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A Woman Without Shores

Introduction

Souad Al-Sabah published her first collection of poems, Early
Flashes, in 1961 when she was barely nineteen. It marked the
beginning of a life-long journey of poetic exploration and
achievements which has yielded fourteen volumes of verse and
promises to yield more. Al-Sabah’s creative, intellectual and
emotional energies have continued to grow and expand over the
years and, judging by her latest poems, show no signs of
flagging. Indeed, her most recent volumes — A Woman Without
Shores, Take Me to the Borders of the Sun and A Poem is a
Female, the Female a Poem - show her at the height of her
poetic powers and technical prowess, in full command of her
idiom and still capable of capturing the essence of an experience
in its fleeting moments, sensuous impressions and subtle
nuances.

As one of the leading poets in Arabic, Al-Sabah has an
invigoratingly fresh, distinctive voice, at once pensive and
passionate, delicately lyrical and vibrantly dramatic. Whether
she speaks of love or politics, and whatever the mood, her

poems are consistently vigorous, provocative and exhilarating.
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You never feel that she comes to poetry with a fully formed idea
or a clear subject. Rather, the poem strikes you as a
battleground of conflicting impulses and thoughts, a sensitive
register of a profoundly sympathetic mind struggling to make
sense of its own experience of the world without preconceptions
and define itself in relation to it. The struggle is never
conceptual or abstract; we experience it through a
well-contrived persona, continuously projected in a variety of
moods and situations, in different, vividly evoked environments,
as both an involved party, in the grip of the experience, and a
detached observer making incisive comments. In this struggle
too, almost invariably, the intimately personal is also intensely
political.

Indeed, one could say that Souad El-Sabah’s perception of the
world, herself and own experience is grounded in a sense of
paradox which informs all her work. As an Arab woman in a
conservative society, she seemed destined by history and culture
to one sphere — the private, feminine and domestic — where she
felt an alien. Inwardly driven to seek her real spiritual home in
poetry and responsible public action, both traditionally male

domains, she was deeply resented and made to feel more of an
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alien, something of a monstrosity in fact. Her liberal, mind and
independent spirit clashed violently with the culture she had
imbibed as a child and which continued to besiege and cripple
her; and though a lover of Kuwait, her homeland, she did not
hesitate to unleash her fury against what she perceived as the
forces of darkness, indeed of death there. The violence of the
invective, its urgency and the corrosive mode in which she
expresses it betray a personal sense of danger, a feeling of
terrible threat which suggests, in turn, a postmodern awareness
of the insidious power of ideology, of the fact that however hard
one tries to rid oneself of it, traces of it could sediment at a
deeper layer of one’s consciousness and continue to lurk in the
hidden recesses of the mind, imperceptibly influencing one’s
thoughts and deeds. In her battle against the dominant,
repressive, patriarchal ideology she inherited from her native
culture, Al-Sabah seems to realize that there is no final victory,
that the battle has to be fought over and over.

Nowhere is this fear and hatred of oppression more powerfully
expressed than in The Night Fatima Was Arrested, one of her
wittiest and most vigorous and scathing satires. It begins with a
shocking, three-line statement, all the more disturbing for its

seemingly neutral, matter of fact tone:
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This is a country where female poems are circumcised
And the sun is strangled as it rises

In the interests of family security;

The tone, however, soon changes to one of rising anxiety in the

rest of the stanza and the shift is effected by the use of repetition

in an obsessive manner and short, breathless one-foot lines:

(A country) Where a woman is slain if she dares to
speak,

To think,

To write,

Or love,

In order to cleanse the family honour.

The pattern is repeated in the following stanzas in which the

homeland is metaphorically transformed into a mythical

monster that feeds on its offspring and where animal and nature

imagery is used to expand the meaning and identify the

oppression of women as a violation of nature and a heinous sin

against life:

This is a land that has devoured its women
Then lain back happily

Under the lacerating sun, in the midday heat.







