

also a theme in Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen,
275

 but Nura comes to realize that being 

bound to an unloving husband is worse than no security at all.  Cica’s diary was a way to 

deal with this particular lack of power.   

Valentin, on the other hand, needs renewed optimism in his life.  He is not 

affected by the same cultural constraints as his mother was, and so his gender is not a 

barrier to his development.  The fact Valentin is a male does, however, impact his 

perception of reality.  This is most evident in the twenty-eighth chapter which juxtaposes 

Valentin’s experiences in Ulania with those of his girlfriend Pia. This leads one to 

question how the story would differ if it were instead concerned with a Valentina.  If that 

were the case, based upon previous examples, the creative process would most likely 

entail a search for empowerment rather than self-development. 

MISUSED TALENT: THE CALLIGRAPHER’S BLUNDER 

 

The previous examples have shown how Schami’s characters write for the 

purpose of personal development, healing, and empowerment, as well as how these 

creative works impact the narration.  Beyond these instances, most of the figures who 

engage in creative acts have an emotional, spiritual, or intellectual connection to their 

work.  They find their activities meaningful, and the creativity often serves a greater 

purpose.  However, there is at least one example of a character who misuses his talents.  

                                                 
275 The women, particularly Nura’s mother maintain that having a husband, regardless of how bad he is, 

affords a woman the most security in life. 
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As the analysis will show, he faces serious consequences as a result.  This is likely 

indicative of Schami’s high regard for the creative process. 

Most of the characters who engage in creativity are rewarded by their work 

because they do not misuse or disrespect it.  By the term ‘misuse,’ I do not necessarily 

mean that they are using their talents towards an unsavory end (although this could also 

be the case).  It may simply mean that they employ their talent in such a way that does 

not befit its importance.  Nura’s husband, Hamid, in Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen is 

one example.
276

  The owner of an atelier in Damascus, he is renowned for his undeniable 

talent.  Devoted to his art, Hamid prefers calligraphy above all else, even sacrificing 

human relationships in the favor of his grander goals. 

It would seem unlikely then that such a devotee would misuse his talents.  In this 

instance, the misuse occurs in two ways.  First, Hamid appears less interested in the 

content of his art than in the form.  Although Arabic calligraphy is a visual art form, it 

consists of an inscription that conveys some meaning.  However, as Nura notes in her 

diary, Hamid is concerned only with the visual beauty of the script: “‘Ich kann nicht 

glauben, dass einen Kalligraphen nur die Schönheit der Wörter, aber nicht deren Inhalt 

interessiert…’” (Kalligraphen 193).  The narration, via Nura, presents this as a negative 

attribute, indicative of the superficial way in which Hamid interacts with the world.  

The second way Hamid misuses his gift is related to the first.  He writes love 

letters on behalf of a wealthy client, Nassri Abbani, and knowingly allows the man to 

                                                 
276 Although Arabic calligraphy is mostly admired for its visual appeal, I am approaching Hamid as a 

writer for reasons that will become clear. 
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pass off the work as his own.  On the surface, this would seem a minor infraction, an 

activity an artist engages in order to make a living and support his real creative 

endeavors.  This particular situation is complicated by the fact that Abbani is sending 

some of these letters to Nura, and has no idea she is the calligrapher’s wife.  Hamid is 

also unaware of the client’s interest in his spouse, and this ultimately leads to the 

calligrapher’s undoing.  Aside from the serious ramifications that await Hamid because 

of his actions, writing the love letters for Abbani is deceptive and seems to be a waste of 

his talents.      

THE PRICE OF MISTAKES: HAMID FACES THE CONSEQUENCES 

 

Although Hamid is dedicated to calligraphy, he must endure the fallout from the 

misuse of his skills.  In the end, the love letters from Abbani provide the opportunity for 

Nura to leave.  Because the letters were written by her husband on behalf of the client, 

Nura’s family and the neighborhood fault Hamid for his ignorance.  The calligrapher 

himself believed that Abbani had set out to ruin his reputation, perhaps even seduced his 

wife (Kalligraphen 360).  As a result, Hamid searches for his former client and 

eventually kills him, for which he is sentenced to prison. 

The consequences appear a bit extreme for what is actually a simple 

misunderstanding.  The violent turn of events, however, is a result of Hamid’s pride.  

Schami is generally critical of male characters who subscribe to a highly traditional 
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concept of masculinity,
277

 which Hamid exemplifies throughout the novel, particularly in 

his relationship with his wife.
278

  Although he pays her little attention, he murders a man 

he believed to be her lover.  This would indicate the murder is not the action of a jealous 

husband, but rather revenge for injured pride.  Hamid is more worried about his 

reputation than the welfare of his wife.  Schami’s criticism of such male characters is 

evident in the way the narration negatively portrays them.  For example, Hamid looks 

foolish in the end because his own misguided values lead to imprisonment.  The narration 

also allows Nura, through her diary, to criticize certain aspects of Hamid’s character, 

including his tendency toward willful ignorance and preconceived notions.  This is 

evident in the example where he refuses to buy Nura certain books because of what he 

believes is in them, not because he has actually read them.       

The misuse of his talents is a symptom of a larger problem, namely that Hamid is 

unable or unwilling to connect with others in a meaningful way.  Unlike Valentin, his 

creativity does not help him forge connections to others.  Although he can write torrid 

love letters for a stranger, he would never knowingly express that kind of love or passion 

to his wife, who is actually desperate for this kind of attention from her husband.  

Hamid’s disregard for content and meaning permeates all aspects of his life, not just the 

                                                 
277 The Syrian culture depicted in Schami’s novels is a patriarchal society with strictly defined gender 

roles.  Hamid has distinct expectations of himself and his wife that correspond directly to these traditional 

notions. Schami has voiced criticism of such men who have no understanding of their wives in the essay 

collection Damaskus im Herzen und Deutschland im Blick.  He expresses his wish that more men would 

learn how to respect women so that they could understand them better (88). 
278 Nura’s observations show a man obsessed with his own brilliance and power.  He also refuses to show 

his wife the affection she desires or take her into his confidence, and in this way, he does not differ from 

the husbands of her friends.  The narration presents this as a cultural problem, and it is thematized  in 

several of Schami’s novels. 
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calligraphy.  He represents a particular way of looking at the world that does not go 

beyond the surface. 

In Hamid’s example, one can see Schami’s indictment of the patriarchal values 

that regulate the Syrian society of this novel, specifically the calligrapher’s disregard for 

all women, especially his wife.  This disregard is predicated on the notion that women 

have nothing to contribute aside from their roles as homemakers, wives, and mothers.  

Hamid is unable or unwilling to consider that his wife has capabilities beyond those 

categories.  He is also unable to reap the same benefits from his creative endeavors as his 

wife does from her diary.  Whereas Nura gains knowledge and healing through her 

writing, Hamid makes no effort to investigate the world around him.  His dedication to 

his craft has overtaken all other interests, and as a result, he remains ignorant and 

immature, particularly where human relationships are concerned.  Ultimately, Hamid’s 

position of dominance over his wife is revealed as a mere façade, since she uses his own 

blunder to escape her marriage.  Hamid’s downfall is a product of his attitude toward 

women.  Had he regarded Nura as an individual rather than property, the story would 

have taken a completely different turn.  The fact that Hamid’s craft is the vehicle for his 

undoing is Schami’s way of rubbing salt in the wound.    

Even though this is the only example I have identified in which a character 

misuses his talents, it is worthwhile to consider it for several reasons.  First, it reveals that 

an integral function of creativity in Schami’s novels is the ability to enhance 

communication and relationships.  Creative acts should not isolate, but rather bolster the 

community.   Based upon Hamid’s example, devotion to one’s craft to the exclusion of 
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all else is undesirable.  All of the other characters connect their work in a general way to 

human experiences and relationships.  Hamid does not do this, and so his work does not 

offer him similar opportunities for self-development and change.   Second, it reveals one 

way in which Schami criticizes the particular brand of masculinity that afflicts numerous 

characters in his novels.  This is the most common reason for the failure of relationships 

in these texts, and the author depicts it as a cultural issue rather than a religious one.  The 

failure of these relationships has to do specifically with how the male figures regard 

females, and so it is based on attitudes related to gender.  Last, this example highlights 

the importance of creativity in the novels in that it shows serious consequences await 

those who misuse their abilities.  These three observations reveal more about the 

importance of creativity in Schami’s novels.  When used responsibly, it provides the 

potential for positive change, either by strengthening relationships or facilitating self-

development.      

CONCLUSION 

 

 The prevalence of creative acts indicates that they are essential to the society 

Schami has created within his novels.  The preceding examples illustrate how writing in 

particular operates in Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen and Reise zwischen Nacht und 

Morgen.  The analysis has shown that gender and writing are linked, and that the function 

and form of writing depends upon the context in which it appears.   

In Schami’s novels, gender tends to impact the characters’ writing in several 

ways.  First, for women, writing tends to bring about healing and empowerment.  The 
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society depicted in these texts is patriarchal and restrictive, and so the female characters 

have to find ways to express themselves and work through their marginalization.  For 

Nura, it allows her to critically examine her husband and marriage, a process that 

eventually leads to empowerment.  Cica, on the other hand, uses her diary to cope with an 

impossible love affair.  It also allows her to pass along personal information to her son 

without alerting her husband.  For women, writing seems to be a way of bypassing or 

subverting the male-dominated society in which they live. 

In particular, Nura’s diary gives her access to autonomy she does not have in the 

home she shares with her husband.  Before the affair, it is the only real space she has to 

exercise any agency because Hamid controls her movements.  In this marriage, Hamid 

plays a role similar to that of a colonizing power in the sense that he possesses all the 

agency in the relationship.  What does this say about the institution of marriage in the 

society of Schami’s novel?  One could interpret this as an example of how the colonial 

structures pervade certain aspects of society even in the postcolonial period.  In my view, 

the marriage is not an example of that, but rather of the similarities of oppressive 

structures.  Colonial powers, dictatorships, and even marriages contain differing amount 

of authoritarianism.  Schami uses this marriage to show that oppression, on the most 

basic level, involves one entity’s removal of agency from another.   

At the time Das Leben des Kalligraphen was published in 2004, the debate over 

the hijab had been underway for several years in Germany.  The issue was whether or not 

certain professionals, such as teachers or government workers, should be allowed to wear 

the hijab during the commission of their duties.   Some states introduced a ban as early as 
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2003, but by 2015, the constitutional court determined these bans are unconstitutional 

because they inhibit the free exercise of religion.  Those arguing for such a ban typically 

site evidence that the hijab constitutes oppression, or that by simply wearing one a 

teacher might indoctrinate her students.279 

In the novel Das Geheimnis des Kalligraphen, Hamid requires Nura to wear a 

headscarf when she goes out, but the hijab is not the source of the oppression she 

experiences in the marriage. Instead, it is an outgrowth of it.  Schami is not saying that all 

women who wear the hijab are oppressed, rather that it could be a symptom of 

oppression.  The root of Hamid and Nura’s marital problems is located in the way they 

relate to one another, not in the hijab.  The oppression Nura experiences at the hand of 

her husband is due to her lack of agency in the relationship.  By making this lack the root 

cause,  Schami indicates that the German states’ decisions to ban the hijab for certain 

professions is actually a form of oppression because it takes away the women’s agency to 

choose whether or not to wear one at work.   

I have referenced several examples of scholarship on women’s diaries within my 

analysis of writing in Schami’s novels.  It is not a coincidence that there appear to be 

many similarities between women diarists in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 

and the women in Schami’s texts.  They are both located within similarly restrictive 

cultures and require ways of coping with or rebelling against their respective situations.  

                                                 
279 See the article from Peter von Becker, “Das Kopftuch bleibt ein Symbol der Unfreiheit,” in Der 

Tagesspiegel for such an opinion.  
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In this way, the women of Schami’s novels are connected to the women of other literary 

traditions. 

Men can also write in order to experience healing, like Valentin in his attempt to 

work through his family’s past.  Self-development, however, seems to be the main 

purpose of men’s writing.  This is primarily because they do not encounter the same 

restrictions as women and so do not require their own space for empowerment.  In order 

to write his novel, Valentin embarks on a journey through both space and time that makes 

him question the direction of his own life and encourages him to make positive changes 

before it is too late.
280

  In Valentin’s example, one can also see that creativity does not 

have to be a solitary endeavor, as it has the potential to bring individuals together. 

The novel Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen was published in the 1990s, a period 

in which Germany saw an increase in neo-Nazi activity against foreigners.  One of the 

worst examples of violence perpetrated against migrants includes the 1993 arson attack 

on a home in the town of Solingen in North Rhine-Westphalia.  Five people of Turkish 

descent were killed in the fire.  This was not the first such attack, nor has it been the last.  

The novel Reise zwischen Nacht und Morgen can be read as a response to this 

atmosphere in two ways.  First, it shows the complicated history of movements between 

Europe and the Middle East.  These migrations are not a new phenomenon, and they 

occur in both directions.  Second, the novel shows how cultural exchange enhances the 

lives of the characters.  According to the novel, other cultures are not threatening; they 

                                                 
280 Nura also makes such changes in her own life, but they are more closely connected to a desire for 

emancipation than simple quality of life issues.  Her quality of life would increase if she had more freedom.           
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are a chance to gain enrichment and better understanding of oneself.  In Damaskus im 

Herzen und Deutschland im Blick, Schami argues that “Das bessere Wissen um die 

anderen Kulturen ist ein Wissen über uns selbst” (60).  By studying other cultures one 

achieves a better understanding of one’s own culture.  Valentin learns more about Ulania, 

and in so doing, gains knowledge of his family history.  The novel is an argument for the 

benefits of cultural exchange, and argument that is needed as much today as it was then 

because of the current refugee crisis. 

 The characters selected from these examples hail from both the West and the 

Arab world.  Their experiences with creativity are not necessarily determined by their 

geographic origin, but rather by gender and their ability to connect with others.  Hamid 

misuses his skills not because he resides in a patriarchal society with restrictive cultural 

values, but because he is a flawed individual who is unable to forge meaningful 

relationships with others.  This is not to say that the characters’ respective societies play 

no role in their engagement in creative acts, but rather that it is not the defining feature.  

This is one reason why the scholarship on Schami needs to move beyond its focus on the 

East/West dichotomy.  Although Schami’s novels are set primarily in the Arab world, 

they celebrate basic human experience.  It is time to examine what else the author has to 

say about humanity.    
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Conclusion 

 

 In the introduction to this project, I outlined previous research on Rafik Schami 

that has shown how he represents Syria to his German readership.  In general, the 

scholarship has focused on the author’s use of exoticism in his texts, as well as the 

elements that contribute to his image of a multicultural society.  I argued that gender is an 

overlooked category of analysis that could provide essential information regarding the 

role the author’s texts play within the broad category of German literature. The 

subsequent chapters analyzed themes and motifs in Schami’s novels that are in some way 

related to issues of gender. What we find in having analyzed these elements is that gender 

forms a nexus at which postcolonial theory, notions of hybridity, and multiculturalism 

coincide. 

 The first chapter examines Schami’s biography and reactions to his literary 

productions in order to reveal the complications surrounding classification of his novels. 

Through his education in Syria and Germany, Schami became familiar with authors and 

texts from various literary traditions, and these have in turn influenced his works in 

several ways. Previous scholarship has shown how he incorporates aspects of Arab 

storytelling in his novels. He also includes references to other writers and texts, and this 

is an element the research has not fully addressed.  Additionally, Schami makes use of 

motifs and literary techniques, such as the frame story that have been used across literary 

traditions. This amalgamation of diverse elements represents Schami’s attempt to bridge 

the gap between East and West, not only at the level of the plot, but also within the 
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structure of the text.  His choice of German as the primary literary language constitutes 

another way he makes this connection.  By writing about Syria for a predominately 

German-speaking audience, Schami makes the culture accessible in such a way that 

contrasts with the images and accounts available elsewhere, especially since the 

beginning of the civil war.  His novels now constitute a resistance to the violence that is 

currently taking place. 

 The second chapter examines several examples of female mentors who protect, 

educate, and assist young male characters.  These figures challenge commonly held 

assumptions about Arab women.  Specifically, they complicate notions of Chandra 

Mohanty’s “Third World Woman,” a construct who always appears passive and 

oppressed in contrast to Western women. Through these female characters, Schami 

suggests that while some women in the Arab world may indeed be oppressed, others are 

not, and their experiences are as diverse as their social backgrounds.  The author 

furthermore demonstrates that these women frequently play more of a role in the 

development of young boys and adolescents than do adult male characters.  This 

implication that men’s success relies heavily upon the influence of women suggests that 

Schami’s works need to be analyzed, not just within the framework of postcolonial 

theory, but feminist postcolonial criticism as well. 

 The third chapter explores characters who change aspects of their identities in 

order to circumvent restrictive cultural values. This analysis revealed the conflict between 

personal desires and societal expectations that often forms a major component of the 

plots in Schami’s novels.  These expectations are usually gender-specific, and so both 
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male and female characters find it necessary to conceal or otherwise alter certain identity 

markers.  Surprisingly, the appearance of gender difference in these narratives suggest 

that cultural norms can negatively impact men and women alike, challenging the notion 

that only females are oppressed while men possess all of the real power.  By changing 

their names, religion, and location, the characters circumvent these restrictions and show 

that only superficial adherence is required to satisfy the demands of their society.  Below 

this artificial surface, the characters engage in the behaviors and relationships of their 

choosing.  Schami utilizes these instances to show that such restrictions are harmful and 

unnecessary.  And yet, though restrictive values are often a prominent feature of the texts 

centered in Syria, migration to Germany does not appear as the necessary remedy.  In his 

novel Die Sehnsucht der Schwalbe, as well as other writings about the experience of 

migration, Schami has illustrated the issues migrants face, including racism and poverty.  

While Germany offers freedom from certain cultural constraints, it does not play the role 

of a welcoming, liberal utopia.  Rather, the characters must find solutions within 

themselves and usually, but not always, within the borders of Syria.  These findings 

suggest that  the change in identity markers opens up a third space, not only for the 

purposes of dealing with cultural difference, as is the case with migrants, but also for the 

subversion of values within one’s own culture.  

 The fourth chapter investigates the role secrecy plays in Schami’s novels.  

Secrecy is the characters’ first line of defense against restrictive cultural values because it 

creates space for the exercise of agency.  Gender largely determines the types of secrets 

kept because male and female characters are assigned specific gender roles in their 
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society.   In the novels, secrets are rarely held by one person alone since assistance is 

normally required to preserve them.  Once a secret is shared, it binds those involved and 

creates an opportunity for greater intimacy between them. This is one positive aspect of 

the way secrecy operates because a connectedness with others appears to be a key 

ingredient in the success of the individual in Schami’s novels.  However, secrets carry the 

potential to isolate as well as to bind together, so they do not always lead to a positive 

outcome for the character involved.  They also tend to require space, both physical and 

psychological.  Interiors provide the possibility for greater privacy, which aids in the 

preservation of a secret, and psychological distance may assist in maintaining control 

over emotional aspects of the situation.  Schami utilization of secrecy is subversive on 

two levels.  First, the mundane nature of the characters’ secrets challenges Orientalist 

notions of the Orient as a mysterious place.  Second, the secrecy provides space within 

the novels for the characters to subvert cultural norms.   

 The fifth chapter considers the ways in which male and female characters engage 

in writing, and the kinds of benefits they derive from this engagement.  In general, the 

female characters experience empowerment and healing, while the males utilize 

creativity as part of their self-development.  This difference is likely due to the need for 

women to find ways to express themselves outside of the spheres predominately 

controlled by men.   While writing is a way to exercise agency, it is also as a way of 

gaining knowledge, particularly for the benefit of cultural exchange.    

 To a great extent, the role of Schami’s texts is to present his interpretation of that 

society to his readership, which is likely made up of people who are not well-versed in 
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the intricacies of Syrian history and culture, but who might be familiar with aspects of 

Middle Eastern history and culture, given proportion of residents and citizens with 

migration background from that part of the world. By focusing on themes that would be 

relatable for readers of any cultural background, such as family issues, romantic 

relationships, and childhood experiences, the author humanizes his characters in such a 

way that counteracts the alienation cultural difference might cause.  This humanization is 

more important now than ever as the Syrian civil war continues and the image many 

potential readers will have of that country is one of violence and destruction.  Schami’s 

novels show what it might have been like before the onset of the war, and that despite the 

dictatorship, and the dangers that coincided with it, it was possible to lead a relatively 

normal life.   

 While most of the novels cover a period in the mid-twentieth century, their 

commentary on traditional social values continue to resonate in the present and across 

diverse cultural contexts.  Schami’s focus is on the harmful nature of social constraints, 

and the characters’ pain and frustration as they try to circumvent them by sharing secrets 

and changing aspects of their identities in order to superficially satisfy cultural 

expectations. The texts reveal that such restrictions are not necessarily the product of any 

one religion, as readers might expect, but rather the confluence of norms accepted 

throughout the culture regardless of religious affiliation.
281

  

                                                 
281 Although Muslim women in the novels encounter more restrictions than their Christian counterparts, 

especially regarding their movements within society, Islam does not appear as the root of all oppression. 

Female and male characters alike must conform to the prevalent values regardless of their religion. This 

indicates that while religious values might play a role, there are others that are broadly applied across the 

culture. 
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 This approach confronts the West’s dangerous tendency to focus on Muslim 

women as the measuring stick for how “free” or “modern” a particular society might be.  

In her article “Do Muslim Women Really Need Saving? Anthropological Reflections on 

Cultural Relativism and Its Others” anthropologist Lila Abu Lughod examines the ways 

in which American news outlets approached the topic of Muslim women after 9/11 and 

finds commonalities with sentiments expressed during the colonial period (784).  In both 

instances, Muslim women need rescuing from their oppressive religion.  This is a 

pervasive sentiment, not only in North America, but in Europe too, as the various 

campaigns to ban the veil demonstrate.  Schami’s novels address this assumption by 

showing that both men and women, regardless of their religion are subject to cultural 

expectations that are restrictive in certain ways. There are additional factors that 

determine the options open to the characters, including political affiliations, education, 

and economic status.  Perhaps the most important aspect of this is that the oppressed 

characters do not need to be rescued; they end up rescuing themselves through various 

means.  In this way, Schami subtly hints that Western intervention is unnecessary and 

even undesirable. 

 Although Schami’s novels are a fictionalized account of Syrian life, they might be 

more productive than a purely historical or sociological version of the same topic.  For 

example, Behdad and Williams show in their article “Neo-Orientalism” that memoirs 

written by women from the Middle East have added support to the idea that all women 

there are oppressed.  With memoirs and historical accounts, there is an assumption of 

truth and authenticity, and there is rarely the realization that even ‘truthful’ accounts are 
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renditions and must be read with a critical eye.  The authors suggest that memoirs written 

by males might offer a counterbalance, but in my opinion this is insufficient since the 

reader might still cling to the idea that they express an absolute truth. A better solution 

might be to turn to fiction.  With fictionalized accounts, there can be no reasonable 

assumption of truth.  Schami’s novels are to a certain extent realistic, but they are his 

vision of twentieth-century Syria nonetheless.  And perhaps through fiction, we can find 

a middle ground between the memoirs and historical accounts that will provide the 

nuances needed for a discussion of the Middle East.  

 Ultimately, the novels are about opening up various kinds of spaces.  The analysis 

has shown that certain actions, such as writing or secret keeping, have the potential to 

create space. These can be spaces for the exercise of agency, for subversive acts, or for 

engaging in cultural exchange.  These texts are also a space for the author to exercise his 

agency, in spite of being in exile.  Although he is banned from ever returning to Syria, 

Schami utilizes his novels to engage with serious questions about Syrian culture, history, 

and its relationship to Germany.  As a Syrian-German who has lived in Germany since 

1971, he occupies a hybrid position from which he can comment on both Syrian and 

German culture.  But is he really commenting on just these two cultures?  An 

examination of Schami’s novels shows that defining the borders of a culture is a nearly 

impossible task, especially in the age of globalization.  While there is likely a set of 

cultural tendencies one might associate with each of these countries, migration and other 

forms of cultural exchange have ensured constant contact, leading to a situation where the 

cultural borders are open, even if the physical ones are not.    Schami’s novels are an 
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invitation to the German reader to engage with Syrian culture within the space he has 

created, and this space performs several key functions.  This space is postcolonial in the 

sense that it breaks down preconceived notions about the Arab world.  It is a hybrid 

space, because the author shows connections between Syria and Germany, and has 

imbued the texts with his own hybrid perspective.  Since the beginning of the Syrian civil 

war, the space has also become a site of resistance against the destruction that is taking 

place.   

 This study proposed to examine issues of gender in Rafik Schami’s novels.  The 

result of the analysis shows that while gender is a fruitful category of examination on its 

own, it opens up other avenues of inquiry, such as the issue of secrecy and the function of 

writing.  These additional categories lead to richer conclusions about Schami’s 

contribution to the German literary scene.  Focusing on gender has helped move the 

frame of analysis beyond the usual considerations of multiculturalism and storytelling 

that have dominated research on Schami and other minority authors.  While those aspects 

are both worthy of examination, previous research has already covered them extensively.  

This project has considered categories that have not yet become part of the research on 

Schami. 
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Coda 

 

The current situation in Syria has provided Schami with more opportunities to 

speak in public about the dictatorship, the possibility for revolution, and his dismay at the 

level of destruction and chaos. He has also been able to draw attention to the roles that 

Europe and Germany have played regarding the crisis.  That the country plunged from a 

relatively stable dictatorship into civil war is somewhat surprising since the uprisings in 

the past had not amounted to much.  The early successes of the Arab Spring likely 

inspired Syrians to be bolder in their approach, but the actual results were not what they 

had hoped for.   

The framework Hafiz al-Asad built over three decades did not end with his death 

on June 10, 2000.  The Alawite-dominated government nominated his son Bashar as 

president.  Initially, many Syrians and outside observers hoped Bashar would usher in a 

true period of liberalization, but this would prove not to be the case.  For a period of a 

few months after he took office, there appeared to be more tolerance for dissent, 

including amnesty for political prisoners and the approval of private newspapers (Lesch 

8).  These reforms were reversed rather quickly, however, and although some economic 

measures followed, including the creation of private banks in 2004, the real liberalization 

many had hoped for remained a dream (Lesch 9). 

By 2010, the Arab Spring had begun in Tunisia and quickly spread to other Arab 

countries.  At the beginning of 2011, opposition groups within and outside Syria 

attempted to create similar protests, but to no avail (Lesch 49).  Fear of instability and 
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sectarian violence had caused the public to rely on the al-Asad regime despite the lack of 

real reform (Lesch 50).  Due to the lack of coordination between opposition groups, it 

seemed Syria would pass on the Arab Spring (Lesch 52). 

In March 2011, however, the security forces in the city of Deraa arrested some 

school children who had written an anti-regime slogan on a wall (Lesch 55).  Protests 

began with a few hundred people and grew to twenty thousand over a few days, despite 

the fact that the security forces had already killed four protesters (Lesch 56).  

Demonstrations continued throughout March and began taking place in other cities 

(Lesch 70).  The government, fearing what might transpire, promised reforms, but as had 

happened so many times before, they did not result in real liberalization and the 

protesters knew it (Lesch 85). 

The largest protests took place in April 2011 in various cities and at least one 

hundred protesters were killed (Lesch 96).  A cycle developed in which demonstrations 

were followed by renewed empty promises for reform.  By August 2011, it was clear to 

the opposition that the regime would not go quietly as the result of peaceful protests 

(Lesch 173).  Already in June 2011, the Free Syrian Army (FSA) had formed.  It is a 

loosely coordinated group dedicated to conducting guerilla warfare against the Syrian 

regime (Lesch 175).  Both the FSA and the government have been accused of human 

rights violations.   

As violence increased throughout 2011, the UN Security Council failed to pass a 

resolution that would help put a stop to it (Lesch 195).  By mid-2012, Syria had plunged 

into a civil war, a state it remained in until a ceasefire agreement came into effect on 
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February 27, 2016.  While this agreement reduced the level of violence, as of April 2016, 

it has not halted the hostilities entirely, and there is speculation the ceasefire may not hold 

indefinitely (“Clashes”). Since 2011, more than 250,000 have died (“Death Toll in 

Syria”).  In looking at the history of Syria over the past century, it is clear that 

authoritarian policies intended to divide and conquer, isolate and control have contributed 

significantly to the current crisis. It remains to be seen what kind of solution will be 

viable for the people of Syria.  

In Chapter One, I discussed Schami’s reaction to the events in Syria since the 

beginning of the civil war.  In a number of the articles and interviews, he examined the 

possible outcomes of the crisis with increasing pessimism.  He initially believed that the 

diverse opposition groups would be able to come together to overthrow al-Asad’s regime 

(Delius).  Schami criticized the West for not providing enough aid to the opposition 

(Sell).  The destruction of Syria impacted him to the point that between 2011 and 2012, 

he was unable to write fiction (Simon). Although Schami has claimed that he would no 

longer comment on the situation in Syria, he continues to write about issues related to the 

crisis.   

Since the fall of 2015, Schami’s attention has turned primarily to the situation of 

refugees in Germany.  In an interview with Martin Oehlen for the Kölner Stadt-Anzeiger 

in October 2015, Schami expressed frustration with Syria’s neighbors, whom he feels 

have not done enough to combat the violence in the region and provide aid to the 

refugees.  He argued this lack of aid would lead more Syrians to flee, leaving few behind 

who would be capable of rebuilding the country if a peaceful resolution is ever reached 
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(Oehlen).  Additionally, Schami criticized those refugees who come to Germany but 

seem unwilling to integrate themselves into German society. He related the story of a 

woman who offered to teach a male refugee German.  The man refused because he would 

not allow himself to be taught by a woman.  Schami advised her that she should have told 

the man to pack his bags and leave because in Germany, men and women have the same 

rights.   

In order to assist in the process of integration, Schami has written and translated a 

ten point guide for refugees in Germany (“Übersetzungen”).  In addition to the 

acknowledgement that gender equality is the norm in Germany, he encourages the 

refugees to learn German, and to respect those who try to help them.  Perhaps not so 

surprisingly, Schami directs them to also think about the meaning of freedom and those 

forces that have led to their exile.
282

 For Schami, his own experience with exile has been 

one of reflection, particularly upon the Syria of his youth and the dangers of 

dictatorships.  While it may seem unusual to include this in advice given to refugees 

regarding integration, the process of reflection has played a significant role in Schami’s 

writing and he seems to view it as a powerful tool for coming to terms with the present.  

While the integration of refugees into German society remains a critical 

challenge, Schami identifies the alienation of Germans from their own country as a 

source of the hatred of foreigners.  In his article from April 2, 2016, he describes how 

Germans must learn to love their own country before they can love the refugees: 

                                                 
282 Specifically, he mentions oil, dictatorship, the mixing of religion and politics, and the tribal system as 

possible culprits.  The article is from March 18, 2016. 
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Der Deutsche ist fremd im eigenen Land, nicht durch die Fremden ist er 

das geworden, sondern ohne sie und durch seine Geschichte.  Deshalb 

besteht der erste Schritt der Integration eines Fremden in der Integration 

der Deutschen.  Erst wenn sie ihr Land lieben, können sie den Fremden 

lieben. Hier sehe ich eine große Chance für die Deutschen, über die 

Fremden heimisch zu werden. (“Integration”) 

The solution to the problem of integration is for Germans and the refugees to reflect upon 

their own situations and then earnestly attempt to learn from one another.  This is the 

same desire expressed in Schami’s essays and novels, and recent events have created an 

opportunity for its practical application.   

The novels examined in this study provide an opportunity to German-speaking 

readers to not only learn about Syrian culture, but also to think about their own history 

and the connections between Germany and the Middle East.  The Syria of these texts is 

postcolonial, but still bears the marks and influence of colonial intervention.  It is also the 

site of dictatorial regimes, prison camps, and a secret security service.  Readers could 

draw comparisons between these elements of oppression and those found in various parts 

of German history in the twentieth century.  While Germany has been able to transform 

itself into a full democracy, Syria has remained stuck in the same mode since the 1970s.  

The reason that Syria has been unable to achieve this transition is perhaps due in part to 

the policies in place during the mandate period.  If colonialism is a major root of the 

current discontent, then Europe in general bears some responsibility for the state of 
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affairs.  The connectedness of Europe and Syria in the novels draws the reader’s attention 

to this possibility. 

Although the Syria in the novels is all but a memory, they provide a possible 

bridge between Germans and the Syrians in their midst.  Destruction predominates the 

most current photographs of Syria available in the media.  The focus on chaos and 

suffering draws attention to the plight of refugees, but it also obscures the life that 

predates the current crisis. This can lead to false assumptions about the quality of life 

Syrians enjoyed before the civil war.  It can also dehumanize and transform them into 

anonymous masses European governments must somehow integrate into their societies.  

Schami’s novels serve as a reminder of what life had been like before the war, that 

Syrians once led relatively normal lives.  This realization can help German readers 

understand the loss many refugees might feel because they had to flee their homes.  The 

novels utilize history to promote the reader’s understanding of Syrian culture and to elicit 

empathy for the refugees.  
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