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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the antisystemic writing of Wajdi Mouawad and Rawi Hage, two of
the most compelling authors to emerge out of the Lebanese-Canadian diaspora. In their Canadian
setting, the writers’ politics of unbelonging serves a countercultural purpose by rearticulating the
race, class, and gender disparities eschewed in multicultural discourse. As writers of a growing
Lebanese diaspora, they recall the collective injuries sustained during the Lebanese civil war
(1975-1990) and which remain underexamined by Lebanese society and government. In this
way, Mouawad and Hage assume a subversive position in both the Lebanese and the Canadian
contexts by reinscribing histories and experiences that risk erasure.

In my analysis of Mouawad’s play Scorched and Mouawad’s novels De Niro’s Game and
Cockroach, the differential allocation of precarity and grievability proves the common thread
that runs through all three texts. Mouawad and Hage’s representation of their character’s
disproportionate exposure to harm and suffering coincides with the broader claims of
antisystemic politics. My intervention brackets these texts’ thematic concerns with the critical
theories that best explain some of Mouawad and Hage’s more radical depictions of immigrants

under duress.
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INTRODUCTION

This thesis examines the works of two of the most compelling authors to emerge from the
Lebanese-Canadian diaspora, Wajdi Mouawad and Rawi Hage. As expatriate writers, both
figures contribute to the wider Arab/Lebanese exilic literary tradition, which gained traction
following the success of Khalil Gibran in the early twentieth century and the writers of his Pen
League in North and South America. As Canadian writers, however, Mouawad and Hage—Ilike
their characters—occupy a more precarious position. The issue is in part the uneven development
of Canadian multiculturalism which has not yet recognized, or “consecrated,” Arab Canadian
literature in its government policy of support for ethnic studies (Dahab 270). In its Canadian
setting, Mouawad and Hage’s literary output corresponds to Deleuze and Guattari’s definition of
minor literatures, or texts written by and about minorities in the major languages of the majority
culture, and which convey “the political and the collective value of utterances” (Dahab 269). In
Mouawad’s play Scorched (trans. 2005 from Incendies, 2003) and Hage’s novels De Niro'’s
Game (2006) and Cockroach (2008), the political and the collective are coloured further by the
highly particularized experiences of immigrants under conditions of mounting precarity and
marginalization. Despite the generic differences between Mouawad’s tragedy and Hage’s
diasporic novels, the writers find in their Lebanese past and Canadian present a shared site of
imagination, reflection, and subversion. Both of their works bear the unmistakable mark of
antisystemic writing—a writing that, by definition, contradicts the hegemonies which seek to
interpellate the text (and its writer) into their systems of subordination.

In “Unrecognizable Texts,” Jeff Derksen identifies as “antisystemic” those texts that
“consciously counter a system that seeks to interpellate a subject within a particular field of

relations.” Derksen situates these writings “not in an exterior position of opposition but as



articulatory agent[s] within a site.” As a “technology” that commands the set (or ‘field’) of
relations that it produces, official multiculturalism persists as the foremost regulatory apparatus
for “the ideological and economic management of diversity” in Canada. Its founding in 1971
constitutes an “originary moment” in the construction of a Canadian national identity that
recognizes ‘ethnicity’ even as “it seeks to control it through cultural absorption.” Official
multiculturalism exercises its hegemony by emphasizing “social biology in Canadian
immigration policies” and by promoting a “politics of recognition” which acknowledges
diversity but does not challenge the systemic problems foreclosing equality of opportunity. In
fact, the emphasis on recognition and representation in Canadian politics perpetuates “a cultural
relativist frame where a dominant culture maintains its absolute powers of definition and whose
gaze grants worth upon the spectated subject.” Antisystemic writing “rearticulates” from an
interior position the “contradictions and overdeterminations” of multiculturalism. Even as it turns
away from the politics of recognition and “the more subordinating aspects of the Act,”
antisystemic writing does not oppose “multiculturalism and the particularized rights it could
potentially bring.” Rather, it reinscribes the race, class, and gender matrices effaced from
totalizing multicultural discourse of ‘ethnicity,’ thus laying bare the “frayed” sutures of the Act.
In this way, antisystemic texts also suggest a “move from award-winning voter apathy to agency
within sites” (Derksen 1998). The texts I have chosen for this project reflect the kinds of
antisystemic writing that Derksen recommends for multicultural Canada.

In Mouawad and Hage’s works, the enduring “tension between particularism and
universalism” (Derksen) which hastens the uneven development of Canadian multiculturalism is
rearticulated in its various social and cultural manifestations. From a liminal position at once

within the reach of multiculturalism’s regulatory apparatuses but outside the “ideological



hailing” of the politics of recognition, Mouawad and Hage situate multiculturalism “within the
gendered race-labour system of the nation and its place within the world system.” Their
immigrant narratives counter the illusion of full national participation and equal opportunity by
representing not the “positive immigrant experiences” but the more prevalent stories of
intransigence and permanent marginalization in a system that treats “racialized and ethnic
subjects as labour commodities through which surplus value is created.” The diasporic
perspectives offered in Mouawad and Hage’s texts subscribe to a “politics of unbelonging”
(Coleman 62) linking the individual predicaments of their characters to the globalized networks
of capitalist exploitation and their attendant histories of (post-/neo)colonial violence.

More specifically, Mouawad’s powerful tragedy Scorched and Hage’s unsettling novels
De Niro’s Game and Cockroach measure their characters’ experiences of unbelonging in the host
society against the memory of a turbulent Lebanese past marked by French and other neocolonial
meddling. The narratives recall the political, cultural, and epistemic breaks triggered at the onset
of the Lebanese civil war (1975-1990), a protracted conflict that saw the military intervention of
numerous regional powers, the parceling of Lebanon along sectarian lines, and the dispersal of
more than two-thirds of its population. Despite the immeasurable devastations and injuries
sustained in its wake, the civil war remains inadequately acknowledged by Lebanese society and
government. After 1990, the incumbent government in Lebanon—itself configured according to
sectarian allegiances and presided over by the warlords of the civil war—adopted a policy of
forgetting, often termed collective historical amnesia, in order to inherit parliamentary authority
unchallenged and to expedite a postwar resolution without the need to confront the war’s
belligerents. As an unprocessed trauma, the war has often been approached in terms of an

unassimilated and repressed memory. By according the conflict a pivotal role in their narratives,



Mouawad and Hage align their projects with the postwar “pro-memory camp” which seeks “to
facilitate a process of public remembrance and soul-searching” against the state’s policy of
forgetting (Haugbolle 79). In other words, the writers assume a countercultural antisystemic
position in both the Lebanese and the Canadian contexts by reinscribing histories and
experiences that risk erasure.

The intransigence we meet with in Mouawad and Hage’s characters suggests “a tactical
refusal” (Derksen) of state-sanctioned forms of visibility and recognizability. The interpellating
technologies of the modern nation-state—its borders, citizenship regimes, assimilationist
policies, and capitalist modes of production and exploitation—are interrupted by immigrant
perspectives that, as Edward Said has it, “[clutch] difference like a weapon to be used with
stiffened will” (“On Exile” 145). However, this same intractability betrays a “jealous state” (141)
fundamental to the unbearability of life in exile. The pathos of estrangement—its affective links
to “orphanhood” (144) and dissatisfaction—conveys its conditioned and precarious nature. Said
cautions against this self-indulgent association of exile with melancholia, even as he admits the
sadness fundamental to this situation. Is this suffering only destructive? In her post-9/11 polemic
Precarious Life, Judith Butler acknowledges the subversive potential of grief and its tacit
association with dispossession. She maintains that “to make grief itself into a resource for
politics” (30) is to arrive at a new kind of political community that transcends group
identifications by foregrounding vulnerability. In my analysis, the differential allocation of
precarity and grievability proves the common thread that runs through all three texts. Mouawad
and Hage’s representation of their character’s disproportionate exposure to harm and suffering

coincides with the broader claims of antisystemic politics. My intervention brackets these texts’



thematic concerns with the critical theories that best explain some of Mouawad and Hage’s more
radical depictions of immigrants under duress.

Chapter 1 considers Mouawad’s dramatization of subaltern silence in his play Scorched
(translated from the French original, Incendies, by Lina Gaboriau) which creatively transposes
Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex into an Arab setting. Mouawad’s revision of this touchstone of Western
dramatic tradition subverts neoclassicism’s assumed reactionary sympathies. His representation
of some of the mythic fixities in Oedipus Rex as politically-motivated systems of interpellation
rejects the overtones of national worship and neocolonialism often associated with the genre.
Mouawad’s (re)mastering of Sophoclean anagnorisis sets his production apart from the more
problematic film version of Incendies (2010) directed by Denis Villeneuve. The play alternates
between a Montréal present and a warring Lebanese past where the main character, Nawal
Marwan, is caught between capitalism’s foremost hegemonic institutions, patriarchy and
imperialism. In Scorched, these two systems of interpellation resurface to entrench Nawal’s
difference even in her refuge in Montréal by forcing her into a catatonic silence that can only be
broken after her death. Interculturalism—the Québec version of multiculturalism which
explicitly announces its assimilationist ambitions for the advancement of a Québécois national
identity—exacerbates Nawal’s reluctance to share her traumatic (immigrant) past. My reading of
Nawal’s refusal to speak benefits from Gayatri C. Spivak’s exegesis of subalternity as a
heterogeneous, elusive, and contradictory field that cannot be adequately represented—Iet alone
interpreted—by even the most radical analytic standards.

Chapter 2 examines Hage’s representation of national identity as a false stability and the
nation-state as an unsustainable system of regulation in his debut novel De Niro’s Game. The

novel returns to the context of the Lebanese civil war but with an exclusive if inflammatory



Maronite perspective. The novel’s central trauma recalls the 1982 Sabra and Shatila massacre
carried out by the Maronite Phalange and its Israeli allies against one of the largest Palestinian
refugee populations in West Beirut. Hage’s depiction of one of Lebanon’s most appalling
tragedies proves the genocidal ideologies at the heart of nationalist identification. His scathing
depiction of Maronitism as a predatory identity that seeks to align its majoritarian interests with
the identity of the nation at the expense of more vulnerable minority and refugee communities
exposes the fundamental impossibility of achieving a coherent and embodied national ideal.
Hage overwhelms his novel with dualities that destabilize each other by way of contrast. His use
of parody and mimicry to undermine the legitimacy of ideological fixities recalls Judith Butler’s
exposition of the “structures of impersonation” (186) in her seminal work on gender
(de)construction, Gender Trouble. With Butler’s theory as its guiding heuristic, this chapter
approaches the nation-state as a body politic that relies on surface significations to assert a
fictional national interiority that it lacks. The ways in which communities and individuals
desperately and unconvincingly attempt to impersonate the claims of the nation in Hage’s novel
proves that nationhood is a “performative accomplishment” (192) impossible to interiorize fully.
Chapter 3 pursues the anomalies in Hage’s Cockroach that suspend the novel’s
confessional style of narration to disorienting effect. Despite the critical interest the novel has
generated, these aberrant moments in the text are often dropped from serious consideration
because they are too transgressive to write back into familiar criticism. Hage’s unnamed
immigrant narrator—a self-proclaimed human/cockroach hybrid—interrupts not just the smooth
functioning of Montréal society with his stubborn irregularity but also the fluency of his own
narrative by resorting to considerations of an impersonal and disproportionate ecological

dynamic. Although the novel does not explicitly endorse an environmentalist agenda, its



narrator’s “species-consciousness’ (Clark 17) makes plain the challenges of urban survival to
those who are excluded from the discourse of the human. His extreme precarity posits him
alongside non-human Others in his foraging for sustenance. This chapter takes on a more
experimental analysis of these challenging parts in Cockroach by suggesting a scale-based
reading in keeping with the posthumanism maotivating ecocritical encounters with the
Anthropocene. I apply Timothy Clark’s scale-framing strategy in Ecocriticism on the Edge
which attends to the expanded spatio-temporal scale in which the Anthropocene operates. The
environmental scale flattens out personal, contextual, and historical considerations to throw into
sharper relief concerns of a planetary scale and that cover the span of environmental (as opposed
to human) history.

This project aims to fulfill three broad purposes: it examines the imaginative leaps taken
by Lebanese-Canadians to process critically the traumas of migration and resettlement to a host
country whose hegemonic institutions, although subordinating, “(unwittingly) create... liminal
space, and even supply resources, where effective rearticulatory practices take place” (Derksen);
it demonstrates the literary, theoretical, and political resonance of the diasporic texts in question
as well as their antisystemic potential; and it establishes their pedagogical and academic merit for
current debates in the expanding field of Arab-Canadian literature. My thesis situates the works
of Mouawad and Hage in the historical context of the Lebanese civil war which remains
underexamined by Lebanese officialdom and society. It also attends to the Canadian dimension
which has offered these writers refuge and, more importantly, cause for serious artistic reflection
on the precarity and vulnerability of the modern postcolonial subject in exile. I hope that the
historical and theoretical considerations I bring to this project themselves also rehearse the kinds

of antisystemic rearticulation found in Mouawad and Hage’s works.



CHAPTER 1

Silent (M)otherhood in Wajdi Mouwad’s Scorched

In the preface to his most critically acclaimed theatrical production, Scorched (trans. 2005 from
Incendies, 2003), Wajdi Mouawad describes the stage as a site “of ruthless consolation” (iv). To
this paradox he insistently returns in addressing his project on the Lebanese civil war. Perhaps
Mouawad imagines the stage as a neutral ground where a ruthless consolation can be
democratically negotiated, or as a proxy zone where this paradox can play itself out at an
aesthetic and imaginative remove. As a liminal space that occupies a position in both the camps
of ruthlessness and of consolation, Mouawad’s stage imbricates the competing categories of
romance and horror, repressed trauma and remembrance, as well as nativism and
multiculturalism in a seamless dramatic production. While anagnorisis guarantees the tragedy’s
totality of movement, Mouawad’s careful framing of scenes also highlights the overlap of
categories. In Scorched, the romantic plot spawns an unforeseeable horror. Its characters are
forced to reconcile with traumas long repressed and to see that truths latent in their collective and
personal consciousness are remembered in plain view of the audience. Military nativist backlash
in Lebanon and armed left-wing resistance in the name of Arab solidarity are depicted as two
sides of the same coin. The play superimposes a tautological coherence onto the splintered
history of the Lebanese civil war. Mouawad suspends certain historical realities and promotes
others so as to arrive at a holistic dramatic form that is recognizable by all Western audiences.
He loosely adapts Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex—“considered the locus classicus of anagnorisis in its
ideal Aristotelian form”—but with an “undoubtedly Arab” revision (Kennedy 64).

Mouawad draws sparingly from the life of Lebanese leftist militant Soha Bechara—a

living legend among the ranks of Lebanese nationalists and communists alike—in his portrayal



of the protagonist Nawal Marwan. On November 17th, 1988, the 21-year-old Lebanese
Communist Party recruit Bechara tried to assassinate Israeli-backed paramilitary leader Antoine
Lahad of the South Lebanon Army after infiltrating his house as an aerobics instructor to his
wife. After the failed assassination attempt, she was arrested, taken to Israel for interrogation,
and detained in solitary confinement at the notorious Khiam detention camp in the south of
Lebanon. Like other client-state detention facilities spread across the world and commissioned
for discreet incarceration by neoliberal democracies, “South Lebanon offered a Guantanamo-like
neither/nor status perfect for detentions: ‘Israel” with regard to control, ‘not-Israel’ with regard to
accountability” (Holstun 11). For ten years, Bechara “disappeared into Khiam with no charges,
no trial, and no public access” (10). In 1998, shortly before Israel’s official withdrawal from
south Lebanon, Bechara was released following an intense international campaign and moved to
Paris for rehabilitation before finally settling in Geneva, Switzerland. Bechara’s life had so
arrested the imagination of Lebanese people and Middle-East experts that multiple
documentaries, memoirs, interviews, and critical studies were published on her internment
experience. Incendies—both the play and its 2011 film adaptation—is a fictional remake of
Bechara’s history as a communist militant. Mouawad rearranges the highlights of Bechara’s life
during the civil war—nher recruitment, assassination mission, detainment, release, and legacy—to
shape his tragic storyline.

Mouawad met Bechara in Paris after her release; he was among those in the diaspora who
had followed her story closely for years. By then, he had been contemplating the idea of a
mother-rape plot. Over the years, Bechara had become known as Khiam’s “woman who sings” to
“drown out the screams of the tortured” (Holstun 10). Khiam saw the contortions of the civil war

manifest in its torture chambers; prisoners there were “negated, buried, conveniently wiped from
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the world of the living” (11). Mouawad models the prison in Kfar Rayat after the Khiam
detention camp. In this abject space, Mouawad has torture and rape spiral into an oedipal
misrecognition and an incestuous violation. Torturer Abu Tarek, in an attempt to silence and
stifle the will of Kfar Rayat’s “woman who sings,” unknowingly rapes his own mother. During
the search for her long-lost son, Nawal had been inevitably implicated in the civil strife that had
plagued her country and divided its people into pro-refugee leftists and right-wing nationalists. In
Kfar Rayat, mother and son reunite under horrific circumstances.

In an uncharitable Marxist review of Scorched, James Holstun censures Mouawad for his
treatment of historical material from both the civil war and Bechara’s life. He accuses Mouawad
of appropriating Bechara’s experiences by “turning an eloquent, Red Antigone into a catatonic,
ill-fated Jocasta” (5). Holstun measures Nawal’s destitution, defeat, and eventual silence against
Bechara’s fortitude, life-long resistance, and volubility in her memoir Résistante. He faults
Mouawad’s choice of genre and cathartic denouement:

Whatever the realities of sexual violence in Khiam, Mouawad’s focus on unwitting incest

mythically distances us from the lived experience of the Civil War and the Israeli

occupation. Rape-torture drives out electrode-torture, incest drives out both, and the fact

of political torture at Khiam dissolves into an oedipal fog. (23)

This is fidelity criticism par excellence: the adapted text is held answerable to the historical
accuracy, authenticity, and standards set by an authoritative original text or set of texts in an
imagined hierarchy. To Holstun, not only do Mouawad’s thematic choices rehearse “a position
of neocolonial humanism, [offering] missionary sympathy, catharsis, and reconciliation as the
means to forge a modernized nuclear family and neoliberal state” (4), but his tone and aesthetic

vision also convey a “disengaged empathy” (31) to the sectarianism that blights the Middle East
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to this day. These are attacks that go beyond literary criticism and against the very person of
Mouawad whom Holstun describes as “narcissistically non-partisan™ (31). He finds Mouawad’s
decision to elude the political fray by deliberately leaving out explicit references to Israel and
Lebanon inexcusable.

Whereas Holstun faults Mouawad for aestheticizing grim historical realities, one could
hold Holstun equally responsible for enlisting the same material for theoretical capital. Although
I share some of Holstun’s concerns about the implicit “capitalist development ideology” (17)
informing Mouawad’s origin quest, my chapter offers a more sympathetic reading of Scorched
that aims for neither aestheticization nor top-heavy theorization. Mouawad’s etiological penchant
provides grounds for suspicion and further scrutiny, but not dismissal. In fact, | argue that
Scorched is not an origin story at all despite its writer’s fascination with origins'. Mouawad does
not limit his characters to a single origin narrative but endows them with multiple beginnings (I
shall return to Edward Said’s distinction between origins and beginnings in due course) that
complicate Holstun’s assessment of Mouawad’s obsession with teleologies of return. This
chapter attests to both the technical accomplishment of Mouawad’s powerful tragedy and its
possible political resonances. Holstun berates the play’s exclusion of “the political analysis of
motives, [leaving] us with no more than some banalities about the quest for identity, the self-
destructive horror of revenge, and the human ache for consolation and togetherness” (17). To
Holstun, “these commonplaces define Mouawad’s atrophied stagecraft” (17). [ maintain that
Scorched eludes even its writer in its subversive capacities despite Mouawad’s insistence on the
apolitical character of his play and Holstun’s resentment of Mouawad’s apparent disengagement.

Particularly in the character of Nawal Marwan, whom Holstun finds so contemptible, | argue

L In the preface, Mouawad explains that Scorched “continues to explore the question of origins” (III).
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there is something redeeming and profoundly political in her fastidiousness in the face of
mounting injustices during the war, in her silence in old age, and in her resolve to bring her
children together, even after her death. From the young age of fourteen, (m)otherhood continues
to haunt Nawal until her last days. Her ‘otherness’ becomes more pronounced when we
contemplate her status as a mother first to an orphaned child whom she could never parent, and
second to the twins born to her out of an incestuous violation and whom she could never nurture
whole-heartedly. Nawal’s condition is not—as Holstun would like to argue—a banal and
commonplace domestic drama or, as Mouawad imagines, an apolitical topos: it is a plight arising
from the thick of the political fray.

The multi-laminate alterity of the so-called ‘third-world woman,” Gayatri C. Spivak
teaches us, invites discreet and atypical modes of resistance. Crucial to Spivak’s argument on the
speechlessness of subaltern women is the compounded precarity of gendered (post)colonial
subjects forever caught “between patriarchy and imperialism, subject-constitution and object-
formation” (102; ed. 1983).2As Spivak has it, colonialism and patriarchy do not operate in
isolation but work in tandem to force subaltern women into obscurity. In her polemical intrusion
into French philosophical trends (epitomized in Foucault and Deleuze’s conversation on the
status of poststructuralism in 1977), Spivak notices alarming “occlusions” in the works of “those
intellectuals who are our best prophets of heterogeneity and the Other” (67). She finds in both
philosophers’ contributions to the study of the Other of the West “an unquestioned valorization
of the oppressed as subject” (69) and a “persistent constitution of Other as the Self’s shadow”

(75)—the Self here standing for the West and its postcolonial elites. Foucault and Deleuze

2 I consult both the original (1983) and the revised (1999) versions of Spivak’s essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?.”
The 1983 version is a more compressed and straightforward confrontation of Western academic practices, a
confrontation that Spivak later develops more fully into a method in the 1999 revised edition.
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imagine the Other(s) of hegemonic society—be it the postcolonial subject, the laboring masses,
society’s pariahs, or subaltern women—as a cohesive monolith capable of tapping into a class
consciousness and of organizing themselves “undeceived” (69). They do not anticipate “a
divided and dislocated subject whose parts are not continuous or coherent with each other”
(71)—in other words, a subject prone to being deceived under mounting ideological strain.
Against these conceptions, Spivak describes the colonized subaltern as “irretrievably
heterogeneous” (79) and maintains that, in societies where women are doubly oppressed, “the
possibility of collectivity itself is persistently foreclosed through the manipulation of female
agency” (75). Combined with capitalism’s most formidable superstructures, patriarchy and
imperialism, the “essentialist agenda” of post-structural philosophy—shrouded in
“postrepresentationalist vocabulary” (80)—effectively paralyzes female agency in (post)colonial
societies by rehearsing Eurocentric epistemic violence. For these reasons, Spivak promotes the
revival of representational scholarship that skirts the pitfalls of reductionism (104). The female
“critic’s intellectual responsibility” (75) to reconstruct from elusive traces the subversive stories
of subaltern women becomes an urgent imperative in Spivak’s assessment of the postcolonial
field.

It is with Spivak’s insights in mind that I approach Nawal’s heterogeneous and contested
status as a “participant/resistant/victim” (21; ed. 1999). In Mouawad’s play, patriarchy,
masquerading as puritanical cultural taboos, and neo-colonialism, in the form of third-world
puppet states, conspire to entrench Nawal’s difference even after she leaves her war-torn country
for Canada. More importantly, she is tormented by essentialist expectations of what it means to
be a loving mother both to her rapist son and to the children conceived of that traumatic

violation. All three ideological instruments—internalized misogyny in the atavistic village, proxy
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warfare in urban centres, and essentialism at home and in the diaspora—collude to deny Nawal
lasting relationships with the women surrounding her, including those who were instrumental in
her resistance. These conditions force Nawal into an all-consuming silence that cements her
alterity and casts doubt on her mental state. An orchestrated search for paternal and cultural roots
ensues after Nawal’s death as her two children learn that they must fulfill the terms of their
mother’s will by finding the brother and father they never knew they had. Like the “footprints”
left behind by Spivak’s “elusive figures” (21; ed. 1999), the traces that Nawal leaves behind for
her children evade conventional narrative logic—they “efface [meaning even] as they disclose”
(21). Only in death, as Spivak argues, can subaltern women like Nawal “enter a narrative for us
[and] become figurable” (22). As the twins behold the final discovery in all its gravity, their
mother’s refusal to speak proves her sanity beyond a shadow of a doubt. This chapter will bring
Nawal back to the fold of the political by unpacking the complicated setup of the plot she
engineers posthumously.

I
Part of a tetralogy dedicated to the exploration of origins®, Scorched remains Mouawad’s most
successful project—so much so that its 2011 film adaptation, Incendies, earned Québécois
director Denis Villeneuve his first Academy Award nomination. Scorched also garnered the
approbation of Lebanese critics, which in itself is a remarkable feat since any representation of
the war is usually met with overwhelming hostility in Lebanon. Part of the play’s commercial
and critical success among Canadian, European, and Lebanese audiences is its “palimpsestuous”
(Hutcheon 6) relationship to both Oedipus Rex and the life of Soha Bechara—two very familiar

stories in their respective cultures. Linda Hutcheon encourages critics and audiences to approach

3 Scorched is Mouwad’s second play in a tetralogy which includes the plays Tideline (trans. 2002 from Littoral,
1997) and Forests (trans. 2010 from Foréts, 2006).
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adaptations as autonomous works appreciated for their ongoing fascination with their
predecessors and appraised based on their creative departure from originals. Holstun denies
Scorched that autonomous identity by holding it accountable to the realism of Bechara’s memoir.
This chapter goes to no such lengths. Instead, it shows how Scorched benefits from these literary
archetypes (Oedipus, Antigone, and Thebes) and modern histories (Bechara, Lebanon, and
Montréal) to elicit pity and fear. In so doing, it goes beyond Hutcheon’s formula for the appeal
of adaptations, that is, “the comfort of ritual” combined with “the piquancy of surprise” (3), to
consider an adapted work that uses thematic, historical, and structural parallels to shock its
audience and deny them comfort. Indeed, it is with Mouawad’s successful return to ancient
models as well as the unbearably modern legacies of neo-colonialism that Scorched arrives at
such a “shattering effect” (Kennedy 65).

Critics approach Scorched’s synoptic arc from different starting points because, like
Oedipus Rex, most of the events have taken place before and outside the narrative proper. While
some critics pursue a chronological exposition that begins fifty years before the play resumes
(Holstun 2015; Kennedy 2017; Georjis 2014), others remain faithful to the ordering of events as
they were presented by Mouawad (Telmissany 2012; Mounsef and Hussein 2014). Since this
chapter examines Mouawad’s technical choices in framing the Lebanese civil war in the
minutiae of a single family drama, | begin my overview of the plot in the diegetic order of the
events as they first appear in the play. Scorched follows second-generation immigrants and twins
Janine and Simone Marwan in their journey to fulfill the terms of their mother’s will that they
should find the brother they never knew they had and the father whom they were led to believe
was dead. Janine is tasked with delivering Nawal’s posthumous letter to the father while Simon

must hand another to the brother and son. The twins are led out of the comfort of their
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upbringing in Montréal and into their unfamiliar ancestral homeland of Lebanon. Moreover, they
are confronted with their mother’s violent past as a leftist militant and a political prisoner during
the war as well as the horrific circumstances of their conception and birth. Embedded within the
twins’ story is their mother’s own search for a son who was born to her out of wedlock thirty
years before her imprisonment. The twins find the answer to all three mysteries—the identities of
the father, the brother, and the son—incarnate in Nawal’s torturer, Abu Tarek (né Nihad), in a
scene significantly titled “The Voice of Ancient Times.” We behold the power of anagnorisis in
full effect as the twins retrieve their own identities. Not only are they the consequence of a
horrific incestual violation, but their backgrounds are also disturbingly entangled with the history
of civil strife in Lebanon. Anagnorisis is the most suitable thematic instrument for Mouawad’s
narrative conceit of reconciliation, “for the very subject of return (and its close sibling, reunion)
is one of the attendant, and often enabling, themes of the device in literature” (Kennedy 64).

In Oedipus Rex, an oracle predicts the plot of patricide and incest, setting the chain of
events in motion and sealing Oedipus’s fate thus. Thebes—both the city and the dynasty—
endures in the Greek (and later Roman) imagination as a symbol of the multi-generational
incapacity to escape a fate that destroys the city from within its ruling family. In fact, inescapable
fate persists as the common thread in the Oedipus canon—including, most notably, Sophocles’
Antigone and Aeschylus’s Seven Against Thebes. Mouawad operates within a much more secular
framework where the palpable and oppressive hegemony of fate is neutralized in favor of human
intention, agency, and error. His play borrows the genre hallmarks of tragedy—its totality of
movement, recognitions, and reversals—but casts off the mytheme, or the “set of fundamental
generic units of narrative structure from which myths are thought to be constructed” (OED), of

inextricable fate. In so doing, Mouawad wrests his characters’ retrieval of identity from the
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tyranny of a predetermined origin myth and, more importantly, from the perilous politics of
origins and myths.

The categorical difference between an oracular prophecy and a human directive is
tantamount to the distinction between origins and beginnings. Whereas origins are “divine,
mythical, and privileged,” in Edward Said’s telling account, beginnings are “secular, humanly
produced, and ceaselessly re-examined” (Said xiii). Said explains that “beginnings inaugurate a
deliberately other production of meaning—a gentile (as opposed to a sacred) one” (13; his
emphasis). When critics fail to track the beginnings of a text, an achievement, or even an
identity, they consign their confusion “to the direct intervention of the gods” (15) and assume the
magical and sacred discourse of origins (14). History can be equally implicated in this
distinction: while “sacred history...is in a sort of permanent rapport with God, [gentile history] is
mankind’s, an alternative to the first” in its inflection of authority (92). Even though a story of
untraceable mythic origins informs Mouawad’s choice of genre, Scorched is categorically not a
passive origin story, but a humanly produced search for beginnings.

In Scorched, a mother’s commitment to finding her long-lost son amidst civil unrest
prompts their improbable (although not impossible) reunion. Nawal—the mother, survivor, and
immigrant—orchestrates the plot by leaving behind a set of instructions in the form of a will for
her twin children to follow through should they choose to do so. In return, they are compensated
with the fullness of identity inculcated through “a very courageous act” (133) of self-
discovery. In the final scene, she imparts a lyrical clarification of beginnings to her children:

Janine, Simon,

Where does your story begin?

At your birth?
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Then it begins in horror.

At your father’s birth?

Then it is a beautiful love story... (134)

By the end of the play, the twins lay claim to both their Arab inheritances—typified by their birth
names, Jannaane and Sarwane—and their French-Canadian identities. Theirs is both a “beautiful
love story” and a tribute to sectarian horrors all at once.

Janine, Simon,

Why didn’t I tell you?

There are truths that can only be revealed

When they have been discovered. (135)

Nawal’s last words reveal that “anagnorisis is seldom a static or even transcendent state of being,
but a kind of knowledge inherent in and produced by narrative” (Kennedy 72). These are words
of consolation mitigating the ruthlessness of the cathartic denouement for the audience. They
pervade the silence of Nawal’s final years. More importantly, they are restitutions made to the
twins for the discontinuities and ruptures they had to endure in the course of their journey.

In a review of Mouawad’s oeuvre, May Telmissany treats Scorched as an origins play
and ascribes to its plot mythic properties in a way that is largely unfounded. She maintains
throughout her article that “origins [in the play and the movie] are conditioned by fate imposed
on the tragic hero” (48), and that, in both versions, “tension between the divine and the profane
takes place” (49). The fetishization of origin myths in this manner risks obscuring the historical,
material, and political implications of the text in favour of transcendent observations. Telmissany
replaces history with an exalted variation, History, “no longer the source of moral

wisdom...[but] rather the site of possible redemption” (54). She tries to dissociate origins from
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the connotations of “national worship” (49) but, in so doing, inevitably plunges into the
consecrated discourse of fate, “destiny” (56), “immanence” (49), and “redemption” (54). In one
of Nawal’s flashbacks, Sawda, her Palestinian friend and comrade, recoils from a divine and
immaterial consolation after her friend, Ekal, was found dead: “Divine what? Ekal is dead. All
that’s left is his camera...What kind of a world is this where objects have more hope than we
do?” (75). Even the characters in the play resist such totalizing readings of their heterogeneous
plight. Telmissany tries to clinch her arguments by contending that origins for Mouawad “lie in
multiple beginnings, one of which is childhood” (56), but fails to consider the exclusivity of
divine origins. Her conflation of both categories ultimately leads her to the far-fetched
conclusion that Mouawad’s thematic concerns of war, death, and truth “situate his work within
the Western Christian canon” (56). Although Telmissany approves of such applications, these are
incommensurable readings of Scorched both on a dialogic and thematic level. Fate does not
operate palpably in Scorched, let alone any Western Christian influence.

This chapter offers neither an etiological nor a teleological, but rather a tautological, or
more circular, reading of Scorched that accounts for its humanly produced beginnings. It delivers
the children’s search for identity from neoclassical censure and considers their unbearably
historical predicament. Telmissany’s fixation on teleologies of return blinds her to the
tautological premise of Scorched. By definition, a return to an ancestral origin entails “that
diasporans regard their ancestral homeland as their true, ideal home and as the place to which
they or their descendants would (or should) eventually return” (Bayeh 5). The thorny political
consequences of such approaches to diaspora studies are grave and endless. Conceptions of this
kind have the example of the Jewish diaspora (the proverbial exiles) in mind “where the creation

of Israel in 1948 made return possible” (5). In Mouawad’s play, neither the children nor their
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mother imagine homecoming in such idealizing terms. In fact, their unhappy return figures as
one of the tragic outcomes of the story. From the outset, the twins express no sentimental
attachment to Lebanon, display no interest in its complex history, and regard it simply as “the
country where [their mother] was born” (38). The twins’ discovery of their violent conception
comes hand-in-hand with a growing knowledge of their birthplace (scene 28). In lieu of an
etiological trajectory, Mouawad offers a tautological construction that begins ‘at the beginning’
and

depends on the ability of both mind and language to reverse themselves, and thus to move

from present to past and back again, from a complex situation to an anterior simplicity

and back again, or from one point to another as if in a circle. (Said 29)
More discreet than Said’s whirlwind pronouncement is Mouawad’s deliberate framing of the
twins’ return to Lebanon. Janine approaches her mother’s former nurse, Antoine, who had retired
after Nawal’s death to work at a theatre in Montréal. In a stage within a stage, Antoine urges
Janine “to begin at the beginning” (52) by reconstructing Nawal’s past from images, diary
entries, and other elusive traces. The stage-within-a-stage—the mise-en-abyme—creates a gaping
effect and portends the abyssal journey to come. To the audience, this setup is disorienting; to
Janine, the strain “of finding out” elicits anxiety and fear (60). The children’s courage lies in
their ability to weather the horror of the final discovery, and also in their readiness to return in
both mind and body to their beginnings, and then back again to a present consolation and to
Montréal. According to Said, this is the defining condition for a beginning—that is, “the desire,
the will, and the freedom to reverse oneself, to accept thereby the risks of rupture and

discontinuity” (34).
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In the twins’ scene of recognition, “The Voice of Ancient Times,” guerilla leader
Chamseddine, whose character is based on Shi’ite cleric Sayyed Mohammad Mehdi
Shamseddine—an advocate for Muslim-Christian coexistence in Lebanon—reveals Abu Tarek’s
identity to Sarwane (Arabic variation of the name Simon). Instead of an all-knowing shepherd, a
paramilitary cleric “as violent as the rest of them” (90) communicates the play’s maxims. His
words summarize the play’s obligation to both the modern legacies of neocolonialism and to
classical models: “The son is the father of his brother and his sister. Can you hear my voice,
Sarwane? It sounds like the voice of centuries past. But no, Sarwane, it is the voice of today”
(127). What in ancient times required some seismic intervention of gods and prophets now finds
its ultimate expression in the arbitrary violence of contemporary warfare. Theirs is a suffering of
remarkably modern proportions. The play is equally indebted to the “gentile” history of sectarian
violence as it is to its classical influences.

By dissociating Scorched from the limiting discourse of origins, | can attend to
Mouawad’s technical accomplishments—grounded in classical forms—without the need to
defend his choices against the false dilemma of neoclassical nostalgia. Mouawad achieves the
‘ruthless consolation’ he had predicted for his production by collapsing Sophoclean anagnorisis
with the history of sectarian violence in Lebanon. In so doing, he invites the rapid unravelling of
stories devastated by trauma and negotiated through the unpredictability of memory.
Traditionally, the structural demands of the tragic genre regulate the momentum of thematic
development (Kennedy 65). Aristotle puts it enigmatically in his Poetics: “The incidents and the
plot are the end aimed at in tragedy, and as always, the end is everything” (65). Said,
commenting on Aristotle, brings anagnorisis into the fold of his methodological application of

beginnings: “when the search for a beginning is pursued within a moral and imaginative
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framework, the beginning implies the end—or rather implicates it; this is the observation around
which Aristotle builds the Poetics” (41). Elaborate narrative framing—~both in the careful
development of the plot and deliberate stage directions—assists Mouawad in his transposition of
the structural and thematic archetypes from Oedipus Rex into his adapted work. Mouawad
consigns the often uncoordinated operation of remembrance to the structural restraint and
economy of Greek tragedy in order to activate the gravitational draw of the cathartic
denouement.

Scorched falls under the category of the “Theatre of Witness”—a theatrical branch that
“turns audiences [of performed trauma] into witnesses” (Mounsef and Hussein 140). It relies on
the careful presentation of testimony—either retold or reenacted as ““a tribute to survival”
(143)—to overcome the crisis of the modern episteme, or the anxious “relationship of the literary
to the traumatic” (141). Flashbacks, overlapping dialogues, supplementary stage directions, and
adjacent frames define the Theatre of Witness. As Mounsef and Hussein indicate, this
memorialist turn describes “many contemporary plays dealing with the representations of the
Middle East with its endless conflicts, revolutions, foreign interventions, and social and political
unrest” (140). When Janine tours her mother’s prison cell, the guide explains that “the prison
was turned into a museum in 2000, to revive the tourist trade. | used to be a guide up north, | did
the Roman ruins. My specialty. Now I do the Kfar Rayat prison” (80). In the wake of national
catastrophes, war tourism drives out other forms of recreational travel, though continuities
plainly exist between that classical past (for which Janine’s guide is a ‘specialist’) and the ruins
of a modern imperial warfare. An epistemological break characterizes the transformation of
audiences and tourists from passive spectators of ancient monuments to witnesses of

contemporary depravity. Traditional ways of knowing have been utterly displaced by the
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supplication of traumatic recall. The monuments of an ancestral Roman empire are the founding
—if not literally, then symbolically—of the horrific relics of modern-day colonialism.
Mouawad’s play combines the fractured chronotope of the Theatre of Witness with
tragedy’s hallmark ‘totality of movement’ by rendering past and present events together in the
same frame(s). He adopts makeshift formal strategies to “construct memory as a dual process of
retrospective spatio-temporal narrative accounts, combined with physically re-enacted mnemonic
flashbacks, alternatively memorializing the ‘wound’ while refusing to simply reify the violence
or recreate it in a sensational form” (141). Scorched obliges two timelines—the twins’ search for
their brother and father taking place in the present intercepted by Nawal’s life story in the past—
that intersect at the moment of recognition. The play also accommodates movement between two
locations, Montréal and Lebanon, sometimes within the same frame. While Nawal relocates from
Lebanon to Montréal before she arrives at the truth, the children must leave Montréal for
Lebanon in a physical departure from ignorance to knowledge, casting off their unfair
assumptions and complacent attachments in the process. Nawal’s timeline, which begins in her
teenage years upon her first pregnancy, recapitulates the history of the Lebanese civil war. The
twins’ timeline after their mother’s death retraces Nawal’s steps fifty years later. This is a much
more complicated setup than Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex. In an international criminal tribunal,
Nawal discovers her torturer’s true identity as he recalls his life story, while the twins learn their
paternal origins gradually through a series of interviews with people from Nawal’s militant past.
The gravity of the cathartic denouement is delayed until all of the characters, past and present,
arrive at the truth at their own pace. The audience behold the catharsis, twice revealed to the
mother and then to her children, presented at the same moment in overlapping frames in a way

governed by elaborate stage directions.
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In a play that depends on forgetfulness as much as it turns on the prospect of
remembrance—for “it is a characteristic of memory, especially memory of traumatic events, to
be linked to incompleteness and forgetting” (142)—it is all too easy for the issue of Nawal’s
maternity to diminish into the background as the plot shifts from past to present and from one
traumatic flashback to the other. Before her son’s testimony, Nawal had delivered her own
statement to her torturer and jury in open court: “Abu Tarek. I speak your name for the last time
so you know that I recognize you...I recognize you, but you might not recognize me” (100). The
tragic irony is that neither of them recognized each other. After Abu Tarek’s cynical statement,
the audience witnesses the unravelling of Nawal’s spotty memory as her militant past recedes
into the background to make room for a new and disturbing set of associations. Abu Tarek is no
longer the torturer whom she had loathed all these years and vowed to forget, but Nihad, the son
whom she had promised to find and love until her last breath:

NAWAL (age fifteen) gives birth to NIHAD.

NAWAL ( age forty-five) gives birth to JANINE and SIMON.

NAWAL (age sixty) recognizes her son.

JANINE, SIMON and NIHAD are all together. (128-129)
As all three Nawals—ages fifteen, forty-five, and sixty—occupy the stage at the moment of
recognition, Mouawad recapitulates what, in Nawal’s mind, are the beginnings of both the horror
and, as promised, her bitter consolation. He chooses these milestones from Nawal’s life to elicit
pity and fear because “Nawal is epitomized by her motherhood, as from her introduction she is
dedicated to her unborn child” (Mounsef and Hussein 154). He approaches each frame with
impressive precision. Unlike Jocasta who persists as a meek additive to the devastations wrought

by fate and whose (m)otherhood dissolves into an oedipal fog as her son and husband
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understands the reach of his actions, Nawal-—and Nawal’s devotion to her children—is kept in
full view of the audience. The play dramatizes her struggle to raise the twins under precarious
conditions. She is, in a more direct sense, the author of the play and its most outspoken victim
despite her silence.

I
Five years before her death, Nawal had withdrawn into a deafening silence for no apparent
reason, leading her children to believe she was mad. Janine and Simon had not forgiven their
mother for her detachment during their upbringing and her speechlessness in old age. The play
opens not in medias res, but at what seems like a natural ending: Nawal is dead, and her children
gather in the notary’s office to collect their mother’s modest inheritance. More importantly, they
are ready to part with the emotional baggage they had accumulated during their childhood. In her
will, Nawal admits that “childhood is a knife stuck in [their] throat” (8). But Nawal’s cryptic
final requests of being buried naked, face down, and in an unmarked grave confuse any attempt
at closure and forgetting. In fact, this entire play turns on the prospect of remembrance and
traumatic recall.

As Marianne Hirsch indicates in her seminal discussion on intergenerational acts of
transfer and secondhand remembrance in the wake of national catastrophes, at stake in the
salvaging of survivor memories “is precisely the ‘guardianship’ of a traumatic personal and
generational past with which some of us have a ‘living connection,” and that past’s passing into
history or myth [that goes beyond]... a personal/familial/generational sense of ownership and
protectiveness” (1). Those who inherit their parents’ legacies of trauma—>be it in the form of
“stories, images, or behaviors among which they grew up” (5)—are members of the generation

of postmemory which describes their relationship “to the personal, collective, and cultural
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trauma of those who came before” (5). Mouawad, like his young characters Janine and Simon,
did not witness the war firsthand and is therefore a member of the “generation after” or the
“generation 1.5” (5). While Mouawad’s memory is tinted with testimonies of the war, the twins
know very little about their mother’s past, and even less about their ancestral homeland’s
nebulous history. They had only been exposed to the incommensurability of trauma and had only
assumed the “nonverbal and precognitive acts of transfer [that] occur most clearly within a
familial space, often taking the form of symptoms” (34). Hirsch’s analysis of intergenerational
acts of transfer explains Mouawad’s representation of the work of memory and reach of
collective trauma in Scorched.

It is only fitting for Mouawad’s reconciliatory project to begin at such a critical juncture
in the twins’ ‘living connection’ to the catastrophes of the past. At the notary’s office, they can
either decide to sever their relationship to their mother, thereby denying that living connection
any claim to their lives, or choose to probe the depths of postmemory in order to arrive at more
meaningful personal and collective realizations. Simon reacts aggressively to Nawal’s
posthumous demands:

What makes you think we give a shit, eh? I’m not going to start pretending! Start crying!

When did she ever cry over me? Or Janine? Never! Never! She didn’t have a heart, her

heart was a brick. You don’t cry over a brick, you don’t cry!...I don’t want to think about

her or hear about her again, ever!....(10)
Forced to think of his mother, Simon violently rejects her last wishes, the final remnants of that
living connection. The play movingly dramatizes the friction between Nawal finding that form of

posthumous speech and the son’s incapacity to listen to it.
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When she talks about us in her goddamn will. Why doesn’t she use the word my

children? The word son, the word daughter! I mean, I’m not stupid! I’m not stupid! Why

does she always say the twins? The twin sister, the twin brother... (11)

Simon’s outburst passionately recalls the hardships he and his sister had to endure. His resistance
to his mother’s unwarranted requests mimics the “return of trauma, structured by forgetting or
denial” (Hirsch 76). According to Simon, even their bodies were marked by that generational
injury: “Why does she say... the offspring of my flesh,’ like we were a pile of vomit, a pile of
shit to get rid of!” (Mouawad 11). His instinctive appropriation of a bodily distortion where none
exists typifies the intergenerational dynamics between survivors and their descendants (Hirsch
80). For Hirsch, the post-generation desires a “visual figuration of trauma and transmission” (80)
exclusive to their parents and that they had never actually sustained. Of course, the children do
not yet know that they are the physical manifestation—the living-breathing scar—of the rape-
torture their mother had to endure. In this way, Simon’s metaphor is particularly apposite.

This breach “between a memory located in the body and the mediated knowledge of
those who were born after” (Hirsch 80) haunts both survivors and their children. In her testimony
before the tribunal and her torturer, Nawal verbalizes the insurmountable rift between her and the
twins:

The gunshots and death that are part of torture, and the urine on my body, yours, in my

mouth, on my sex, and your sex in my sex, once, twice, three times, so often that time

was shattered. My belly growing big with you, your ghastly torture in my belly... Two
children. Twins. You made it impossible for me to love the children. Because of you, |

struggled to raise them in grief and in silence. (Mouawad 101)



28

Bodily trauma returns here “as a sign of [its] incommunicability, a figure for the traumatic real
that defines a seemingly unbridgeable gap between survivors and their descendants” (Hirsch 80).
If survivor scars are, as Hirsch argues, the untranslatable remains of certain “historical
withholdings” (81) between survivor generations, t