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  miriam cooke has served the field of Arab studies as a distinguished 

author, translator, editor, and teacher. After earning her D.Phil. from 
Oxford University, she joined the faculty of Duke University in 1980. 
She has published nine volumes that include monographs, edited 
volumes, and a novel entitled Hayati, My Life (2000). Her work spans 
the literary production of the post-colonial Arab world from Morocco to 
Iraq. After focusing on women’s war writings in Lebanon, Palestine, 
Algeria and Iraq, she turned her attention to the role of Islam in modern 
Arabic literature.  In Women Claim Islam (2001), she examined the ways 
in which Arab women used their fiction to create an Islamic feminist 
consciousness. She is currently writing about dissent under fascist rule in 
Syria and the U.S. 

 
Can you tell us something about your process of composition? 
 
 Much of my work has dealt with wars, some waged with guns and others 
with words. I spent two decades reading war literature by men and women of 
the Arab world. When I found myself writing the novel, because that was what 
it felt like, I was writing fast. My pen could not keep up with the characters and 
the story they were weaving. It came out in a stream of consciousness, 
sometimes in the third person and then in the first person. It was only later that 
I split the narrative into chapters. At times I would recognize a character, like 
Shadeed in Fadia Faqir’s Nisanit. When Arik, the Israeli soldier married to my 
protagonist, is thrown into prison he hears about Shadeed and his heroic 
resistance. It was as though my characters were part of a community of people 
who knew one another from other novels. 
 
 Love, passion, and despair are parts of a daily life dominated by the words 
"We might die tomorrow." Arab women fight on two fronts simultaneously. 
Sahar Khalifa insists on the need to balance the political and the social 
struggles so that the one is not subsumed to the other. Resistance and 
revolution cannot be successful if they fail to win women's rights. On the other 
hand, the gender and social wars cannot be won if political oppression persists. 
We have to connect the political with the social. 
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How do you see writing in cultural and social terms? 
 
 It depends on whether I am writing fiction or critical analysis. In the latter 
case, the readership is always on the horizon. How will this or that 
constituency read this book, this chapter, this paragraph, or this sentence? I 
write and re-write until I feel that I have responded to all those critics sitting on 
my shoulders reading the unfolding text.  
 
 With fiction it is quite different. It is a discovery of an unknown world and 
of new people who become intimately familiar. Day by day I follow their 
interactions and discover their peculiarities and their special traits. I come to 
like or dislike them. Once I decide that I like someone, that someone might do 
something that would make me doubt my assessment. I never planned to 
publish Hayati, which I wrote in five weeks. Nawal El Saadawi was the one 
who originally suggested that I write a novel and it was she who encouraged 
me to publish the work after reading the manuscript.  
 
 I sent it to Scribner and after two weeks the editor called me. She said that 
she loved it. I was blown away. And then, while I was still in a bit of a daze at 
her reaction, she asked me, "Where are you from?" I replied, "America." 
"Where really?" "America." I heard her voice change, and she started to talk 
about how fragmented the narrative was. In fact, she really felt there was 
something missing. Aha, yes, what was missing was an American character. 
Could I revise the novel to include an American? Hesitantly, I agreed to try. 
For a few days I tried to imagine an American in Jerusalem, or Baghdad or 
Kuwait. But I could not. None of my characters had ever met an American, 
except for Hibba when she fell in love with Peter, the Vietnam Vet who was 
covering the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982. He only got two pages. 
 
 Hayati's absolutely fictive. I have always thought that fiction is about 
creating other worlds in which people live and touch who you are. For me 
there is a separation between the identity of the writer and that of characters in 
the book.  
 
I felt the discourse to have been written by a Lebanese. Why is that, since the 
story is Palestinian? 
 
 While writing the dialogues I was listening to Lebanese in my head, 
probably because it is the colloquial dialect, dareja, with which I am most 
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familiar. 
 
What do you enjoy most when writing? 
 
 The touch of the pen and my hand resting lightly on the paper. I lose 
intensity working on a laptop with no desk. Writing by hand and on a 
computer is so different that it is almost as if I am two different people. 
Writing by hand allows me to think quietly without the screen shining and 
beckoning. I can’t write the first thing that comes into my head with the 
assurance that it can be deleted at the touch of a key. I must weigh my words 
so that each one will have a chance of remaining on the page. Handwriting 
creates a physical product. In fact, I always start writing with pen in hand. The 
difference is that in a critical project the handwriting is the very first phase. 
Once I have come to a point when the page is a mess because I have revised a 
sentence several times I switch to a computer. In Hayati it was quite different. 
No hesitation. I still have the manuscript, written in pink ink, with almost no 
corrections. 
 
Do you feel that the theme of trauma, with all of its intensity, is unique to us 
females? 
 
 No. The term Post Traumatic Stress Disorder [PTSD] is a comparatively 
recent invention. I believe that it was first applied to the negative aftereffects 
suffered by men because of their experiences of war. It was then used to 
describe the outcome of trauma on anyone. Diagnosing PTSD has played a 
role in highlighting and explaining the otherwise inexplicable symptoms of the 
long-term damage done to men and women when they have gone through 
trauma. Men and women experience traumas under all kinds of circumstances. 
There is nothing gender-specific about the intensity of trauma, even in war. 
When a man goes to the jabha, the war front, he is not only facing the violence 
of war but, like women and children, he faces the pain of separation from his 
family. War invades the life of every member of the family, regardless of 
gender and location. In literature, we see men vulnerable but also nurturing, 
protecting each other and seeking protection. Soldiers are often afraid. 
 
 The women characters in Hayati do better than the men. This is not 
surprising, since women are generally more socialized to deal with stress. 
Mothers, Sally Ruddick reminds us in Maternal Thinking, are expected to 
resolve even the smallest problems so that they do not escalate into violence. In 
Palestine during the Intifada and even before, we saw women using their 
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maternal skills to wage a war that didn't necessarily kill. They confronted 
soldiers with their bodies and stones and disabled spontaneous military 
responses to civil disobedience. 
  
Do you see writing as a weapon? 
 
 Absolutely! That's the story of Arabic literature, the pen and the gun. Alice 
Walker once said that if she didn't have a pen, she would have murdered 
thousands. The Syrian Ghada Samman emphasizes that the pen can be a 
weapon that exposes hidden realities. Writing may also serve as a gesture of 
defiance in the face of power, like the musicians and artists in Sarajevo and 
Beirut who wrote and painted and made music under the bombs. Surely, they 
did not believe that their art would stop the maelstrom but they must have felt 
compelled to create nonetheless. It's the process that counts, even if you're the 
only person who hears the message. 
 
What's your dream in twenty years? 
 
 I'd love to see the U.S. out of the Middle East. Only then will we be able to 
rethink our relation to the region. It's hard to think twenty years ahead. Yet, 
despite my current pessimism because of the arrogant way in which the U.S. 
government is acting in Iraq and Afghanistan, I am committed to an optimistic 
outlook. I want to see Arab students in our universities, studying what they 
want the way they want, and I want our students to go to the Arab world to 
study and work with their Arab peers. 
 
Do you think there is a necessity for dialogue? 
 Dialogue is essential. It helps to overcome stereotypes, to find common 
ground and to establish the difference between "the people" and "the 
government."  
 
What is your advice to Middle Eastern women? 
 We have to take advantage of the new information technology to keep in 
constant contact. We have so much to learn from each other, particularly in 
education and in writing. For example, American women struggling with the 
Christian Right can learn from Arab women’s recent production of Islamic 
knowledge that engages with the discourse of Muslim hardliners. We have to 
listen to each carefully in order to respect where others are coming from and to 
overcome our mutual suspicions. We should connect and exchange ideas.  


