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Abstract 
Arab American writing has for a long time been outside the scope of literary criticism. 

The boom in postcolonial studies and American ethnic literatures in the second half of the 
20th century did not arouse much interest in Arab American writing which remained 
virtually unknown until the beginning of the 21st century. With the exception of Kahlil 
Gibran belonging to the first generation of Arab immigrant writers, Anglophone Arab 
literature attracted neither western nor eastern readership. September 11 brought about 
great changes in various areas; although the political consequences of the “Twin Towers` 
fall” were the most significant ones, they were also accompanied by other cultural 
phenomena which began to shape the literary development of the Arab American writer. 
Not only did this writer strive to express his “twin tower identity” to the English language 
reader, also the recipient affected by post September 11 atmosphere began to search for 
books written by Anglophone Arab writers so as to find out “who those ‘Arabs’ really 
were” (Al Maleh, 2009, p. 1).  

The following paper focuses on post September 11 poetry, particularly on two Arab 
American women poets, Mohja Kahf and Suheir Hammad, who were both influenced by 
9/11 events in their writing in which they combined the Anglophone and Arab literary 
traditions thus creating what I call a “twin tower identity,” an identity of hybridization, an 
identity of blending two distinct cultures, languages, literatures; and an identity which 
strives hard to merge the two in one single poetic flow of a 21st century Scheherazad.  
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Introduction: September 11 and its significance for Anglophone Arab 
writing 
The moment when the two hijacked passenger planes crashed into the North 

and the South Tower of the World Trade Center (WTC) in New York changed 
history; not only political but also literary. Literature tends to reflect on the 
historical circumstances of a particular epoch; still, in connection to literature, 
September 11 was somehow unique. On one side, it prompted the 



Journal of Language and Cultural Education, 2(3) 
ISSN 1339-4045 (print), ISSN 1339-4584 (online)  

SlovakEdu   

 

209 

representatives of Anglophone Arab literature to express their stance towards 
the attacks performed by someone “who looks like my brother” (Hammad, 2001); 
on the other side, September 11 marks the birth of the reader of Anglophone 
Arab literature for, quoting Al Maleh (2009, p. 1), “The irony of Anglophone Arab 
literature is that it did not gain attention or attain recognition until the world 
woke up one day to the horror of the infamous 9/11 and asked itself who those 
‘Arabs’ really were.” September 11 attacks thus mark the beginning of a post 
September 11 reader who becomes interested in works written by Anglophone 
Arab writers whose names begin to appear more frequently in American 
bookstores.  

Looking into pre 9/11 history, one had scarcely managed to come across an 
English book written by an Arab; even the translations of Arabic books into the 
English language had been so scarce that Edward Said, in his well-known paper 
published in the Nation in 1990, had labeled the literature of his homeland as an 
“embargoed literature.” Metaphorically, we could assert that September 11 lifted 
this embargo, be it for political, commercial and/or other purposes.  

Ever since 2001, there have been hundreds of books of poetry, fiction, drama 
etc. written by Arab Americans published with or without success. The paradox 
of Arab American writing is linked to the fact that the first Arab writers of the 
Mahjar (Mahjar, derived from the Arabic word hajara; = to leave, to emigrate; is 
an umbrella term often used to refer to the first generation of Arab American 
writers, including Ameen Rihani, Kahlil Gibran, Mikhail Naimy, etc.), 
predominantly coming from Greater Syria, stepped on American shores in the 
second half of the 19th century and published their works at the very end of the 
19th and/or the very beginning of the 20th century. Greater Syria encompassed 

the contemporary region of both Syria and Lebanon; despite the fact that 

numerous scholars refer to the first generation of Arab American writers as 

Syro-American School (see Imangulieva, 2010), the most prominent 

representatives of the group (Rihani, Gibran) were of Lebanese origin.  
It, thus, took the Arab American writer more than a century to attract the 

western reader on a wider scale. Similarly, having explored the Arab American 
literature as an institutional category, Salaita (2011, p. 4) assumes that it “is still a 
teenager” that “has been solidified within the past two decades.” 

Not only did September 11 trigger the strength of Islamophobia in the United 
States, it also initiated a sort of a cultural renaissance of Arab and Muslim 
Americans. In other words, despite the anxieties towards Muslim people, “‘the 
East’ has become increasingly interwoven into the American cultural fabric” 
(Shohat & Alsultany, 2013, p. 9). At the turn of the new millennium, numerous 
galleries, theaters, and publishing houses all across the USA began to search for 
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Arab American artists. New Arab-focused cultural centers were established and 
several prominent American universities opened new departments specializing 
in Arab American or Middle East Studies. Moreover, “books, exhibitions, 
performances, and film festivals have been featured in the mainstream media in 
ways hardly imaginable prior to 9/11” (ibid., p. 16). The emerging generation of 
post-September 11 Arab American writers, however, soon discovered that the 
interest of the American mainstream media was not “tax-free.” The media image 
of an Arab American created in the public space did not contradict the Orientalist 
discourse accepting the exotic stereotypes of a Muslim terrorist and a veiled 
woman who is at the mercy of her patriarchal society; the images which the Arab 
American writer could not ignore. As Fadda-Conrey (2007b, p. 59) puts it, the 
“relative anonymity and even invisibility among the ranks of US communities 
was being replaced by blanket representations that often portrayed them in a 
derogatory light.” The new post-September Arab American situation resembled 
what Said (2000, p. 181) describes as “exile`s new world,” which “is unnatural 
and its unreality resembles fiction“; unnatural because it is in the essence of man 
to be rooted somewhere, not to be “out of place” (Said, 1999, p. 1) and it is the 
place, the sense of belonging somewhere that the Arab Americans lost after 
September 11. On one side, they could not identify with the hijackers; on the 
other, they were unable to agree with the demonic images of the Arabs 
constructed by the mainstream media. In other words, the destruction of the 
WTC Twin Towers somehow split the identity of many Arab American writers 
and poetry became a means through which some of them tried to reconstruct it. 

The new “twin tower identity” metaphor becomes one of the most crucial 
constructive elements present in the poetry of the two writers, Mohja Kahf and 
Suheir Hammad, whose poetic works are explored by the present paper. The two 
separate Twin Towers collapsing into a heap of debris become a mirror image of 
the hybridized, twinned identity constructed by post September 11 Arab 
American writers. This twinned identity is often seen as a dilemma as for which 
“twin” to choose as described by Kahf (2003, p. 84) in the poem The Fires Have 
Begun: 

There is a World Love Center in my ribcage 
There is a World Hate Center inside me too 
The fires have begun. The fires have begun, 
And I don’t know which one 
Is going to crumble first. 

 
The paper explores the twinned identity both from the thematic and formal 

perspective. First, it looks into the major motifs and themes reflected in the 
poetry of the two writers under discussion; then, it explores the formal (literary 
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and linguistic) particularities of their selected poems with the aim to illustrate 
the traces of both Anglophone and Arab culture which are “interwoven in the 
fabric of their poems” and, thus, they create a unique poetic perspective of a “21st 
century Arab American Scheherazad.” 

 
1 Bridging East and West: Twin Towers in-between 
The poetry that this paper explores cannot be separated from its two authors 

as for both poets, poetry is their “home address” (Kahf, 2004, p. 16), their “own 
way home” (Hammad, 2010, p. 13). And this home-making is, in fact, an attempt 
to find their identity which stands in-between the East (where they were born 
and where they spent the earliest years of their lives) and their western diaspora 
(the new “homeland”). There are numerous similarities that the two writers 
share; including their Middle Eastern origin (Kahf was born in 1967 in Syria 
while Hammad in 1973 in a Palestinian refugee camp in Jordan); their earliest 
childhood (both writers spent their first years in the Middle East subsequently 
emigrating to the United States with their families – Kahf at the age of 4 and 
Hammad at the age of five); and education (Kahf earned her PhD. in comparative 
literature at Rutgers University while Hammad studied cross-cultural literature 
and women studies at Hunter College). As Muslim women writers writing at the 
turn of the new millennium, both authors are to a considerable extent concerned 
with political themes bridging, as Kahf (2003, p. 40) says, “veils and denim,” and 
identifying with both the East and the West. According to Fadda-Conrey (2007a, 
p. 156), “By drawing on their experience of living in the United States as women 
of color, both poets discursively contest and undercut the majority`s 
preconceived notions of what constitutes Arab American subjectivity, thus 
creating their own poetic versions of individual and collective Arab American 
identity.”  

A recurrent motif often encountered in their work is September 11 and its 
consequences on the Arabs and/or Muslims living in the East as well as in the 
West. Several of Kahf`s poems from the collection E-mails from Scheherazad 
(2003) directly address the topic while Hammad`s First Writing Since (2001) 
written immediately after 9/11 became widely known all over the cyberspace a 
few weeks after it had been written.  

 In We Will Continue Like Twin Towers, Kahf (2003, p. 83) draws a twin, 
parallel image of a man and a woman holding hands and jumping together out of 
the burning WTC Tower with an image of the Eastern-Western Civilization 
walking together hand-in-hand. The motif of being connected is repeated thrice 
throughout the poem. First, it is an unknown man and a woman who have maybe 
never met  
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.......before they flew  
through the last air, the woman and the man  
who held hands and leapt together  
from the burning tower  
of the World Trade Center.  

 
Secondly, the poet takes the reader across the Atlantic to war-stricken Beirut 

where 
the bride and groom of bombed Beirut  
who walked across death-filled debris to marry,  
even knowing that beneath their feet  
everything that kills hope was being unleashed,  
they held fast to the handclasp 

 
The poet thus draws an invisible bridge between New York, suffering from the 

terrorist attacks, and Beirut, a battleground of a long-lasting civil war. The image 
of Beirut is significant for Lebanon has for a long time been a major spot of 
clashes between various ethnic, religious and political groups; including Muslims 
(Sunnis, Shiites), Christians, Lebanese civilians, Palestinian refugees as well as 
the Israelis. Simultaneously, the first notable group of immigrants stepping on 
the shores of Ellis Island in the second half of the 19th century came from 
Lebanon. Analogically, while the post September 11 New York becomes the 
media symbol of Huttington`s clash of civilizations; Lebanon, too, is in itself a 
microcosm where various conflicting religious and political interests meet and 
fight each other. However, in both settings that the poem foregrounds, an image 
of a man/groom and a woman/bride serves as a symbol of reconciliation, 
reunion and peace. In its last part, the poem draws the reader from the specific 
time and place to a universal setting, where the man/groom and the 
woman/bride are exchanged for “we”, 

 
If the moon enters her darkest phases,  
we will continue to walk the earth  
making our own small light wherever we go  
until her waxing time returns. 

 
Instead of the specific time, the poem foregrounds the phases of the moon 

thus expressing the idea of time which is repeated over and over again (like lunar 
phases). Moreover, the specific locations (New York and Beirut) are replaced 
with “the earth” which in connection with the pronoun “we” brings forward the 
idea of universal reconciliation continuing in the times of conflict (represented by 
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the darkest lunar phases) as well as in peaceful times (the waxing lunar phase). 
Finally, the poet challenges the Orientalist discourse separating “us” (the 
colonizers) from “them” (the colonized) by exchanging their positions, 

 
I will continue to invite your children  
to play with my children.  
Will you continue to want your children 
to come and go with mine? 

 
The paradox of the text is that it is written in the English language by an Arab 

American who addresses an English language reader. “The other” thus becomes 
“I” who invites the recipient to accept her and her descendants as equal partners 
and companions. Their roles switch for now it is the “other” who takes the word. 
The very last lines of the poem are a reflection of the new, twin-tower identity 
which is not only the identity of the Arabs living in America, but also the Arabs 
living in Beirut and the Americans themselves, for the poet, employing the first 
person plural claims that 

 
We will continue to fly even now  
that we have been so harshly reminded  
Of what we can never forget again:  
that our lives have always been as fragile,  
as dependent on each other, and as beautiful  
as the flight of the woman and the man,  
twin towers in my sight  
who jumped the last air hand in hand 

 
The tangible, concrete towers were both destroyed for one could not stand 

without the other. Despite being made of metal, they were, in reality, fragile. 
Analogically, as the poem suggests, “we” (“I and my children” and “you and your 
children”) are dependent on each other; like the two towers, “our” lives are 
fragile as well. The intangible, impalpable twin towers, one representing the East, 
the other the West thus continue to exist becoming the symbols of a twinned 
identity which does not seek conflicts but merges together “the Arab self” with 
the “American self” towering together hand-in-hand. 

Similarly, the poem The Fires Have Begun, mentioned in the Introduction, 
creates an individual, private microcosm represented by the ribcage where the 
human heart resides. The struggle between the “World Love Center” and the 
“World Hate Center” fuses the individual microcosm (ribcage) with the universal 
macrocosm (the world). The individual thus merges with the collective as if 
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Kahf`s poetic voice were speaking for the whole community, both Arab and 
American. The mutual love-hate relationship poses a question for the reader as 
for which “twin” to choose. As the poem itself does not offer a straightforward 
resolution, it poses a tension on the reader who is to make a decision. 

Hammad`s First Writing Since (Poem on Crisis of Terror) published in the 
aftermath of the WTC attacks, is not only a direct poetic reply of an Arab 
American woman poet towards September 11, it is also, as in Hammad`s We Will 
Continue Like Twin Towers, a poetic stance of an American woman of Palestinian 
origin towards her non-existent homeland. According to Cullum (2004, p. 133), 
“Hammad`s writing has taken on further significance in light of the terrorist 
attacks of 2001, as she is both Muslim and American, Middle Eastern and New 
Yorker.” The motif of “uprootedness” foregrounds the identity dilemma in her 
writing as well.  

The poem First Writing Since is divided into seven parts. From formal 
perspective, there is no capital letter used. Even after full stops or exclamation 
marks the rules of capitalization are ignored. On the surface level, the poem thus 
resembles a sort of a spontaneous poetic flow. The image of the Twin Tower 
which the poet saw from her kitchen window is replaced by an image of the “sky 
where once was steel./smoke where once was flesh.” The image of an individual 
who is a part of a family, community is illustrated through the fear that the poet 
feels “for her sister`s life in a way never/ before” and, in the following lines 
through a direct address to “god” (who is not capitalized either) whom the poet 
pleads, 

 
then please god, let it be a nightmare, wake me now. 

please god, after the second plane, please, don't let it be anyone 
who looks like my brothers.  

 
By asking God to make the pilot look different from “her brothers,” the poet is, 

in fact, not pleading for the mercy toward her as an individual but for the mercy 
toward the whole community. In the following stanza, the poet openly declares 
herself a “palestinian” and “a broken human being” who was, however, “never 
this broken” – broken to kill. Consequently, the author openly proclaims her Arab 
origin and, thus, the question of her identity may be read on twinned layers. On 
the first layer, the poet strives to find her “self” in America, as an Arab American 
immigrant. On the second layer, the poem can be read as a search of the 
Palestinians for their homeland. The question of uprootedness is twinned, 
doubled. 
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In the following parts, the poet preserves the form of the prayer but this time, 
she does not directly address “god,” she just summarizes “plenty of thank yous in 
ny” proclaimed by those who did not make it to the WTC that day, 

 
…thank you for the train that never came, the rude nyer who 

stole my cab going downtown. thank you for the sense my mama gave me 
to run. thank you for my legs, my eyes, my life.  

 
Consequently, the poet becomes the speaker for the whole community. The 

sense of loss of close people and acquaintances (whose names – iris, priti, george, 
etc. – are never capitalized) is, in the fourth part of the poem, replaced with a 
desperate call for justice and revenge. It is at this point that the speaker`s identity 
crisis culminates for she can identify with neither the Americans who say they 
“`re gonna burn them so bad,” nor with those who send her emails claiming “this 
was bound to happen, lets/ ! ! not forget u.s. transgressions.” In the fifth part of 
the poem, the speaker strives to persuade the reader to always look at the 
current crisis from two distinct perspectives, 

 
and when we talk about holy books and hooded men and death, why do we 
never mention the kkk? 
 
if there are any people on earth who understand how new york is 
feeling right now, they are in the west bank and the gaza strip. 
 
The speaker subsequently directly addresses the politics of the US 

Administration with “bush” who  
 
………………waged war on a man once 
openly funded by the 
cia. 
 
The feeling of dissatisfaction and refusal makes the speaker claim that she  
 
never felt less american and more new yorker, particularly 
Brooklyn, than these past days.  
 
The poet does not identify with any national or religious groups; she finds her 

“self” in the place where she grew up, the place which, at this point mourns the 
victims of the attacks, no matter if they are Arabs or Americans. Her final call is 
not the address to “god” but to the reader who is asked to “affirm life” as “we got 
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to carry each other now” so as to replace the Twin Towers which were 
interconnected as well. Simultaneously, in this final part of the poem, the author 
draws an analogy with another world-famous tower for she claims that “the 
skyline is/brought back to human size. No longer taunting the gods with its/ 
height.” While the destruction of the Babel Tower brought about intermixing of 
languages and dispersed people into multiple nations and identities that could 
not communicate with each other; the downfall of the Twin Towers brought 
about the need to interconnect these identities again.  

9/11 is, thus, seen as the new responsibility that the man has to take on, the 
responsibility to carry others and affirm life. The “affirm life” call in the closing 
line of the poem is repeated thrice in the last stanza and, consequently, it is given 
a special emphasis which is favored to religions, nationalities or politics. No-
capitalization-form of the poem accentuates the idea of identification with 
nothing but the life itself. The Twin Towers collapse bringing back the skyline “to 
human size” and giving a human-over-politics aspect to the identity dilemma. 
Identifying with neither Arabs, nor Americans but with the life itself (or all 
human beings regardless of religions and nationalities) is thus foregrounded by 
the simple “affirm life” call of the poem. The names of gods, people, politicians, 
etc., which are never written with a capital letter put everybody on the same 
level; they “twin” them.  

Comparing Kahf`s and Hammad`s attitude towards the question of the Arab 
American identity, the message of the two poets is quite similar. While Kahf calls 
for interconnectedness through a “handclasp” of a man and a woman, a bride and 
a groom, the East and the West; Hammad identifies with nothing but a human 
being, regardless of religious and political dogmas. The search for Arab American 
identity is, thus, a search for the American identity. Instead of defining the Arab 
American identity the two poets are, in fact, redefining the notion of the new 
American identity which, as Kahf suggests in Hijab Scene ≠7 (2003, p. 39), should 
be accepted not only by Arabs but the Americans as well, 

 
Yes, I carry explosives 
They`re called words 
And if you don`t get up 
Off your assumptions, 
They`re going to blow you away 

 
“You”, in this case, is the new American “self” which, standing in-between the 

shadow of the impalpable Twin Towers, must combine both the East and the 
West in a human form.  
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2 Linguistic and literary aspects of the twinned identity: Scheherazad 
sends e-mails in English 
The notion of the twinned identity is strengthened by the form that the two 

poets use in their writing. By intermingling the English text with Arabic words 
and fusing Anglophone and Arab literary traditions, music and poetry, the idea of 
the twinned identity is intensified and illustrated both from the point of view of 
form and content.  

In E-mail from Scheherazad, a single poem from the book of the same name, 
Kahf (2003, p. 43) reinterprets the character of Scheherazad from One Thousand 
Nights. Scheherazad, now, lives in Hackensack, New Jersey; is divorced and with 
her former husband Shahrayar, shares custody of their daughter; moreover, she 
teaches creative writing and works on her seventh novel. No more does she fear 
for her own life telling stories to her husband so as to save the virgins from 
“beheading by the King.” In contrast to the traditional stereotypical image of a 
Muslim woman who is “being victimized” (Kahf, 1999, p. 7) in western societies, 
Kahf`s 21st century Scheherazad is a self-assessed individual who sends e-mails 
to her readers openly greeting them with the words “Hi, babe.” According to 
Layton (2010, p. 103), “Kahf uses the motif of Scheherazad to reclaim her role as 
a strong Arab female character” as opposed to the traditional portrayal of 
western writers who have depicted her “as a passive and submissive sexual 
object (ibid.).” 

The chosen form mixes the characteristics of an email with those of a free-
verse poem. However, what links the “poem” to One Thousand Nights, in which 
Scheherazad moves smoothly from the story to the story so as to preserve the 
narrative and keep it moving on and on in endless cycles, is the repeated 
enjambment at the beginning of almost every line which preserves the interest of 
the reader who needs to move to the next verse to get the message, 

 
I told a story. He began to listen and I found 
That story led to story. Powers unleashed, I wound 
The thread around the pirn of night. A thousand days 
Later, we got divorced. He’d settled down 
& wanted a wife &…….  
 
The readers need to proceed to the second line if they want to discover what 

she “found“; then, the readers have no choice but to continue reading in order to 
find what she wound, etc. The chain of enjambments creates a story-within-a 
story form in which the most famous Arab Tales are told.  

Besides employing the structure reminiscent of One Thousand Nights, the poet 
also mixes Anglophone (American) cultural realia with Arabic cultural specifics; 
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infuses Arabic words into the English text and transfers Arabic/Islamic 
characters to American settings. In My Babysitter Wears a Face Veil (2003, p. 32 - 
33), the author creates an image of Selwa, a Muslim babysitter driving a car 
“down Livingstone Avenue” with a veil on her face. As she barrels down the 
street, she sees that 

 
A distinguished gentleman is exiting First Fidelity 
Bank-astonished, he pivots! Pirouettes! 
… 
He can`t see  
her grin, but she does 
 
As Selwa proceeds, she notices a young woman worker who 
 
On her way to Johnson and Johnson`s 
in a bright blue Nissan, stops and stares, 
 
which forces Selwa to step on the brakes, 
and the continents grind, shifting 
gears: Then henna, 
howdahs, saffron, gold embroidery, 
and Circassian queens on elephants intersect 
with Allied Movers’ tractor-trailers, baseball caps, 
suction-cup Garfield cats, Calvin Klein 
mascara, and a pack of Camels on the dash; 
 
By mixing henna (a traditional natural dye used in the Middle East) with a 

Calvin Klein mascara and howdahs (carriages usually put on the back of camels 
and elephants) with Allied Movers` tractor trailers, the poem intensifies the 
encounter of the veiled Selwa with the distinguished gentleman and the young 
working class woman who meet at the intersection, at the point of which, the 
author asks,  

 
At intersections do drivers know 
each other for a moment? 
 
The intersection is not perceived as the spot of a civilizational clash but as a 

place where different cultures hopefully “see/behind the blind spot for an 
instant.” The form of the poem, which mixes multiple cultural specifics in one 
single poetic flow, makes Kahf resemble a 21st century Scheherazad whose 
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recipient is not a despotic Shahrayar but a multicultural reader able to 
comprehend the East and the West in one single “poetic e-mail.”  

Where Kahf “twins” languages and traditions, Hammad completely breaks 
away from the two. Her breaking poems (2008a) are not only a reply to the 
questions of the post September 11 identity; they are also a complete “break” 
from one single language, one single literary tradition. Her poetry moves closer 
to music, particularly hip-hop. The titles of all poems encompassed in the 
collection include the word break: break (bas), break (me), break (sister), break 
(of dawn), break (naherel bared), break (construction), break (mirror), to name 
just a few. As the titles themselves suggest, the English language is, again, infused 
with Arabic words and realia. The author, unable to find the right words and 
feeling that her language was breaking decided to “write the way [she] actually 
thinks which is scary to share” (Hammad, 2008b, January 1). 

The first poem in the collection, entitled break (p. 11-15), betokens the 
meaning of the word repeated throughout the book. Reminiscent of Eliot`s (1922, 
p. 1831) “Son of man” who knows only “A heap of broken images, where the sun 
beats,” Hammad also strives to reconstruct “the break” which she encounters not 
only in the places she moves through but also in the language which simply does 
not suffice to express reality. The poem is broken into several parts, each of them 
depicting one spot on the map, starting in “nyc” where the poet discloses to the 
reader, 

 
i am looking for my body 
for my form in the foreign 
in translation 

 
Saying that she wrote herself “out of damage” and that “this is the body out of 

words and spaces” she has “found to re-construct,” the poet, in fact, draws a 
parallel image of her body and the poem she is creating as if they were one and 
still broken from each other. Thus, in this introductory part, the poet makes the 
reader aware of the fact that the poem seeks to reconstruct the palpable (the 
human body, its home and its roots in the tangible world) but also the impalpable 
(the language which needs to be broken so as to express the world “of broken 
images”). Thereafter, the poem is, again, broken into several smaller poems 
named after various locations1 that the poet got to know during her life: 
deheisha, beirut, tel aviv, gaza, khan younis, nyc (again), houston, bombay, 
“exactly Brooklyn,” new orleans, baghdad, and “here.” Through all the places, the 

                                                           
1
 The names of the locations that the author mentions are never capitalized.  
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poet strives to find her roots, her “self” which is broken into here and there, into 
the East and the West. By mentioning “deheisha” (a Palestinian refugee camp 
located in the West Bank), Beirut and Gaza, the poet again creates an analogy 
with the Palestinian nation, which lost its roots in a similar way as a dislocated 
immigrant. The poem breaks English with Arabic, as in the part entitled “khan 
younis” which has only two lines, 

 
(khan younis) 
yamaaaaaaaaa 
yamaaaaa  

 
and in which an Arabic onomatopoeia of a mother`s wailing is repeated twice. 

Wailing in connection with the setting becomes significant for Khan Younis, a 
Palestinian town, was subject to several Israeli attacks in history, the most recent 
ones taking place at the beginning of the 21st century. Moreover, the poem also 
breaks English words into smaller parts creating various puns, as in “bombay” 

 
(bombay) 
bomb bay bomb bay bomb bay bomb bay 

 
By breaking the name of the Indian city into two parts, the author is, in fact, 

alluding to a series of train bombings that took place on July 11, 2006 in India. 
Thus, the poem is, in fact, a poetic chronology of the events and natural 
catastrophes that happened in the Middle East and some other places (Hurricane 
Katrina in New Orleans) in the first decade of the 21st century. The first poem 
concentrates mostly on 2006, the subsequent poems deconstruct other events 
which are very often connected with the Palestinians. The whole collection is, in 
consequence, “a heap of broken images” from the post September 11th history of 
the Palestinian nation. The author breaks the collective and the individual to 
merge them again as seen in the poem break (vitalogy) (p. 30): 

 
gaze me 
 
ana gaza 
you can`t see me 
 
ana blood wa memory 
[…..] 
ana wa ana 
we related 
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Ana is an Arabic word for I, me and wa stands for and. Again, the author mixes 
English and Arabic and, simultaneously, she plays with the homophonic 
similarity of the words gaze and gaza and by doing so, she fuses the individual 
experience of a Palestinian woman with the collective experience of the 
Palestinian nation.  

The language in the collection is tried, played with and broken in the same 
way as the identity of an uprooted Palestinian living in “broken” Brooklyn. There 
is not one single language that would suffice to express the identity of an 
American of Palestinian origin. Thus, now, it is the language that is twinned into 
two layers (English and Arabic) because an identity which is twinned into two 
distinct cultures, religions, civilizations cannot be expressed in one single 
linguistic system. The tendency to Arabize English positions Hammad among the 
writers to whom Hassan (2011, p. 5) refers to as “cultural translators” that stand 
“between the culture of origin and that of the adoptive country and, equipped 
with first-hand knowledge of both” assume the roles of cross-cultural mediators 
who interpret one culture to the other.  

By employing this unique poetic form, Hammad is, in fact, breaking from two 
distinct literary traditions. Like Scheherazad who broke her narrative before the 
end of the story to maintain the interest of her husband who would thus keep her 
alive; Hammad breaks the most recent history of her nation into fragmented 
poetic images and by rupturing the limits of language strives to reconstruct the 
Palestinian and her own identity in the 21st century multicultural “wasteland.” 
Now, it is, however, the reader who must keep her alive through constant 
questioning for, quoting Oh (2009, p. 100), Hammad “demands that her readers 
ask questions and think critically about what the media tell them” by constantly 
challenging the persistent stereotypes. 

 
Conclusion: On huwyiah, identity, Twin Towers and the new Shahrayar 
The twin-tower identity constructs foregrounded in the discussed poems go 

hand-in-hand with the Arab understanding of the word identity. A Dictionary of 
Modern Standard Arabic (1974) refers to identity as huwyiah; the root of the word 
is derived from huwa, an Arabic personal pronoun signifying he, it but also God. 
Once the word is twinned, doubled (huwa huwa), it stands for identical. 
According to Benslama (2009, p. 196), the form of the word suggests that “the 
principle of human identity is to be separated in two” as the two towers of the 
World Trade Center. Looking at the two writers discussed in the present paper, 
their message is linked to the idea of “twinning one`s own huwyiah and finding 
one`s own self in the other” regardless of political, national or religious dogmas. 
Hammad`s call for an “affirm life” principle corresponds with Kahf`s (2003, p. 75) 
proclamation that she is a  
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…disbeliever 
in everything but the purity of the bodies 
of the men and women – with or without the veil, 
with or without the markings of the right identity - 

 
It is now the East and the West as the two distinct intangible towers which are 

to be connected but not within “the unsavory polemics about what is 
prejudicially called the ‘Grand Zero Mosque’”(Shohat & Alsultany, 2013, p. 9) but 
through redefining the binary opposing pairs of the Orient and the Occident and 
their mutual reconciliation. By fusing two tongues (English and Arabic) in one 
poetic flow, both Kahf and Hammad become cultural translators interpreting the 
two poles of their identity constructs to each other. The speaker of their poems is 
a “feminist Scheherazade” reciting her “poetic narrative” to the 21st century 
reader, a “Shahrayar-in-disguise.” The content and the form of the poems, as well 
as the Arab and American identity, cannot be separated from each other.  

Said (2000, p. 177) once said that “just beyond the frontier between ‘us’ and 
the ‘outsiders’ is the perilous territory of not-belonging” and it is “where in the 
modern era immense aggregates of humanity loiter as refugees and displaced 
persons.” September 11 expanded this frontier of not belonging where the whole 
communities were displaced. The poems of the two writers discussed by the 
present paper should be understood as poetic attempts to eliminate this frontier 
and to (re)construct the roots of the new, twinned huwyia – an identity which 
strives to be adopted by both the Arabs and the Americans. 
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