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Abstract 

This study addresses Fadia Faqir's novel My Name is Salma (2007) as promoting the marketability of the Arab 

woman writer who sells stereotypes and preconceived notions about the representations of Arab Muslim female 

subjects to the West. It specifically examines the ways in which Faqir uses a discourse that confirms cultural 

stereotypes,  targets mainly a Western reader and enforces Western criticism of certain Islamic practices regarding 

polygamy, alcohol consumption, eating pork, Muslim women's veiling, and blind obedience to husbands, thus, 

producing a superficial, reductionist understanding of Islam. My Name is Salma is perceived as a culturally marketed 

literary work that reinforces a rigid Western discourse about Islam and the fragility of the position of Arab Muslim 

women,  thus, positioning the novelist as mainly targeting Western audiences. 

Keywords: Arab women writers, cultural stereotyping, Fadia Faqir, marketability propaganda. 
 

Introduction 

An increasing interest in the literature of contemporary Arab women writers has coincided with 

political events dominating Western-Middle Eastern relationships. The events of 9/11 have shaped, to a 

great extent, Western-Middle Eastern relationships, in addition to the Gulf War and Iranian Revolution, 

among other political events. Such political up he avals have drawn attention to some cultural 

circumstances that have shaped the situation of women in many Arab countries thus leading to an 

increased interest in literary works of Arab women writers who deal with the question of oppressed Arab 

women supposedly living under the hegemony of Islam and patriarchy. Seen through this lens, a major 

perception that is circulated about some contemporary Arab women writers living in the West, like Fadia 

Al-Faqir, Hanan Al-Shaykh and Leila Ahmad, to mention just a few, is that they are celebrated 

representatives of their cultures in the West. They have become renowned voices that reinforce cultural 

stereotypes, thus emphasizing what the West and Western readers want to consume about Arab culture 

and specifically, about Arab women. This practice results in seeing those writers and their literary works 

as subjects of marketability for Western consumption. Using the concept of literary marketability which is 

defined as the ‘global commodification of cultural difference’ (Huggan, vii), this study addresses some 

general theoretical questions such as the following: What happens to us [Arab women writers] after we go 

West? (John 1996, 11) Where does an Arab woman writer culturally locate herself? And what does she 

need to compromise through narrating Arab women's lives? 
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This study falls within the theoretical framework of Postcolonialism. Thus, we will briefly discuss 

the tenets of postcolonial theory on which we establish our discussion. However, it is worth mentioning 

that other disciplines will be referred to along with the postcolonial theory. The reason we are doing this 

is due to the wealth of disciplines that can enrich the discussion. Therefore, the study overlaps with other 

disciplines that, more or less, use relevant concepts with different terminology. In other words, some 

incidents which are used as evidence for Postcolonialism could also be seen as belonging to theories like 

Orientalism, Romanticism, Feminism, Marxism, inter alia.  

Postcolonialsim is based on three main assumptions: colonialism shapes the future as well as the 

identity of the colonized people and countries; colonized subjects are looked at as ‘others’; and they are 

represented as ‘distorted’ and less empowered. Colonizers impose their worldview of the people they 

subjugate. Therefore, they recreate realities of the beliefs of the colonized. Postcolonalism disconnects the 

colonized subjects from their identities and reasserts their new identities as the colonizer shapes including 

their national and cultural identities. Put differently, postcolonial studies attempt to restore the dignity and 

cultural contributions of those whose experiences have been represented within a worldview that gives 

the other no other option but to have a contrast with itself. Such a contrast may include self/other, 

western/non-western, and civilized/uncivilized dichotomy (Ashcroft et al. 2013; Bhabha 2004; Lewis and 

Mills2003; Said 2003). 

To elaborate further, Huggan's argument in his book The Postcolonial Exotic (2002) serves as a 

theoretical framework through which Faqir’s My Name is Salma is to be analyzed. The aim is to examine 

how the writer’s literary work has become a subject of Western literary consumption. In his study of the 

global face of postcolonialism, Huggan coins the phrase 'celebrity glamour' to refer to a type of literature 

that emphasizes what he calls the 'exoticist discourse'. He states that:  

Exoticism may be understood conventionally as an aestheticising process through 

which the cultural other is translated…Yet in a postcolonial context, exoticism is 

effectively repoliticised, redeployed both to unsettle metropolitan expectations of 

cultural otherness. (Huggan 2002, 209) 

Through the notion of exoticism, Western markets turn Third World writers and their works into a 

commodity that sells Oriental exotic representations and stereotypes to Western audiences. Some 

postcolonial writers achieve success and are celebrated not for their literary creativity as much as for what 

Huggan calls 'commodity fetishism'. Commodity fetishism' is a Marxist notion based on the economic 

value of commodities exchanged, and not on social relationships existing among individualism (Marx 

1978). Applying that same notion to what we argue as literary marketability, fetishism becomes a 

consumer readership approach towards accessing the lives of those who are defined as ‘Others’. It 

involves three phases: 'mystification of historical experience; imagined access to the cultural other 

through the process of consumption; [and] reification of people and places into exchangeable aesthetic 

objects' (Huggan 2002, 18-19). Faqir and her literary works thrive on what Graham calls the 'global-

image making machinery' which makes of the writer and her works a subject of marketability and 
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consumption; a 'cultural commodity' (Huggan 2002,vii). In other words, instead of appreciating the 

literary work for its aesthetic construction, it becomes a celebrated tool of cultural difference. 

Huggan further adds that Postcolonialism becomes a code of cultural exchange and consumption 

depending on the marketing industry. As a result, the culture of the 'Other' becomes a form of commodity 

for consumption, emphasizing the cultural differences of others; what Huggan (2002, 13) refers to as 

'manufacturing otherness'. In this case, the literary text becomes an 'anthropological exotic'; a space of 

perception and consumption by a 'metropolitan reader' where the exoticism of the text becomes an 

invitation to delve into a literary work's marketability (Huggan 2002, 26). As the following discussion 

reveals, the literary work under study becomes an exported product that has an exotic appeal due to its 

cultural difference.  

The study of Huggan's postcolonial exoticism (2002) does not bring attention to the literary 

consumption of Arab women writers. Instead, the study sheds light on African, Indian, Canadian and 

Australian fiction without acknowledging contemporary Arab women writers. Still some of his major 

claims serve as main illustrations of our concerns about the literary marketability of some Arab women 

writers. 

In her turn, Lazreg (2000) brings attention to the position of third world writers in a metropolitan 

world. She defines the position of third world women writers in what she calls 'theatrical indigenization'. 

Theatrical indigenization is 

a process through which a third world woman speaks to a Western audience as an 

expert, although her expertise takes a secondary role and her native outlooks and 

origins are emphasized. In this situation, the 'Other' woman is invited to speak 'on' a 

subject; her role is defined as that of filling in gaps or adding information about her 

society or culture… The speaker is a 'loaded' subject; she also carries her historical 

and cultural baggage. She is seen as representing her culture. She speaks her culture. 

Whatever she says must be true. (33-34) 

Like Lazreg, Amireh (2000, 215) explains the ways in which literary production, circulation and 

consumption are integral elements in introducing ‘Third world’ writers. Taking as a case study the 

Egyptian writer, Nawal El Saadawi, Amireh argues that the reading of El Saadawi and her works are 

consumed by a Western audience in a setting that is 'saturated by stereotypes of Arab culture' which 

results in the 'rewriting of both the writer and her texts according to scripted first-world narratives about 

Arab women's oppression' (215). 

Gökariksel and McLarney (2010) discuss a new wave of 'Islamic cultural industry' which uses 

commodified cultural forms such as film, magazines, novels, newspapers, and TV channels where 

Muslim women are targeted as subjects of concern. As a result, Muslim women are not only perceived as 

participants in this new wave of 'Islamic cultural Industry'. They are also consumers of it as well. 
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Muslim women have been active participants in this industry as both consumers 

and producers… New magazines, television programs, sports clubs, hairdressers and 

clothing stores for and often by Muslim women have flourished in the last 

decades… They have been engaged in the creation, labeling, and advertising of the 

objects, narratives, representations, and performances of Muslim womanhood that 

combine Islamic teachings and practices with new (and old) conceptions of piety, 

beauty, fashion, lifestyle, motherhood, professionalism, and citizenship. Muslim 

women have been identified as niche market with particular needs and desires, 

mostly attributed to an essentialized Muslimness. (Gökariksel and McLarney 2) 

In other words, representations of Muslim women still dominate today’s discourse. Muslim women 

and their bodies have become subjects of marketability and are perceived as desirable and exotic for the 

marketing industry. 

According to Chandra Mohanty (1995, 63) ‘Third World’ women writers are celebrated voices in the 

‘First World’. Mohanty addresses this phenomenon as ‘third-world-difference’ and questions the reasons 

behind the inclusion of Third World women in mainstream academia. Through this inclusion, Mohanty 

(1995, 61) argues that a colonial agenda is implemented which sees in Third World women ‘a monolithic 

subject’. The ‘identical analytical principles’ used by First world writers are also implemented by Third 

World writers writing about their own cultures. This can be seen in the writings of not just Fadia Faqir, 

but also other women writers such as Hanan Al-Shaykh and Nawal El-Saadawi, where ‘a homogeneous 

notion of the oppression of women as a group is assumed’ (Mohanty 1995, 199). The stereotyped image 

of a third world woman that is circulated is one where women are sexually constrained, poor, ignorant, 

weak, uneducated, traditionally burdened, religiously oriented and victimized (Mohanty 1995, 199).  

Marylin Booth (2010) argues that only a proportion of Arab Muslim women writers reach market 

audiences. Those women and their literary works are considered 'marketable' in the global readership 

market partially because they embody and reinforce the stereotyping of Muslim women. In this sense, it is 

not just the literary work, but the ‘figure of the author circulates as a cosmopolitan commodity conversant 

in the global language of the literary marketplace’ (151). She coins the term ‘Orientalist ethnographicism’ 

which is a way of ‘seeing and writing the Other’. The literary text captures a certain society giving ‘the 

authority of graphing the text in a global (and globalizing) language of reception’. She states that not only 

the literary text, but also the figure of the author are circulated as a ‘cosmopolitan commodity conversant 

in the global language of the literary marketplace’ (151). 

In Postcolonial Writers in the Global Literary Marketplace, Sarah Brouillette (2007, 16) argues that 

a postcolonial writer is a ‘marketing tool’ where the writer is conscious of the global literary market that 

addresses a global market reader. She states: ‘the postcolonial writer knows about this consumer, and 

incorporates a critique of her tendencies into the text, deploying a strategic exoticism designed to 

interrogate the reader’s own constructions’. Seen through this light, it could be argued that Fadia Faqir 

becomes aware of her self-conscious cultural positioning of difference that is depicted through her 

representations of Arab Muslim protagonists in her novel. 
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In the light of the aforementioned, Faqir, as an Arab woman writer, benefits from her position in the 

West. Through emphasizing the subservient role of Arab Muslim women, she gains publicity and 

marketability of her works. In an interview with Rachel Bower (2010, 6), Faqir makes it clear that the 

literary works by Arab women writers 'get commissioned' because they represent Arab women as victims 

and oppressed. She is aware of this marketing process, and is riding this wave of marketability by writing 

novels which emphasize cultural stereotypes. One could even argue that Faqir’s ability to capitalize 

romanticized Orientalist notions leads to the popularity of her novel within a Western market. As evident 

in the following section, the novel promotes fixed cultural stereotypes of weak and submissive Arab 

Muslim female characters. It reconstructs homogenized images of Arab Muslim women which undermine 

their position not only in their cultures, but in Western cultures as well. Before moving on to the literary 

analysis of the novel, a brief synopsis is given. 

Fadia Faqir's My Name is Salma (2007) depicts the journey of a young female protagonist who is 

escaping the threat of honour killing in her home country, the Levant. Overwhelmed by the passion of a 

Bedouin in her village Hima, Salma, loses her innocence to Hamdan. Upon finding out that she is 

pregnant, Salma's peaceful life takes a rather dramatic turn. Seeking the support of a chain of individuals, 

Salma is helped to escape from Hima, through Lebanon, and eventually to reach the safety of Exeter, a 

city in England. Once in Exeter, Salma becomes Sally and is helped to settle in with a new identity. 

However, her journey of survival in a completely new environment is not as easy as it seems especially 

when Salma/Sally is not even equipped with the essentials of survival in a new culture. Thus, she 

struggles within many geographical, cultural and linguistic barriers. 

Through weaving the two lives of Salma and Sally, the narrative helps the readers to travel through 

the past and the present to reveal the unresolved conflicts in the protagonist's life. Salma/Sally struggles 

to find a job, to learn a foreign language, to root herself in a rather alien culture, yet she is unable to put 

behind the shackles of her past life. Leaving behind her a mother and a new born daughter back in her 

village, Salma suffers from feelings of guilt and confusion. After many years of being up rooted away 

from her home country, she decides to leave her husband and baby boy in Exeter to return to her 

homeland. Salma is unable to forget the memory of her long left daughter, Layla, who is forcibly taken 

away from her. Upon returning to her village, Salma is killed by her brother, Mahmoud in a crime of 

honour. 

The next section examines the ways in which Salma, the protagonist, is depicted as submissive, 

weak, and subjected to violence in her own culture, as well as living in a constant fear of being killed for 

besmirching the honor of her family. 

Misrepresentations of Arab Women and Islam 

The aim of this section is to illustrate how Faqir reveals the complexity of the representation 

(distortion in the postcolonial terminology) of Middle Eastern/Arab Muslim women living in Muslim 

countries, mainly through her protagonist, Salma, and other women characters, such as Pervin, Aish'a, 

Sabha, and Madam Lamaa. Faqir fictionalizes the story of these women in order to promote certain 
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cultural oppressive ideologies which for a Western reader can be the reason to condemn a whole culture 

as backward and barbaric in its treatment of women. Further investigation would reveal that the novel 

pushes towards emphasizing a pattern of a cultural stereotyping that has often been associated with the 

representation of Oriental harem women, thus, distorting the real image of Arab Muslim women. 

This supports the idea that in Orientalist fantasies a woman is reduced to a silent sexual symbol 

(Fanon 1967). This is represented when Salma has been sexually objectified, oppressively veiled, and 

imprisoned by the institution of patriarchy. First, through his sexual encounters with Salma, Hamdan 

would address her as his 'courtesan, [his] slave' (Salma, 50) where Salma is the passive recipient of 

Hamdan's lustful desires. She has no control over her body and is only seen as a concubine woman who is 

physically owned. In a similar context of the 'exotic harem', Faqir gives details to Arab women's 

traditional bridal practices before the wedding night: 

Before your wedding night they spread a paste of boiled sugar and lemon between 

your legs and yank away the hair. My grandmother Shahla said, 'When they finished 

with me I was covered with bruises, but as smooth and hairless as a nine-year-old 

girl'… The painful and sticky sugaring belonged to the past… Foam on the legs, 

then shave-puff- no hair. (Salma, 12) 

As much as this practice reinforces differences between women's traditional practices across 

cultures, it is, for a Western reader, an invitation to delve into the privacy of the exotic world of Arab 

harem. An Arab woman is expected to be washed, cleaned, and shaved in order to emphasize her 

innocence. This harem space is rather unfamiliar to a Western reader. It also implies a pattern of docility 

and subjectivity since a woman is to abide by traditional practices in order to be 'pure and innocent' on her 

wedding night (Salma, 10). 

Salma's position in her village, Hima, is implicated with exoticism as well as in Exeter where she 

carries that exotic image of a harem woman with her. Salma tries to blend in with the English culture 

playing the role of the hostess in order to achieve cultural acceptance. 'I offered coffee to everyone: 

immigration officers, policemen, the milkman, the postman, sales girls. My tent was open and coffee with 

cardamom was being brewed all day, its aroma calling friends and neighbors,' (Salma, 23). Though it is 

obvious that Salma struggles to survive in her new hosting country, the invitation of entering her tent 

plays on the oriental exoticism of Arab women. 

Faqir also draws an image of Salma in her village as a young Bedouin who is repulsive and 

uncivilized as a colonizer would see her. Salma needs to travel to the West in order to learn how to 

become hygienic, clean, well-shaven and perfumed. 'Dirty Salma' pinpoints that 'All that holding of dry 

maize and wheat chipped my hands and grime lined my fingernails. Rough, dirty hands, I had' (Salma, 

10). This was before she 'ran to freedom' (Salma, 10) where she becomes Sally; the clean, perfumed 

woman with 'shaved and oiled legs' (Salma, 8). It is a fact that a she pherdess Bedouin girl’s life is 

different from that of a city girl. However, to describe that negative image of Salma reflects a complex 

colonial strategy that suggests that in order to become civilized, one needs to travel to the West. Besides, 
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for a Western reader, this becomes an embodiment of the idea that freedom for an Arab woman can only 

be achieved through her escape to the West and through her complete assimilation in Western culture. 

Raymond William refers to the inner dynamics and layers of experience through which a person is 

forced to form new thoughts and, accordingly, ‘tries to adapt to the hegemonic processes of the dominant 

culture’ (1977, 128). William refers to this as the ‘structure of feelings’. This explains how the 

protagonist attempts to absorb the dominant ideology that shapes her life in England. Salma needs to 

transform to the new Sally in order to be culturally accepted in her new Western environment. Through 

this conformity, she also needs to become 'an English rose, white, confident, with an elegant English 

accent' (Salma, 10) and taste. This emphasizes the colonial notion that gives high qualities to the white as 

more favorable and admirable. We see this through Salma's new ideology and her hope of turning white. 

As a Bedouin, it is most likely that Salma has a dark complexion. However, her desire to become 'white' 

invokes the white supremacy which sees in whiteness a form of racial superiority. As much as this might 

be what Salma hopes for, it is hard to achieve; probably reflecting her own concerns about being unable 

to fit as her dark skin might be a barrier for her to blend in England's white human fabric.  

One of the tenets of Post colonialism is representing the inferiority of the colonized. Salma's self-

loath reveals her inferiority complex. While sampling cosmetics and perfumes in a shop, Salma is 

approached by a sales girl who suspiciously eyed her up. The first thought that jumped to Salma’s mind is 

'A woman like me, trash. My tribe had raided her country seeking cheap booty. I would have got me 

arrested if I were her' (Salma, 20). Salma's self-respect is diminished because of her inability to cope with 

her sinful past. However, the danger of such a negative representation of Salma as an Arab woman seeing 

herself unworthy of respect again pushes towards a negative depiction of Arab women as pitiful, weak 

and worthless.  

Faqir's use of the Arab woman's codes of honor is another subject that further contributes to the 

marketability of the novel and to the distortion of Arab women's image. Through this, the writer offers a 

rich substance for the Western reader to imagine how victimized Arab women are, as they are threatened 

to be killed to get rid of their shame. This unwritten code of honor that supposedly targets young Arab 

women implies the risk of advocating an image which emphasizes the notion that these women are easy 

targets of violence and, thus, in need of protection. When the cool wind whirls through her wide trousers, 

Salma remembers the 'code of honor in [her] village' (Salma, 28). She imagines if her brother, Mahmoud, 

gets hold of her and sees her talking to strange men, 'he will tie each leg to a different horse and then get 

them to run in different directions' (Salma, 29). No one denies that crimes of honor do exist in some Arab 

countries. However, the way this act of violence is dramatically depicted in the narrative reveals a 

shocking representation of a woman being torn to pieces in cold blood and gives a generalizing effect that 

this is what 'all' Arab women might encounter if they go against acceptable social norms. In the novel, 

Naima, the prison warden, informs Salma that her 'tribe had decided to kill [her]' and that 'they had split 

[her] blood among them and all the young men were sniffing the earth' in search of her' (Salma, 53). This 

speaks to the imaginative mind of a Western reader; Arab Muslim women are culturally oppressed and in 

dire need of rescue in the same way it represents colonized Arab men as blood thirsty Orientals. One 
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could remember Byron’s famous poem ‘The Corsair’ in which he represents the chivalric European code 

of honour through the character of Conrad. Byron represents the image of the European as someone who 

touches upon the sense of gentility and superiority of the Western over the Oriental (Curran 2004, 235). 

This brings to mind the solid question of Abu-Lughod's (2015) Do Muslim Women Need Saving? In 

providing an answer to this question, Abu-Lughod pinpoints that the Western terms of oppression, choice, 

and freedom are too daring to describe Muslim women’s lives. She adds that religion alone cannot be 

blamed for the problem of gender inequality since poverty and authoritarianism also play a role in 

worsening their conditions. She, further, calls this as the 'literary trafficking' phenomenon. She explains 

that in seeking fame, some Arab women writers become a source of 'cultural commodity' since they try to 

sell a global generalization about Arab Muslim women and codes of honour in their countries to increase 

the marketability of their works.  

Promoting a postcolonial principle, Faqir extends the notion of submission of the colonized people. 

Here, the rescue of an Arab Muslim woman has to be in the hand of a Westerner, reiterating in that sense 

Spivak’s famous quote: ‘White men saving brown women from brown men’ (1988, 296). Constantly in 

the novel, Salma keeps fantasizing that she wishes to meet 'a sensitive, generous, rich white Englishman, 

who was dying to meet an exotic woman like [her] with dark eyes, skin, hair, and deeds (Salma, 52) and 

that she would have 'three blond English children' (Salma, 186). This representation of exoticism adds to 

the novel's marketability, as much as it reveals the writer's inability to move beyond a hegemonic, 

western, colonial discourse that reinforces the dichotomy between a superior Western subject and an 

inferior Arab. The inferiority is emphasized by the desire for having “blond English children”- a wish that 

reveals the desire to erase Salma’s cultural and genetic identities to have complete spiritual 

transformation. Faqir supports the western colonial discourse as she does not bring an opposing discourse 

to write back to the superior Westerners who position themselves as saviors of Oriental women. She 

victimizes her protagonists in believing that salvation for Oriental women can only be achieved by 

Western men.  

The novel is also rich in negative stereotypical representations of other women who are equally 

docile and submissive as Salma. The story of Parvin, Salma's Pakistani friend, emphasizes the idea that 

patriarchal oppression operateson a larger scale in other Islamic countries. Parvin escapes her father's 

arranged marriage to 'an ignorant bastard from Pakistan' (Salma, 102). Whether being an Arab or an 

oriental woman, Faqir insists that Muslim women do not own their minds, nor their bodies, as Pervin’s 

character in the novel represents this. Pervin explains to Salma that women in her country are kidnapped, 

and live a life of abuse on the hands of husbands (Salma, 102). Consequently, as they are not free to 

determine their fates, Muslim women are perceived as weak and submissive victims, who are doomed to 

surrender to their chosen fate or forced to escape. 

In exactly the same fairytale context of rescue, Parvin gets married to an English man who offers her 

a comfort zone that is considered a luxury, compared to the kind of life she would have had if she married 

a Pakistani husband. This generalization about the desperate situation of Muslim women becomes a sort 

of obsession that targets Muslim women and violates their individualities and liberty. This is more of a 
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stereotypical misrepresentation which does not speak to the position of many Muslim women whether in 

their Arab countriesor in the West.1 

Moreover, Faqir shares Bedouin marriage customs with a Western reader. However, this is not to 

express a celebratory traditional voice per se, as much as to emphasize the systematic subjugation of 

young helpless girls. This subjugation is highlighted through the story of Aisha; a young girl from the 

village. Among the girls who are now suitable for marriage, 'Aisha's turn [is] this year' (Salma, 105). 

Aisha is sold in marriage where her dowry is a piece of land paid as the price of her virginity:  

Aisha went to the tent with her husband. The men held hands and began bowing and 

singing in unison, 'Dhiyya, dhiyya'… A young boy handed them a white 

handkerchief so they stopped singing and dancing and began shooting in the air 

celebrating Aisha's honour, her purity, her good fortune (Salma, 106).2 

In a similar manner, the narrative presents the story of Sabha, Salma's village friend and schoolmate. 

Sabha's story starts as a rumor in the village, and ends up with a bullet to the head (Salma, 106). What is 

rather strange about the stories of both Aisha and Sabha is the deliberate silencing of these voices by the 

writer. This silencing aims at aggravating the weight of oppression that Arab women go through in the 

eyes of the author. It, also, distorts and flattens Arab women's images into one identical pattern 

representing silent, submissive and weak victims. 

One could even think that this is considered the norm and the only image available of Arab women 

in the fiction of Arab women writers. Though this representation is placed within a fictional narrative, 

still it is restored intovarious patterns of cultural confusion about the reality of Arab women's lives, 

especially when the novel is addressed to a Western reader. Furthermore, Aisha and Sabha's stories can be 

read as examples of ignorance and blindness that dominate Arab patriarchal cultures. Seen through this 

lens, Faqir resonates what has been largely inscribed about the position of Muslim women who need to be 

rescued. She does not write back against a long rooted ideology that feeds on the difference of the Other. 

She neither gives her female characters a sense of empowerment to control and manage their lives. 

Through considering the issue of polygamy, the story of victimized Madam Lamaa is another case in 

point that supports the misrepresentation of Muslim women. Madam Lamaa is a wife and  mother of five 

sons, who grows old and loses her beauty. As she reaches the age of menopause, her 'insatiable' husband 

decides to take another wife.3 Afraid that she might become a maid for his younger bride, Madam Lamaa, 

in an act of rebellion, took off all her clothes and went down naked on the streets.  

Consequently, she is arrested, taken for a prostitute, and imprisoned (Salma, 180-181). The narrative 

of Madam Lama reinforces the image of oppressive Arab Muslim men, under whose roofs, a woman feels 

insecure and threatened through having another female rival and invokes the issue of polygamy that is 

most likely misunderstood in Western cultures. 

Faqir takes on more of a Western stand in her cultural attitudes towards Arab men and women. In 

other words, to promote/market her novel, she offers problematic engagement of the oriental ‘Other’ 

through her stereotypical representations which appeal to the popular taste of Western readers. 



Karmi and Yasin 

194  
 

One final point to examine before moving on to the misrepresentation of Islam is Faqir's 

representation of Western women which contrasts with the examples of victimized Arab women 

characters mentioned above. Faqir introduces the characters of Miss Asher and Mrs. Rebecca Henderson 

as models of Western women who are civilized, independent, supportive and very kind. These two 

women help the uncivilized, vulgar Salma to transform into the civilized Sally. Miss Asher smuggles 

Salma to England and teaches her about Jesus, the Holy Trinity and the Biblical stories, whereas Mrs. 

Henderson teaches her table manners and English. In order to complete Salma's transformation, Miss 

Asher and Mrs. Henderson, both teach religious and social values that Salma needed. This systematic 

transformation implies a colonial discourse. As a model of Western women, the ‘Self’ is represented as 

modernized; liberal version of the uncivilized ‘Other’. To a Western reader, this dichotomy gives the 

impression that Salma, within her own native culture, is void of any social manners and traditional 

customs, though on her way to England, she is a twenty–five year old mature woman. This repeats the 

same pattern of cultural commodification of Arab women where the writer, whether consciously or 

unconsciously, is presenting Arab culture as repulsive. 

Faqir points out that Salma's plight has shifted from a micro to a macro level that involves England's 

immigration system. Arriving in England, Salma was placed in detention for not having the legal 

documents of entry. However, Minister Mahoney, an Irish Quaker, defended her case by arguing that: 

She should be given the right of political, social or religious asylum- whatever you 

want to call it. Yes, you would create a precedent, but hundreds, nay thousands of 

women are killed every year. You must give her shelter because if you send her back 

she will be shot on sight. (Salma, 162) 

Minister Mahoney was thinking of the political oppression that some women might be subjected to 

in some Arab countries, e.g. lack of women’s rights. Alternatively, he could have also thought of social 

oppression such as patriarchal domination and marginalization of women. 

Now Salma's fate is placed in the hands of a custom officer who is to allow her entry as a 

humanitarian case of asylum. In order to combat the violence and backwardness of Arabs in her own 

culture, again Salma needs the chivalric rescuing of a Westerner as a case of saving human dignity. 

Furthermore, given the number of women killed in crimes of honour, 'hundreds, nay thousands' as the 

novel points out, one would imagine that Arab women are living among serial killers. Taking into 

consideration that this discourse is addressed to a Western reader, the danger of such an exaggeration runs 

the risk of having the writer praising what she might consider praiseworthy and condemning whatever she 

may find repugnant and objectionable in her culture. This, as Amireh argues (2010, 222), is a way where 

the Arab woman writer anticipates how a Western reader will read her book, 'realizing that they may try 

to use her criticism of her culture to further distance the third world from the first and to reaffirm 

stereotypes of it as underdeveloped and backward'. This sense of having a female character, who has a 

voice and an identity of her own, is not offered by Faqir to her female protagonists. Instead, this 

emphasizes Faqir’s ideological inability to reject what is expected from a woman who is asked to be 
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subservient to a masculine culture of dominance. This explains why Salma and Parvin expect to be 

rescued by a chivalric man and, through this, the novel keeps reiterating a culture of women’s submission. 

To sum up, the above discussion aims at showing how Faqir, through the politics of representation of 

Arab female subjects, has reinforced negative stereotypes of Arab women. None of these women has been 

represented to reveal a positive female's experience. Instead, these women are all described as victims 

who have not been permitted to live their lives according to their own natural bents and desires. They are 

subjects of abuse and violence and, thus, suffer many forms of oppression in their cultures. Seeing Arab 

Muslim women as weak and in lack of control over their lives reflect what a Western reader probably has 

in mind about the situation of Arab Muslim women at large and runs the risk of generalization.  

Misrepresentations of Islam 

Historically speaking, Islam has long been accused of being an oppressive religion, especially to 

women. As Kandyoti (1996, 9) argues, 'whenever the question of Muslim women is brought into focus, 

Islam is usually to blame for women's backward position'. Leila Ahmed (1992, 149), in her turn, argues 

that the 'Western narrative of the quintessential otherness and inferiority of Islam' always associates the 

practices of the religion mainly with the position of women.' She states: 

The thesis of the new colonial discourse of Islam centered on women- that Islam 

was innately and immutable oppressive to women, that the veil and segregation 

epitomized that oppression, and that these customs were the fundamental reasons for 

the general and comprehensive backwardness of Islamic societies. (Ahmed 1992, 

151-152) 

In spite of the fact that those two scholars refer to Western discourse on Islam, their arguments are 

still applicable to the position of the novel in relation to Islam as the narrative of Salma reveals. Among 

the problematic ideological aspects Faqir invokes in the novel is the subject of religion. The novel offers 

contrasted views within some practices related to both Islam and Christianity, and pushes towards a 

representation of Islam as an oppressive religion in accordance with Western discourse. Besides 

patriarchy, Faqir depicts Islam as a force which works against women's individuality. She endorses a 

Western cultural discourse to what is mostly circulated about Islam. Read by a Western reader, this is not 

going to serve a better understanding of the religion, and won’t represent the position of Arab Muslim 

women in their cultures.  

The novel provides a number of incidents through which Salma's views of Islam are  rather 

questioned, sometimes confused or even ridiculed. The most prominent of these incidents is when Salma 

remembers Sadiq, a Pakistani owner of Omar Khayyam off-license store. We are told that Sadiq is a 

Muslim who prays five times a day, but still sells alcohol: 'He prayed five times a day. Whenever I 

walked past his shop his mat would be spread on the floor and he would be standing, hands on tummy, 

eyes closed, muttering verses from the Qur'an' (Salma, 19).Through this detailed description of a Muslim 

practicing his daily prayers, Faqir mainly addresses a Western reader who is ignorant about it, i.e. the 
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clarification about the number of times a Muslim prays and the body movements accompanying such a 

practice. More importantly, the way Sadiqis represented reveals a confusing religious dilemma; he 

practices what his religion demands but, simultaneously, sells alcohol, one of the ten sins in Islam.  

The praying practice is further emphasized in the narrative when Salma ridicules how the act of 

praying does only take place among the villagers if they are in dire need of God. In other words, the 

praying mat will only be spread on the floor if a goat is stolen or when drought hits the village (Salma, 

19). Seen in the same light, the 'Rain Prayer' is another example where Faqir reduces and misrepresents 

the practice of worshipping in Islam by being described as a superstitious one. 'They all knelt in unison 

before their maker and pleaded with Him to send in the rain' (Salma, 19). The irony lies in knowing that 

even before those villagers finish their Rain Prayer, the sky' opened and the rain pelted down' and the 

villagers were repeating, 'There is no God but Allah, and no prophet but Muhammad' (Salma, 19). This 

sounds more like a magical sort of a prayer where God has immediately responded to the plight of those 

poor villagers. Instead of interpreting the villagers' simplistic approach to religion, Faqir makes it look 

like a flat practice that ridicules Islamic practices. This drives the Western reader to perceive Islam as a 

false religion where the relationship between God and an individual is based on self-interest. Although 

seeking a deity's help in times of need is a practice that is found in many cultures and is common among 

many religions, the way Faqir presents this incident gives the impression that those Muslims are 

hypocrites in their acts of worship. 

Polygamy in Islam is considered one of the most common practices followed by Muslim men.4Faqir 

brings the subject in a way that shows a typical stereotyping of Muslim men who can freely enjoy the 

company of more than one wife at the same time. Seeing a rainbow in Exeter's sky, Salma thinks that if 

her father and the other men in the villages saw a rainbow, this would be a sign of good fortune, 

promising the villagers the saving of enough money to 'take on a second wife' (Salma, 45). Faqir 

emphasizes the simple mindset of those villagers through showing that if a Muslim man is financially 

competent, his foremost priority is to have another wife. Such a misconception, though it may be 

perceived as a controversial notion, runs the risk of showing Islam as a religion that encourages having 

more than one wife and, thus, spreading a stereotype about Muslim men as polygamous.  

In contrasting worshipping places for Muslims and Christians, Faqir demonstrates how religion is a 

forceful power in the life of Muslims. Through this, Salma ponders upon two religious extremes. As 

much as Exeter churches looked 'decaying and dark houses of God', these were rather deserted and only 

occupied by the priests, 'odd alcoholic' or the homeless. Religion, as Salma states, is 'as weak as the tea in 

this country' (Salma, 44). On the other hand, the mosque with its blue dome and minaret strongly 

dominates the scene; a very present entity on the top of the arid hill where the call of worship comes from 

the imam five times a day. Probably, Faqir here refers to the loss of the religious authority of the church 

(decaying, abandoned, for drunkards and homeless) in contrast with the mosque that still dominates and 

feeds the sense of fear in Salma. The subject of faith is brought up to underlie the difference between a 

church and a mosque. The image of the ‘decaying’, abandoned church points out religious traditions may 

not be a priority in the life of a Christian, whereas for a Muslim, these traditions sound more like ritual 
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practices; a sort of an obligatory duty more than faith. Being aware of the sensitivity of the subject of 

faith, Faqir, through this comparison, brings awareness to some controlling factors that influence of 

power of one religion in comparison to another. She shows how in some cases, age, the geographical 

region of residence, level of education are factors which shape one’s religious beliefs. That is why in 

another incident, Salma fails to understand how her 'strong' father, Haj Ibrahim, along with the other men 

in the village, are incapable of making a decision to sell their olive harvest unless they have a 'fatwa from 

the imam' (Salma, 45). The authority of the imam is meant to symbolize a supposedly domineering 

religion. 

Salma's confusion about Islam is manifested through her inability to recognize any form of tolerance 

in this assumed religion. While sitting in a pub trying to adapt within her new culture, Salma orders 

herself a glass of apple juice believing that the colour of the juice would be taken for a beer. Salma does 

not drink as she insists that she is a devout Muslim. However, her fear is that if she is to be approached by 

an English man, she does not want to be taken for 'an inflexible Muslim immigrant'. She wants to look 

liberal, an 'open-minded' woman instead (Salma, 66). Such a representation of seeing  rigidity in Muslims 

will only reinforce the notion that those devout Muslims are so rigid and are not open-minded enough to 

be drinking alcohol. For Western readers, who may not know that in Islam drinking alcohol is considered 

a sin, might have the impression of seeing Islam as an intruding, oppressive religion. Such emphasis on 

topics of a sensitive nature, such as religion, serves the marketability of the novel through fostering 

negative stereotypical images. Through emphasizing misrepresentations about Islam in the novel, it is 

probably difficult to denounce these religious and cultural views as they will probably become rooted in 

the mindset of some Western readers, and, thus, taken against the religion itself.  

Salma's religious confusion is apparent when she meets Jim, a stranger in a pub. She invites him 

home and has a one-night stand with him. Ironically, Salma repeats the same act of adultery which she 

had with Hamdan and resulted in her being misplaced into a new country. Salma thinks about what she 

needs to do, 'You stay in bed next to him all night pretending to be content, asleep and all you wanted to 

do was to jump up and wash your body with soap and water including your insides, do your ablutions 

then pray for forgiveness' (Salma, 80). Clearly, there is an ideological conflict and self-division between 

the Western Sally and the Arab Muslim Salma. Sally wants to enjoy having sex with a stranger, while 

Salma is thinking about ablution and seeking Allah's forgiveness. The carefree Sally wants to enjoy life 

sensual pleasures, but Salma is still conservative and pure. The Muslim Salma struggles against the 

constraints of her domineering religion which forbids her from sleeping with a man outside wedlock. This 

causes disintegration in Salma’s self-structure and her sense of displacement. 

In an earlier part in the novel, Salma asks for Allah's forgiveness, 'Forgive me, Allah, for I have 

sinned' (Salma, 8). Though this phrase does not contradict with Islam, for convenience of literary 

marketability, it sounds more like a Christian phrase. This, again, comes within the framework of a 

recurring representation where Faqir, in order to promote her novel, wants to make it comprehensible to a 

Western reader, the audience she had had in mind when writing her novel in English. 
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Another example with which Faqir questions certain Islamic notions is when Salma's father tells his 

daughter how lucky she is to be born a Muslim 'because your final abode is paradise. You will sit there in 

a cloud of perfume drinking milk and honey' (Salma: 19). This incident might sound superficial to a 

Western reader as it renders a sensitive message that proposes that only Muslims go to paradise. It also 

highlights a more fixated view of the rewards of the life after, while ignoring the need of working in this 

life as a prerequisite for this condition. This might give the impression of a misrepresentation about Islam. 

Faqir represents Minister Mahoney, the Irish Quaker and Salma's savior as Salma calls him, as the 

most religiously tolerant male in the novel. In comparison to her Muslim male relatives who want to kill 

her, Mahoney, who has 'peace-loving eyes' (Salma: 209) is highly compassionate and empathetic towards 

Salma's tragedy. Salma tells Mahoney that she is 'not worthy of love' because of the 'shameful things' she 

did (Salma, 39). Mahoney's response shows a noble form of tolerance and understanding that have been 

missed in her Muslim counterparts. Mahoney answers, 'We have all done things we regret… It's part of 

being human' (Salma, 39). 

This humane attitude emphasizes acceptance and understanding towards Salma's act of adultery, 

which is not similarly reciprocated by her extended family male members. In this context, one can argue 

that Faqir's choice of Mahoney is deliberate in the novel. As much as the Minister is a symbol of religious 

tolerance, truth and sincerity, he also shows refrain from judging Salma based on her deeds. Playing on 

that sensitive chord of religious tolerance is delicately dangerous. Faqir, through this, shows how an 

enlightened attitude comes from a Christian male, whereas a barbaric one comes from Muslim males. 

Furthermore, in My Name is Salma, the veil becomes a signifier that Faqir brings attention to as a 

marker of her female protagonist's religious and cultural difference. According to Ahmed (1992, 166), the 

veil is a symbol that is 'pregnant with meanings'. However, for Faqir, the veil emphasizes Salma's 

oppressed position as a Muslim woman. Based on her personal experience of wearing the veil, Faqir 

herself was oppressively veiled by her father (The Guardian, n.p.). She brings the question of Muslim 

women's veiling to show that veiling, for her as much as for her protagonist, is not a woman's personal 

choice, but rather a form of coercion. Seen in this light, Faqir shows Salma's compulsory veiling as an act 

of intrusion that violates her freedom of choice. When Miss Asher tries to convince Salma to take off her 

veil by telling her that 'God has made you perfect and he loves every part of you, including your hair', 

Salma replies that 'My hair is 'aura. I must hide it' (Salma, 189). Later in the novel, when Salma decides 

to take off her veil, she remembers:  

I wore my blue jeans, a T-shirt and tied my white veil under my chin tightly. I 

looked again at my reflection then slowly began untying the knot of my white veil. I 

slid it off, folded it and placed it on the bed. I pulled my hair out of the elastic band, 

brushed it and tossed it around… I looked again at the veil, which my father had 

asked me to wear and my mother had bought for me, folded on the bed. I rubbed my 

forehead and walked out. It felt as if my head was covered with raw sores and I had 

taken off the bandages. I felt as dirty as a whore, with no name or family, a sinner 
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who would never see paradise and drink from its rivers of milk and honey. (Salma, 

129) 

Another cultural misrepresentation seen through the narrative has to do with the act unveiling. 

Salma’s unveiling becomes possible in the West where none of her family members is there to dictate 

upon her a religious dress code. Hence, taking off the veil becomes an act of rebellion since it has not 

been Salma’s personal choice but her father’s. Moreover, the superficial connotation of connecting the 

veil to the entry of paradise is another, reductionist reading of Islam. This is a sort of religious 

misrepresentation where by taking off the veil, Salma is perceived as modernized and liberated. Islam is 

more of a complex religion that values one's inner intentions and actions not on what they wear. In other 

words, what guarantees one's entry to paradise to drink from the 'rivers of milk and honey', as Salma 

states, is not supposedly to be a piece of cloth covering a woman's hair. This dramatization of the veil 

scene becomes a strongly symbolic gesture of the situation of Muslim women who are moving from the 

restraining space of the veil into the world of modernity and unveiling. The image of the oppressed Salma 

who finds escape from the religious, patriarchal authority appeals to a Western reader who feels 

sympathetic towards her plight; a woman who has been suffering from an oppressive father, rigid 

traditions, and a strict religion. This again speaks to Orientalist discourse of uncivilized cultures and the 

oppression of Muslim women by their religion. 

Furthermore, by referring to the halal meat, and Salma's refusal to eat pork and drink alcohol, Faqir 

insinuates the rigidity of Islam since it forbids Muslims from enjoying certain types of food or drinks. 

Salma's standpoint on these issues reveals her confusion. As she tells Miss Asher she does not drink wine, 

nor does she eat pork because these are forbidden practices in Islam, we see Salma, later in the novel, 

working in a bar and serving alcohol for financial reasons. On another occasion, specifically on Pervin's 

wedding, Salma has her first glass of alcohol. This is when she remembers Prophet Mohammed's hadith 

about cursing those who drink or sell alcohol. This change of Salma's religious attitude suggests that she 

compromises her religion to satisfy her interests and needs. It is not acceptable to eat pork or drink 

alcohol but it is acceptable, though it makes Salma feel guilty, to have sexual relations outside wedlock. 

This is another way of ridiculing Islam like the example of the alcohol vendor who is praying on his mat. 

Finally, when Miss Asher tells Salma that 'God is love… [and] He will forgive you no matter what', 

Salma replies that 'Allah punish me. Burn me in hell. Close the grave in on my chest' (Salma, 189). This 

is when Miss Asher assures her 'Not the Christian God, he is love' (Salma, 189). This clearly implies that 

there is more than one God; a Muslim God who is unmerciful, and a Christian God who is merciful and 

loving. This, again, speaks to a pattern where Faqir deliberately criticizes Islam, depicting it not only as a 

superficial religion, but also as an intolerant and unforgiving one. 

Conclusion 

The novel depicts the way the rural segment of Arab societies masks certain cultural ideologies and 

passes them over as natural. This, in turn, serves a patriarchal agenda in the Arab world. On the other 

hand, it empowers Arab women writers as it gives them a platform to voice the status of Arab women in 
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the West. However, the problem is that this does not serve Arab women living in their home countries 

since the cultural stereotypical images of women in some literary works leave them voiceless and 

powerless. Furthermore, the images reproduced in some Arab women writings label Arab Muslim women 

as recognizably the ‘Orientalized Other’. 

The literary analysis of My Name is Salma illustrates Faqir's stereotyping of Arab Muslim women, as 

well as her questioning of certain cultural practices that were related to Islam .As the discussion has 

revealed, the concerns the novel addresses only reinforce Western reader’ scultural stereotyping of the 

‘Other’, in this case, the situation of Arab women within their cultures. Though the process of 

stereotyping does reflect the grim reality of the lives of women in some rural segments of Arab societies, 

it certainly does not reflect the situation of all women at large. Faqir locates her novel within a limited 

and isolated community that still practices unacceptable acts against women. The narrative leaves the 

reader questioning how these cultural practices might affect the lives of many women in the Arab world 

whose destiny might be similar to that of Salma’s. 

Faqir, as well as other Arab women writers such as Nawal El-Saadawi, Hanan Al-Shaykh, and others 

have been benefitting from their position in the West. The context through which a novel like My Name is 

Salma comes into view does not only reproduce the Orientalist discourse about Arab Muslim women, but 

also highlights the position of the writer as a celebrity figure. Framing the novel and its writer within an 

Orientalist concept of Otherness helps to market the literary work and its writer as a homogenous body of 

Arab Muslim women. Faqir, in this case, is given a special marketing positioning that renders herself as a 

writer and her works as culturally sensitive. However, what we have tried to argue is that such 

stereotypical representations of Arab Muslim women have to be more authentic to the reality of women in 

the Arab world, since these representations have become repetitive and homogenized in the literature of 

Arab women writers who are seeking literary marketability. In other words, Faqir and her literary peers 

need to be reasonable and sincere in their representations of the lives of Arab women, favorably applying 

a multi-dimensional approach and a fair representation of the culture and the religion in ways that do not 

reinforce negative Western stereotypes. The reality of Arab Muslim women has become so varied and 

complex in the last couple of decades and it is not fair to reduce it to only a narrow representation of 

women who are victimized, violently mistreated or exotically sexualized. 
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 )سمي سلمىا(الترويج األدبي في رواية فاديا فقير 

  سالي كرمي
  قسم اللغة اإلنجليزية، الجامعة العربية المفتوحة، األردن

  أيمن ياسين
  األردن، جامعة األميرة سمية للتكنولوجيا، وحدة الخدمات المساقية

  الملخص

باعتبارها ترّوج لتسويق الكاتبات العربيات  2007التي ُنشرت عام  )سمي سلمى(اتتناول هذه الدراسة رواية فاديا فقير 

بها عن تمثيل النساء العربيات المسلمات في الغرب. وتبحث هذه الدراسة  اً مسلم اً نمطية سلبية وأفكار اً اللواتي يقدمن صور

وتفرض النقد  خاصة، قارىء الغربيفي الطرق التي تستخدم بها "فقير" الخطاب الذي يؤكد القوالب الثقافية التي تستهدف ال

سالمية مثل تعدد الزوجات وتناول الكحول وأكل لحم الخنزير وحجاب النساء المسلمات إلالغربي على بعض الممارسات ا

سالم. وهكذا يمكن رؤية هذه الرواية على أنها إللى فهم سطحي مختزل لإيؤدي ذلك  ومن ثمّ  وطاعتهن العمياء ألزواجهن، 

سالم وحول ضعف موقف المسلمات إلويجي للثقافة العربية المشوهة الذي يعزز الخطاب الغربي االستعالئي حول اعمل أدبي تر

  العربيات، وهذا األمر يثبت أن الروائية "فقير" تستهدف الجمهور الغربي بشكل رئيس.

 الدعائي.الكاتبات العربيات، التنميط الثقافي، فاديا فقير، الترويج : مفتاحيةالكلمات ال
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Endnotes 

  
1There are many examples of successful Arab Muslim women such as Queen Rania of Jordan, Sheikha 

Lubna Qasismi from UAE. Besides these royalties, many other names fit the list of being considered 

successful. For example, Soha Al Qeshawi from Gaza, Palestine; Iqbal Al Assad from Lebanon, the 

youngest Arab doctor at the age of 20; Manahal Thabet, a math genius from Yemen, to name just a 

few. For a detailed list please see http://www.arabianbusiness.com/the-100-most-powerful-arab-

women-2015-584094.html. 
2Unfortunately, there are some cultural practices in parts of the Arab world, like Egypt for example, 

where a woman accompanies the wedded couple to their bedroom. When the bride loses her 

virginity, the woman shows the wedding gatherers the proof of the bride's virginity. 
3 Though polygamy is allowed in Islam, practices of it vary from one culture to another. However, verse 3 

of Suraht An-Nisa' clearly states that one main condition for polygamy is associated with orphans: 

'And if you fear that you shall not be able to deal justly with the orphan-girls, then marry (other) 

women of your choice, two or three, or four but if you fear that you shall not be able to deal justly 

(with them), then only one or (the captives and the slaves) that your right hands possess. That is 

nearer to prevent you from doing injustice'. 
4 Polygamy in Islam has certain rules (Oqla, M. (2010) Family System in Islam). Besides, Islam is not the 

only religion to permit polygamy. Judaism is another religion that allows this practice. 
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