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ABSTRACT 

OF THE THESIS OF 

 

Sabah Marwan Al Ayash  for   Master of Arts 

        Major: English Literature 

 

Title: Preserve the Perverse: Naughty Words in the Nahdah 

 

In this thesis, I closely analyze Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq’s use of enumeration in al-Saq ‘ala 

al-Saq (1855). Al-Shidyaq uses enumerations and lists throughout al-Saq to thwart power 

structures spanning religious, political, colonial, literary, and sectarian domains in mid-

nineteenth-century Syro-Lebanon. The Arabic language’s capacity to render new 

subjectivities, power dynamics, and capitalist relations legible made it a charged site of 

debate and reform in the nineteenth century because of its centrality to questions of Arab 

identity. While al-Shidyaq’s al-Saq powerfully demonstrates this in several ways, my focus 

is on the critical role of lists and enumerations, which are especially valuable and revelatory 

for several reasons, including (1) their interruptive and “excessive” operations and profane 

content that aims to neutralize and resist authoritative order, particularly religious authorities 

seeking to sanction taboos as themselves “excessive”; (3) their sonic engagement with the 

carnal characteristic of al-Saq; (4) their testament to the emergence of print technologies 

which effected a new macrotypography and forms of textual presentation in Arabic books. I 

examine al-Shidyaq’s use of lists and enumerations within the broader Nahdawi context to 

unpack their polemical functions and underlying mechanisms as critiques of dominant power 

structures. To provide a theoretical framework for this analysis, I employ monster theory and 

Bakhtinian theory (the carnivalesque, grotesque, heteroglossia, and polyphony) to argue that 

al-Saq is a disruptive and subversive text that challenges the orthodoxies of language and 

society alike.  

 

Keywords: Nahdah, Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq, al-Saq, Leg over Leg, carnivalesque, 

grotesque, untranslatable. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Revisionist studies of the Nahdah (Arab Renaissance) demonstrate the importance 

of interpreting the period’s literary output in relation to its dramatic socio-historical 

changes. No author is more central to unraveling how the violence of contested social 

relations is encoded in literary terms than Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq. As a text that celebrates 

the scandalous and excessive, al-Shidyaq’s al-Saq ‘ala al-Saq fi ma huwa al-Fariyaq (Leg 

over Leg or the Turtle in the Tree concerning the Fariyaq What Manner of Creature Might 

He Be, 1855), stages the socio-economic and historical development of the mid-19th 

century in Syro-Lebanon under Ottoman rule whilst also detailing the protagonist, al-

Fariyaq’s, travels from Lebanon to Egypt, Malta, France, England, Tunisia, and more. 

The text’s centrality to the Nahdah stems from the specific circumstances of its 

composition and its idiosyncratic blend of genres, topics, formal elements, among others. 

One of the most crucial characteristics of al-Saq is its extensive and frequent use of lists 

and enumerations, many of which incorporate the excessive, obscene, visceral, and sexual. 

In this thesis, I unpack the structure and function of enumeration in al-Saq, particularly 

when addressing matters concerning the Arabic language, identity, gender relations, and 

translation. I also argue that al-Shidyaq’s use of enumerations serves multi-faceted 

purposes: 

• To resist, through carnivalesque celebration, the burial of Arabic words into the 

archive amid Nahdawi attempts to modernize the Arabic language.   

• To demonstrate Arabic’s linguistic oddities, such as al-qalb (substitution of letters 

with others to generate new words without changing the meaning of the terms), al-



7 

ibdal (swapping letters’ positions within a word to produce different yet related 

words), and the production of new words of similar sound and meaning from a 

single letter in the alphabet, indicating that different letters (phonemes and 

graphemes) have different associations.  

• To neutralize taboos associated with sexuality, illness, religion, the sensory, and the 

visceral to resist the sanctioning capacities of dominant power structures in 19th 

century Syro-Lebanon.  

In al-Saq, al-Shidyaq uses enumerations and lists as critique and resistance to 

orthodoxies that sanctioned or corrupted the Arabic language, and, by extension, 

contemporary Arab identity. Beyond that, the lists demonstrate al-Shidyaq’s 

conceptualization of an embodied Arabic language that haunts the text and influences the 

narrator/al-Shidyaq’s pen to enumerate or break into saj’ (rhymed prose). The embodied 

Arabic language, in this case, means that the language is capable of adapting, proliferating, 

and mutating in an autonomous process that is facilitated by the language’s configuration, 

to al-Shidyaq. The orthodoxies that are registered and opposed in the text span religious, 

sectarian, literary & linguistic, intellectual, and ideological domains. Multiple voices, 

genres, forms, and topics converge and overlap, creating a polyphonic text that is 

generically difficult to categorize. 

Though al-Shidyaq wrote for print, a crucial component of his critique is aural. The 

role of sound and voice can be seen from the first sentence in Chapter One, Volume One, 

where the narrator enumerates different words for “silence” or “listen,” an indicator of the 
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different voices that crowd the text (Humphrey Davies’s translation is quoted underneath 

the original Arabic):  

اصمت انصت ايبس اعقم اسمع ائذن اصخ اصغ مه صه اسكت   

Gently! Hush! Silence! Quiet! Cock an ear! Listen up! Hold your tongue! Quit 

talking! Hear! Hark! Hearken! (1.1.1).  

Transliteration: mah, ṣah, ‘uskot, ‘uṣmot, ‘unṣut, aybis, i’iqam, ismaa, i’idhun, iṣkhi, 

isghi.  

 

Note: The transliterations in this thesis follow the IJMES transliteration system for Arabic, 

Persian and Turkish.  

The enumerations in al-Saq are numerous, extending for pages while constituting a 

central yet sparsely explored aspect of the text. They include rare and archaic Arabic words 

that are arranged based on sound similarity: mah (مه) and ṣah (صه), which contrast with 

the simple and journalistic style that al-Shidyaq uses throughout al-Saq. The lists also 

contain neologisms that al-Shidyaq creates based on sound similarity and are supported by 

Arabic’s idiosyncratic traits (I explore this extensively in this thesis). Knowing that al-

Shidyaq is considered the “father” of Arabic journalism and advocated for modernizing and 

simplifying the rules of Arabic to make the acquisition of the Arabic language simpler for 

foreigners, his use of language that deliberately aims to unsettle readers and undermine 

their comprehension is worth considering in al-Saq.  

Al-Shidyaq’s word lists and enumerations create a sensorium that overloads the 

readers’ senses due to the sheer volume of words, the visceral or scandalous content, and 

their typographical presentation as well.  The sensory experience, therefore, is a key 

component of the enumerations’ overall argumentative capacities. Challenging power 

dynamics and their centrality is a crucial part of al-Saq that has literal and formal 
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dimensions. Al-Saq is textured with reflection, narration, and enumeration, inviting the 

reader to be skeptical and critical. I restrict my study to al-Shidyaq’s enumerations as 

polemical tools that demonstrate al-Shidyaq’s theory of embodied language and make the 

translation process more challenging as Davies is tasked to render Arabic’s embodied 

qualities and its oddities into the English language while preserving the sensory experience 

that is embedded into the Arabic enumerations. 

The word lists, written in the Arabic version, and which pose drastic translation 

challenges despite Humphrey Davies’s valiant effort and considerable success, are crucial 

to the al-Saq’s thesis, as stated in Chapter One, Volume One:  

And if you say that one part (the bad part) is comprehensible and the other part 

incomprehensible, I reply, “Perhaps the part you don’t understand consists of 

precisely those good features that compensate for the work’s bad, and, anyway, under 

no circumstances do you have the right to burn the book.” I swear by my life, even if 

the only thing it had to intercede for it and give it currency with the literati, and with 

you too, as a literary work were its enumeration of so many synonyms, that would be 

enough!” (1.1.5).  

 

Not only does al-Shidyaq’s propensity and preference for enumeration manifest in the 

numerous word lists that he intersperses across al-Saq (I offer some statistics below), but he 

also states that they are a core resource which give the text “currency” and legitimacy 

amongst the literati and readers alike (1.1.5). The politics of incomprehensibility is evoked 

within this passage and is weaved into al-Saq, and its lists, which are characterized by their 

profane, sonic, and visual qualities—representing progress in the printing press through 

typographical arrangements that granted their incorporation into al-Saq. Each of these 

elements is thoroughly explored in this thesis.  
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The lists also resist Nahdawi efforts to streamline the Arabic language and 

surgically cut out terms that are deemed “useless” or unfit for modern use—an effort which 

nourished the Nahdawi project’s aim to reform the Arabic language and rewrite cultural 

laws into language and society. Al-Shidyaq opposed these streamlining efforts and 

employed the lists as a counter-lexicography which encodes archaic, rare, or scandalous 

words to preserve them within al-Saq. This, coupled with al-Saq’s distinctive combination 

of genres and voices, raises the following research questions:  

• How do al-Saq’s word lists function in the text? What do they demonstrate about al-

Shidyaq’s theory of embodied language? 

• How does al-Shidyaq’s use of enumeration and listing resist the sanctioning forces 

in and through al-Saq and what makes them effective as critique?  

• How does al-Shidyaq use the excessive and monstrous as resistance and how are 

these qualities embedded and constructed in al-Saq’s lists? Additionally, what can 

the carnivalesque, monstrous, and grotesque tell us about al-Saq’s enumerations and 

the Arabic language at large? 

• Finally, how do attempts at translating excess fare in the English language and how 

can the polemical aspects of al-Saq’s lists be translated when their polemic valence 

is buttressed by their untranslatability and unique sensory characteristics?  

 

A. Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq  

Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq was an unorthodox figure with an oppositional and 

belligerent attitude towards any entity that faulted the Arabic language. He was a Christian 

Maronite, born in the village of Ashqut, Keserwan, Mount Lebanon to a family of notables, 
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who provided clerks, teachers, secretaries for local emirs and their sons. This legacy 

imparted a love for working with words and texts onto al-Shidyaq from a young age. His 

father was a copyist and instructor in the service of emir Haydar al-Shihabi, and his 

vocation ensured that al-Shidyaq was constantly surrounded by texts. Al-Shidyaq wrote 

four published literary works, 10000 lines of poetry, four unpublished manuscripts, 

journalistic work in al-Jawaib press, critical essays, and translations. He is also considered 

a foundational figure in Arabic journalism, a reviver of classical forms, a modernizer of the 

Arabic language (along with other Nahdawi intellectuals), and a central figure in the 

Nahdah. Though his text, al-Saq, often celebrates the marginal and excessive, al-Shidyaq 

was not a marginal figure, and occupied various positions of power and influence in the 

Nahdah as a key Nahdawi figure across many levels, from the literary to the political. He 

worked with powerful and influential figures at many points in his career and was one of 

the central reformers during the Nahdah amid numerous voices on the Arabic language and 

society.  

Al-Shidyaq and his older brother, As’ad al-Shidyaq were some of the first people 

that converted to Protestantism. His brother was then imprisoned and died shortly afterward 

due to the harsh conditions of his treatment. As the brother of what was considered the first 

martyr of Protestantism in the Middle East, and an exile from his homeland, al-Shidyaq’s 

works, which were heavily concerned with Arabic, philology, translation, linguistics, and 

identity, make them crucial to consider amid a resurgence of scholarly inquiry into the 

Nahdah from a lens that departs from a Euro-centric view of the Arab Renaissance 

(Traboulsi 177). Additionally, he textures his studies and treatises on language with his 

exile, harboring a deep sense of homesickness that can only be remedied by protecting, 
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correcting, and studying the Arabic language tirelessly– the language of the umma 

(civilization) from which he is exiled.  

 

B. Al-Nahdah al-Arabiyyah (The Arab Renaissance) 

The Nahdah or the Arab Renaissance is a historical period which started in the 19th 

century and represented an amplified interest in the Arabic language and literature as well 

as an exploratory desire to engage with Western thought and culture.  

Revisionist studies of the Nahdah allowed scholars to study al-Shidyaq’s work after 

it had been subject to censorship and sedimentation within the archive. Current work 

revisits the archive, excavates previously hidden or minimally explored works and reframes 

our understanding of this historical period. Al-Saq was written during a period where, along 

with the variety and intensity of changes, Arabs under Ottoman rule were attempting to 

assert and re-articulate their identities through a series of reforms performed on the Arabic 

language, and through initiating cultural, social, ideological, intellectual, and political 

changes that responded to the Nahdah’s shifting contexts. 

 

C. Al-Saq ala al-Saq (Leg over Leg, 1855) 

Al-Saq ala al-saq (1855), written and published in Paris, is a text that celebrates the 

scandalous, profane, and heterodox, with a clear focus on foregrounding arcane Arabic 

words and an anti-narrative structure featuring numerous generic and rhetorical forms at 

once. The density and range of elements stored within al-Saq constantly threatens to 

fragment the text’s unity. It traces the journey of the protagonist, al-Fariyaq (whose name is 

a combination of Faris and al-Shidyaq) who traveled from Lebanon to Egypt, Malta, 
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France, England, Tunisia, and Turkey across Four Volumes, each of which contains 

countless word lists of rare Arabic words that disrupt the text’s narrative but enrich its 

intention of preserving and protecting the Arabic language from the corrupting forces of 

East-West interaction and modern economic and sociopolitical developments. This is one 

of the many purposes of al-Saq along with demonstrating al-Shidyaq’s theory of embodied 

language, where language is seen as capable of adapting itself based on external sensory 

input. This quality to auto-generate new words as a response to the external is 

carnivalesquely celebrated in al-Saq.  

Al-Fariyaq’s upbringing in Mount Lebanon is elaborated in Volume One, where his 

satirized and illuminating encounters with the Maronite Church officials, practices, and 

institutions are foregrounded. al-Fariyaq’s (and al-Shidyaq) attitude is clearly rendered 

throughout Volume One, where, when describing the clergy, al-Fariyaq starts with an 

enumeration that mentions 243 profane and obscene words that the churchwarden have no 

shame uttering regularly:  

 

Table 1: Churchmen's terms on copulation. 

 

 

In addition to which, I know many a noble churchwarden whose virtues are 

acknowledged among men and yet has no compunction about referring to 

“things quivering,” “things rounded,” “things tightened,” “things huge,” 
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“things ‘the size of mountains,’” or “things hard and vigorously thrusting,” 

nor about making mention of the pudendum big, the pudendum large, the 

pudendum swollen, the pudendum huge, enormous, the pudendum vast, the 

thick, raised pudendum and the raised, thick pudendum, the pudendum 

thick of lip (Davies 1.1.6).  

 

 

This enumeration extends for five pages, listing 243 terms denoting vaginas, butts, breasts, 

anuses, and other sexual organs and acts. This is one of al-Saq’s many lists that are 

concerned with the sexual, sensual, and profane, and which represent al-Shidayq’s militant 

attitude towards puritanizing and sanctioning efforts against Arabic language and society. 

Assembling the sacred and profane in one linguistic performance demonstrates how and 

what al-Shidyaq envisioned for the enumerations, the profane, and his anti-narrative 

structures in al-Saq. By excessively highlighting taboos, he aimed to neutralize them, and 

the forces which render them excessive, thus nullifying the dominant order’s restrictive and 

sanctioning capacities.  

Volume Two revolved around al-Fariyaq’s travels to Egypt and Malta, along with his 

educational journey under the azhar sheikhs in Egypt. It contains numerous enumerations 

on women’s charms as well as illness, decay, and the visceral as parallels to studies in 

linguistics, rhetoric, etc.:  

• Arab grammar gave al-Fariyaq conjunctivitis.  

• Syntax and morphology gave al-Fariyaq a case of parasitic stomach worms.  

• Rhetoric gave al-Fariyaq a skin itch/irritation.  

• Logic gave al-Fariyaq cholera.  

• Prosody made a plague epidemic strike all of Egypt by the end of Volume Two.  
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Here, studying outdated forms gave al-Fariyaq different afflictions and demonstrated 

how issues of comprehension and language were degraded to the bodily/sensory—an 

element which is extensively studied in Chapter Two of this thesis. From these examples, 

the centrality of the language of illness and the visceral in Volume Two (and Volume 

Three) demonstrate the importance of the language of the sensory, carnal, obscene, profane, 

and visceral in al-Saq, among many of al-Shidyaq’s works.  

Volume Three of al-Saq details al-Fariyaq’s marriage to al-Fariyaqiyyah as well as her 

intellectual enlightenment, transitioning from being a simpleton to becoming a learned and 

intellectual woman that can fare well in dialogical debates with her intelligent and 

belligerent husband, al-Fariyaq, going as far as to engage in the enumerative games that al-

Fariyaq is known for through al-Saq’s volumes. Al-Fariyaqiyyah is able, at some point, to 

match her husband’s prowess and grasp of Arabic. Almost half of Volume Three’s 

enumerations revolve around women, with 4 pages of terms allocated specifically to words 

on women’s buttocks, 80 words on women’s breasts, and around 200 terms for the 

despicable woman, to name a few of the 18 enumerations on women interspersed into 

Volume Three’s chapters.  

Volume Four details al-Fariyaq’s travels to Italy, Marseilles, Paris, London, Cambridge, 

and then back to Malta to resume his work with the Maltese, which in al-Saq, al-Shidyaq 

portrays as the “physicking of the foul of breath,” i.e. teaching Arabic to people that cannot 

speak it and a reference to the Maltese dialect as a corrupt form of Arabic—once more al-

Shidyaq aligns linguistic or intellectual deficiencies with physical illness. Al-Fariyaq 

journeys to Tunisia and then travels again to London. As the books ends after a series of 

unfortunate events that hit al-Fariyaq and his wife (unsuccessful attempts at employment, 
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illness, and separation due to health circumstances), al-Fariyaq was prepared for a streamer 

headed for Turkey in Chapter Twenty of Volume Four.   

 

D. The Arabic Language and Identity  

The importance of al-Saq is contingent on its status as a heterodox text that 

challenged the prevailing intellectual and sociopolitical paradigms of nineteenth-century 

Syro-Lebanon. Its carnivalesque celebration of Arabic implicitly promotes a pan-Arab 

identity, which is significant given the Ottoman context, where Arabic operated as a 

unifying force amongst Maronites, Protestants, Muslims, Druze, and other sects.   

On a more personal level, al-Shidyaq drafted al-Saq while in Paris at the height of 

his financial struggles and his journey out of Lebanon for the rest of his life. He departed 

from Lebanon after his older brother, Assaad al-Shidyaq, was imprisoned for converting to 

Protestantism. Thus, writing a text that is opposed the power structures that imprisoned and 

killed his brother, and which resulted in his own exile is his way of keeping his home and a 

sense of belonging with him wherever he goes, carrying his family’s legacy as notables, 

educators, scribes, and copyists with him across vast landscapes and historical junctures.  

The text, according to Rebecca Johnson, might be viewed as “a last glance at a 

fading language” where the author’s anxieties surrounding Arabic’ precarious state 

(globally and locally) is demonstrated formally and excessively (“Foreword” xxv). The 

catalytic factors which amplified al-Shidyaq’s unease are:  

• The influence of European languages.  

• The corrupting force of journalism and colloquialisms. 
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• The assumption of Arabic’s inflexibility and immutability when adapting to 

modern contexts.  

• The state of Arabic and Arabs under Ottoman rule. 

 

E. The Feminine in al-Saq (1855) 

Apart from preserving Arabic’s rare words and using lists to construct arguments 

about how meaning is formed, as well as the function of incomprehensibility, al-Saq 

centralizes yet another element within its four volumes: women. The role of women is 

multi-faceted within al-Saq. The text addresses gender and marital roles, women’s function 

in society, and their right to sexual pleasure, divorce, and education that goes beyond 

household management skills and basic literacy. Al-Shidyaq’s progressive stance was 

clearly rendered throughout the text’s volumes. Also, many of al-Saq’s enumerations 

revolve around women, their charms, body parts, ails, and traits whilst using these lists to 

celebrate women.  

The function of women in al-Saq transcends showcasing al-Shidyaq’s progressive 

stance on women’s affairs and is thoroughly explored in Chapter Two of this thesis. During 

the Nahdah, rigorous debates were also taking place regarding the role of women in 

modern society. Defining the role of women, marital and gender roles, their right to 

education, among other elements was heavily discussed by Nahdawi intellectuals as they 

simultaneously wove cultural laws into the reformed Arabic language. The feminine subject 

in al-Saq is an interrogation of identity. Arabic is feminized in al-Saq, bewitching al-

Shidyaq as much as women did and inclining al-Shidyaq’s pen to generate more synonyms 

and lists:  
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The pen has refused to obey my command to leave this stimulating spot and talk of 

the Fāriyāq and his like, and he too indeed, in all likelihood, would rather stay put 

than talk about himself. Thus there is no help for it but to resume my description of 

women, without tendering him any apology (2.16.1).  

    

Apart from the extensive debates about women’s affairs that occurred at the time, al-

Shidyaq highlighted that a key aspect of his text is to “discuss the praiseworthy and 

blameworthy qualities of women” such as “their alluring ways of moving and all their 

various charms, no imaginable form of which I have left unmentioned in this book” 

(0.2.12). Accordingly, looking into the role of the feminine in light of al-Shidyaq’s theory 

of embodied language as well as through the lens of the excessive and monstrous is central 

to foregrounding the argumentative importance of women and the feminine in al-Saq’s 

enumerations.   

 

F. Argumentative Elements  

The text fuses hybrids, linking the past and present, the east and west, the pious and 

the obscene together. It raises generic questions, particularly at a time in which new forms 

were emerging at varied rates of growth and distribution across multiple contexts and 

invites one to consider the underlying socio-historical and literary mechanisms that make a 

text generically uncategorizable and formally monstrous in its polyphonic construction.  

Verse, prosody, translations from European texts, lists, typographical jokes, and 

anecdotes traverse al-Saq. These forms presented side by side, despite their cross-cultural 

and cross-temporal dissonances, fit into al-Saq and seamlessly buttress its heterodox stance 

against dominant power structures such as the rising authority of the Maronite church, 

increased European influence, sectarian divisions, economic transformations, political strife 
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under Ottoman rule and intellectual stances on the Arabic language. All the aforementioned 

structures perform sanctioning and stratifying operations which aim to eradicate excess. Al-

Saq, alternatively, celebrates the excessive and scandalous–a key element of its polemics 

and demonstrates how the enumerations encode the excessive.  

Recent scholarly interest in al-Saq, and the Nahdah in general, emerges from the 

eroding conceptualization of the Nahdah or Arab Renaissance as initiated/caused by 

European interventions and influence in the region. Instead, seeing the Nahdah as a 

combination of European influence and indigenous developments unleashed a renewed and 

nuanced way of assessing texts from the period. Al-Shidyaq’s work retains its value in that 

it represents the heterodox and radical perspective on linguistic, religious, social, and 

political matters. Additionally, al-Shidyaq’s robust work as an editor, writer, translator, 

tutor, and linguist warrants his work the privilege of consideration and study. Looking back 

at a text that was heavily censored and monitored for its obscene content during the 19th 

century, it is worth exploring al-Saq after making its way from the depths of the archive, 

particularly when it operates like a counter-archive—a concept that this thesis thoroughly 

unpacks. 

Al-Saq warrants careful study for numerous interleaved reasons: 

● Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq’s experiences with exile, cross-cultural contact, working 

during the emergence of print. 

● The Nahdawi context. 

●  Al-Saq’s polemical purposes. 
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●  Al-Saq’s politics of untranslatability during a time when translation efforts surged 

and were valorized as tools to spread knowledge and lead the Arabs towards 

becoming civilized instead of being in a state of inhitat (decadence). 

 

G. Listing and Enumeration 

The role of digressions and tangential explorations within al-Saq are central to al-

Shidyaq’s arguments and his treatment of the Arabic language. Al-Shidyaq shifts between a 

simple, almost journalistic writing style, to enumerative games, verse, archaisms, 

neologisms, maqamat, errorology (fault-finding), among others.  

The centrality of errorology to the Nahdah stems from the Nahdawi intellectuals’ 

focus on language history and reform to articulate and adapt an Arab identity by editing and 

adapting the source of their identity: the Arabic language. Debates centered on modernizing 

the Arabic language, al-Shidyaq called for a return to Arabic’s fundamentals, simplifying 

its grammar and creating new words through ishtiqaq (derivation of new words from 

existing Arabic roots). However, opponents such as al-Yaziji and al-Bustani saw that his 

simplifications countered the conventions of established medieval authorities–they also 

opposed his use of ishtiqaq to create new neologisms.  

Al-Shidyaq displayed numerous errors by renowned linguists, lexicographers, and 

Orientalists, which encourages readers to search for errors within his work to trigger one’s 

critical thinking. In this case, errors unearth the inherent disjunctions between Arabic and 

European languages, as well as within the Arabic language itself. It also coincides with al-

Shidyaq’s subversion of authoritative discourse within al-Saq, which equalizes the different 
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voices to the same plane, and forces readers to search and construct meaning based on their 

own interpretations of the text.   

Another fundamental concern for al-Shidyaq was synonymy and the construction of 

meaning, which manifested in al-Saq’s lengthy and numerous digressive word lists which 

reflect al-Shidyaq’s adherence to a theory of Arabic linguistics that highlights how words in 

Arabic are derived from the sensory environment. In other words, the Arabic language is 

adaptive, and therefore, does not require manually performed updates in the form of fault-

finding and eradication of synonyms. Arabic’s auto-adaptive and auto-generative aspects as 

a language that can self-annotative due to its distinctive linguistic characteristics (explored 

in Chapters One and Two) positions al-Shidyaq in stark contrast to the linguistic 

philosophies of al-Bustani and al-Yaziji.  

Al-Saq is part of al-Shidyaq’s vast oeuvre which was devoted to philological inquiry 

as seen in his works on Arabic morphology, lexicography, and phonology of Arabic such as 

Al-Jasus ala al-Qamus (Spying on the Dictionary, 1884) and Sirr al-Layali fi-l-qalb wa-l-

ibdal (The Secrets of Morphology and Metathesis, 1884) and Kanz al-lughat (The Treasury 

of Languages, 1876).  

Al-Saq also helps us critically engage with the Nahdah and its output while also 

understanding the value of translation and philology in Arabic literature and 

reconceptualizing global frameworks of literature. Al-Shidyaq’s way of tackling modernity 

was through pioneering new narrative forms, incorporating forms from the modern travelog 

and experimental narrative prose as well as an interruptive enumerative style. 

While scholarship has usually treated al-Saq as a Nahdah text, studying al-Saq by 

looking into its word lists, specifically, and exploring them formally and critically, opens 
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up a wider range of contexts and concerns whilst also participating in recent revisionist 

studies of al-Saq and the Nahdah that challenges reductive understandings of the Nahdah 

itself and enriches current research on Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq’s work.  

Most scholarly work on al-Shidyaq’s enumerations describes their function in al-

Saq as a concentrated attempt to flaunt Arabic’s lexical richness and supremacy as well as 

al-Shidyaq’s mastery of the language. Christian Junge’s “Doing Things with Lists” asserts 

that lists carry epistemic force and represent a transition from the referential to the self-

referential functions of language, where words become lexicographical artifacts that carry 

ideological weight and warrant close inspection based on their arrangement and framing, 

among other elements (Junge 278). These lexicographical artifacts are seen as sites of 

meaning that produce concepts of knowledge or challenge power with their capacity to 

have numerous functions within a text at once.  

In this thesis, the different elements of al-Saq’s lexicographical artifacts are 

unpacked. The reason specific word lists are preserved within the text and interspersed 

across the narrative to construct a counter-archive, is explored. The role of the archive as a 

tool for re-constructing and re-framing knowledge and power is also explored and 

elaborated in Chapters One and Two. Second, it is central to consider the formal elements 

of the enumerations:  

• Their sonority, because they are written based on sound similarity, often in saj’ 

or rhymed prose.  



23 

• Their incomprehensibility because the enumerations are primarily constructed 

out of archaic and arcane Arabic words which reduce the text to a complex and 

rhythmic sensorium.  

• Their interruptive, extensive, and profane nature, either presented in a paragraph 

format, where each term is listed one after the other such as the list of profane 

words that the churchwarden state or vertically.  

• Their excessive nature, whether using profanity or through staging sensory and 

information overload in the reader—a characteristic of modern times and the 

rapid developments that were characteristic of the mid-19th century onwards. 

Though Christian Junge and Mattinyahu Peled, two of the main scholars on al-

Shidyaq’s lists, assess how to interpret the lists and acknowledge their argumentative and 

pivotal nature within the text, they do not consider the epistemological terror that is induced 

upon encountering the enumerations in al-Saq. They only describe the cause of this 

epistemological terror: the unsettling divorce of words from meaning/comprehensibility. 

Accordingly, this thesis aims to situate itself amid discussions on the role of enlistment in 

al-Saq as part of al-Shidyaq’s broader interest in Arabic linguistics, morphology, and 

philology.  

 

H. Translation  

A key element of this thesis is looking into al-Shidyaq’s insistence on 

incomprehensibility. Questions regarding how a text as complex and multi-voiced and 

multi-generic as al-Saq can be translated into the English language emerge. Humphrey 

Davies’s translation is the first successful translation of al-Saq into English and this thesis 
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analyzes Davies’s carnivalesque translation of al-Saq by looking into his translational 

choices, paratexts, typographical arrangement, and treatment of sonic and visual elements 

of the source text. Key characteristics of Davies’s translation is the valiant effort that was 

needed to find equivalent words for the terms that are listed in al-Saq’s enumerations as 

well as his attempt to demonstrate that Arabic language’s sonic qualities and al-Shidyaq’s 

complex method of demonstrating Arabic’s self-annotating potential through the lists and 

enumerations.  

Untranslatability in al-Shidyaq refers to the insistence on difference and 

incommensurability rather than kinship between the Arabic language and European 

languages. Al-Shidyaq’s untranslatability nullifies the domination which is embedded in 

translatability and in the corruption of Arabic. The challenges that Davies faced as a 

translator, which he listed in the Translator’s Afterword at the end of Volume Four confirm 

al-Shidyaq’s success at constructing an untranslatable and carnivalesque text that affirms 

the auto-generating capacities of the Arabic language. Even in translation, Davies had to 

maximize his visibility as a translator and use extensive endnotes at the end of each volume 

to explain, rationalize, and highlight different references, choices, and arrangements that al-

Shidyaq made in the original text. The generation of notes to explain the lists affirms the 

carnivalesque nature of the al-Shidyaq’s self-annotating word lists as an uncontrollable 

force that keeps producing new words no matter how much Nahdawis and Orientalists 

attempted to silence the Arabic language. Even when it does not make sense, it produces 

noise through the enumerations, which are then transliterated by Davies to retain their sonic 

or visual characteristics (I address this in Chapter Three).  
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I. Chapter Breakdown and Analytical Framework  

The intent to decentralize power structures and functions as a resistant counter-

archive is evident in the text’s resistance to generic and topical categorization, its 

celebration of the taboo and scandalous, as well as its foregrounding of the bodily, sensory, 

and semiotic. These elements will be analyzed through the lens of monster theory, and 

Bakhtinian theory throughout the thesis’s chapters.  

Chapter One details the historical, biographical, and cultural contexts that 

influenced the production, circulation, and afterlife of al-Saq. It also lays the groundwork 

for the theoretical framework used to analyze al-Saq by elaborating on key concepts from 

monster theory and Bakhtinian theory. Building on this foundation, Chapter Two offers a 

close reading of al-Saq’s lists. Chapter Three considers the untranslatability of al-Saq’s 

word lists, with reference to Emily Apter’s conceptualization of the untranslatable as that 

which is militantly resistant to becoming legible in the non-native language and culture. 

Additionally, I carefully consider and assess Humphrey Davies’s translation in terms of 

conveying al-Saq’s status as a monstrous text with its monstrosity residing in its resistance 

to generic categorization and its militant resistance to the dominant orders.  
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CHAPTER I 

TEXT & CONTEXT– A THEORETICAL  

AND HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

 

This chapter details the sociohistorical, biographical, materialistic, and intellectual 

contexts that shaped al-Saq. Written by a nonconformist exile amid precarious historical 

shifts: colonial violence, capitalist changes, socioeconomic shifts in Syro-Lebanon. 

Questions of identity and civilization were rampant as a proto-nationalist Arab movement 

unfolded in Mount Lebanon and beyond. Nahdawi scholars attempted to answer these 

questions through debates on society and the Arabic language. They saw that reforming, 

correcting, and sanctioning the Arabic language by collaging, collecting, archiving, and 

sanctioning would lead to utopian societal shifts. It is crucial to unpack these elements, the 

contents of the intellectual debates regarding the Arabic language, and how Arabic operated 

as a mirror for the Arab identity.  

Detailing the sociohistorical changes as well as personal transformations and events 

that al-Shidyaq experienced also reveals how lists function as central polemical element 

that argue against (1) religious and political authority in Mount Lebanon, (2) Western 

interventions with internal affairs and the Arabic language, as well as (3) the sanctioning 

operations that were taking place in relation to the Arabic language and the Arabic identity.  

This chapter also lays the theoretical groundwork that was used to construct the 

arguments regarding al-Shidyaq’s polemical lists, how they function, what they oppose, and 

their importance as a formal element that threatens literary unity, dominant hierarchical 

structures, and meaning. Key elements that I will focus on are the role of archiving as a 
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process, Bakhtin’s conception of the carnivalesque and grotesque, elements from Jefferey 

Jerome Cohen’s monster theory, and Tarek El Ariss’s concept of tawahhush (beastliness) 

as tools to navigate noisy and disruptive texts in times of transition and discovery.  

 

A. Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq 

Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq was born to a family of rural notables in the village of 

'Ashqut in Keserwan, Mount Lebanon between 1801 and 1806—questions about his birth 

year remain unanswered. His family suffered at the hands of political divisions and the 

Maronite church’s oppressive rule among other feudal authorities according to Fawwaz 

Traboulsi in “Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq (1804-1887)-the Quest for Another Modernity” 

(176). They participated in the commoner's revolts of 1820-21 which Bashir Shihab II 

(Mount Lebanon’s ruler) quelled (Traboulsi 176). After his father's death in that same year, 

al-Shidyaq had to interrupt his studies at 'Ayn Warqa (a Christian school which was 

established in 1789) to seek employment as a copyist of manuscripts while being educated 

by his elder brother As'ad al-Shidyaq, who was an Arabic and Syriac teacher (Traboulsi 

177; Patel, The Making of the Intellectual and Humanist Movement 13).  

As'ad al-Shidyaq's death was a side effect of the Maronite Church’s diligent 

counter-offensive against Protestantism, which was being introduced to the region by 

American and British Missionaries. As’ad’s imprisonment and death for converting was 

part of a broader counterattack launched by the Vatican against Protestant heresy with the 

threat of excommunication (Traboulsi 177). Attracted to the Protestant’s reformist ideas as 

well as repulsed by the adoration of icons, As’ad al-Shidyaq criticized such ideas and stated 

that the Bible, not the Church, holds supreme authority in matters of faith, which led to his 
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incarceration in the dungeons of the patriarchal seat at Qannubin, Northern Lebanon in 

1825, and resulted in his death five days afterward. As’ad’s death drove Ahmad Faris al-

Shidyaq to leave the country indefinitely and to travel along the Mediterranean. 

As'ad al-Shidyaq was labeled as one of the first “martyrs'' of Protestant Missionary 

work in the region; he was a theology student, a teacher of Arabic and Syriac and was at the 

“center of a struggle for cultural, religious, and political supremacy in nineteenth century 

Lebanon” (El-Ariss, “Trials of Arab Modernity” 70). Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq’s al-

Saq addresses this struggle, and his background and lineage provide the necessary tools to 

conduct such a project. Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq learned from his father and two older 

brothers. His father was a scribe, who provided Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq with the needed 

education on Classical Arabic texts. After his father’s death, Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq had 

to halt his education at the Maronite Seminary of ‘Ayn Waraqa (est. 1789) and was taught 

by his brother As’ad al-Shidyaq instead. When As’ad died, Ahmad left for Cairo, Egypt, to 

continue his education with the ‘ulama (educators) of al-Azhar (El-Ariss, “Trials” 56). He 

then worked with the American missionaries for 14 years before departing to England in 

1848 to collaborate with Reverend Samuel Lee on a translation of the Bible into the Arabic 

language (El-Ariss, “Trials” 56). In 1855, al-Shidyaq moved to France and then to Tunis in 

1857 where he converted to Islam and was then invited by the Ottoman sultan to settle in 

Istanbul until his death. During his time in Istanbul, he established al-Jawaib press where 

he offered social commentary and also preserved numerous classical Arabic texts and 

poems according to Geoffrey Roper in “Faris al-Shidyaq and the Transition from Scribal to 

Print Culture” (El-Ariss 56; Roper 214). 
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Al-Shidyaq was a grammarian, translator, lexicographer, linguist, copyist, editor, 

and one of the first Arab journalists in the Ottoman Empire (Traboulsi 176). He was heavily 

involved in the rampant linguistic and philological debates with the Nahdawi intellectuals 

regarding Arabic language and society–an element that will be unpacked thoroughly later in 

this chapter. His main works include: 

1. Sharh taba’i al-Hayawan (Explaining the Character of Animals, 1841): a book on 

animals.   

2. al-Wasita ‘ila ma’rifat ahwal Malta (The Means to Know about Malta, 1843). 

3. His Bible translation which was done in collaboration with Reverend Samuel Lee in 

London. 

4. Mumāḥakāt al-taʼwīl fī munāqiḍāt al-Injīl (Squabbles and Disputations over Gospel 

Interpretations, 1851) which is a critique of the gospels which was written a few 

years before al-Saq (1855).  

5. Kashf al-mukhabba ‘an funun Urubba (Revealing What is Hidden in Europe’s Arts, 

1881), which is a text on al-Shidyaq’s travel observations in Europe and Malta.  

6. Sirr al-layāl fī al-qalb wa-al-ibdāl fī ʻilm maʻānī al-alfāẓ al-ʻArabīyah (The Nights’ 

Secret is in Swapping and Substitution, 1868) which is a linguistic treatise on the 

characteristics of the Arabic language.  

7. al-Saq ‘ala al-Saq (Leg over Leg, 1855): al-Shidyaq’s magnum opus, which is 

categorized as a semi-autobiographical novel with numerous genres interspersed 

within the text, each of which serves particular polemical purposes that I address 

within Chapter Two of this dissertation.  
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8. al-Jasus ala al-Qamus (The Spy on the Dictionary,1851): a lexicographic work on 

al-Firuzibadi’s Arabic dictionary, al-Qamus al-muhit. This dictionary, along with 

Lisan al-Arab sourced al-Shidyaq’s enumerations in al-Saq, Sirr al-layal, among 

other works.  

9. Ghunyat al-ṭālib wa-munyat al-rāghib: durūs fī al-ṣarf wa-al-naḥw wa-ḥurūf al-

maʻānī. (1881), which was al-Shidyaq’s attempt to simplify the Arabic grammar, 

and was countered by al-Shartuni.   

10. al-Jawaib press which is an Arabic periodical that he founded in his time in Istanbul 

which ran from 1861 until 1884.  

Al-Shidyaq worked at the Malta Arabic press in the 1830s and 40s, as well as with 

more influential and international printing houses in Paris and London (Roper 237). This 

refined his knowledge of book production and its potential while working as a proofreader, 

corrector, and copywriter for the press (Roper 237). He raised the typographical standards 

of the Malta press and contributed to the design of a new Arabic typeface in three sizes, 

which were used in 1838 (Roper 238). He also created a new typeface for al-Saq when he 

prepared to publish it in Paris in 1855. In Tunis, he was invited for his knowledge of 

publishing and journalism, as one of the first practicing journalists in the Middle East at the 

time and then converted to Islam. Later, in 1859 or 1860, al-Shidyaq moved to Istanbul 

where he established al-Jawaib press, which ran from 1861 until 1884 (Roper 239). In his 

time in Istanbul, al-Shidyaq was also appointed as the Chief Corrector at the Imperial Press 

(Roper 239).  

The printing press that was initiated in Lebanon was established at the “nexus 

between age-old scribal traditions and emergent printing traditions” where the book 
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manufacturing economy was predominated by scribal workshops (Auji 35). Within this 

economy, the print presses occupied a tertiary position. Despite their revolutionary nature, 

the printing presses were regarded with caution due to the “unregulated and 

undifferentiated potential to spread knowledge” (Auji 26). In the Islamic world, 

particularly, fear of heresy and religious innovation amplified collective wariness towards 

print, yet another polemical tool embedded in al-Saq (Auji 26). The establishment of the 

American Press in Lebanon in the 19th century did not achieve direct success and it relied 

on the efforts of literati such as Butrus al-Bustani, Ibrahim al-Yaziji, and al-Shidyaq.  

Al-Shidyaq was heavily involved in the 19th-century transition from scribal to print 

culture. Like his contemporaries, he partook in copywriting, editing, and proofreading 

while also assisting in designing a new Arabic typeface in three sizes (Roper 213). He was 

also an active advocate of the print revolution as opposed to the educated Arab elite who 

were against print because of the "threat that it posed to their monopoly of knowledge and 

authority" (Roper 214).  Al-Shidyaq saw the potential of print in dismantling this monopoly 

and how it would bring forth social, political, and intellectual advancement (Roper 215). He 

edited books to be circulated on a wider scale, such as texts to learn European languages 

and he also contributed to the standardization of texts and their physical presentation 

(Roper 217). Despite his appreciation and fondness of obscurity and arcane words, al-

Shidyaq acknowledged that the print revolution created new patterns of readership which 

necessitated a more direct style that sought to convey ideas efficiently as opposed to being 

geared towards the elite exclusively (Roper 219). In recognizing this, al-Shidyaq was 

heavily involved in the three processes associated with the transmission of the written 
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word; these processes are (1) wider dissemination of texts, (2) standardization, and (3) 

preservation (Roper 215).  

When it came to knowledge dissemination, al-Shidyaq wrote numerous texts that 

were intended to transmit Arabic to non-Arab readers in the form of abridged grammar 

guides to facilitate Arabic language learning such as Ghunyat al-Talib (1872) which was 

met with criticism from al-Shartuni, who highlighted that al-Shidyaq was undermining the 

authors of pre-modern grammars and commentaries (Patel 107). Al-Shidyaq also 

disseminated the means for learning European languages to Arab readers because textbooks 

to learn these languages didn’t exist in the scribal era (Roper 216).  

Additionally, al-Shidyaq fully participated in the standardization of texts and their 

physical presentation. New literary and linguistic standards generated the need for new 

ways of organizing and presenting texts, and al-Shidyaq’s background as a scribe and 

calligrapher helped him create type styles and organizational methods that best conveyed 

information to readers (Roper 219). The elements which al-Shidyaq added included:  

• Running heads  

• Title pages  

• Author’s name 

• Printing press name 

• Date and place of publication 

• Edition 

• Table of contents.  

These elements sought to re-order readers’ thoughts and reflected the Nahdawi process of 

reordering and representing new modes of thought and patterns of consciousness in the 
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modern age (Roper 221). This was an essential innovation because it produced new habits 

of placing and dating and helped with cataloging and enumerative bibliographies (Roper 

221). Another aspect of print culture that al-Shidyaq leveraged was the act of preserving 

knowledge, where he put together edited texts of classical Arabic literature during his work 

on al-Jawaib press in Istanbul (Roper 221). Additionally, the print revolution and the new 

modes of thought that it engendered occurred in parallel with al-Shidyaq's act of directly 

addressing readers in his works. This is a process that made the act of reading feel more 

personal and intimate, which would increase the rhetorical potency of the text (Roper 221).  

 

B. Socio-historical Context 

Lebanon as a polity started with the Emirate of Mount Lebanon in the late 16th 

century as an autonomous region within the Ottoman Empire. The distinguishing 

characteristics of this emirate include: a Christian majority, early conversion to production 

for the silk market and to international trade, prolonged cultural exposure to Europeans, and 

a tradition of European intervention into the Emirate of Mt. Lebanon’s internal affairs 

(Traboulsi, “A History of Modern Lebanon” 3).  

Mount Lebanon was run according to the iqta' system which allotted tax-farming 

rights under the control of the Ottoman rulers or walis. The holders of iqta's, i.e., the 

muqatajis, possessed varied degrees of autonomy and power in running their land's affairs 

as long as they provided the High Porte (the central authorities in Istanbul which presided 

over the local authorities in the Emirate of Mount Lebanon) with a “fixed amount of 

purses”, provided armed men to authorities, and maintained order (Traboulsi, “A History” 

4). This was a quasi-feudal system under Ottoman rule.  
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In Mount Lebanon, people were divided based on their faith, the higher tiers of 

society belonged to Muslims while the “people of the book” (Christians and Jews) were a 

lower community that had the right to practice their religion, in return, however, they 

needed to pay a protection tax or jizya to the Ottomans (Traboulsi, “A History” 3). These 

religious stratifications manifested in the social division of labor where Christians and Jews 

did not have the right to partake in military or administrative functions, instead, they 

specialized in commerce, finance, and handicrafts (Traboulsi, “A History” 4). These social 

stratifications manifested in a Druze community dominated by the “tribal-warrior function” 

and a Christian community of commoners which would lead to sectarian conflicts in later 

years as well as the commoner’s revolts, directly impacting al-Shidyaq’s family and 

resulted in their departure from Mount Lebanon to Damascus and their resettlement in 

Hadath, Beirut (Traboulsi, “A History” 5).   

Divisions between the ranking orders and commoners also led to different internal 

conflicts and the commoner's revolts, which were concerned with taxation and political 

participation. The Commoner's Revolts occurred during Bashir Shihab II's time, it was the 

first opposition to the muqataji order and Bashir II's power. The revolts were quelled 

initially with the promise of tax reductions, but it was reawakened in Keserwan, Jbeil, 

Batroun, and Akkar under the leadership of Archbishop Yusuf Istfan and Abu Khattar al-

Anturini—the founders of the Maronite College of ‘Ayn Waraqa, where al-Shidyaq and 

Butrus al-Bustani were educated (Traboulsi “A History” 11).  
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C. Mount Lebanon 

Between 1831 and 1840, the Egyptian wali, Muhammad Ali Pasha, sent his troops 

to conquer Syria. He sent his son Ibrahim Pasha to conduct the invasion and establish his 

power in Mount Lebanon and Syria. The Druze contested this and led revolts in 1838 which 

Bashir quelled with an army of 4000 armed Christians (Traboulsi, “A History” 12). This 

represented the first confrontation on Lebanese soil with a sectarian basis because Bashir 

mobilized the Christians against the Muslims and Druze who were revolting against 

Egyptian rule in Mount Lebanon.  

Eventually, the Christians would join the Muslims and Druze in their revolt against 

Mohammad Ali Pasha. Egyptian rule over Syro-Lebanon ended in 1841 with the 

withdrawal of Egyptian forces from the region (Traboulsi, “A History” 15). The sectarian 

strife between the Druze and Christians, however, resulted in an uneven power structure 

that would slowly erode Durzi power in Mount Lebanon and expand Maronite privileges 

and power until, by the mid-nineteenth century, the Maronite church became a central 

figure in Mount Lebanon’s political life, and Maronite Christians would steadily gain more 

economic privileges than the Druze through their participation in sericulture, while the 

Druze dominated the eroding agricultural sector in the region.  

Numerous factors contributed to the empowerment of the Maronite Church 

according to Traboulsi, but the most important factor was that the Maronite Church became 

a central economic force in Lebanon as it was the largest landowner in the region, claiming 

a third of Mt. Lebanon’s lands. The Monasteries built on these lands performed extra-

religious functions that were profitable, such as: “silk reeling, weaving, building and 
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milling, and also housed schools, libraries and centers for copying, printing, and 

bookmaking” (Traboulsi, “A History” 23).   

Other events that influenced Mount Lebanon, and which are side effects of the 

socioeconomic and political elements that impacted al-Shidyaq include the 1860 Civil War 

between the Christians and Druze in Mount Lebanon. Additionally, the role of foreign 

powers is significant and was buttressed by economic motivations. The British sought to 

maintain the Ottoman Empire’s unity because they sought to distribute their fabrics to 

Syrian markets, they additionally supported the muqataji system and armed the Druze 

(Traboulsi, “A History” 38). On the other hand, the French sought to defend French capital 

that was invested in sericulture by revitalizing the silk factories and industries in the 

region. Lyon was a key importer of Lebanese silk and profited greatly from Lebanese 

Christian labor and factories.  

 

D. The Nahdawi Intellectual Context 

Potent intellectual debates occurred during the Nahdah, many of which were 

concerned with the Arabic language and identity (Patel 102). The Arabic language was the 

site of Arab identity under Ottoman rule, which warrants its position as a site of debate and 

contestation amongst the Nahdawi intelligentsia. Main debates centered on finding a 

position on how to reform the Arabic language in the face of foreign influence and 

socioeconomic expansion into the region under Ottoman rule. Two schools of thought 

emerged according to Patel, the Conservative reformists (concerned with maintain Arabic’s 

purity as it was maintained by pre-modern scholars) and Liberal reformists (reformists that 

wanted to adapt the Arabic language for modern use) (Patel 112).  
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The Nahdah was premised on reducing language to grammar, where language 

became a medium of communication in which words and meanings have to correspond to 

clear images (Bou Ali, “Bare Language in Art” 115). Here, ornamentation and figurative 

language are debased in the process and the Arabic was revised and transformed in a 

rigorous process of error-correction at the hands of Nahdawi intellectuals and literati (Bou 

Ali, “Bare Language” 116). Essentially, this process occurred through archiving, revising, 

correcting, and categorizing, with the lexicographic/semantic operating as a key site of 

revision. Al-Shidyaq did agree that Arabic needed to become a workable language for 

modern use and wrote a text that would simplify Arabic’s complex grammar rules for 

Western learners, however, his method was criticized by the likes of al-Shartuni (a 

conservative reformer). The conservative reformers saw that the influence of press Arabic 

corrupted the Arabic language, and they wanted to standardize Arabic words and rules to 

avoid further damage. Al-Shidyaq saw that Arabic needed to be adapted for modern use 

and his theory of embodied language showed that this meant a simplification of Arabic 

grammar, not a surgical excision of its rich lexicography.   

Al-Shidyaq’s reception of tradition and classical and authoritative texts (the Bible 

and Quran) deviated from rigid adherence to the interpretations that were forwarded by 

orthodox establishments and institutions according to Rana Issa in “Scripture as Literature” 

(30). To construct the argument for his position, al-Shidyaq drew attention to the historicity 

of linguistic, religious, and literary texts when people treated classical texts with nostalgia 

and looked back to the Golden Age of Arabic with intentions to revive this Golden Age. 

Al-Shiydaq’s stance was wary of that and treated the classical Arabic texts and language 
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critically, especially amid debates on forming and re-focusing the Arabic identity through 

sanctioning language.  

This was premised on the assumption that the Arabic language is the main site of 

Arab identity. Stephen Sheehi’s “Towards a Critical Theory of al-Nahdah,” highlights that 

the Nahdawi intellectual production was a side effect of crucial shifts in Mount Lebanon, as 

such, language underwent a transformation where it organized “new systems of 

signification to make modernity legible” (269). Cultural production made new forms and 

existential conditions legible, such as class tensions and conflict, social transformation, 

capitalist transformations, foreign intervention, and proto-nationalist movements (Sheehi 

271). Al-Shidyaq, among others of his peers, needed to address the growing power of the 

Maronite Church, the reorganization of the court in Mount Lebanon, the collapse of the 

muqataji system, the presence of Western missionaries, capitalist developments, and 

foreign economic, military, and social interventions in Mount Lebanon (Sheehi 287).     

al-Shidyaq participated in Nahdawi practices of scholarly correction to theorize, 

participate in, and define the Nahdah as a response to the aforementioned changes 

(Johnson, “Archive of Errors” 32). The Nadawis edited new editions of pre-modern 

dictionaries and lexicographical treatises, such as al-Shidyaq’s study on al-Firuzabadi’s al-

Qamus al-Muhit—some of which is present in al-Saq’s enumerations. Additionally, al-

Shidyaq argued for ishtiqaq, or the process of deriving new words from existing Arabic 

roots which was part of broader linguistic controversy that was occurring at the time 

(Johnson, “Archive of Errors” 31).   

Two main discourses emerged regarding the linguistic controversy that took place: 

the conservative reformists (Nasif al-Yaziji, Butrus al-Bustani, Ibrahim al-Yaziji, Said al-



39 

Shartuni, and Rashid al-Shartuni) and the Liberal reformists (Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq, 

Yusuf al-Asir, Ibrahim al-Ahdab, Jurji Zaydan, and Ya’qub Sarruf) (Patel 102). The 

conservatives sought to preserve the Arab language’s purity while the liberal reformists, 

such as al-Shidyaq, wanted to adapt the Arabic language to modern demands; al-Shidyaq 

sought to simplify the Arabic grammar to make it easier to study (Patel 108). Al-Shartuni’s 

critique of al-Shidyaq’s abridgment methods resided in al-Shidyaq’s departure from the use 

of commentaries to explain and elaborate on grammar rules–a practice which was 

established as a norm by pre-modern grammarians (Patel 112). Of the conservatives, al-

Yaziji was concerned with the Arab language’s purity in the face of the “corrupting force” 

of the Arabic press (Patel 113). Al-Shidyaq was more concerned with the incentive to keep 

grammar rules complex and simplify the vocabulary whilst also agreeing to the need to 

modernize the Arabic language and arguing, in al-Saq, that the Arabic language meets 

modern demands through his adoption of a theory of embodied language, ascertaining that 

Arabic can adapt and generate terms organically as a response to surrounding demands.  

Amid debates surrounding Arabic and identity, the Arabic language was subject to 

revisions, revivals, corrections, and re-adaptations to modern contexts while using its rich 

history as a reference. This process was embedded in the lexicographical turn that occurred 

during the Nahdah whereby dictionaries, thesauri, language textbooks, and linguistic 

treatises became foundational and central to 19th-century discourses on civilization, nation-

formation, society, and culture (Bou Ali, “Collecting the Nation” 34). Archiving, 

collecting, and collaging, is a site of identity formation through sanctioning, stratifying, and 

managing the Arabic language. Implicit within this collaging and archiving process is the 
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embedding of new structures of power which would manifest in the management and use of 

the Arabic language.  

To understand the importance of al-Shidyaq’s lists, the role of the archive is central. 

According to Nadia Bou Ali, Arabic is defined as one of the “many kingdoms of language 

and presence through a specific perception of the past in relation to the present” (Bou Ali, 

“Collecting the Nation” 34). This past-present schism represents the rupture that the 

Nahdah heralded forward and instituted to define itself through itself. The archive becomes 

a means through which society re-thinks itself and Arabic lexicographical works become a 

civilizational index, i.e. a symbol of the Arabs’ modernity (Bou Ali, “Collecting the 

Nation” 35). The concept of the Arab nation is instituted and negotiated through language-

making as a technological and archeological procedure.  

Bou Ali argues that archiving is a dynamic process, not merely a static collection. 

This process is shaped by a mesh of exigencies, desires, and discourses that “distinguish a 

collection in form and function and drive it into being” according to Mejchter-Atassi & 

Schwartz in Archives, Museums, and Collecting Practices in the Modern Arab World (1). 

Collections, thesauri, lexicons, or visual compilations are weaved into historical, social, and 

materialistic contexts that shape their conception and reception. They actively construct 

identities, both of the categories and groups that they denote and of their constructors 

(Mejchter-Atassi & Schwartz 3). Printed materials, as a particular form of collection or 

archive, regulate and demonstrate the possibilities of (re)making an Arab national past 

through the regulating, managing, stratifying, and privileging certain categories over others 

in the archive (Mejchter-Atassi & Schwartz 4).  
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Knowledge is nationalized through the archive, and the Nahdawi archive 

constructed the notion of possible language loss and uses the archive to secure the Arabic 

language and identity into the future, which, in turn, states that Arabic literary studies is an 

interruption and makes it “irrelevant” for us to analyze literature “as an epistemology of 

knowledge itself” (Bou Ali, “Collecting the Nation” 41). Language classification and 

reform leads to knowledge production. Butrus al-Bustani sought to reform the Arabic 

language and to trim Arabic’s “anachronistic fat” with the claim that there were more 

words for the sword than there were words to allude to modern creations: railway networks, 

roads, automobiles, etc. (Bou Ali, “Collecting the Nation” 42). Therefore, archiving, 

whether performed in the form of lexicographical works and treatises, or whether used 

performatively within al-Saq is a charged tool for contesting the Arab identity. Al-Shidyaq 

employs this tool effectively through enumerations, which are constructed and used in ways 

that dismantle claims to preserve the Arabic language’s purity and to reform and adapt it.  

Al-Shidyaq subscribed to a school of thought that treated language as derived based 

on sonic similarities between words. This is the Mu’tazilah theory of language which 

asserts that language is a human creation and emphasizes human agency in the process of 

meaning-formation (Issa, “Scripture as Literature” 35). For the Mu’tazilah, language is a 

human invention that relates meaning and sound to one another, i.e. it is a theory of 

embodied language. In this case, language does not refer to reality, instead, the reality is 

conceived and symbolized by the sound system. This manifests in al-Shidyaq’s word lists, 

which are based on sound similarity instead of being organized traditionally 

(alphabetically). They also feature neologisms that are constructed as per his theory of 

embodied language.  
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Thus, language is formed from an imaginative process of gathering and assembling 

phonemes and words to generate meaning based on existing sonic material (Issa, “Scripture 

as Literature” 36). As such, within al-Saq, a sensorium is constructed, where arcane word 

list elements are performatively structured based on sound similarity to prove that language 

does not need to be adapted manually, it can adapt organically. The polemical functions of 

this sensorium are more thoroughly unpacked in Chapter Two. However, we can say that 

al-Shidyaq’s enumerative games, where the act of replacing letters with each other results 

in the preservation of meaning and the construction of a sensorium within al-Saq is highly 

polemical when we assess the following elements of al-Shidyaq’s enumerations:  

• Framing  

• Their excessive and interruptive nature (incorporation of taboos and obscenities) 

• Length  

• Form  

• Content  

Al-Shidyaq’s enumerations reflect his oppositional stance on this matter where he uses 

al-Saq to excavate the arcane words that Butrus al-Bustani and the Purists were against 

preserving. He re-worked arcane words to prove that they are usable in modern 

contexts. These operations are analyzed as per Bakhtinian theory and monster theory, 

which I elaborate on in the next section.  
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E. Theoretical Framework 

The question of importing Western terms to analyze an indigenous text is worth 

considering before explaining the terms from Bakhtinian theory used to analyz al-Saq. 

Fundamentally, importing terms such as heteroglossia, carnivalesque, grotesque, double-

voiced discourse may be a questionable choice when studying an Arabic text. However, 

these terms are interrelated and feed into one another and are also used to assess the 

carnivalesque translation of al-Saq into English. Potential Arabic concepts that can replace 

Bakhtin’s concepts were challenging to find, such as the concept of al-laghuw (  اللَّغْو), which 

translates to “babble”, “nonsense,” much like the invisible and hysterical forces which drive 

al-Shidyaq’s pen to enumerate in al-Saq. However, it cannot capture the degradation 

processes that are associated with the carnivalesque or grotesque. Therefore, in this case, it 

would be fitting to import Western terms to analyze an Arabic text whilst also celebrating 

this text’s difference, untranslatability, and idiosyncrasies through these concepts. Also, 

monster theory, according to Jefferey Jerome Cohen is a transhistorical and transnational 

concept that can be used to analyze numerous cultural elements, though articulations on 

monster theory are predominantly Western, they can be applied to al-Saq to provide a 

unique lens that can unpack al-Saq in a dignified manner whilst also reaching progressive 

and potent conclusions.  

 

1. Bakhtinian Theory 

Bakhtinian theory helps assess and analyze al-Saq’s word lists and enumerations, 

with a key focus on the role of language and voice in unpacking al-Saq’s enumerations and 

soundscapes.  
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Key points from Bakhtinian theory that were used include the carnivalesque and 

grotesque, double-voiced consciousness, polyphony, and heteroglossia. To counter the 

claim to preserving the Arabic language’s purity, the majority of the word lists in al-Saq 

refer to the obscene or evoke a form of sensory overload through their excessive nature, 

which goes against Nahdawi attempts at stratification and homogenization, particularly 

surrounding matters dealing with the Arabic language (semantics, grammar, journalism, 

circulation of texts, print versus script, etc.).  

Al-Saq’s word lists are excessive and subversive and are often used, as 

demonstrated in Chapter Two, to counter religious and political authority, as well as the 

sanctioning forces of the Nahdawi intellectuals. The profanity and viscerality conveyed in 

the text’s enumerations are worth analyzing through Bakhtin’s notion of the carnivalesque 

and grotesque, which Bakhtin unpacks in Rabelais and His World (1984). These two 

elements are key characteristics of the Menippean satire or menippea which Bakhtin 

theorized in Problems of Dostoyevsky's Poetics (1965).  

By applying Bakhtin’s conception of carnivalesque, grotesque, heteroglossia, and 

polyphony, al-Saq might be categorized as a Menippean satire or menippea, which is a key 

carrier for the carnival sense of the world in literature. Characteristics of the menippea are 

the following numerous comic elements, freedom from historical accuracy and confined—

characterized by a freedom of plot and philosophical inventiveness. It also incorporates 

adventure and fantasy to create extraordinary situations that test a philosophical idea, a 

discourse, truth, or a position in the world. The main character’s disposition is tested 

repeatedly in the menippea. This can also create a world of altered states of consciousness 

through moral-psychological experimentation. Bakhtin lists the following psychic states: 
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insanity, split personality, unrestrained daydreaming, unusual dreams, passions bordering 

on madness, suicides, and so forth (Bakhtin, “Problems” 116).  

Dreams and different abnormal psychic states “destroy the epic and tragic 

wholeness of a person and his fate: the possibilities of another person and another life are 

revealed in him, he loses his finalized quality and ceases to mean only one thing; he ceases 

to coincide with himself” (Bakhtin, “Problems of Dostoyevsky’s Poetics” 116-117). The 

destruction of wholeness through dream states in the menippea is a distinguishing factor 

that sets it apart from other genres, especially when it comes to the role of dreams and 

altered states of consciousness (Bakhtin, “Problems of Dostoyevsky’s Poetics” 117). Also, 

the free fantastic and mystical-religious elements are combined with crude “slum 

naturalism” where plots unfold in slums, brothels, streets, religious settings, among other 

places where the man of the idea collides with depravity, baseness and vulgarity. 

Scandalous scenes violate customary and established norms, and thus, free human behavior 

from these norms to then breach the wholeness of the world. This entails oxymoronic 

contrasts characterized by “the true freedom of the wise man in his servile position” or 

moral downfalls, to name a few of Bakhtin’s examples. The menippea is multi-generic, 

with genres presented at various distances from the ultimate authorial position and with 

varying degrees of parodying and objectification and it is multi-styled and toned. 

As a key vehicle for the carnival sense of the world, the menippea stages the 

different carnivalistic categories. Within these categories, socio-hierarchical orders are 

suspended as forms of terror, piety, reverence, etiquette and any other homogenizing and 

hegemonic operations that police society dissipate, while distances between people are 

severed (Bakhtin, “Problems of Dostoyevsky’s Poetics” 123) Secondly, the sacred is 
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unified with the unholy, and the prevalence of obscenities is rampant along with the 

“reproductive power of the earth and the body” (Bakhtin, “Problems of Dostoyevsky’s 

Poetics” 124). Eccentricity and new modes of interrelationship between people emerge as 

they humanity’s latent elements emerge. The carnival also celebrates the process of 

replaceability as the renewals of structure and order is enacted. Nothing is absolute. The 

dualistic nature of carnivalistic images juxtaposes both poles of changes and crisis, 

death/rebirth, cursing/blessing, praise/abuse, youth/age, stupidity/wisdom, etc. to violate the 

normative way of life (Bakhtin, “Problems of Dostoyevsky’s Poetics” 126). As a central 

element of the menippea, the carnival sense of the world allowed the menippea to combine 

the following contrasting elements:  

• Philosophical dialogue and questions.  

• Adventure and fantasticality.  

• Slum naturalism.  

• Utopia.  

  Similarly, carnivalization dissipates barriers between genres, self-enclosed thought 

systems, and styles (Bakhtin, “Problems of Dostoyevsky’s Poetics” 134). The grotesque is 

another key characteristic of the menippea, since the grotesque is often used to illustrate an 

abstract idea, these ideas are consequently distorted since the purpose of the grotesque is to 

demonstrate “a distorted, contradictory, and double-faced fullness of life” (Bakhtin, 

“Rabelais and his World”, 62). Destruction and negation, to Bakhtin, are a fundamental 

phase for the birth of something new; this gives the lower stratum of the body a positive 

character because the result is always an increase towards excess (Bakhtin, “Rabelais” 62).  
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The grotesque deals with excrement, among other elements that are byproducts of 

our existence, particularly related to the material conditions of our bodies. References to 

excrement, urine, vomit, illness, and other elements are scattered throughout al-Saq, as it 

functions as a grotesque body that encodes Arabic’s self-expanding and excessive potential 

into its volumes.  

To Bakhtin, excrement is tied with a defiant type of laughter, which he calls 

“marketplace laughter,” which breaks down social structures and provides a sense of 

renewal while being a site for grotesque realism. Marketplace laughter is essential in that it 

undermines serious authoritative structures as it expresses distance and a rupture in 

expectations and is always directed at something higher: the sun, gods, or the highest 

earthly authorities, etc. It is directed towards a shift in truths and world orders as it 

embraces the different poles of change and deals with the crises that instill change in 

society (Bakhtin, “Problems of Dostoyevsky’s Poetics” 127). It is a type of laughter that is 

combined with death/rebirth, negation (smirking), affirmation (rejoicing laughter), and 

retains its power in its ambivalent nature.  

Excrement, also, is linked to “the generating force and to fertility” (Bakhtin, 

“Rabelais” 175). It is conceived as something that is between the earth and the body while 

acting as an intermediate between the living body and dead decaying matter, which is 

transforming into the earth (Bakhtin, “Rabelais” 175). The body’s decomposition becomes 

the earth’s excrement; it is, to Bakhtin, a dually joyous and sobering matter by combining 

the grave and birth in a comic and horrific form (Bakhtin, “Rabelais” 175). Essentially, 

images of urine and excrement are ambivalent, which makes them key elements in 

grotesque realism, since they represent the material-bodily depths since they debase and 
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regenerate. They are blessings and humiliating, within them, there is death and rebirth. The 

point of incorporating these forms into literature is to turn spirituality into the grossly 

material–a tactic that is repeatedly employed by al-Shidyaq while thwarting various 

hierarchical fixtures in 19th century Lebanon: religious, political, linguistic/intellectual, and 

social. This process of debasement, which grounds life in the agricultural cycle, can be 

“refunctioned to signify the fundamental equality of all people and the falseness and 

artificiality of all distinctions of status” according to Hirschkop in The Cambridge 

Introduction to Mikhail Bakhtin (133). Carnival rituals that turn the world upside down are 

dually critical and utopian in their combat of preexisting power structures (Hirschkop 133).  

In the process of analyzing Rabelais’s work, which shows, according to the 

scholarship on al-Shidyaq, similarities to al-Saq, Bakhtin read Rabelais through the lens of 

the carnivalesque, which is a characteristic of carnival festivities and rituals. The main 

characteristics of carnival rituals involved temporary liberation from the “prevailing truth 

and the established order,” marking the dissipation of hierarchical ranks, norms, privileges, 

and prohibitions (Bakhtin, “Rabelais” 10).  Throughout its operations, the carnivalesque 

employs the grotesque body.  

The fundamental operation of the grotesque body is degradation, or the reduction of 

higher elements down to the physical and material. The purpose of such degradation is 

polemical. To Bakhtin in Rabelais and His World, the core of the grotesque is to represent 

the distorted contradictory, and double-faced fullness of life (Bakhtin, “Rabelais” 62). The 

processes of negation and destruction are essential phases and are inseparable from birth. 

This is premised on the concept that material bodily principles, which involve consumption, 

urination, defecation, birth, and death are positive because they are universal processes 
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(Bakhtin, “Rabelais” 19). Additionally, degradation concerns one with the lower stratum of 

the body: the belly, and reproductive organs to highlight a regenerating aspect. The 

centralization of the body highlights that they are not to be considered for themselves, 

instead, they “represent a material bodily whole and therefore transgresses the limits of 

their isolation” (Bakhtin, “Rabelais” 23).  

The grotesque is concerned with the body parts that open the body to the outside 

world whether through input (consuming food, water, etc.) or output (urination, defecation, 

birth, etc.). A central characteristic of the grotesque body is its excessive nature. The 

material bodily principle in grotesque realism is positive, it is not contained in the 

biological individual but in the people who are continually growing and renewed. This is 

why the body becomes grand, exaggerated, and immeasurable in grotesque realism—an 

element that describes al-Saq’s textual body, which expands through the excessive word 

lists, as well as the excessive content within those enumerations which list an endless 

iteration of limbs and body parts. Additionally, the grotesque body is not severed from the 

whole, emphasis on apertures, convexities, open mouth, genitals, breasts, phallus, potbelly, 

and nose disclose the body’s essence as a principle of growth which exceeds its limits only 

in copulation, pregnancy, childbirth, death, eating, drinking, or defecation. This body is 

blended with the world, which is the site of its ambivalence as a degenerative and 

regenerative body (Hirschkop 131).  

Additionally, in his work on the novel, Bakhtin’s conception of polyphony, 

heteroglossia, and double-voiced consciousness are central to understanding al-Saq 

especially since it is a text with numerous interactions . Bakhtin defines heteroglossia as: 
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The inner stratification of a single national language into social dialects, group 

mannerisms, professional jargon, generic languages, the languages of generations and 

age-groups, the languages of political tendencies and parties, the languages of 

authorities, the languages of circles and passing fashions, the languages of socio-

political days and even hours (every day has its own slogan, its own vocabulary, its 

own accents): this inner stratification of every language at every given moment of its 

historical existence is a necessary prerequisite for the genre of the novel- by means 

of social heteroglossia and the individual multivoicedness that grows on its ground 

the novel orchestrates all its themes, the whole objective, meaningful world 

represented and expressed in it (Hirschkop 30).  

 

Heteroglossia is the foundation of dialogism, which to Bakhtin refers to any situation in 

which a unit of discourse has dual directedness, i.e. it is directed at two different goals and 

has meaning in two dimensions, which I explain in the next section.  

 

2. Bakhtin: on Language 

Language, to Bakhtin, combines an array of forces characterized by a constant battle 

between the centrifugal forces of language that seek to keep things divided and the 

centripetal forces that seek to keep language coherent and unified. Language is heteroglot; 

it is stratified into dialects and genres, whilst also being impacted by socio-ideological 

elements and represents the “coexistence of socio-ideological gaps” (Bakhtin, Dialogic 

Imagination 291). Al-Shidyaq mobilizes the heteroglot elements of the Arabic language, 

words from different epochs are presented equivalently, alongside one another, to make 

arguments about language, identity, etc. This creates a double-voiced discourse, aside from 

the sonic sensorium that is constructed within al-Saq's wordlists, which is formed from the 

presented socio-linguistic diversity and multi-languageness (Bakhtin, “Dialogic 

Imagination” 324). 
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According to Bakhtin, language is never unitary unless it is an abstract grammatical 

system of normative forms and conventions that are separate from history and society. 

Literary language is stratified, it is not unitary, and it is stratified through genres. However, 

the authoritative discourse of older pre-established doctrines on language (lexicography and 

grammar) are questioned in al-Saq as part of a broader tradition of revision and re-defining 

the Arabic language. Monster theory and Tarek El Ariss’s concepts of tawahhush 

(beastliness) help illuminate al-Saq’s resistance to pre-established doctrines on language 

and society through enumeration.  

 

3. Monster Theory & Tawahhush 

Monster theory, which was studied and developed by Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, in 

Monster Theory: Reading Culture, allows us to understand cultures based on their 

monsters, i.e. what they consider horrific. Etymologically, the term monstrum is traced 

etymologically to mean “that which reveals” according to Cohen (4). The monstrous is that 

which challenges and unsettles “established cognitive categories and interpretative 

strategies” according to Weinstock in The Monster Theory Reader (3). Associated with a 

sense of vertigo, the monstrous questions our epistemological worldview to highlight its 

fragmentary and inadequate nature and forces us to acknowledge the shortcomings of our 

systems of categorization (Weinstock 3). The monstrous, much like the abject, as per Julia 

Kristeva, is where meaning collapses; it is what disturbs identity, systems, and order 

(Kristeva 5). In defining the monstrous, Weinstock distinguishes between what is deemed 

merely frightening, and that which instills an epistemological crisis or vertigo by existing 

and instilling a sense of crisis or dissonance within the dominant orders that seek to shun 
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that which is labeled as “monstrous” (Weinstock 4). Claiming that monstrosity is an 

anthropological interpretative category, Jeffrey Jerome Cohen formulated seven theses that 

categorize and describe the monstrous as an interpretative category. 

Firstly, the monster’s body is a cultural body coded with specific cultural 

movements and incorporates fears, desires, anxieties, and fantasies (Cohen 4). The 

monstrous body, therefore, exists as a body to be deciphered and read (Cohen 4). The 

monster always escapes and leaves traces, its body is “corporeal and incorporeal” and its 

threat resides in its capacity to shapeshift, disappear, and return (Cohen 5). Within this 

capacity resides the ability to evoke a category crisis, since the monstrous body is the 

harbinger of such a crisis. The monster or monstrous always escapes because it resists 

simple categorization and refuses to partake in the classificatory order of things (Cohen 6). 

They introduce a crisis, evade, and undermine categorization due to their ontological 

liminality and demand a system that is built on polyphony through its resistance to 

integration, which allows for a play of differences or “nonbinary polymorphism” (Cohen 

6). Dwelling at the gates of difference, different kinds of alterity are inscribed across or 

constructed through the monstrous body, or in this case, text (Cohen 7). The monstrous, 

through revealing that difference is an arbitrary and free-floating cultural construction, 

threatens to destroy the cultural apparatus through which individuality and identity are 

constituted and allowed (Cohen 6).  

Apart from evoking a sense of crisis and fear, the monstrous also triggers one’s 

desire. Through the liminal monstrous body, possibilities of alternate ways of life can be 

explored (Cohen 9). In an essay on the monstrous body, Margrit Shildrick in “The Self’s 

Clean and Proper Body” highlights how the monstrous uncovers the precarious position of 
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the body (303). Shildrick asserts that the monstrous is excessive and puts the categorical 

integrity of bodies at stake, it also raises issues of leaky boundaries where we see the 

collapse of the human as a bounded being (Shildrick 303). The body, which houses the 

subject, can be bracketed out, with the monstrous, the body (which is inseparable from 

selfhood) is threatened. As such, embodiment, when threatened by the disruption of the 

subject runs the risk of ontological devaluation into potential monstrosity (Shildrick 305). 

Therefore, monstrosity resides in the interstitial sites where the boundaries of embodied 

selfhood are uncertain or breached (Shildrick 307). In this light, monstrosities are often 

associated with skin conditions since breaches in one’s skin threaten the unity of a person, 

consequently, compromising the organic unity and self-completion of the skin may signal 

monstrosity in their lack of material closure (Shildrick 307).  

With key conceptions of the monstrous grounded in its corporeality, the 

epistemological vertigo evoked by the monstrous resides in their attack on the senses. In a 

study on the sonic dimensions of literary horror, titled “Toward an Acoustics of Literary 

Horror”, Matt Foley ascertains that the horror evoked by the monstrous constitutes a realm 

of dissolution where language dissolves, bodies erode, and reality’s comprehensible 

contours disintegrate (Foley 457). The voice is related to the body and to language without 

fully belonging to because it belongs to the field where both elements intersect. Also, 

literary horror is not merely characterized the visual, but also renders numerous voices of 

excess, where unsettling sonic and visual categories combine to “create synthetic forms of 

sensory assault” (Foley 457). In this case, looking at the role of sound and how it 

collaborates with al-Saq’s typographical and visceral descriptions and word lists allows us 

to comprehend the text’s operations.  
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Since al-Saq was written in the Arabic language, it is central to assess horror and 

monstrosity when applied to Arabic literature through Arabic theories on beastliness, 

alienation, and disruption of hierarchical categories. As such, Tarek El-Ariss’s “Return of 

the Beast” studies the role of beastliness (tawahhush) and estrangement (tagharrub) as 

concepts that refigure the meaning of home and belonging through undergoing changes in 

the body that undermine its unity, morphology, and kinship (El-Ariss, “Return of the Beast” 

90). Tawahhush, as studied by El-Ariss, “unsettles cultural codes of conduct, redefining 

relations between the human and animal as well as between the human and the community” 

(El-Ariss, “Return of the Beast” 64). In the Arabic dictionary, Lisan al-Arab, the term 

wahshah refers to “the distance from the human community; it makes the absence of the 

human as a condition of forlornness and beastliness,” occupying spaces of desolation that 

exist outside of society according to El-Ariss (66). The mutawahhish, banished to distant 

ruins, deserts, and landscapes, “challenges the community and questions the attributes of 

the human and the social through which the community is imagined and desire inscribed,” 

therefore, it ruthlessly negates community and the order that upholds it, standing as the 

figure of the villain (66). It involves loneliness, wildness, and beastliness which haunts and 

interrogates the boundaries of the human, “rendering porous the separation from that which 

is radically outside and terrifying” (El-Ariss 66). Exploring Arabic literature from this lens 

challenges conceptions of Arab identity against the backdrop of political transformations in 

the Arab world, according to El-Ariss in “Return of the Beast” (66). As such, facing the 

archaic in all of its forms accentuates the process of seeing literature as a “stage of cruelty 

that exposes the ideology of belonging, exclusion, and violence” (El-Ariss, “Return of the 

Beast” 90). This study is framed by the recent mechanism of returning to the primordial and 
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archaic to define Arab identity. This is challenged by El-Ariss’s comparative study of Jahili 

poet al-Shanfara’s Lamiyya and more contemporary works by Huda Barakat. The purpose 

of this study is to highlight the destructive and productive forces of beastliness and 

estrangement, notions that were applied to frame al-Saq’s monstrous qualities.  

In al-Saq, we are faced with the haunting archaic terms that were banished by the 

modernizing efforts of Nahdawi intellectuals. The return of the beast is staged through the 

haunting enumerations that are meant to scare and overwhelm as an act of revenge against 

being cut out of the Arabic language. al-Saq, in general, represents an act of tawahhush as 

it represents haunting word lists that force the dominant order to face its faults as they are 

inscribed onto the beast's body and the subversive force that the beast represents. The 

bestial body, here, is the text in its lack of adherence to formal conventions, its polyphonic 

qualities, and its representation of an effaced past that has returned to re-assert its presence.  
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CHAPTER II 

 

A CLOSE READING OF AL-SAQ ALA AL-SAQ (1855) 
 

 

In this chapter, selected word lists from al-Saq were analyzed while remaining 

cognizant of their form, framing, arrangement, contents (list items), and placement within 

the text. Elements from Bakhtinian theory and monster theory were applied to unpack these 

enumerations and expand on their polemical functions in al-Saq. As Julia Bray noted in 

“Lists and Memory: Ibn Qutayba and Muḥammad b. Ḥabīb," lists in classical Arabic 

literature were a form of organizing, memorizing, and appropriating epistemes or systems 

of knowledge (211). Understanding the types of epistemes that were constructed and 

appropriated in al-Saq’s word lists is central to enriching the ongoing study of Ahmad Faris 

al-Shidyaq’s work within a complex Nahdawi archive. Elements of a list become 

lexicographical artifacts that carry symbolic weight, and their re-contextualization within a 

text allows them to construct ideologically-charged epistemes. Thus, it is vital to assess 

how al-Saq’s lists treat and use lexicographical artifacts, construct systems of knowledge 

and argue against competitive systems that were furthered by other Nahdawi figures, and 

revoke dominant structures of power, embedded in the Arabic language.  

There are numerous types of lists, which Julia Bray relates to cultural memory as 

formed and negotiated through the act of listing. To Bray, lists in Arabic literature are 

heavily influenced by Mohammad Habib and Ibn Qutayba. Mohammad Habib uses lists to 

eliminate narrative by reducing the proportion of uncertain knowledge; in this case, the 

non-narrative items within a list represent a “specific technique of organization or historical 
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analysis” (Bray 210). Lists function as expository tools, i.e. as a means of organizing and 

presenting information, and there are many list types such as present lists (enumerative and 

contrastive, they serve diagnostic functions to provide missing information), recognition or 

clue lists, riddles, and classificatory lists (Bray 212). Classificatory lists are the most 

culturally informative and potent list type because they are symptomatic lists and represent 

an invitation to “reconstruct a mentality archaeologically or to deconstruct a culture 

ideologically” (Bray 212). In terms of archaeologically reconstructing systems of 

knowledge, al-Saq sediments ideologically charged words, word groups, texts, and 

concepts into a literary archive that serves specific polemical purposes that I unpack in this 

chapter.  

The archeological aspect of lists makes us analyze Arabic lists as intermediate– 

symptomatic of the cultural gaps or unintegrated cultural elements as they mediate cultural 

assumptions. In al-Saq, al-Shidyaq presents lists on women’s charms, sex, genitalia, color 

(blackness), old age, lightness, among other categories, many of which are rooted in the 

sensory, either through (1) the presented list elements (genitals, smells, sights), or (2) 

through the reduction of language to sound (a sensory experience) (noisy word lists, 

onomatopoeia).  

For example, in a list from Chapter Fourteen of Volume Two (2.14.86), al-Shidyaq 

enumerates different terms for erectile dysfunction after stating the challenges of securing a 

woman:  

The presence of a woman is harder to ensure than that of either food or drink, demands 

more effort, and is costlier, for food and drink are to be found in every place and at 

every time (2.14.86).  
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Food can always be secured, even if it is a challenging endeavor, however, a woman is 

difficult to secure for a man who’s traveling or a man at a monastery, and for a man with 

erectile dysfunction. al-Fariyaq proceeds:  

 

Table 2: Erectile Dysfunction. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Transliteration:  

tashwiliyya, tarwiliyya, zaliqiyya, zumāliqiyya, zihliqiyya, tayta’iyya, ithlila’iyya, 

naa’naaiyya, halwūkiyya, shakkaziyya, thaytaliyya, ‘inniniyya, ḥarikiyya, ṭamsaliyya, 

manjūfiyya, ḥaṣūriyya, sarisiyya, ‘ajiriyya, dhawdhakhiyya, ḥawqaliyya, hawthaliyya, 

wakhawakhiyya, ‘idhyūṭiyya, ‘idyūṭiyya, ‘iẓyūṭiyya, thattiyya, thamūtiyya, waḍifīṭiyya, 

mūjiyya’iyya, ‘itwaliyya.  

 

 

or to one who has erectile dysfunction, or a tendency to premature ejaculation, premature 

climax, rapid climax, or early ejaculation, or to come immediately on penetration or to go 

soft before it, or one who suffers from weak erections, or from going soft after being stiff, 

or is too quick to come, or comes just from talking to a woman, or suffers from impotence, 

or lack of libido, or frigidity, or lack of virility, or thwarted sexual capacity, or lack of 

sexual interest in women, or lack of sexual drive, or lack of studliness, or lack of manly 

vigor, or floppiness of the member, or poor performance, or sexual inertia, or sheer 

inability, or coming too fast, or behaving like a female jerboa, or lack of virility or 

machismo, or sexual ignorance, or shooting his wad the moment he enters, or indifference 

to women (2.14.86).  
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This list disrupts the narrative, which then leads to more digressions, first stating that even 

a toothless man can eat bread, but a sexually dysfunctional man cannot have a woman. This 

list then transitions into another layered discussion on women, and the Arabic term for 

woman (imra’ah). Women are grotesquely (as per Bakhtin’s definition of the grotesque) 

defined as the cause for the “flourishing” and “ruination” of the universe, to al-Fariyaq in 

2.14.87. The linguistic oddity of al-qalb or substitution (defined as substituting one letter in 

a word with another letter without changing the meaning of the words) is present in this 

enumeration, as is the case with many of al-Saq’s lists to showcase the Arabic language’s 

oddities and peculiarities.  

• Example of al-qalb: tashwiliyya (تشويلية) and tarwiliyya (ترويلية). The sh (ش) and r 

 consonants are substituted, both refer to sexual impotence/erectile (ر)

dysfunction.  يوطية و غظيوطيةضعذيوطية و ع  (‘idhyutiyya, ‘idyutiyya, ‘ithyutiyya), 

where the dh ( ذ), ḍ ( ض), and ẓ (ظ) were substituted to produced similar words for 

erectile dysfunction.  

• Example of how certain letters are associated with specific meanings: zaliqiyya 

 ”the three terms start with the “z—(زهلقية) zihliqiyya ,(زمالقية) zumaliqiyya ,(زلقية)

 and refer to erectile dysfunction. Though the list tackles erectile dysfunction (ز)

generally, terms vary from referring “early ejaculation” to “behaving like a female 

jerboa,” confirming al-Shidyaq’s view that synonyms are not, in fact, equi-nyms 

and frequently contain slight deviations in meaning.  
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• Al-Shidyaq also employs affixation, where morphemes are added to a preceding 

word: ثتية و ثموتية (thattiyya, thamūtiyya) where m (م) and ū (و) were added to the 

preceding word, while retaining meaning.  

This is an example of the many lists al-Shidyaq presents in al-Saq. Each of these 

lists conveys Arabic’s oddities, organizes knowledge in a counter-archive that aims to 

thwart the reductive operations of the Nahdawi order as it attempted to construct an Arab 

identity under Ottoman rule in the 19th century, and conveys a conception of the Arabic 

language as an embodied and adaptive language with unique patterns, constructions, and 

operations in al-Saq and beyond.  

Enumeration evokes a sense of infinity as lists extend endlessly in al-Saq. The text 

contains approximately 137 lists, some of which reach 14 pages. The voraciousness of 

enumeration makes it difficult to read every list element. However, al-Shidyaq insists that 

we try to read each item, despite it being overwhelming. Since readers are encouraged to 

critically engage with the enumerations, it is worth looking at those word lists in a strategic 

manner.  

To analyze al-Saq’s enumerations, Christian Junge proposes looking at their items, 

length, arrangement, and framing. Analyzing items and arrangement entails looking at the 

lists’ contents as well as how they are ordered, whether based on the conjunction of 

meanings or sonic similarity– both of which are potent in al-Saq. As is the case with the list 

on erectile dysfunction, analyzing based on Junge’s framework would go as follows: 

• Contents: references to the obscene and scandalous.  
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• Order: list elements are presented in the polysyndetic clause, separated by 

conjunctions (or/and - و/ أو), and based on sonic similarity. In this case, the terms 

are separated by the “و” (and) conjunction in the Arabic version, and by commas in 

the English translation.  

• Framing: the list was bracketed by discussions on women, their blameworthy and 

praiseworthy traits, paving the way to discuss the linguistic characteristics of the 

Arabic terms for woman imra’ah (discussed below).   

The enumerations are written in rhymed prose or saj’ which helps focus the reader’s 

attention on the sonic qualities, characteristics, and similarities that are staged in the Arabic 

enumerations. Notably, saj’ was employed by pre-Islamic soothsayers for their mantic 

speech and was later utilized in the Quranic aesthetic (Junge 286). Saj’s legacy of use in 

Quranic texts and its use in al-Shidyaq to enumerate scandalous lists is yet another 

subversive tactic that al-Shidyaq employs in al-Saq and represents al-Shidyaq’s militant 

attitude towards religious authorities and authoritative discourse in general.  

The lists’ length demonstrates the “poetics of everything included” and a poetics of 

the “etcetera,” triggering sensory and information overload in the reader (Junge 285). The 

spatial occupation of enumerations within the text performatively articulates the value of 

the listed words, which are frequently of a visceral, corporeal, or sexual nature, aligning 

with Bakhtin’s concept of grotesque realism. The enumeration’s framing provides the 

context needed to activate the presented lexicographic artifacts (Junge 286). It is premised 

on the fact that enumerations contain “fragmented language”, decontextualized and then re-

contextualized to reach specific argumentative aims.  
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A central enumeration which employs grotesque realism is when a foul stench 

emanated from the Metropolitan al-Tutunji’s attempts to translate the Bible into Arabic–a 

symptom of the cross-cultural and cross-lingual contact that al-Shidyaq stages and critiques 

in many of his works, including al-Saq. Here, al-Shidyaq’s reduced the intellectual and 

noble pursuit of translating the Bible into a visceral experience in Volume Three, Chapter 

Eighteen. In this chapter, titled “A Drain” Metropolitan al-Tutunji arrived on the island of 

Malta and sabotaged al-Fariyaq’s efforts to translate the Bible. In Malta, al-Fariyaq sought 

employment, as an Arabic tutor (physicking of the foul of breath) and as a translator for the 

Protestant Missionaries in the British-protected island of Malta. The missionaries saw al-

Fariyaq’s linguistic prowess and tasked him with translating the Bible, however the 

Metropolitan sabotaged this endeavor. The Metropolitan arrived and spread lies about al-

Fariyaq to the British, which made the British re-allocate the task of translation to the 

Metropolitan himself:  
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Table 3: Foul smells. 

 

 

From time to time, al-Fariyaq would pass by and see him without picking up from him a 

sense that anything was amiss. After a few days, a dust-laden, twisting, grit-bearing, 

shifting, raging, piercing, unflagging, blasting, blighting, track-obliterating, ground-

hugging, veering, swirling, whirling, hot, scorching, blistering, howling, lightening, 

gusting, rain-bearing, buffeting harmattan of a wind arose, followed fast on its heels by 

odors overpowering, rotten, rank, putrefying, putrid, puent, fetid, fecal, feculent, stinking, 

reeky, reechy, rancid, rancidous, noisome, cacodorous, maleolent, mephitic, flatulent, 

flatuous, armpit-redolent, smegmatic, nidorous, hircine, plebeosudoral, latrinal, urinal, 

annulo-vermicular, oleaginous, nose-wrinkling, catamitic, tannic, and oro-dyslalic, mixed 

with Himyaritic hapax legomena, mispronunciations, lispings, misspeakings, schwa-

ations, sibillations, and shibillations; and lo and behold, the aforementioned 

metropolitan, in attempting to translate the book in question into Arabic, was found to have 

fallen headfirst down a widemouthed well and, given that he was as ignorant of how to 

clean out the mud as he was of the language, these foul smells inevitably carried to the 

Fāriyāq’s house, for the director of the printing press was a friend of his and had asked him 

to correct the typographical errors in it, without reference to the mistakes of translation 

(3.18.7).  
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This enumeration is written in the polysyndetic clause and in saj’ (rhymed prose), 

starting with 42 Arabic words for strong winds and then 35 terms for foul scents. It contains 

the linguistic oddities of al-ibdal (substitution): kaskasiyya (كسكسية) and kashkashiyya 

 .are interchanged to produce similar meanings (ش) and sh (س ) where the s ,(كشكشية)

Similarly, amdariyya (أمدرية) and amdhariyya (أمذرية), where the d ( د) and dh ( ذ) are 

interchanged, among other examples. The enumeration is excessively noisy to the point of 

untranslatability, according to Davies in the Translator’s Afterword. Its morpho-

phonological elements are not fully captured in Davies’s translation, though the translation 

of al-Shidyaq’s neologisms such as kaskasiyya (كسكسية) proved effective in creating 

English words from pre-existing linguistic units.  

The enumeration’s noise and incomprehensibility are monstrous as they stage an 

attack on the senses and cognition. Since the monster challenges distinctions between body 

and mind, as well as body and body, the monstrous text challenges distinctions between 

sound and meaning– a word, therefore, degenerates into noise or a distant echo from a lost 

past. Though the text rhymes, it overwhelms the reader due to the successive enlistment of 

terms that the modern reader does not comprehend due to the rarity, anachronistic, or 

idiosyncratic nature of the words (neologisms). For example, the Arabic version includes 

words such as: zawabi’ or zaazaa’an are not commonly used or recognizable words yet 

they are present in this word list and refer to strong winds. Yet another linguistic oddity 

here resides in the prevalence of the ṭ (ط), which is present in six of the 35 terms on foul 

smells. This type of close reading of the word lists is the type of effort that al-Shidyaq 
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required from his readers to unpack the word lists and the linguistic patterns that are 

embedded within them.  

The smelly enumeration also contributes to the monstrous/mutawahhish capacities 

of al-Saq, particularly when revealing issues of porous or leaky boundaries, where the 

collapse of the body or human as a bounded being collapses (Weinstock 306). The text’s 

tawahhush/monstrosity is staged when al-Shidyaq assembles opposing elements together; 

enumerations are constructed of words from archaic and arcane words along with 

neologisms such as qalqalaniyyah (قلقلانية), kaskasiyya (كسكسية), kashkashiyya (كشكشية), 

which Davies translated into schwa-ations, sibillations, and shibillations. These elements 

coexist in a modern text at a time when the Nahdawis were attempting to clean out words 

from the archive to keep words that are fit for modern use and problems. Instead, al-

Shidyaq adds noise to disrupt these sanctioning operations while also educating the reader 

about Arabic’s lexical richness. Words from the past (pre-Islamic Jahili era, or the Heroic 

Age), constructed words based on certain patterns in the Arabic language, and words fit for 

current use are juxtaposed with the simple rhetorical style (modern) used by al-Shidyaq 

when progressing the narrative. This juxtaposition is meant to centralize the excessive and 

incomprehensible nature of the presented enumerations and to utilize these words’ attack on 

the senses as well as their autonomous operations in self-annotating and producing new 

words.  

In this word list, terms such as raging, putrefying and petid are also presented with 

mispronunciations, lispings, misspeakings, indicating that words referring to bad smells, are 

by association sonically and essentially, related to words on poor speech.  To critique the 
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modern state of language and its treatment, especially when the language is threatened by 

cross-cultural and cross-linguistic contact, al-Shidyaq thus uses the poetics of disgust and 

decay to tackle linguistic issues in al-Saq. The visceral and excessive also acts as a 

harbinger of the monstrous state of the Arabic language and the acts that were performed 

onto it to surgically adjust it for modern use. The bodily and sensory are given room to 

exist and operate to resist the body’s disciplining according to a European model of 

civilization which eventually mediated colonialism (El-Ariss 78). The putrefying scent also 

represents the visceral and physical nature of the Metropolitan’s mistreatment of the Arabic 

language, a limitation that al-Shidyaq experienced when working on many translations 

throughout his journey with the Protestant Church Missionaries. 

The smelly enumeration is a form of grotesque realism because, first, it degrades 

linguistic issues to the physiological plane, aligning translation errors with a putrid, fetid, 

and fecal stench. It is no coincidence that this alignment also involves the Metropolitan, 

considering a large portion of al-Shidyaq’s work opposed the growing influence of the 

Church in the Levantine region of Greater Syria as well as the churchwarden’s arrogance 

when tackling matters concerning the Arabic language, which infuriated al-Fariyaq, as 

made clear in numerous enumerations, word games, discussions, and scenes in al-Saq. An 

amusing example is from Volume One Chapter Twelve, titled “A Dish and an Itch,” where 

al-Fariyaq sought refuge in a monastery for the night; while searching for a word, he asks 

the monks if they have a copy of al-Qamus (The Dictionary) which he could borrow for the 

night:  

Searching for a certain word, he rose and went looking for a copy of the Qāmūs and 

knocked on the door of his neighbor, who was one of those particularly zealous in 

religion, and asked him, “Do you have, sir, a Qāmūs?” to which the other replied, “In 
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the monastery, we have neither qāmūs nor jāmūs (‘buffaloes’) nor oxen, and what 

would you be needing them for at this hour, anyway?” So he knocked on the door of 

another who was even coarser and asked him, “Would you mind lending me the 

Qāmūs for an hour?” to which he replied, “Hang on till midnight, for the kābūs 

(‘night- mare’) never comes at any other time.” So he went to another and asked him 

the same question and the man replied, “What qāmūṣ, you māghūṣ?” So he returned 

to his cell, saying, “I’ll have to compose the lines and leave a space for the missing 

word (1.12.1). 

 

In this chapter, al-Fariyaq frees one of the newer monks after eating lentils which gave him 

a bad itch to write about the monastery’s practices. Al-Fariyaq’s body is susceptible to 

illness and irritation from numerous triggers, in this case, the monastic practices irritated al-

Fariyaq’s skin, much like, later in Volume Two, al-Fariyaq’s studies with the Egyptian 

sheikhs also skin irritation (studying rhetoric, specifically). Here, the perceived monstrosity 

of monastic practices causes skin disorders and threatens the unity of a person. As Shildrick 

states in The Self’s Clean and Proper Body, “the disruption of corporeal integrity and the 

open display of bodily vulnerability” is a moment for anxiety and hostility, as seen in al-

Fariyaq’s response to the Monastery (306).  

Returning to the list of putrid smells, it mostly includes words related to foul smells 

and fumes, even though some words refer to effeminacy and impaired speech, according to 

Davies in the Notes, which confirms al-Shidyaq’s assertion that meaning is rarely 

congruent. There are slight deviations in meaning between words even if they refer to the 

“same” object or entity. The reader is encouraged to question and critically engage with 

such differences because of dialectical differences, colloquialisms, or other historical or 

linguistic processes that produced these words. The importance of synonymy is to highlight 

that the philological house-cleaning that al-Bustani called for was not possible because 

synonyms are not “equi-nyms”, each synonymous term slightly deviates from the other. 
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Thus, cutting out words would butcher the Arabic language in the name of constructing a 

modern Arab identity. In the first Chapter of Volume One, al-Shidyaq states the following 

about synonyms:  

I have imposed on the reader the condition that he not skip any of the “synonymous” 

words in this book of mine, many though they be (for it may happen that, on a single 

road, a herd of fifty words, all with the same meaning, or with two meanings that are 

close, may pass him by (1.1.7).  

 

He then elaborates on his understanding of synonyms and meaning-formation in the Arabic 

language: 

I have to admit that I cannot support the idea that all “synonyms” have the same 

meaning, or they would have called them “equi-nyms.” They are synonymous only 

in the sense that certain of them may take the place of certain others. Proof of this lies 

in the fact that beauty, length, whiteness, smoothness, and eloquence differ in kind 

and in collocation, depending on the differences among the objects they describe. The 

Arabs, therefore, assigned to each type of beauty, length, etc., a specific name, and it 

is only our distance from their days that makes us think they all mean the same 

(1.1.7).  

 

This is part of al-Shidyaq’s broader focus on meaning, where he also emphasizes his 

avoidance of rhetorical devices such as paronomasia, morphological parallelism, metaphor, 

and metonymy to draw the readers’ attention to the inner meanings of words (1.1.11). To 

al-Shidyaq, therefore, synonymy is approximate and is a process of substitution. His 

linguistic explorations in al-Saq and Sirr al-Layal, highlight that specific phonemes are 

attached to specific meanings; the synonyms represent al-Shidyaq’s exploration of the 

possibilities of Arabic phonemes in constructing new meanings (Fieni 57-58). This aligns 

with the Mu’tazilah theory of linguistics which asserts that language is a human invention 

contingent on the fact that relating sounds to meaning is a social convention, i.e. language 

is constructed as we adapt to our environments and contexts, and the raw building blocks of 
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words is the sensory input that we gather from those contexts (Issa 46). Language never 

refers directly to reality, instead, reality is conceptualized and symbolized by the sound 

system (Issa 47). Through this sonic practice, phonemes are cut and gathered in an 

imaginative process to construct meaning out of sound material (Issa 49). Examples of this 

manifest in the list on stenches where words that are translated into “armpit-redolent, 

smegmatic, nidorous, hircine, plebeosudoral, latrinal, urinal, annulo-vermicular, 

oleaginous, nose-wrinkling, catamitic, tannic, and oro-dyslalic,” are constructed in Arabic 

in al-Shidyaq’s imaginative process which is weaved into numerous other enumerations in 

al-Saq’s volumes. We are invited to explore how simple it is to produce new words by 

using discrete phonemic entities to construct those words.  

Within this process, al-Shidyaq foregrounds the role of human agency in meaning 

generation. His linguistic contributions can be called “the science of phonemic tropes,” 

where the sign phonetically tropes a referent– a subset of an operation emphasizing human 

agency as opposed to the norms of structuralist linguistics (Issa 50). In his work, al-Jasus 

‘ala al-Qamus (1861), al-Shidyaq “sifts through lexicons from the classical canon to 

critique the normative idea that Arabic is the language of the divine,” accordingly, al-

Shidyaq’s analysis of the impact of Islamic dogma singles out how the scientific basis of 

lexicography was hampered by Muslim faith (Issa 51). Al-Saq more blatantly opposes 

Christian Doctrines and authorities but also performatively opposes the concept of Arabic 

as a divine language and as influenced and sourced from divine authorities. Presenting 

words from different epochs in an equivalent plane creates a double-voiced discourse 

within the text, which can be defined as a discourse with an orientation towards another 

discourse. Double-voicedness, to Bakhtin, draws its energy from socio-linguistic speech 
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diversity and multi-languageness, which in this case can be seen as the words from 

different Arabic contexts presented together and which invite the reader to partake in the al-

Saq's dialogue (Bakhtin, “Dialogic Imagination” 324).  

Returning to the quoted text, al-Shidyaq states “it is only our distance from their days 

that makes us think they all mean the same” and frames the reader’s mind to:  

• Read all the synonyms and consider the dissonances between one word and the 

other, or at least, remain cognizant of the potential dissonances that might occur 

between words.  

• Remain cognizant of the need to explore the potential reasons for the slight 

deviations in meaning between synonymous terms despite referring to the “same” 

object whilst Nahdawi thinkers like al-Bustani favored eradicating Arabic’s dead 

anachronistic terms.  

The enumerations also performatively argued against a “deplorable stylistic situation” 

according to Peled in that they exposed the state of language by unearthing its resources 

and its underlying operations to potentially enrich and diversify writing and the use of the 

Arabic language without the need for ornamentation (Peled 138). The epistemological 

terror that we get from the sonorous synonyms draws attention to the constructed sensorium 

and the message that al-Shidyaq is conveying about language. Written in the polysyndetic 

clause, the quoted list on putrid smells, among others that are similar to it, uses many 

conjunctions to separate the elements and is effective at manipulating sound effects attained 

through the morphemic dissimilarity of words and the phonetic repetitiveness of assonance 

in Arabic (Peled). The polysyndetic clause also attacks and overloads the senses because al-
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Fariyaq wants the words to disrupt the Metropolitan’s efforts and disrupt orthodox 

assumptions about Arabic. The limiting force of the Metropolitan, and the entity that he 

represents, are resisted through al-Shidyaq’s hospitality to the body’s viscerality, 

celebrating the body’s excesses through the word lists whilst carnivalizing the Arabic 

language.  

To dismantle the credibility of the clergy, al-Shidyaq opens with one of the longest 

enumerations in al-Saq. In Chapter One of Volume One, titled “Raising a Storm” (1.1.6), 

al-Shidyaq opens with an enumeration of words that the clergy shamelessly use. This is 

preceded by a descriptive enumeration of how al-Shidyaq anticipates the clergy’s 

outrageous reaction to the scandalous contents of his text:  

Next, I am confronted by a mighty crowd of priests, abbots, and monks, bequeathers 

of pious bequests, churchwardens, and sacristans, broad-beaters, patriarchs, and 

hegumens… all of them clamoring and havering, mooing and snorting, raging and 

roaring, shouting and shrieking, fuming and furious, threatening and fulminating, 

complaining and calumniating, venting, ventilating, and hyperventilating, yelling and 

gasping, praying and spittle-spraying, thus causing me to say “Hold your horses! 

Hold your horses! You have spent your whole lives in the craft of exegesis, so what 

harm would it do if you were to explain away what it is you don’t like about my book 

from the get-go, making arguments, as is your wont, that whatever is malformed is in 

fact comely and whatever seems hideously phrased is in fact elegant?”  (1.1.3).  

 

In this passage, al-Shidyaq is neutralizing potential clerical criticism to his scandalous text 

by exposing the clergy’s linguistic weaknesses, stating that they cannot correct linguistic 

errors nor match al-Fariyaq’s linguistic competence. From the first chapter, al-Shidyaq 

opens with a defensive stance against any possible authority that attempts to thwart his text, 

starting with the clergy and he undermines their capacity to critique his text.  

Describing the clergy in animalistic terms and reducing them to bodily responses 

such as “clamoring and havering, mooing and snorting, raging and roaring…” degenerates 
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them from their lofty position as religious figures and degrades them into the status of 

animals in their treatment of the Arabic language and their delivery of critique. Al-Shidyaq 

uses this tactic repetitively in al-Saq, just like he did when associating the Metropolitan’s 

efforts with putrid smells. Davies’s translation of this enumeration does not do the 

alliterations justice, particularly when al-Shidyaq invites the reader to dissect the oddities 

that each list stages on the Arabic language as stated in the “Author’s Notice” in Volume 

One, notably, how certain letters and word patterns are associated with specific meanings. 

Al-Shidyaq often used this as a basis for constructing his enumerations and new words. It is 

the reader’s job to pick up on these patterns. An example is the following enumeration, 

which I will transliterate from the Arabic version: 

 

Table 4: Mispronouncing and miscommunicating 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Transliteration: 

Takhti’ūn, tuḥaḍramūn, tahra’ūn, talaḥanūn, talakanūn, taghlaṭūn, tūhamūn, ta’afikūn, 

tulabikūn, taltakkūn, talfatūn, takhliṭūn, takhṭalūn, tahadhūn, tahdharūn, taḥsarūn, 

tulakhūn, tulakhlikhūn, ta’aajamūn, tujami’ūn, tufdimūn, taluffūn, tatablat’ūn, 

tatalahya’ūn, tulaghlighūn, tūlaqliqūn, tūqalqilūn, tutartirūn, tutharthirūn, tuḥaṣirūn, 
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tufarfirūn, tuḥamjumūn, tughamghimūn, tuta’ati’ūn, tutaghtighūn, tuthaghthiughūn, 

tutha’athi’ūn, tuba’bi’ūn, tubaghbighūn, tuwatighūn, tuḍaghḍighūn, ta’yaūn, tufah’hahūn.  

 

 

making mistakes, mispronouncing, and maledicting, uttering solecisms and stuttering, 

erring and aberring, speaking randomly and raggedly, mispeaking and randomly mouthing 

off, rambling and roaming, raving, ranting, and talking irrationally etc…) (1.1.4).  

 

 

Note that this is not the full list, some of its contents are presented to demonstrate 

how the sonic elements of these words (related to misspeaking and lingual/speech errors) 

are similar. Al-Shidyaq would want us to recognize this, and Davies’s translation attempted 

to capture these elements by using words like “erring and aberring” when the Arabic 

version contained similar constructions where words succeeded one another with either 

letters flipped around or a consonant added to the prior word to create a new word of 

similar meaning, such as tahathun and tahatharun. This list also demonstrates al-Shidyaq’s 

qalb (substitution) where substituting letters in a word generates new words with similar 

meanings such as the words tulaghlighūn and tūlaqliqūn, which show the substitution of the 

gh (غ) with the q (ق) which both refer to errors and mispronunciation. The Arabic oddity of 

ibdal (or swapping) is shown afterward in the enumeration: tūlaqliqūn (تلقلقون), tūqalqilūn 

 are swapped, yet still refer to communication errors (ل) and l (ق) where the q ,(تقلقلون)

(1.1.4). Another example is takhliṭūn (تخلطون) and takhṭalūn (تخطلون), where the kh (خ) 

and ṭ (ط) are swapped. Examples of substitution include tulabikūn (تلبكون) and taltakkūn 

 :are substituted. Other examples of swapping include (ت ) and t (ب ) where the b ,(تلتكون)

takhliṭūn, (تخلطون) and takhṭalūn (تخطلون), where the ṭ (ط) and l (ل) are swapped; 
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Taajamun (تعجمون) and tujami’oon (تجمعون); tuqalqilun (تقلقلون) and tulaqliqun (تلقلقون).  

Examples of affixation where the same morphemes are added to the preceding word and 

retain similar meanings due to the combination of letters involved that are involved: 

Tulakhun (تلخون) and tulakhlikhun (تلخلخون). The prevalence of the “ث “ ”ت “ ”ط” and 

 ,consonants in this word list is notable when we consider the Metropolitan word list ”غ“

which also contains words on speaking and miscommunicating, which also has the 

linguistic oddity of the prevalence of similar consonants: the ṭ  (ط) and q ( ق).    

Proceeding with his critique of the church officials, al-Shidyaq lists the visceral and 

profane language that they use. The enumeration consists of more than 150 synonyms 

describing male and female genitals as well as the act of copulation, written in rhymed 

prose. Al-Shidyaq then highlights the clergymen’s shamelessness, stating (table 5):  

I know many a noble churchwarden whose virtues are acknowledged among men and 

yet has no compunction about referring to “things quivering” (1.1.6): 
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Table 5: Enumerations of the Churchwarden’s shameless terms on the reproductive organs and 

copulation. 
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(This is not the full list and is only meant to represent the length of the list as well as some 

of the terms that are used).  

 

In transitioning to the vast word list itself, al-Shidyaq’s stylistic shift is noticeable in 

the Arabic version. The jump from journalistic narration with minimal digressions and 

decorative elements to complex enumerations is central to foregrounding the lists’ 

linguistic and operational mechanisms. It also highlights their interruptive and haunting 

nature as the past (arcane words from classical Arabic) is injected into the present (modern, 

journalistic style and language). The text’s flow is disrupted through the list’s sheer length, 

language, and form (successive enlistment, al-qalb, al-ibdal, affixation, and other linguistic 

oddities). The key element that distinguishes the styles is legibility. The descriptive prose is 

simple while the enumerations represent al-Shidyaq’s efforts at using incomprehensibility 

as a critical and polemical tool while highlighting the embodied Arabic language’s 

functions and traits in al-Saq. This word list enumerates 150 terms in the polysendetic 

clause. Davies presents these terms without the conjunctions and simply presents the list 

elements while separating them with commas. The enumeration continues as follows:  

The pudendum big, the pudendum large, the pudendum swollen, the pudendum huge, 

enormous, the pudendum vast, the thick, raised pudendum and the raised, thick 

pundendum, the pundendum thick of lip…(1.1.6).  

 

Transliterated version:  

 

Al-kaa’thab, al-kath’aab, al-kaa’tham, al-jalhub, al-aarakrak, al-’aaktham, al-

akhtham, al-khathyam,.. (1.1.6).  

 

The Arabic version contains a linguistic oddity where certain words referring to specific 

elements (size, vastness, smallness, etc.) frequently contain specific letters. In this case, the 

prevalence of the ‘a (ع) and k (ك) might indicate that the presence of these two consonants 
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is associated with words related to large sizes. This is a linguistic oddity that al-Shidyaq 

explores in al-Saq, and which he allocates a large portion of the “Author’s Notice” to 

explaining as a means of framing the reader’s perception of the lists, citing examples of 

how the letter h (ه) is associated with size and amplitude and highlight the need to find 

these patterns in al-Saq. New ways of reading and understanding the haunting past are 

encouraged to integrate the monstrous and feminized past back into the present.  

Returning to the list’s form, al-Shidyaq used the polysyndetic clause, which allowed 

him to overload his readers’ senses. El-Ariss, in Trials of Arab Modernity, asserts how 

reading modernity from a sensory/corporeal perspective helps in unpacking al-Shidyaq’s 

focus on the body. Not only is the list’s form an interruption of the text’s body, but the list’s 

content is also rooted in the human body and reduced into a multi-faceted and visceral 

sensorium. 

Associating the act of copulation and the lower stratum of the body with the church 

is a grotesque act that mirrors Bakhtin’s concept of carnival festivities where temporary 

liberation from the “prevailing truth and from the established order” manifests in the 

suspension of all hierarchical rank, privileges, norms and prohibitions (Bakhtin, “Rabelais 

and His World” 10). Highlighting that the clergy would not excuse themselves from using 

the same language which they have a hand in censoring neutralizes the act of censorship 

from the start and neutralizes the taboos associated with the acts of copulation. This, in 

turn, defies the power structures that partook in the act of censorship and celebrates the 

monstrous. The monstrous is defined by its body and is reduced to its body, and notably, al-

Shidyaq is hospitable to the body’s virtues and vices within al-Saq to reintegrate the 
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excessive and negate the homogenizing power structures. This act of neutralization goes 

against the sanctioning operations of dominant structures that opt for the ideal of purity, 

whether moral or linguistic, which is a jab at the Nahdawi linguists that centralized the 

Arabic language’s purity above all else, and sought to eradicate, through lexicographic 

archival acts, terms that were deemed unfit for modern use.  

The elements of this word list also consist of arcane words from classical Arabic. 

Most of the terms are derived from al-Farizubadi’s al-Qamus al-Muhit. The list’s language 

becomes onomatopoeic amid al-Shidyaq’s process of metathesis or substitution (phonemic 

substitution), which creates a sensorium resulting in the dissipation of meaning as sense is 

replaced with sound, and the act of reading becomes a sensory experience, not a 

comprehensive one. Non-sense is politicized. Opposition and polyphony are staged within 

the text. The heteroglot characteristics of language as a representation of coexisting socio-

ideological contradictions between different sects, social groups, and historical junctures 

are staged in al-Saq, which produces a double-voiced discourse.  

These lists result in the defamiliarization of Arabic as letters seem to shift within 

words at random (al-ibdal, swapping). The morphological games erode the normative 

function of language as al-Shidyaq produces an endless array of generated synonyms, 

antonyms, morphological pairs, adjectives, affixations, nouns, and verbs to the extent that 

language becomes so excessive that it takes a life of its own and becomes unmanageable; it 

defies its own purposes and exceeds its subordination to mere usage, it becomes 

autonomous and auto-generative. Here, language reminds us of Bakhtin’s grotesque body, 

which degenerates all that is cerebral, idealistic, and abstract, to the lower stratum of the 

body which connects the body to the outside world and expand them as a collective (nose, 
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mouth, anus, genitals, belly). The lists reflect the auto-generative capacity of the Arabic 

language, which destabilizes the authoritative discourses that often limited, omitted, and 

contested language’s self-generating capacities. The monstrous’s uncontrollable sexuality 

and its representation of the excessive and grotesque evokes a similar epistemological 

horror in the dominant order due to its subversive nature. As such, the lists reflect the 

“monstrous” characteristics of the Arabic language while resisting its surgical modification 

to become digestible and controllable. 

Within this word list, we see how archiving the Arabic language in a counter-

lexicography or counter-archive that organizes the words based on sound-similarity aligns 

with al-Shidyaq’s subscription to the Mu’tazilah theory of language. In archiving the arcane 

words that, to Nahdawi intellectuals like Butrus al-Bustani preserves these words for future 

use, and mobilizes them, through their framing and association with the clergy, subverts the 

legitimacy of the church through assembling the taboo terms with the clergy’s utterances.  

 

A. Illness & Decay 

Modernity is staged through symptoms, as highlighted by Tarek El-Ariss in Trials 

of Arab Modernity, and al-Saq is a largely somatic and sensory experience that is made 

legible through its generic multiplicity, formal elements, as well as its linguistic and 

enumerative games. Nadia Bou Ali’s “Bare Language,” additionally, shows how al-

Shidyaq anthropomorphizes language as a body. The text's body becomes excessive 

through its relation to illness, sexual activity/generative elements, as well as the visceral 

(characteristics of the grotesque, as per Bakhtin) where words produce new words through 

the act of metathesis irrespective of the degenerative, visceral, or excessive content of those 
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self-proliferating word lists. The notions of decay and illness are significant in al-Saq, 

along with other works by al-Shidyaq, such as Kashf al Mukhabba’ ‘an Funun Uruba.   

In Volume Two, Chapter Eighteen, titled “Various Forms of Sickness,” al-Shidyaq 

traces al-Fariyaq's journey to learning Arabic under the Egyptian Shaykhs and a series of 

ailments that afflicted him due to each linguistic venture. As soon as al-Fariyaq “declared 

his intent to study, he was afflicted with a painful case of ophthalmia” (an eye infection) 

(2.18.1). This marks the first instance of al-Fariyaq's visceral resistance to linguistic study 

under the Egyptian shaykhs. Afterward, al-Fariyaq studied morphology and syntax with an 

Egyptian shaykh called Shaykh Mustafa, which gave him a bad case of stomach worms, 

presumably from eating raw meat, which al-Shidyaq made sure to highlight as a common 

Levantine practice. To Rana Issa in “Bible,” food in al-Saq is seen as a metaphor for 

intellectual nourishment (Issa 207). The consumption of raw meat can become poisonous, 

and in this case, this might allude to the consumption of outdated and unprocessed 

(uncooked/unprocessed) linguistic practices that were unfit for al-Fariyaq's stomach, and 

which prevented him from digesting new information.  

Al-Fariyaq kept getting nauseated during the classes with the shaykh which the 

shaykh explained as caused by kithrat al taa'lil or “the wide range of topics and the 

intensiveness of the analysis” (2.18.1). The Shaykh also states that every student gets a 

stomachache during his sessions, however, al-Fariyaq stated that it is not just the content of 

the sessions, “the worms have a role to play too, for there's nothing I eat that they haven't 

got to before my stomach does” (2.18.1). Here, we see that the worms, which consumes 

whatever al-Fariyaq eats, represent the outdated modes of treating the Arabic language 

which derail al-Fariyaq’s capacity to digest the rules of Arabic morphology and syntax as 
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taught by the Egyptian Shaykhs. They prevent him from getting to the core of Arabic, as 

this process might be stifled by different rules that distract al-Fariyaq from digesting the 

fundamentals.  The disruptive nature of the worms might highlight al-Fariyaq’s response to 

outdated practices, particularly since al-Shidyaq’s theory of embodied language might 

oppose the doctrines taught by the Egyptian sheikhs.  

As the chapter progresses, we begin to understand why al-Fariyaq contracts 

conjunctivitis from learning with Shaykh Mustafa. The Shaykh was “well versed in the 

science of grammar” but did not practice prose or verse composition which resulted in all 

his knowledge being located “in his heart and on his tongue” but he was almost incapable 

of getting any of it out and “into his pen” (3.18.2). This resulted in the Shaykh's inability to 

produce written work that was free from errors despite the wealth of knowledge that he 

possessed. The ophthalmia that impacted al-Fariyaq’s eyes stemmed from the inability to 

digest the errors that the shaykh produced on paper.  

Later, when al-Fariyaq proceeded to study Al-Talkhis fi l-ma'ani (The Epitome on 

Tropes), which is a book on rhetorical studies, with Shaykh Ahmad, al-Fariyaq contracted 

pruritus (itchy skin). At some point, al-Fariyaq scratches his whole body during a session 

with Shaykh Ahmad, to which the Shaykh states: “Are we here to scratch limbs or words?” 

to which al-Fariyaq replied that scratching his limbs provides more relief than scratching 

words. Ironically, the only remedy that the Shaykh could prescribe was the smearing of dog 

feces onto al-Fariyaq's skin, insinuating that dog feces provides more benefit to al-Fariyaq 

than the study of rhetoric. This is a characteristic of grotesque realism, whereby fecal 

matter, which is usually associated with the spread of disease, is seen as a regenerative 

force for al-Shidyaq’s irritated skin condition. Since excrement is linked to the generative 
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force and fertility, it makes sense to utilize it as a remedy for outdated methods that irritate 

al-Fariyaq. Animal waste is a remedy to the grievances of learning rhetoric and 

“scratching” at words.  

The process of degeneration occurs at two overlapping fronts. Firstly, the study of 

intellectual matters leaves physical responses. Secondly, remedying these physical 

responses involves the use of excrement. Excrement, as elucidated by Bakhtin in Rabelais 

and his World, is intermediate between the living body and dead disintegrating matter that 

is transformed into the earth (Bakhtin 175). Thus, excrement, as disintegrating matter that 

transforms into earth, can be seen to sediment outdated intellectual pursuits to regenerate 

the skin. Linking the skin to rhetorical studies entails that regenerating the surface and 

fertilizing it could entail that being crass and solely focusing on words without 

embellishment, is superior to complicating one’s rhetoric to the point of irritation and 

disruption. Additionally, the conventions that govern Arabic rhetoric might be too 

complicated, and al-Shidyaq is referring to the need to simplify as a more suited method. 

Much like how the lentils caused al-Fariyaq bad skin irritation, outdated and unnecessary 

practices caused al-Fariyaq skin irritation, representing his advocation for more simplified 

and sensible practices on both fronts.    

Studying logic by reading Sharh al-Sullam (The Commentary on the Ladder) with 

Shaykh Mahmud gave al-Fariyaq a bad case of “yellow air” (summer cholera) and left him 

incapable of saying anything except terms from Aristotle's logic. We then learn that al-

Fariyaq was the first case of a widespread cholera outbreak explained by the presence of 

worms in his stomach that weakened him to the effects of the “yellow air” disease (2.18.5). 

Finally, when al-Fariyaq finished studying logic, “when he reached the last step on the 
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“Ladder”,” he had another eye infection. Afterward, when he sought to study theology by 

studying Kanz and Risalah al-Sanusiyyah (The Senoussi Treatise), he fell ill again, and a 

Frenchman attempted to cure him on the condition that he would teach the Frenchman's son 

Arabic. This marks the end of Chapter Nineteen of Volume Two. Upon changing his health 

practitioner, al-Fariyaq healed and decided to study prosody (which has a sonic element) by 

reading Sharh al-Kafi (The Commentary on the Kafi) under Shaykh Muhammad, which 

coincided with the outbreak of the plague in Egypt.  

Upon witnessing an attempted resurrection, al-Fariyaq contracted the plague. In 

“Al-Shidyaq's Decadent Carnival,” Fieni also highlights how the pathological influence of 

language escalates into a pandemic in Egypt. This foregrounded concerns regarding 

mortality where he stated: “if I should die now, who will benefit from these books of mine 

that I have spent so many nights copying?” (2.20.6). Afterward, by some miracle, al-

Fariyaq is cured after catching numerous diseases in Egypt. This paves the way for 

interpreting Volume Three's events in which al-Fariyaq chooses to marry amid his concerns 

about having a successor. Here, through the grotesque, al-Fariyaq is driven to live through 

his encounter with potential death. His body provides the grounds for degradation and 

supplements him with a regenerative force that propels him towards a new beginning 

(marriage and the consequent renewed subjectivities of the modern age as staged in his 

discussions and interactions with his wife, al-Fariyaqiyya), much like the excrement 

remedies the surface of his skin and regenerates its irritated surface.  

Chapter One of Volume Three, titled “Firing Up a Furnace,” begins with a 

prolonged list of afflictions and defects that humanity suffers from. This is a proper 

continuation of the final chapters of Volume Two, which end in the miraculous resurrection 
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of al-Fariyaq. However, as Fieni articulates, al-Shidyaq pathologized language and found 

restorative elements in language when this pathology was pushed to its limits in al-Saq, 

thus, healing from the disease of language occurs through amplifying the language of 

disease (Fieni 160). Amplifying and carnivalizing the language of disease coincides with 

Fieni's notion that al-Saq's “carnivalization of Arabic shows how the recognition and 

articulation of decadence is the moment of rupture that makes possible the assertion of the 

generative continuity” of Arabs through language, since language is the central site of Arab 

identity, according to al-Shidyaq and other Arab Nahdawi intellectuals (Fieni 159). Chapter 

One of Volume Three starts with:  

Are they not enough, the troubles to which men are subject by way of misery and 

care, effort and wear, toil and disease, hardship and dis-ease, of deprivation and 

lucklessness, despair and unhappiness? (3.1.1).  

 

The list transitions to discussing the toils of humankind to sustain themselves, 

followed by a vertical list of defects and diseases that people are born with, apart from the 

daily struggles that they endure:  
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Table 6: Illnesses and dysfunctions in the human body. 

 

janaʾ, “bending of the upper back over the 

chest” 

or fasaʾ, “prominence of the chest and bulging 

of the abdomen” 

or faṭaʾ, “concavity of the back and convexity 

of the chest” 

or ḥadab, “too well-known to require 

definition” [hunching of 

the back] 

or ḥusbah, “the whitening of a man’s skin as a 

result of a certain 

disease, followed by the corruption of his hair, 

after 

which his skin turns white and red” 

or ḥaṣbah, “pustules that break out on the 

body” 

or shabb, “a disease, too well-known to 

require definition” [?] 

or ḍabūb, “a disease of the lip” 

or ṭanab, “length in the legs combined with 

laxness, or in the back” 

or ʿakab, “thickness of the lip or chin”  

or a ghadbah, “a fleshy lump on the upper 

eyelid (as an inborn defect)” 

or ghidab, “a certain disease, or smallpox”  

or ghalab, “thickness of the neck”  

or qalab, “extroversion of the lip”  

or qulab, “disease of the heart”  

(3.1.4). 

 

This is the first portion of the full list above. The vertical component of this list is 

facilitated by developments in the printing press and technologies which granted the 

“emergence of a new macro-typography” where the enumerative items were foregrounded 

and granted increased visibility through vertical lists, paragraph breaks, and splitting the 

text into columns (Junge 290; Auji 38).  
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The sonic elements are preserved and highlighted by al-Shidyaq in the original text, 

however the role of the visual presentation of the word lists themselves is central, 

particularly since al-Shidyaq believed in the revolutionary potential of the print industry, 

which he partook in and developed. The enumerations’ aural qualities are complemented by 

the lists’ typographical arrangement, particularly when presented vertically where one 

column presents the words themselves, and another column defines them. This arrangement 

of terms firstly allowed al-Shidyaq to present the word lists, despite how much textual 

space they occupy. Secondly, defining the term encourages readers to find similarities or 

differences between words despite their sonic similarity. Words such as  الجوث (al-jawath - 

“largeness of the belly in its upper part, or flaccidity of the same in its lower”) and  الخوث 

(al-khawath- “flaccidity of the belly”), differ only by one consonant, the kh (خ) and j (ج), 

yet they both refer to the belly’s flaccidity. The first three terms of the list, jana’, fasa’, and 

fata’ ’refer to the chest and share phonological qualities, ending with the hamza ( أ), 

confirming al-Shidyaq’s assumptions about the Arabic language.  

When the enumerations are presented in the polysyndetic clause, the sense of 

epistemological vertigo is also complemented by the blur of words that bleed out of al-

Shidyaq’s uncontrollable pen. When presented in the polysyndetic clause, in blocks of text 

which list one word after the next and where the difference between one word and its 

successor is a letter or the arrangement of letters, the visual can assist in presenting the 

monstrous quality that is embedded into the lists, particularly when the aim is to overload 

the reader’s senses and to politicize incomprehensibility and the excess. This arrangement 



87 

creates a rich reading experience where certain lists were meant to clarify and define 

(vertical lists) while others functioned to demonstrate and overwhelm.  

The polemics of this list are worth considering in terms of the content preceding and 

succeeding it. As al-Shidyaq constructs Chapter One of Volume Three, he underlines that 

despite the daily and genetic afflictions that people suffer from, people retain the cognitive 

and political capacity to fiercely dispute matters of belief and faith (sectarianism). This, 

consequently, escalates into a full-blown clash between two factions over ideological and 

religious matters as noted by al-Shidyaq (historically referencing the Christian-Durzi 

clashes in 19th century Mt. Lebanon which eventually led to the 1860 civil war):  

Each party then mustered its cavalry and footmen, and the two armies clashed, using 

weapons and accumen, and what with blades chopping, arrows shooting, hands 

bashing, tongues wagging, and pens decrying, heads were scattered, blood flowed 

and limbs sent flying, the inviolable was violated and honor debased, wealth looted 

and lands reduced to waste while grudges were borne in men’s breasts, ill with both 

aptents and hidden stored up in their chests (3.1.35).  

 

By placing a lengthy enumeration of the different birth defects illnesses and struggles that 

humans can suffer from alongside the illness of ideological and religious clashes, al-

Shidyaq strategic assembly of these elements performatively highlight that sectarian and 

religious strife, rampant during the early to mid-nineteenth century in Mount Lebanon, is a 

disease that plagued the political body of nineteenth-century Lebanon. These violent 

clashes are a subset of the broader violent epistemological events that manifested in 

operations on and within the Arabic language in the 19th century, and which represent the 

corruption of Mt. Lebanon’s political structure, which al-Shidyaq also thwarted in al-Saq.  

Al-Shidyaq also employs illness when informing the reader of the negative effects 

of cultural interactions in Chapter Three Volume Three, titled Contagion, which opens with 
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“the contagion of evil spreads more widely than that of good” (3.3.1). In critiquing the 

practice of proving a woman’s virginity on the night of her marriage, which is a practice 

that the Levantines got from the Jews, al-Shidyaq then turns to critique the High Priest, 

who adopted and purported this practice from the Jews instead of the good practices that 

Levantines could have acquired from them instead by stating:  

With this in mind, I beg the gracious pardon of your most honorable eminence, our 

grandest guarantor of what is right, our prized High Priest, for what I wish to ask you 

(by way of enquiry, not criticism), to wit: “How can you know, O you of penetration, 

that this ‘bloody proof’ with which the handkerchief is stained and which is raised 

like a flag to announce the girl’s virginity is in fact a sign of virginity?’ (3.3.15).  

 

Although this section does not deal with enlistment, it does unravel al-Shidyaq’s 

mobilization of illness (the body, by extension) as an argumentative tool, especially when 

disputing matters of cross-cultural and cross-religious interactions.  

In extensively listing out arcane words for birth defects, illnesses, and afflictions in 

contrast with the more ‘elevated’ concerns (political, social, and ideological), al-Shidyaq 

attempts to highlight the centrality of the body and a return to the grotesque body to counter 

engagements of the dominant religious, political, and intellectual orders. In codifying 

within his counter-lexicographic work the words for different defects, he performatively 

represents, through the words’ spatial occupation, how the body of Arabic (as a mirror of 

the Arabs) is plagued with excesses and deformities that are hidden from the collective 

consciousness but manifest in instances of violence at different levels, stemming from the 

political/military to the intellectual and linguistic. The language of illness proliferates in 

Volume Three upon his resurrection. 
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The arrangement of list elements is based on sound, whilst also demonstrating 

similarities in meaning. Here, for example, the terms with “f” refer to the chest, and “a” 

phoneme, which represents expansion, are prevalent in this enumeration. The terms fasa’ 

 refer to expansions in the chest area. Additionally, the words ending (فطأ) ’and faṭa (فسأ)

with “ab” such as al-ghalab ( الغمب), al-ghiḍāb ( الغضاب), al-qalab ( القلب), al-qulaab 

 are sonically similar and relate (الحدب ) al-ḥadab ,(الطنب ) al-ṭanab ,(الشب  ) al-shabb ,(القلاب )

to disease. This is an example of al-Shidyaq’s exploration of Arabic’s niche linguistic 

oddities. By presenting the terms based on sound similarity, and also presenting their 

meanings, the reader can see how certain sonic patterns are associated with specific entities. 

Al-Shidyaq explains this exploration in Volume One “Author’s Notice” where he stated 

that a key linguistic oddity is the “production of numerous words of similar sound and 

meaning from a single letter of the alphabet” (0.2.2). As such, al-Shidyaq invites the reader 

to grasp these oddities and patterns through the word lists. 

Whilst also demonstrating linguistic oddities, al-Shidyaq presents and performs 

excess using disease and illness. This enumeration argues against the religious authority 

that generated sectarian conflict in mid-19th century Lebanon while centralizing the 

monstrous, debased, deformed, and disenchanting for the sake of operating as a monstrous 

text. By foregrounding monstrosity, al-Shidyaq stages an interaction between the 

monstrous/grotesque and the normative categories that created this excess to combat the 

homogenizing attempts of the dominant order. This carnivalesque interaction of opposites 

reintegrates the monstrous and embraces the oppositional elements that it embodies, 

rendering Al-Shidyaq’s text hospitable to the past as well as to the marginalized and 
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unorthodox elements of language and society, allowing a feminized past to disrupt and 

coexist with the present.  

By corporealizing language as a grotesque entity, al-Shidyaq exposes Arabic’s 

degenerative lexicographic artifacts while probing for its regenerative potential. This 

approach resonates with Bakhtin’s grotesque realism, where the body simultaneously 

decays and regenerates. Bakhtin’s grotesque body, which is receptive to external influence, 

serves as a model for al-Shidyaq’s text and for the Arabic language’s adaptive nature as an 

anthropocentric entity.  

 

B. The Feminine 

The role of the feminine in al-Saq is evident in the numerous and extensive 

enumerations which are scattered across the text’s four volumes and densely concentrated 

in Volume Three, where al-Fariyaqiyya is introduced into the narrative and marries al-

Fariyaq. The prevalence of al-Fariyaq’s discussions on divorce, marital relations, sex, and 

gender roles along with simultaneous discussions on women parallels the heated Nahdawi 

discussions on social, political, and ideological matters indicates—both of which confirm 

the role of the feminine in al-Saq and in theorizing the Nahdah. Another element which 

might be overlooked is the feminization of the Arab language in al-Saq, a significant 

element that is weaved into the word lists, the narrative, and other related materials which 

constitute al-Saq. 

Women’s lists in al-Saq are numerous. In Volume One, a list of 243 Arabic terms 

discusses pudendums, vulvas, anuses, and is one of the longest lists in al-Saq written in the 
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polysyndetic clause. In Volume Two, the text opens with a substantial list of 168 Arabic 

terms on women’s movements and gestures:  

 

Table 7: Women’s charms and movements. 
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Women are portrayed grotesquely in al-Saq, which highlights their visceral and 

excessive conceptualization alongside their regenerative potential to the Arabic language 

and identity. For example, in Volume Two, al-Fariyaq states that women are the cause of 

the “flourishing and ruination of the universe, for almost nothing of great import takes 

place in the world but you’ll discover when you peep through its chinks that there’s a 

woman standing (or more likely lying) behind it, so likewise muddling and mixing are 

present in her name” (2.14.87). Interestingly this comes after a hefty enumeration on 

erectile dysfunction and how the one with that condition will never find a way “to chew 

over a woman” (2.14.86). Al-Fariyaq proceeds to perform a linguistic analysis of the 

Arabic term imra’ah (المرأة), meaning woman, stating that is derived from the Arabic verb 

mara’a, which means “wholesome” and “healthy,” and then stating “though in fact a 

woman is often a food to choke or gag on, one that causes indigestion, spoils one’s appetite, 

and makes one’s stomach heave” (2.14.87). This grotesque construction of women parallels 

al-Shidyaq’s grotesque portraiture of the Arabic language and his construction of al-Saq.  

The discussions on women, in al-Saq, seem hysterical and uncontrollable, as though 

emerging from an altered state of consciousness. The narrator is unable to control his pen 

because even after discussing the nature of the different words for “wife,” al-Fariyaq states 

his aversion to concerning himself with discussing women and would rather return to the 

al-Fariyaq’s immediate concerns. Chapter Fifteen, which is where the narrator was 

supposed to discuss “the matter in hand” (2.14.89), is titled “Right There!” (  في ذلك

) ”Chapter Sixteen is titled “Right Here .(الموضع ي ذلك الموضع بعينهف  ), and starts with:  
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لم يطاوعني القلم على الانتقال من هذا الموضع الشهي الى الكلام في الفارياق و  

 امثاله. بل لعله هو نفسه يروم ذلك ايثارا له على ذاتهز فلا بد من الزجوع 

 

Davies translates this section as:  

 

The pen has refused to obey my command to leave this stimulating spot and talk of 

the Fariyaq and his like, and he too indeed, and in all likelihood, would rather stay 

put than talk about himself. Thus there is no help for it but to resume my description 

of women, without tendering him any apology (2.16.1).  

 

Women’s word lists occupy substantial space within al-Saq, showing, through their 

real estate, that they are foundational to al-Saq. As seen in the world list on women’s 

charms, it occupies substantial space and weight within the text to the extent that the 

narrator needs to exert severe force to control his pen from wandering into feminine 

territory, stating “the pen has refused to obey my command” (2.16.1). Here, enumerating 

words on women becomes a rebellious act against the central authority of the text, also 

alluding to the subversive function of the feminine as excessive within al-Saq.  

Chapter Fourteen of Volume Two contains significant focus on women, including 

lengthy lists of different terms for women, extending vertically for thirteen pages in the 

Arabic version. This same list is continued in Volume Four and extends for another six 

pages of vertical enlistment as well 57 terms in the polysyndetic clause, separated by the 

Arabic conjunction “و”.  

In Volume Three, which contains the bulk of the lists on women in al-Saq, of the 36 

enumerations which al-Shidyaq coded for the reader in a separate chapter of Volume Four 

titled “A List of the Synonymous and Lexically Associated Words in This Book” (Davies 

noted that this list is not complete despite its extensive nature), 18 of them are lists 



95 

pertaining to women with lengths ranging from a minimum of 7 terms per enumeration to 

lists that contain approximately 200 terms (3.19.13, which contains a list about despicable 

women).  

 On another note, Arabic is humanized and feminized, as explored by Jeffrey Sacks 

in Iterations of Loss, where Sacks highlights that the Arabic language’s treatment in al-Saq 

reveals a shift from a theocentric to an anthropocentric understanding of language. With the 

dismantling of religious authority from texts which al-Shidyaq and many other Nahdawi 

figures were notable for, came the anthropocentric view of language, which al-Shidyaq 

buttressed with his view of language as adaptive because it is derived based on sounds 

heard from one’s environment (Mu'tazilah theory). The practices of the past are bypassed 

along with a shift from pre-modern (religious) sources of legitimation of cultural products. 

However, this process is also interrupted and aporetical in al-Saq because, in an effort to 

finalize liberation from the past, the past haunts, and this haunting is often staged and 

foregrounded in al-Saq. Sacks might approach this from the viewpoint of the inevitable 

haunting nature of the past, however, al-Shidyaq’s choices to rework the past into his work 

is more deliberate and calculated. To Sacks, al-Shidyaq displaces and defamiliarizes 

disciplines but is unable to leave them behind. This, as seen in this thesis, is a deliberate 

tactical and polemical choice.  

In al-Saq, the body is fragmented, whether the text’s formal body, or the plot’s 

fragmentation, or even the precarious coexistence of multiple elements from different 

temporalities and spacial occupations that further charge the text. This precarity is 

deliberate in that its excess (pleonasm, alliteration, parabasis, catachresis) dislodges the text 

from the juridical, social, and political forms that were privileged in nineteenth century 
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Syro-Lebanon. The body, in this case, the text’s body, therefore, is fragmented as the text 

divides and exceeds itself into infinity, further feeding into the view of al-Saq as a self-

dividing body, where division is not only seen as negative, but is encouraged and 

inevitable. This body breathes and functions through language. So not only is al-Saq a 

grotesque and monstrous body, but it is also a self-dividing and fragmented body, exposed 

to the world, its past, present, and future.  

In “Bare Language,” Bou Ali discusses the connection between perceptions of 

language as an “object-cause” of desire and the genre of the nude, which emerged in the 

Arab World in the early 20th century, which paralleled the crisis of patriarchy that 

esteemed the “feminine subjectivity” and reduced the feminine to an abstract potentiality 

(Bou Ali 113). In al-Saq, al-Shidyaq does not hesitate to esteem feminine subjectivity 

through dialogical debates between al-Fariyaq and al-Fariyaqiyya or through enumerations 

on women’s characteristics or traits, whether positive or negative. Centralizing the feminine 

is a revolution against modern assumptions of masculine supremacy. The feminine was 

excessive and subversive and necessitated suppression and confinement within the 

domestic space. In shedding light on the feminine, al-Shidyaq is celebrating the excessive 

and countering the processes and doctrines that sought to categorize, stratify and limit 

language, society and identity, re-evoking the monstrous resistance to categorization whilst 

showing how al-Saq’s body moves (or speaks). 

Some of al-Shidyaq’s works reveal the “problematic of language as a structure of 

signification” such as al-Saq, Sirr al-Layal fi al-Qalb wa-l-ibdal (The Secrets of the Night 

in Metathesis and Substitution, 1867) and al-Jasus ‘ala al-Qamus (The Spy on the 

Dictionary, 1882). Writing slips into speech and speech into writing. This “slippage of 
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signifiers,” as Bou Ali calls it, is a form of resistance, where meaning oscillates and shifts, 

while also maneuvering language as an autonomous entity within al-Shidyaq’s works. Al-

Shidyaq delves into lughaw, defined as babble or nonesense, which is the Arabic version of 

lalangue where “he strips the signifier of its identification-producing effects” (Bou Ali, 

“Bare Language” 114). Lalangue refers to the bottomless and erratic nature of language and 

represents “the language of the unconscious,” in which there is no simple translation of 

words into images, whilst also functioning as speech penetrates and uncontrollably flows 

through the speaker, much like the pen in al-Saq. This is a carnivalesque celebration of the 

Arabic language.  

Al-Shidyaq’s counter-lexicographies “bear witness to his obsession with what 

underlies the process of signification” (Bou Ali, “Bare Language” 114). Since the Nahdah 

reduced language to grammar, Arabic was recodified along normative and immutable laws 

grounded in dictionaries and encyclopedias. Al-Shidyaq struggled with this and staged his 

resistance in al-Saq as he allowed language to self-generate without limitations. This self-

generating element, tied to the human response to a sonic environment, alludes to the 

Arabic language’s parthenogenetic capacities–rendering language uncontrollable in its 

capacity to self-proliferate. This element instills a sense of terror in the dominant order 

because it encounters an entity that it cannot control within al-Saq, the beast keeps 

regenerating and producing new terms, neologisms, metatheses, and substitutions. Indeed, 

al-Shidyaq's carnivalization of Arabic, through generating synonyms, antonyms, 

morphological pairs, adjectives, nouns and verbs to the point that language takes a life of its 

own opposes the modernist and Nahdawi rationalist and utopian attempts to control and 

eradicate the excesses of language as a way to reform society. 
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Al-Shidyaq’s discourse on femininity translates “into a symptom of the breakdown 

of a patriarchal order but can be read as a politics of recognition of the close connection 

between knowledge and sexuality” while also acknowledging the dissonance between 

human-ness and animality as well as the “masculine illusion of wholeness”, according to 

Bou Ali in Bare Language (120). The importance of the discourse on women is premised 

on the fact that during the Nahdah, language was charged to organize new systems of 

signification that made modernity legible and logical (Sheehi 269). As such, the centrality 

of women and language in al-Saq is to “raise themes relating to the pursuit of new forms of 

knowledge, and new forms of social organization, and relates them both to a concept of 

subjective transformation” (Sheehi 283). Enumerative games, which focus on the female 

body, embody what Arab modernity could look like and question the puritanized modernity 

and the modern “uselessness” of synonyms (Junge).  

Al-Shidyaq also sees that obscenities or obscene language, which constitute a large 

portion of al-Shidyaq’s enumerations, revolve around the lower stratums of the body and 

their operations. His text is primarily about the body, describing or performing as a body. 

By grounding his arguments in and allowing al-Saq to act as a body, al-Shidyaq 

carnivalizes the obscenities of the Arabic language, which hold cultural value due to what 

they represent about society and what it deems as sacred or profane, especially from his 

standpoint on religious, cultural, and political power. 

A large portion of the obscene lists revolve around and celebrate the feminine 

subject, which functions as an interrogation of identity in al-Saq. The shift in modernity’s 

symbolic order, whereby words had to be made communicable, and ornamentation, poetry, 

and metaphor had to be challenged and reduced to grammar rules to become “modern” led 
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to the production of a linguistic remainder/excess (Bou Ali, “Bare Language” 122). Al-

Shidyaq shed light on the excess and resisted this process through archiving endless words 

describing women’s bodies and charms, thus codifying language’s excesses and excessive 

operations at once, thus working with the residue/excesses of the modernized language and 

recognized its otherness, uncanniness, and foreignness. 

Seeing the female body and the feminine within his text as a haunting return that 

was muted by efforts to standardize Arabic and its syntax and the prevalence of 

enumerations on the characteristics of women and their bodies, particularly, their sexual 

organs, is an attempt by al-Shidyaq to dismantle the taboos that associated with the female 

body as part of his broader attempt to neutralize the obscenities and taboos weaved into the 

Arabic language. In other words, al-Shidyaq used the feminine’s excessiveness to oppose 

and critique dominant power structures which sanctioned certain societal and linguistic 

elements.  

Since Arabic is the site of Arab identity, this seems plausible, until we see that, as 

per Bou Ali, al-Shidyaq is attempting to re-affirm the position of Arabic and its speakers in 

the face of colonialism, European expansion in the East, linguistic and cultural exchanges, 

and the corrupting forces of journalism and colloquialisms. Treating Arabic as a feminized 

subject, al-Shidyaq also asserts the woman’s supremacy over men and does not miss an 

opportunity to enumerate the words on women, despite them being of a sexual nature. This 

bakes into al-Shidyaq's broader assertion that women deserve to be educated, retain the 

right to sexual pleasure, and divorce, stances which were considered radical in nineteenth-

century Lebanon since Nahdawi intellectuals saw that women were to be educated on 

matters that would help them run their households, not more.  
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With this context established, in the passage on women’s buttocks in Volume Three, 

Chapter Five, titled “Travel, and the Correction of a Common Misconception,” al-Shidyaq 

presents an interruptive enumeration when staging an interaction between al-Fariyaq and 

his wife al-Fariyaqiyya. We are first introduced to al-Fariyaqiyya as a simple woman with 

minimal knowledge of real-world affairs beyond those relayed to her by her mother and her 

maid:  

Now the Fariyaq’s wife was familiar with nothing but her parents’ house and spoke 

of nothing but things that had happened between her and her mother, or her mother 

and the maid, or the last and the other two, and if she were telling the story of how, 

for example, the maid had gone to the market to buy something, she would divide 

each sentence from the next with a long laugh, so that it would take as much time for 

her to tell the tale as it had taken the maid to go to the market and back (3.5.1).  

 

Her unintellectual past shines through this passage as the simple task of going to the 

market is inflected with laughter that renders her communication silly and futile. Al-

Shidyaq expands on how al-Fariyaqiyya is confined to the domestic space, with minimal 

social engagement and intellectual development. Throughout this expansion, al-Shidyaq 

advocated for the education of women and keeping women busy with a “beneficial art of 

science, either theoretical or practical” (3.5.4). Accordingly, in this chapter, al-Shidyaq 

remains true to rendering the “praiseworthy” qualities of women as he enumerates more 

than 150 synonyms referring to women’s buttocks in rhymed prose:  
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Table 8: List of words on Buttocks. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This enumeration begins when al-Fariyaqiyya, in an expression of frustration 

towards her husband, turns her backside to al-Fariyaq after heading to sleep. Al-Fariyaq 
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states that this gesture is not a negative one at all. He makes his case by cataloging ancient 

arcane words praising buttocks. In the process of setting up this enumeration, al-Shidyaq 

makes claims about Arabic linguistics, stating “I would add that the names of the letters 

making up this word have their own meanings and, no matter how you switch them around, 

they’ll give you a new meaning each time” (3.5.14). Here, he is referring to the Arabic 

oddity of al-ibdal (swapping).  

Here, al-Fariyaq referred to the word al-dubur or al-dubr which refers to the 

“afterpart” or “backpart” of anything as well as the anus or the back.  The consonants that 

make up this word, d, b, and r can be combined in different ways to construct new words 

each time such as radb ( ردب) meaning “dead-end road,” rabada (ربدة), which means, “to 

erect” and badr (بدر) which is a full moon. Throughout this enumeration, al-Fariyaq 

articulates numerous linguistic observations about meaning generation and word formation 

which represent al-Shidyaq’s subscription to and development of the Mu’tazilah theory of 

Arabic linguistics. Primarily, the questions that the word al-dubur raises in al-Qamus are 

articulated whether it came before or after the word mu’akhkhar (posterior) or if it is 

derived from the idiom: “I came at you at the end of the month” (dubur al-shahr) or the 

idiom came from the word meaning itself. These linguistic questions are central to 

representing al-Shidyaq’s participation in the Nahdawi practice of errorology or fault-

finding. Using an enumeration on buttocks allowed al-Shidyaq to correct al-Qāmus, raise 

questions on the etymology of certain words, and undermine the authority of ruling figures 

in nineteenth-century Greater Lebanon while also dismantling taboos regarding sex, the 

body, and the feminine and highlighted Arabic’s oddities along the way and displaying its 
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self-annotating potential. He also builds on the works of pre-established scholars from pre-

modern times and adapt Arabic for modern use and preserve it in his counter-archive.  

An example of this that al-Fariyaq implements is the following: al-Qamus mentions 

astaḥ and sutaḥi but fails to mention their feminine forms, so this lexicographical gap was 

covered in al-Saq. Additionally, within the enumeration on buttocks, al-Shidyaq uses the 

term balkha (بلخة) which can refer to women with big buttocks, even though al-Firuzabadi 

used this term to refer to stupidity only (3.5.17). The function of this enumeration is to 

highlight the lexical richness of the Arabic language on matters of the posterior and its 

traits as an indicator to Arabs historically and at present. These words are recontextualized 

or re-semanticized as resistance. This enumeration ends with the following:  

Does “His Honor Our Lord the Most Excellent” judge or “Our Venerated” emir have 

half as many names and sobriquets? (3.5.21).  

 

This is al-Shidyaq’s way of telling the Emirs that the woman’s backside, historically, and 

contemporarily holds more value than the Emir through the sheer volume of terms that exist 

for the buttocks and the linguistic questions which a list on buttocks can raise, rendering 

them an effective site for the study of Arabic linguistics. Coming from a family that partook 

in the Commoner’s Revolts, and after critiquing the sectarian and religious tensions in Mt. 

Lebanon, ending the enumeration with this question is al-Shidyaq’s way of subverting the 

Emir’s authority and placing buttocks as superior to the head of the Emirate of Mt. 

Lebanon. 

Numerous discourses were presented at once, and words from different socio-

historical contexts (classical Arabic, modern Arabic, and al-Shidyaq’s neologisms) were 

presented together. These words, accordingly, enter a “dialogically agitated and tension-
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filled environment” to become active participants in social dialogue within al-Saq (Bakhtin, 

“Dialogic Imagination” 275). In this case, these words, though they denote elements that 

are meant to be confined to the domestic space, are reterritorialized and brought forth into a 

contemporary space to become active participants in social dialogue and critique- defining 

a key operation in al-Saq’s lists.  

In making his claims, al-Shidyaq uses a Bedouin saying on cats: “God damn the 

animal! Lots of names and a low price” (3.5.22). The low price of cats has little to do with 

their value. Numerous words in Arabic historically ground cats’ importance. Al-Shidyaq 

additionally states that if we base our claims of the value of a sign based on how many 

signifiers allude to it, then a counter-argument would be to question why there are so many 

words for natural disasters and old women, both of which induce fear: “How is it, if the 

giving of names depends on the respect accorded to the usefulness of the thing named, that 

there are so many words for disasters and old women and so few for the sun and the 

moon?” (3.5.16). Here, the narrator addresses a potential oppositional figure, which is 

presented throughout al-Saq, and which amplifies the anti-narrative dialogical nature of the 

text.  

The word list, articulated by al-Fariyaq, is a monstrous injection into al-Saq, 

operating as an excessive addition that disrupts the narrative’s flow and overwhelms the 

reader with its sheer magnitude and auditory elements. Some prominent sonic elements 

characterizing this enumeration includes the prevalence of the “ح” or ḥ sound in the 

enumeration. Al-Shidyaq initially asserted that different letters have different associations 

and provided an enumeration of words that include the ḥ sound, associated with 



105 

expansiveness and size in Volume One. As such, the prevalence of words with this sonic 

element is reasonable when discussing the favorable physical characteristics of large 

buttocks. Such associations can only be made when reading the terms and assessing them 

through the lens of sound similarity, indicating that, at face value, though the text conducts 

a sensory attack, it makes sense when seen from a different lens. The monstrous and 

excessive becomes sensible. Non-sense becomes polemical, and list operations refer to 

language’s mutability and adaptability.  

This configuration, when opposed to al-Shidyaq’s journalistic and simple style of 

writing (which befits modern demands for clearer language) instills a sense of unease. This 

also aligns with Cohen’s assertion that the monstrous is a harbinger of category crisis in its 

resistance to clear categorization and stratification. By disruptively appearing in a modern 

text, the words induce a crisis of timing. Words from the past are re-semanticized into 

present contexts and perform high-order polemic functions, which challenges the 

hegemonic order that seeks to keep these words buried in the archive. Also, this word list 

amplifies al-Saq’s uncategorizable nature. The inability to categorize the text makes it 

monstrous. The monstrous demands a system that grants polyphony, which is a key 

characteristic of al-Saq as it stages numerous dialogical interactions and encounters that are 

meant to disintegrate the narrative.  

 

C. Monstrous Texts and Bodies  

In arguing that al-Saq is a monstrous text through its use of listing, it is worth 

highlighting the polysemic capacities of monstrous bodies, and in this case, monstrous 

texts, as they reveal how categories of difference are arbitrary. Alterity is inscribed onto 
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the monstrous body which, as mentioned previously, threatens the cultural apparatus 

through which identity is constructed (Cohen 7). Within al-Saq, these polysemic qualities 

are articulated in the multi-generic form of the text, the juxtaposition of the sacred with the 

profane, the proper with the obscene, and the taboo with the socially acceptable. In 

theorizing the function of voice in the genre of horror, Matt Foley highlights that horror is 

the realm where language is undone, bodies decompose, and all the known contours of 

reality collapse. Within al-Saq’s enumerations, language is undone to be reformed 

grotesquely, since the undoing of language results in its rebirth through the performative 

operations of al-Shidyaq’s arcane sensorium and the process of re-semanticization to argue 

for the Arabic language’s lexical richness, its uniqueness and primacy when compared to 

other languages, and its capacity to remain functional in times of progress, rapid 

development, and epistemological violence. Finally, al-Shidyaq, not only establishes 

Arabic lexical richness but also digests al-Qamus and corrects it in an act of reworking the 

authoritative discourse represented by the classical text.  

Incorporating word lists that center on female body parts, especially reproductive 

organs, al-Shidyaq amplifies the text’s monstrosity, because, according to Cohen, within a 

patriarchal society, the feminine is monstrous by default (Cohen 15). As a result, 

excessively representing female sexual organs amplifies the text’s scandalous nature, which 

contributes to its employment of grotesque realism.  

The interruptive nature of the lists creates a polyphonic structure where the roles of 

different voices within and influencing the text are equalized, inviting the different voices 

to clash in a highly contested space to propel the narrative forward. This aligns with 

Bakhtin’s contention that the unfolding of numerous fates and lives is not illuminated by a 
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single authorial consciousness, instead, these elements are driven forward by “the 

combining of a multiplicity of consciousnesses with equal rights and with their worlds, 

preserving their unmergedness in the unity of a single event” (Bakhtin, “Problems of 

Dostoyevsky’s Poetics 9). Numerous voices crowd the texts where there is a multi-register 

and multi-lingual cacophony. Communication here leads to misunderstanding or goes 

sideways toward a truth that is hidden under the surface of al-Shidyaq’s lists. This becomes 

a parody of interactions in matters of ideology, belief, and cultural difference which are 

mostly staged with and through enumerations or which frame enumerations within al-Saq.  

On the topic of women, al-Shidyaq makes an elaborate case about how if someone 

is hungry and eats his fill, if he is presented with a meal after he is full, he does not want it. 

However, if women were presented to him, this mechanism fails: “Indeed, were all these 

charms in all their variety present at such a happy gathering, he would want to string them 

all on a single thread and put them round his neck” (2.14.30). Women cannot be consumed, 

controlled, or digested. They operate as per Bou Ali’s lalangue, they represent an excess, 

much like the Arabic language. In this enumeration, al-Shidyaq lists women’s traits and 

charms and interrupts them with a side note of ugly or unattractive women who are also as 

sensual as the mentioned women. The list extends for more than 10 pages in a vertical 

enumeration with the others and definitions listed in tabular form: 
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Table 9: Enumeration on women’s charms. 

 a waḍīʾah, “a woman who is comely 

and clean” 

or a hayyiʾah, “a female who is comely 

of form” 

or a mukhbaʾah, “a secluded girl who 

has not yet married” 

or a dhabʾah, “a thin, cute, jolly girl” 

or a jarbāʾ, “a cute girl” 

or a khidabbah, a female who is “huge” 

or a khurʿūb, “a supple, shapely young 

woman or a fine-boned, 

fleshy, stout, soft, white young 

woman” 

or a khanibah, “a coquettish girl of 

thrilling voice” 

or a raṭbah, too well known to require 

definition. 

or a sarhabah, “a tall, stout woman” 

or a shaṭbah, “a shapely girl” 

 

 

This list extends for a few more pages before it is interrupted by a note stating that:  

 

)تنبيه المرأة الجشوب الدردحة الضمزر اللهبرة العكبرة القعسوس الجباعة الثدمة اكثر دلا  و  

 غنجا من جميع هولآ( 

Women who are nanoid, endomorphic, adipose, fubsy, hebetudious, 

impulchritudinous, chamaephytic, troglodytic are more coquettish and sensual than 

any of the above (2.14.13). 

 

This note is worth exploring in terms of the onomatopoeic construction of words in 

Arabic, which was mimicked by Humphrey Davies in the English translation. These words 

seem to be manually constructed by al-Shidyaq based on sound similarity. Once more, al-

Shidyaq uses and represents the feminine to argue for the Arabic language’s capacity to 

auto-generate new terms, which opposes efforts to streamline and sanction by Nahdawi 

intellectuals. In the translation, Davies attempts to derive the words based on Latin roots, 

details of which I explore in Chapter Three of this thesis.   
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 Chapter Six in Volume Three, titled “A Banquet and Various Kinds of Hot Sauce,” 

stages a discussion between al-Fariyaq and al-Fariyaqiyya regarding the desirable traits of 

men and women. al-Fariyaqiyya states, after al-Fariyaq enumerates terms on women’s soft 

traits and their breasts, that a man contains charms that women dont, listing the following:  

 

Table 10: Enumeration on men’s charms. 
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Al-Shidyaq interrupts this list with a discussion between him and al-Fariyaqiyya 

while presenting, in the postscript of that chapter, a continued list of synonyms for “strong 

and vigorous” or “hard and tough” regarding the charms of men, which was transliterated 

by Humphrey Davies as follows (he does not provide a translation of this enumeration, 

opting to represent Arabic’s phonic qualities in the English translation):  

utʿut, kunbuth, kunduth, mikalth, milyath, maghith, ʿuḍāfij, ʿafḍaj, ʿullaj, hamarraj, 

ṣalawḍaḥ, ṣalanqaḥ, ṣamaḥmaḥ, ṣamaydaḥ, kirdiḥ, kaldiḥ, daḥūḥ, mujlandā, jalʿad, 

jalmad, ṣalkhad, ṣimqid, ḍahyad, ʿirbadd, ʿaṣlad, aqwad, dhifirr, dhimirr, dhaymurī, 

zibirr, zimirr, ṣamʿarī, ḍabīr, ḍibaṭr, ḍabaghṭarā, ʿayzār, ʿashanzar, qabaʿtharā, 

qunāṣir, kumātir, tiyazz, julabiz, julāfiz, khuzākhiz, turāmiz, dakhz, ḍubāriz, 

ʿaḍamazz, ʿilkiz, ʿ alankaz, fiyazz, qilizz, kilizz, mulazzaz, ḥumāris, dakhnas, durāhis, 

dalahmas, mutashammis, ʿatras, ʿakandas, ʿamarras, qalammas, qunāʿis, hakallas, 

hamallas, furāfiṣ, kiyaṣṣ, mutakhammiṭ, ḍabanṭā, ḍifaṭṭ, ʿamallaṭ, muʿallaṭ, ḍalīʿ, 

ṣaniq, damakmak, ṣamakīk, ṣamallak, ʿabannak, ʿarik, janaʿdal, ḥuwwal, ʿarandal, 

ʿunthul, kamtal, kunbul, kanahdal, nabtal, buhṣum, dilaẓm, mirjam, ḍirghāmah, 

ʿardam, fayyim, qirshamm, hayzam, hayṣam.  

 

Notably, Humphrey Davies leaves an endnote regarding this enumeration, 

highlighting that he could not find 97 additional synonyms for words that refer to strength, 

toughness, and vigor in the English language. Instead, Davies invited readers to experience 

the phonic aspects of the transcribed Arabic, which is the intention of al-Shidyaq’s lists as 

they are full of arcane words from classical Arabic. The transliterated Arabic allows the 

readers to unpack the oddities of the Arabic language, encouraging readers to think and 

draw their own conclusions. Additionally, the purpose of the enumerated postscript is to 

centralize Arabic’s auto-generative components by using masculine traits to performatively 

show the Arabic’s feminine/generative qualities.  
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Yet another list worth unpacking is the one about the physiological and sexual 

issues that women face that prevent them from having sex and being good wives. The list 

refers to vaginal defects, among other elements:  

If, however, they were to hear that a man had fallen in love with someone other than 

his wife, they’d put what he’d done down to sickness and make excuses for him, 

accusing his wife of withholding her favors or of being no good in bed and wetting 

it, or of defecating while being fucked or of keeping him out of her bed, or of 

whinnying through her nostrils or of being ghabūq [?] or of spraying water during 

intercourse and making a noise with her vulva, or of having a hernia and making a 

sound with her vagina, or of having a hole too small to admit the penis and being 

given to farting, or of being insatiable in intercourse and having a mons veneris that 

both squeaks and passes wind, or of snorting like a madwoman during intercourse 

and having lopsided breasts, or of having no flesh on her thighs and a bottomless 

tunnel, or of having smelly foreparts and a loose vagina, or of leaving her anus half 

washed and stinking and having privates on which no hair grows, or of having breasts 

that do not develop and never having a period, or of coming as soon as a man plays 

with her and having a tiny “thing,” or of menstruating through her anus, or of having 

a vaginal fistula and being unable to hold her water, or of not menstruating, or of 

having no flesh on her thighs, or of not having been circumcised and having a wide 

space between her anus and her vagina, or of having a flabby vagina, or of having 

thighs so tightly pressed together there is no gap between them, or of having sweaty 

foreparts and body, or a cold vagina, or long pubic creases and a soft wide vulva, or 

a large wide vagina, or of suffering from leucorrhoea, or a vaginal hernia, or a slanted 

slit, or of being wide-woofed, or straddle-thighed, or quick to conceive, or of being 

given to miscarrying, or not having periods, or having never-ending periods, or of 

putting kohl on one eye only and wearing her shift inside out, or of having a mutilated 

nose, or foreparts that produce much fluid, or buttocks that are skewed and raised, or 

of not conceiving for years even though she is not barren, or having a rectum and 

vagina that form a single passage, or of having a long clitoris, or wide sexual organs, 

or of being one who, having the vagina and rectum as a single passage, loses control 

of her bowels during intercourse, or of having thighs that rub against one another, or 

of other flaws, while seeing nothing revolting in what he had done, even though a 

woman has more reasons to go astray than a man.’ (3.18.10) 

 

In the Arabic version, this list is written in paragraph format in the polysyndetic 

clause. While other lists contained the different traits of buttocks and bossoms, usually 

listing positive and pleasurable traits. This list, alternatively, contains the “blameworthy” 

traits of women in relation to their sexual capabilities, which were weaponized against them 
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when they refused to fornicate with their husbands. The list functioned as critique, much 

like the other word lists in al-Saq and operates as a classic case of grotesque realism where 

the monstrosity of femininity and womanhood is foregrounded and the orifices that open up 

the body to the rest of the world are centralized in a celebration of the obscene and visceral. 

The Arabic version of this list is not quoted here because I seek to analyze the terms of this 

list, not the linguistic oddities nor the sonic elements. The English quote is meant to assist 

in the thematic analysis as it relates to the polemical functions of al-Saq’s enumerations in 

general.  

Al-Fariyaqiyya is revealing the gendered double standards–if a man pursues another 

woman or does not have sex, it is blamed on the wife’s defects, whereas if a woman has 

extramarital affairs, it is also blamed on the woman’s moral compass, not the husband’s 

defects. This is part of a broader discussion on marital affairs and divorce, yet another 

critique of the Church’s doctrines on that matter. As mentioned by Rebecca Johnson in the 

Foreword of al-Saq, gender is another permutation of al-Shidyaq’s thought experiment in 

radical difference where the new subjectivities that were being conceptualized and 

negotiated throughout the Nahdah are aired out in a satirical manner with the utilization of 

grotesque realism and the carnivalization of Arabic as key elements in al-Shidyaq’s 

polemical arsenal.    

Though this chapter contains a close reading of only a handful of the many 

enumerations within al-Saq, it highlights how al-Saq is a monstrous text as al-Shidyaq 

employs grotesque realism and carnivalizes the Arabic language through the word lists to 

represent his heterodox stances on matters of religion, language, society, literature, 

marriage, desire, gender and more. This text is monstrous, which raises questions of genre; 
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it can be read as a travelog since it stages al-Fariyaq’s experiences in Malta, Egypt, Paris, 

and London, among other places. It can also be seen as a counter-lexicography or counter-

archive.  

 

D. Genre: The Menippean Satire  

Fundamentally, the Menippean satire is a primary vehicle for the carnival sense of 

the world, as per Bakhtin. Within this carnival sense of the world, socio-hierarchical orders 

are suspended. The sacred and profane are leveled. Opposing elements are juxtaposed. 

These elements are prevalent in al-Saq, which would incline one to categorize al-Saq as a 

menippea. al-Saq contains numerous satirical or comic elements such as the dialogue 

between al-Fariyaq with the monks about al-Qamus or the toxic fumes that emanated from 

the Metropolitan’s literary pores (Bakhtin, “Problems of Dostoyevsky’s Poetics”, 119).  

Within al-Saq, al-Shidyaq stages a key characteristic of the menippea: 

psychological experimentation– insanity, split personality, passions bordering on madness, 

etc. A key example would be in Volume Three, Chapter Nineteen, titled “Assorted 

Wonders,” which is one of the main chapters in al-Saq where al-Shidyaq drowns in 

lalangue when staging al-Fariyaq’s outrage after he discovered that al-Fariyaqiyya might 

be having extramarital affairs. Al-Fariyaq hysterically breaks into enumeration in a 

heightened state of rage where he enumerates the lists below (note that each word list 

represents the different oddities of the Arabic language): 
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1. Shortness (3.19.3) 

Table 11: List on shortness. 

 

 

Transliteration:  

Al-bulqūta, al-da’shūqa, al-zulnaqṭa, al-ḥajanbara, al-zābbazā, al-jaa’bara, 

al-ḥuranqifa, al-dinnama, al-zafayān, al-‘ashaba, al-ḥuduḥḥa, al-zuḥana, al-

ḍisrizza, al-ziwanna, al-buhtara, al-jubba’aa, al-qumhaziya, al-qahqaziyya, 

al-buhsula, al-darrāma, al-qafanza’a, al-qurunbaḍa, al-fin’il, al-qin’il, al-

qa’naba, al-qunbu’a, al-qazama, al-qudha’amala, al-ḥabnaṭat, al-dawadra, 

al-qurzuḥa, al-ka’atata, al-qulla, al-jil’iz, al-zaa’niqa, al-qunbuḍa, al-

qirzaḥla, al-khuruqqa. 

 

 

  

Within this enumeration, the primary oddity is prevalence of the “q” (ق) or qaf in many of 

the words: al-ḥuranqifa (الحرنقفة), al-qumhaziya (القمهزية), , al-qahqaziyya (القهقزية), al-

qafanza’a (القفنزعة), al-qurunbaḍa (القرنبضة), al-qin’il (القنئل), al-qa’naba (القعنبة), al-

qunbu’aa (القنبعة), al-qazama (القزمة), al-qudha’amala (القذعملة), al-qurzuḥa (القرزحة), al-

qulla (القل ى), al-zaa’niqa (الزعنقة), al-qunbuḍa (القنبضة), al-qirzaḥla (القرزحلة), al-khuruqqa 

-constituting 15 out of 38 listed terms (39% of the enumeration). This represents al ,(الخرق ة)
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Shidyaq’s attempt to demonstrate how certain letters have specific associations, with the 

“qaf” being associated with smallness. It also incorporates neologisms which are translated 

into “nanoid,” “sesquipedalian,” etc. Other oddities are al-ibdal through the words such as: 

al-qa’naba (القعنبة), al-qunbu’aa (القنبعة) where the n (ن) and ‘a (ع) are exchanged.  

 

2. Blackness (3.19.4) 

Table 12: List on blackness and darkness. 
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Casting blackness, soot, and charcoal onto al-Fariyaqiyya described how she corrupted 

herself with her sexual acts, highlighted Arabic lexical richness, and demonstrated how 

easily al-Shidyaq could construct words on blackness, which are translated into 

“melanoid”, “melanotic,” and “melanistic”, constructed form the “mela-” suffix, which 

means black or dark in English.  Seeing the constructed words in English allows the 

bilingual speaker to recognize that some of the words in this enumeration were fabricated 

neologisms, yet another example of al-Shidyaq’s use of Arabic’s excess resources and 

untranslatable nature to resist sanctioning and to auto-generate new terms when 

needed. Here, the pen enumerates in a hysterical moment of outrage, indicating the 

uncontrollable nature of the Arabic pen. 

 

3. Illnesses that afflict the neck, throat, face, and skin (3.19.12) 

     Table 13: Throat and oral cavity illnesses. 
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In this list, al-Shidyaq demonstrates the numerous oddities of Arabic, whilst also 

preserving and using the language of illness and excess. Substitution and swapping are 

prevalent in this enumeration as it performed layered subversive functions at once.  
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4. Shamelessness and promiscuous behavior (3.19.13) 

Table 14: List on shameless and promiscuous behavior. 
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And this man-mannered, ill-natured, shrewish, base, disobedient, worthless, shamelessly 

staring, irascible, wayward, two-timing, unblushing, exhibitionistic, immodest, sharp-

tongued, unneighborly, loudmouthed, wanton, whorish, chambering, nocturnally mobile, 

promiscuous, trampy, brassy, brazen-faced, interfering, spoiled, ugly, languorous, loose, 

depraved, insatiable, predatory, lustful, estrous, philandering, incontinent, begging, in-heat, 

backside-presenting, rug-spotting, swollen-vulvaed, termagant, vixenish, foulmouthed, 

lewd, obscene, bawdy, clamorous, nymphomaniacal, slave-chasing, lecherous, licentious, 

lascivious slut of a mistress of mine, whom every male in town who sees her strutting through 

its markets, streets, alleys, lanes, and cul-de-sacs believes to be inviting him, with her eyes 

and her every limb, to look lively and apply himself to intercourse, to cock a leg, to snatch a 

kiss, to become erect, to copulate, to bed, to swive, to screw, to thrum, to wimble, to ejaculate 

(inside and outside), to have coitus (interruptus and non-), to meng, to frig, to frot, to hug, to 

mount, to hump, to pump, to jigger, to jagger, to jangle, on all fours, with her on her back or 

her front, with her legs splayed or closed, from the side or at an angle, during menstruation 

or not and with or without deep penetration, as well as to “wham-bam!” and “schlup-flup!” 

and “jiggyjiggy!” and “hokey-pokey!,” sits in the chambers of the dame of gossips and never 

stops accusing her neighbors of looking out the window, laughing, dressing, perfuming 

themselves, putting on their jewelry and then going out and walking around affectedly 

(3.19.13).  

 

 

The English translation is a representation of the terms and does not provide a one-

to-one translation. It functions as a representation of al-Shidyaq’s linguistic constructions in 

English and of the terms described in the enumeration. Al-Fariyaqiyya’s “shamelessness” 
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and “shrewishness” push al-Fariyaq into a frenzy of enumeration, where he dives into 

Arabic’s oddities to express his frustration– a key example of how al-Shidyaq stages a 

hysterical state (in relation to language) in al-Saq. Within these enumerations, the one on 

illnesses afflicting the skin, face, and neck is interesting because al-Fariyaq states, in a 

hyperbolic fashion, the following (while addressing the reader in the process):  

Indeed, were she to stroke your neck and mine, dear reader, such stroking would both 

render them needful of anti-goiter medicine and strike from them all growths, lumps, 

bumps… (3.19.12).  

 

Al-Fariyaqiyya’s sexual voraciousness is staged as a major threat within the 

patriarchal order that it would result in the generation of infections and defects that affect 

one’s oral cavity (mouth, throat, face, and teeth), rendering them deformed and incapable of 

self-expression. It is interesting to see how female sexuality can be so threatening within 

the patriarchal order that it is aligned with illness and rendered monstrous and viscerally 

harmful. The promiscuous feminine figure raises concerns within the patriarchal order due 

to her sexual and reproductive potential. The hypersexual feminine is a monstrous category 

because it transgresses the sanctioning efforts of the patriarchal order. This is the figure that 

al-Shidyaq defends and advocates for within al-Saq to counter the dominant order. 

Additionally, the self-generating mechanism of the Arabic language could also be 

buttressed by al-Shidyaq’s rendering of the Arabic language as feminine due to the 

feminine subversiveness and sexual potential to resist the streamlining efforts of 

Nahdawis.  

Returning to the menippea, while staging emotionally valent scenes with heightened 

passions and altered states of consciousness, the menippea is characterized by the 
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proliferation of scandalous scenes that violate customary norms. Al-Saq incorporates 

numerous scandalous scenes, enumerations, and descriptions which would allow us to 

classify it as a menippea in addition to its multi-generic-ness (another characteristic). 

Finally, for a text to qualify as a satire, according to Peled in “Al-Saq ala al-Saq: a Generic 

Definition,” the Menippean satire attacks human vice and folly with critical comments on 

political and social life and hands a “militant attitude to experience,” an attitude that is 

present within in al-Saq. This key element is present throughout the narrative and is 

performatively staged in al-Saq’s numerous genres and enumerations. As such, in light of 

the subversive operations within the text, staged through the enumerations, among other 

elements, it is reasonable to conclude this chapter by stating that al-Saq can be categorized 

as a Menippean satire because it is a genre that can host the multi-voiced and scandalous 

elements of al-Saq while disputing the dominant power structures that were present in 

nineteenth-century Syro-Lebanon and impacted al-Shidyaq at the personal, social, 

intellectual, and political levels.  

The menippea, as mentioned by Bakhtin, stages the carnivalesque, much like 

Humphrey Davies’s translation of al-Saq also translates the carnivalesque nature of al-Saq 

into the English language. Chapter Three, therefore, delves into Davies’s translation of al-

Saq while considering Davies’s typographical choices, use of paratexts in the form of 

extensive endnotes, additions, re-contextualization, and transliterations. 
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CHAPTER III 

TRANSLATION AND UNTRANSLATABILITY 

 

It is central to consider how the lists’ monstrous and grotesque characteristics are 

conveyed in the English language and the limitations that the process of translation 

imposed on transmitting such polemical tools from Arabic to English. This chapter focuses 

on the issues of translation that Davies faced and al-Saq’s untranslatability as it represents 

yet another way that al-Shidyaq resisted the simplification of the Arabic language and 

celebrated its difference. To assess Davies’s translation, I look at: the paratexts (endnotes, 

Translator’s Afterword), typographical arrangements, transliteration, and translation 

choices.  

Paratexts, according to Gerard Genette in Paratexts, refer to the combination of 

peritexts and epitexts.  Peritexts encompass the titles, subtitles, footnotes, and endnotes, 

among others. Epitexts include interviews, reviews, author’s notes, and other promotional 

materials related to and surrounding the work (Genette 262). Based on this definition, Siri 

Nergaard in “The (In)visible Publisher in Translations: The Publisher's Multiple 

Translational Voices” builds on Genette’s definition and elaborates that the paratextual 

materials surrounding a translation carry ideological weight, since the translation and the 

paratext “constitute the semiotic whole of translation” (62). This encourages us to consider 

the translator’s visibility in the paratexts, cover, notes, and Afterword.   

One characteristic of Humphrey Davies’s translation is the extensive use of Notes to 

provide context and to explain key terms, choices, and arrangements within al-Saq, 

especially pertaining to the lists, puns, and other complex rhetorical elements embedded 



123 

into al-Saq. The endnotes provide effective explanations of different cultural references, 

translational choices, elements of Arabic linguistics and wordplay, describe technical 

terminology, and clear up textual ambiguities. They are a key aspect of the translation and 

are indispensable to comprehend and understand the source text, particularly since it can be 

performative, which requires further clarification and contextualization to an English-

speaking audience.  

For example, when discussing the enumeration from Volume One Chapter One, 

which discusses words on women and men’s sexual organs, copulation, among other 

similar but not equivalent words, Davies writes 45 Notes at the end of Volume One which 

explain and contextualize the different choices and terms included in the word list and its 

translation. Davies explains the different words that al-Shidyaq uses, such as qasbara, 

which he translates as “to fuck hard,” and explains the following: “assuming the verb 

derives from the nouns qisbar or qusbari meaning “a hard penis,” (Davies 328). Many 

other assumptions, analyses, and interpretations of different authorial choices are 

interspersed amongst the 45 notes on the enumeration. Another interesting note is the one 

of the term al-sahma, translated as “the black one,” which Davies states: “in the text this is 

followed by al-funqusah, for which no meaning has been found” (327). The explanation of 

al-fanqasah and its relation to al-sahma, is Davies’s way of highlighting how al-Shidyaq 

encourages readers to be critical and to counter authoritative discourse through critique. By 

highlighting that al-fanqasah is not a real word and drafting an endnote that addresses this 

in association with its preceding term, Davies trans-creates the ethos of al-Shidyaq’s lists, 

one of which’s functions is to highlight how certain words can be generated and organically 

integrated into the Arabic language based on sonic alignment. Thus, Davies highlights, 
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through leveraging the endnotes, that a certain word might be constructed, which 

encourages, not only the Arabic reader but the English-speaking reader to adhere to al-

Shidyaq’s requests of thoroughly reading the terms of each list.  

Davies, through elaborating on these elements, might share information about the 

Arabic language that the average Arabic speaker might not catch or know, which changes 

the reading experience in translation whilst also retaining the hermeneutics of suspicion 

which requires that the reader:  

• Read all the synonyms.  

• Compare them and attempt to find errors and patterns between the different 

words.  

Davies also explains the difference between the following Arabic terms al-’untul 

and al-’unbul, stating: al-untul is a dialectal variant of al-unbul, and cites the Qamus as the 

source of this information. Davies translates al-’until as “the clitoris said with a funny 

accent” (325). Reading the Notes changes the reading experience as it provides necessary 

contextual information needed to comprehend the word lists and their derivations, as well 

as the Arabic linguistic theories that these lists adhere to (The Mutazillah Theory of Arabic 

linguistics). Additionally, if each four-page word list produces 45 endnotes which span 

around 4 pages of notes at the end of each volume, this is yet another representation of the 

text’s auto-generating capacities where the word lists create even more lists and which 

confirm the function of the original lists– to demonstrate the lexical richness of the Arabic 

language, its capacity to adapt and expand, and its rare words.  
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According to Ismail, the politics of translational seduction can lead to 

disillusionment, as is the case with al-Shidyaq, which can mobilize the politics of 

untranslatability as per Emily Apter to insist on difference rather than kinship between 

Arabic and European languages (Ismail). Similarly, al-Shidyaq’s practice of 

untranslatability is promoted as an “irreducible excess linked with the speakers of the 

language” (Bou Ali, “Bare Language” 69). This excess is manifested in the word lists 

which proved to be challenging to translate for Humphrey Davies. Davies compensates for 

this immutable difference between the two languages through his extensive use of endnotes 

at the end of each volume which were used to elaborate on al-Shidayq’s word choice, 

Arabic grammar, puns, obscure references, errors, and rationale. The text performs excess 

and cultural particularity due to its carnivalesque celebration of language which create even 

more excess in the English language through Davies’s translation choices and the use of 

endnotes. The Arabic language’s particularities were showcased through the extensive 

word lists and subsequent endnotes, which performatively and logistically confirm Arabic’s 

self-annotating capacities.  

Davies, in attending to al-Saq and his other translations, often engaged with the 

semantic components of a word by considering the following elements: the orthographic, 

the lexical, the metaphorical, and the authorial (Issa, “What Distinguished Humphrey 

Davies” 2021). The way words make up a text is never arbitrary to Davies and he preferred 

to transcreate when approaching a text. Transcreation describes a dedicated effort to match 

the author’s creativity and mastery, word for word in the translated language. His job was 

to transfer the greatness from one language to the other and he chose texts that were 
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“obstinate and subversive,” to present a different Arabic that isn’t austere and prudish (Issa, 

“Humphrey Davies” 2021).  

 

Despite his valiant effort at translating al-Saq, Davies’s translation, on many 

occasions, loses Arabic’s morpho-phonological aspects which al-Shidyaq carnivalizes. 

Translating the metathesis and substitutions that al-Shidyaq performs forced Davies to 

choose to transcribe/transliterate the Arabic words instead of performing a word-for-word 

translation for multiple reasons: 

• Since al-Shidyaq subscribes to the Mu'tazilah theory of language, it makes sense for 

Davies to prioritize the phonic elements of the enumerations instead of seeking to 

translate them word-for-word. Davies notes this on multiple occasions. In most of 

the vertical, lexicographic-style lists, Davies opted to transcribe instead of 

translating the terms because they were already being defined by al-Shidyaq, similar 

to a dictionary. In those cases, Davies opted for transcription. This method is more 

suited to letting the readers pick out the sonic similarities between words and to 

figure out common patterns. For example, the associations of certain letters with 

specific meanings can only be visible if the words are transcribed instead of 

translated.  

• Davies struggled to find enough words that could accommodate the lexical richness 

of the Arabic language and opted, repeatedly, to not offer a one-to-one translation of 

certain enumerations. In the endnotes of each volume, Davies highlights that he did 

not translate certain lists word for word.  
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The choice to transliterate the different terms to retain their phonic qualities can be seen as 

a carnivalesque performance where the sensorium is preserved and transmitted into the 

English language. Additionally, since carnivalization is a syncretic pageantry (display), it 

brings opposing elements together, much like the typographical presentation of the Arabic 

and English versions of al-Saq are presented side by side, the choice to transliterate the 

Arabic sounds into Romanized letters for English speakers is also a carnivalesque 

celebration of the Arabic language’s phonological richness and al-Shidyaq’s insistence on 

difference even when Arabic words are Romanized.  

For example, in the enumeration of different words for genitalia, Davies employs 

the strategy of multi-word glosses:  

the flabby vagina, the vagina that dries the liquid from the surface of the penis, the 

gaping vagina, the tight vagina, and another name for the vagina, the large ugly vagina 

with long womb flaps, the large wet squeaky vagina, the women’s sexual parts in 

general, the “bulge,” the “sprayer,” the fleshy vagina, the bizarrely spelled, the 

“shrunken,” the “gripper,” the “nock” (1.1.6).  

 

Here, to accommodate the reader with a near one-to-one translation, Davies translated 

certain terms in the list as “the fleshy vagina, the bizarrely spelled” or “another name for 

the vagina.” The purpose here is to retain the lengthy nature of the word lists but it lacked 

the sonic element. Though, in the Arabic version, the sonic and visual elements of the 

enumerations were complementary. In the English version, the sonic elements compete 

with the typographical presentation of al-Saq’s list. A choice needed to be made between 

(1) translating the meaning and showing the lexical richness of Arabic when describing 

similar objects using terms that slightly differ from one another, and (2) preserving the 

sonic element, which is a key component of al-Saq’s lists as they grotesquely reduce 

language to noise. The sonic elements are lost in this translation, which Davies later adapts 
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in Volumes Three and Four. In this case, the translation fails to convey the grotesque and 

excessive element of the word lists, which reside in its sensory nature, not just its excessive 

length and inscrutability.  

The element of obscurity and terror, meant to highlight the monstrosity of the word 

lists, is neutralized by the multi-word glosses in this enumeration because they provide the 

reader with a clear sense of what they are reading. On the other hand, the sheer length does 

evoke a sense of sensory overload but not because the text is inscrutable, but rather because 

it is too redundant. It does not retain the epistemological and sonic terrors induced by the 

word lists. However, in Volume Three, Davies changes his strategy from using multi-word 

glosses to transliteration.  

In translating a list on the charms of men which al-Fariyaq continues at the end of 

the chapter in Volume Three, titled “A Banquet and Various Kinds of Hot Sauce”, Davies 

sought to transliterate the terms because he could not find 97 synonyms for words that refer 

to strength and toughness in the English language and sought to at least convey the phonic 

elements by translating the list as such:  

‘utʿut, kunbuth, kunduth, mikalth, milyath, maghith, ʿuḍāfij, ʿafḍaj, ʿullaj, hamarraj, 

ṣalawḍaḥ, ṣalanqaḥ, ṣamaḥmaḥ, ṣamaydaḥ, kirdiḥ, kaldiḥ, daḥūḥ, mujlandā, jalʿad, 

jalmad, ṣalkhad, ṣimqid, ḍahyad, ʿirbadd, ʿaṣlad, aqwad, dhifirr, dhimirr, dhaymurī, 

zibirr, zimirr, ṣamʿarī, ḍabīr, ḍibaṭr, ḍabaghṭarā, ʿayzār, ʿashanzar, qabaʿtharā, 

qunāṣir, kumātir, tiyazz, julabiz, julāfiz, khuzākhiz, turāmiz, dakhz, ḍubāriz, 

ʿaḍamazz, ʿilkiz, ʿ alankaz, fiyazz, qilizz, kilizz, mulazzaz, ḥumāris, dakhnas, durāhis, 

dalahmas, mutashammis, ʿatras, ʿakandas, ʿamarras, qalammas, qunāʿis, hakallas, 

hamallas, furāfiṣ, kiyaṣṣ, mutakhammiṭ, ḍabanṭā, ḍifaṭṭ, ʿamallaṭ, muʿallaṭ, ḍalīʿ, 

ṣaniq, damakmak, ṣamakīk, ṣamallak, ʿabannak, ʿarik, janaʿdal, ḥuwwal, ʿarandal, 

ʿunthul, kamtal, kunbul, kanahdal, nabtal, buhṣum, dilaẓm, mirjam, ḍirghāmah, 

ʿardam, fayyim, qirshamm, hayzam, hayṣam (3.16.12).   

 

In this list, Davies remained true to the fact that this list of terms was not made up by al-

Shidyaq. The Arabic version contained a list of real archaic Arabic words. Thus, since 



129 

Davies did not have their English equivalents, it would not make sense to transcreate words 

as Davies did to other word lists in al-Saq. Transliterating the terms retains the list’s 

excessive length, its overwhelming enumerative style as the list elements tumble after one 

another, as well as its aural elements because the act of reading the transliteration would 

expose the English reader to the rhymes and sound similarities without needing to 

comprehend the words used. Even to Arabic speakers, the archaic words are meant to be 

incomprehensible and merely read for their sonic elements to showcase al-Shidyaq’s 

linguistic prowess and the Arabic language’s vast resources.  

Davies, in the Translator’s Afterword, explains the translational issues faced when 

tackling al-Saq, highlighting that the text is not as difficult as it was made out to be, 

because when al-Shidyaq intended for it to be simple, it was simple, written in a direct style 

that drove the narrative forward until al-Shidyaq inserted one of the following, which made 

the task of translation increasingly difficult: 

• A list of arcane vocabulary.  

• Verbal playfulness in the form of punning, word games, humorous allusion, and 

more.  

Saj’ or rhymed prose is employed throughout the text as well, and translating 

rhymed prose posed specific challenges. Arabic, “with its productive morphological classes 

all of whose members possess, or end in, the same pattern of vowels and consonants, lends 

itself to this practice” of rhymed prose (Davies “Translator’s Afterword” 487). One verbal 

noun pattern called the mufa’alah can give access to hundreds of other words of the same 

pattern. The English language’s capacity to produce such rhymes is more limited and thus, 

the translator is not only faced with a word deficit, they are also faced with a “rhyme 
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deficit,” which is problematic in a text like al-Saq, which roots its arguments on 

constructing an acoustic sensorium to performatively critique different practices, religious 

and political orders, among other socio-political and ideological fixtures that al-Shidyaq 

opposed (Davies, “Translator’s Afterword” 487).  

Al-Shidyaq’s text is, often, an untranslatable text, as per Emily Apter’s conception 

of the untranslatable as a “militant semiotic intransigence” (Apter). Its monstrous elements 

are not easily made legible in the English language despite Davies’s attempt at doing so. To 

Apter, mistranslation is generative to new meanings and conceptualities when specific 

linguistic elements are removed from their native contexts and are made legible within a 

new language. For example, the rhyme deficit of the English language stems from the 

Arabic language’s morphological constructions which allow the verbal noun pattern 

mufa’alah to give numerous words of the same pattern making al-Shidyaq’s enumerations 

militantly resistant to cross-cultural and cross-linguistic legibility. This could be seen as 

one of al-Shidyaq’s goals when celebrating and carnivalizing the Arabic language to the 

point of excess, highlighting that no other language can compare in terms of morphological 

plasticity and lexical richness.  

Another challenging element for Davies was the “presentation of large numbers of 

words, usually rare, in the form of lists,” with the intent of creating a sound effect because 

of the accumulated words and the sense of terror generated by the obscurity of the words 

presented due to the rarity and their “phonetic exoticism” (Davies, “Translator’s 

Afterword” 488). The effort of translating such words is vast when considering the 

morphological plasticity of the Arabic language. This puts al-Saq in exile, as 

conceptualized in Apter’s “Untranslatables,” and forces Davies to treat this exiled text 



131 

through morphological innovation and mobilizing English’s resources to convey the 

phonetic exoticism, excessiveness, and viscerality of al-Saq’s word lists (Apter 593).  

There are two list types, those with definitions and those that don’t have definitions 

and each type is approached differently when needing to be translated. These lists are often 

copied from al-Qamus, which allowed Davies to locate the different words in the Qamus. 

In the translation, the quotes that are taken verbatim from al-Qamus are presented with 

quotations while the al-Shidyaq’s comments on the words aren’t presented in quotations. 

The fact that the lists are extracted almost entirely from al-Qamus, highlights that the 

purpose of these lists is lexicographical, i.e. to impress the reader with the rich resources of 

the classical Arabic language and with the author’s mastery of that language. For Davies, in 

this case, it isn’t a challenging task to transcribe the words and translate their definitions 

into English. The challenge becomes when the translator needs to derive certain terms 

etymologically.  

Lists with definitions are provided in the form of tables, with headwords on one side 

and definitions on the other. Headwords were transcribed and the definitions were 

translated. The non-definition lists pose greater translation challenges because they are 

presented in the polysyndetic clause. The characteristics of these lists: they contain all 

synonyms, near-synonyms, or semantically linked words and are grouped into rhymed 

pairs, or series of pairs, which are sometimes metatheses of each other. The challenges of 

these lists for Davies were how the English language’s limitations could find equivalents 

for the words, how to deal with the under-specificity of some definitions in the Qamus, and 

how to render the incantatory, rare, and exotic characteristics. Shorter and mid-length lists 

don’t post challenges for a near one-to-one translation, especially if they are onomatopoeic 
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and allow a degree of inventiveness in the English language (an example is 1.11.5, which is 

a list of the sounds that the organ makes and which granted Davies a lot of inventiveness 

using the English language, a key example of transcreation).  

The enumeration is as follows:  

 

One will say, ‘This expression belongs to the category of “subordinate 

metaphorization,”’ while another will claim that it is ‘propositional.’ Certain scholars 

have said that metaphors may be divided into the literal and the analogical, the literal 

into the categorical and the presumptive, and the categorical firstly into the make-

believe and the factual, secondly into the primary and the subordinate, and thirdly 

into the abstracted and the presumed, with some claiming that this last may be sub-

divided into the aeolian, the ornitho-sibilant, the feebly chirping, the tongue-

smacking, the faintly tinkling, the bone-snapping, the emptily thunderous, and the 

phasmic, while the aeolian itself may be sub-divided into the stridulaceous, the 

crepitaceous, and the oropharyngeal, the crepitaceous may be sub-sub-divided into 

the absquiliferous, the vulgaritissimous, the exquipilifabulous, the seborrhaceous, the 

squapalidaceous, and the kalipaceous, the crepitaceous into the panthero-

dyspneaceous, the skrowlaceous and the skraaaghhalaceous, as well as the 

transtextual and the intertextual, and the oropharyngeal into the enteric, the dipteric, 

the vermiculo-epigastric, the intestinal, the audio-zygo-amatory, the anal-resonatory, 

the oro-phleboevacuative, the capro-audio-lactative, the ovo- (or assino-) audio-

lactative, and other ‘may-be-sub-divideds.’  

 

In this enumeration, firstly, the term panthero-dyspneaceous, was etymologically 

derived because the words in this list are not based on reality, they are derived for the 

purpose of onomatopoeia in Arabic and to represent how al-Shidyaq’s used Arabic’s unique 

capacities to construct neologisms that sounded organic. In this case, panthero-

dyspneaceous, which refers to khu’khu’iyyah, is analyzed by Davies in the notes as follows:  

the word khu’khu’ refers to a certain plant and does not have an onomatopoeic 

interpretation, however, Davies speculated that it could be related to the word kha’’a 

which is to make a sound from the back of one’s throat when one has run out of breath 

after its enemy (the leopard), so the use of panthero seems fitting in light of this 

(Davies, “Volume One” 337).  
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In this process, Davies retains the sonic, arcane, and onomatopoeic sense of the words but 

does so based on English language conventions to engage in a practice of transcreation 

which makes al-Shidyaq’s linguistic prowess and games legible to the anglophone reader. 

Additionally, the morpho-phonological elements are often lost in translation, and the 

rhymes are not as crisply preserved. However, Davies did well to make the list elements 

rhyme when numerous adjectives contained the suffix “-eous” such as: stridulaceous, 

crepitaceous, absquiliferous, seborrhaceous, etc., listed in the enumeration above.  

Unpacking the grotesque and monstrous elements of the enumerations required 

careful attention to their sonic elements as they degenerate into rhyming babble. This 

crucial element is lost in translation at times to provide a sensible English translation that 

does justice to the Arabic language while honoring and retaining the special aspects of the 

English language. Davies, here, stayed true to al-Shidyaq’s love of celebrating the Arabic 

language and sought to celebrate the resources of English but, in the process, eroded the 

elements that allowed al-Shidyaq to construct a polemical sensorium.  

The ways that Davies dealt with the longer lists which did not have enough 

equivalents in the English language included either: transcription or multi-word glosses 

(e.g. her stepping out manfully and her walking proudly, etc.). Additionally, numerous lists 

within al-Saq, were not represented word for word, and instead, were abridged, such as all 

of the enumerations in Volume Three, Chapter Nineteen, titled “Assorted Wonders.” This 

ate away from the excessiveness and voraciousness of the word lists, which served 

polemical functions in al-Saq. Despite compromising a small portion of the lists in terms of 

their size, their excessive nature is retained through the use of equally arcane words in 

English to translate the lists.  
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In the list on al-Fariyaqiyya’s shamelessness, Davies used English words that are 

not commonly used: 

And this man-mannered, ill-natured, shrewish, base, disobedient, worthless, 

shamelessly staring, irascible, wayward, two-timing, unblushing, exhibitionistic, 

immodest, sharp-tongued, unneighborly, loudmouthed, wanton, whorish, 

chambering, nocturnally mobile, promiscuous, trampy, brassy, brazen-faced, 

interfering, spoiled, ugly, languorous, loose, depraved, insatiable, predatory, lustful, 

estrous, philandering, incontinent, begging, in-heat, backside-presenting, rug-

spotting, swollen-vulvaed, termagant, vixenish, foulmouthed, lewd, obscene, bawdy, 

clamorous, nymphomaniacal, slave-chasing, lecherous, licentious, lascivious slut of 

a mistress of mine.  

 

Words such as “estrous,” “philandering,” “languorous,” and “rug-spotting” are not as 

commonly used as “promiscuous,” “insatiable,” and “lustful.” The majority of the list’s 

elements, however, are words that are obscure enough to retain the challenging nature of 

the lists but do not enact the same epistemological vertigo and terror that the Arabic version 

enacts. The key feature that keeps this list overwhelming is its form, which, in Arabic, is 

presented in the polysyndetic clause. In English, the words tumble, one after the other, 

separated by commas, thus still evoking a sense of speed and disorientation that the Arabic 

version triggered in its readers.  

The former preserves the sonority of the Arabic version but does not provide a 

translation, the multi-word glosses can preserve sonority with alliteration and rhyme but in 

doing so, Davies is limited by the English language’s resources. The use of phrasal glosses 

such as “the vulva said four other ways,” has a very different impact than the original list.  

The translation strategy developed for multi-word glosses is the following, mostly 

used in the vertical enumerations because they contain definitions that are interesting to 

unpack. Davies used medical and pseudo-medical terms such as “adipose” and “nanoid” to 

translate words that al-Shidyaq created. The purpose of such trans-created terms is to create 
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a sense of equivalence between the Arabic version and English translation in terms of 

similarity of effect (obscurity, terror, and sonority). Words such as “brevo-turpicular,” 

“magno-pingicular,” and “vasto-oricular” are derived from Google’s Latin translation 

facility to generate terms that imitate the difficult and pompous-sounding Arabic terms used 

by al-Shidyaq. Other terms such as “dirty crockadillapigs,” “shorties,” and “runts,” are 

derived from the Online Slang Dictionary. It is interesting to see how Davies constructed 

terms such as “magno-pingicular” from online resources to mimic the generative process 

that al-Shidyaq subscribed to. This begs the question: was Davies able to represent, through 

translation, al-Shidyaq’s subscription to the Mu’tazilah theory where new words are 

generated based on sound similarity? In this case, the list in question is from Volume Two, 

Chapter Fourteen, titled “An Explanation of the Obscure Words in the Preceding Maqamah 

and Their Meanings.”  

In this list, al-Shidyaq is cataloging rare and obscure words detailing womens’ 

charms in tabular form. These lists are interrupted by bracketed notes of fabricated words 

on unattractive women that are coquettish and sensual like the other women:  

(Note: women who are dirty crockadillapigs, shorties, runts, trolls, long-necked 

pinheads, midgets, wide-wooed woofers, waddlers, bitty-butted beasts, scrawnies, 

and spindle-legs are more coquettish and sensual than any of the above.) (2.14.18).  

 

These fabricated terms are translated in a manner that does not represent their sonic and 

morphological similarities. However, the paratextual elements of Humphrey Davies’s 

translation address al-Shidyaq’s motivations and ideological standpoints in matters of 

language. The Notes of each Volume are extensive and address linguistic matters that are 

exclusive to the Arabic language and explain them so that English-speakers can understand 
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them. An example would be in the list on womens’ buttocks from Volume Three. To build 

up for an extended enumeration on womens’ buttocks, al-Shidyaq discusses the term al-

dubur or al-dubr, which refers to the afterpart of backside of something, or the anus. In the 

text, al-Shidyaq is alluding to the Mu’tazilah theory of Arabic linguistics whereby he states 

that if you switch around the letters of the word al-dubur/ al-dubr, you’ll get a new 

meaning each time. Davies explains this in the Notes by stating the following:  

No matter how you switch them around, they’ll give you a new meaning each time” 

(kayfamā qalabtahā ẓahara laka minhā ayḍan maʿnā): i.e., the consonants d-b-r that 

form dubur (“backside”) may be arranged in different combinations to produce new 

words (e.g., radb [“dead-end road”], rabada [“to erect”], badr [“full moon; beautiful 

girl or boy”], bard [“cold”]). (Endnote 71).  

 

Numerous endnotes unpack al-Shidyaq’s obscure references and reflect a strong 

grasp of Arabic linguistics. The endnote, not only explains explicitly what al-Shidyaq 

meant, but it also provides examples of other Arabic words that are formed from the 

consonants d-b-r. These paratextual elements are central to assessing a translation because 

they frame our understanding of an untranslatable text in exile. Davies goes as far as to 

expose the double meanings of certain epithets to demonstrate al-Shidyaq’s perspective on 

the Arabic language in that a singular word can be polysemic and refer to numerous things 

at once. An example would be the endnote on the descriptive epithets: Umm Suwayd, Umm 

al-’Izm, and Umm Khinnawr: 

epithets (i.e., kunyas, or descriptive labels consisting of either abū (“father of ”) or 

umm (“mother of ”), in the sense of “possessed of,” followed by a noun) are often 

nontransparent or ambiguous; thus Umm Suwayd might be translated as “Mother of 

a Little Black Thing,” Umm al-ʿIzm has no clear meaning, and Umm Khinnawr may 

denote “Mother of a Hyena,” or “of a Cow,” etc.  

 

This also demonstrates Davies’s commitment to conveying al-Shidyaq’s thoroughness in 

tackling Arabic linguistics and constructing layered arguments using such epithets as part 



137 

of a broader polemical enumeration. Although Davies could not sonically replicate the way 

the synonyms are presented and generated in the Arabic version, which is present within 

the text as polemical tools, he remained faithful to the underlying linguistic principle that 

the text represents.  

Davies also used the method of representation instead of translation in favor of 

similarity of effect instead of offering a one-to-one equivalency. This tactic meant that 

often, Davies would use a thesaurus-based method of translating the vertical word lists, and 

would not equivalently translate the terms, instead, he would come up with shorter word 

lists in the English version to merely represent the translated enumeration from the Arabic 

to the English version. Davies was cognizant of replicating the nonlexical elements such as 

rhyme, alliteration, rhythm, and rarity.  

The following enumeration is interesting to assess. It is from “Assorted Wonders” 

and enumerates terms on sexual activity:  

to cock a leg, to snatch a kiss, to become erect, to copulate, to bed, to swive, to screw, 

to thrum, to wimble, to ejaculate (inside and outside), to have coitus (interruptus and 

non-), to meng, to frig, to frot, to hug, to mount, to hump, to pump, to jigger, to jagger, 

to jangle, on all fours, with her on her back or her front, with her legs splayed or 

closed, from the side or at an angle, during menstruation or not and with or without 

deep penetration, as well as to “wham-bam!” and “schlup-flup!” and “jiggyjiggy!” 

and “hokey-pokey!” 

 

In the paratextual elements on Volume Three, Davies addresses this enumeration, stating:  

the following list of words related to sexual activity is shorter than that in the original 

and is intended as a representation, not a one-to-one translation, of the latter using 

words from the same semantic areas drawn from thesauri, dictionaries, and other 

lexical resources; see further Volume Four, Translator’s Afterword. 

 

In the Afterword, Davies refers to his approach to this enumeration, along with others from 

the same chapter, as that of representation rather than transcreation. His intentions were to 
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retain and replicate the non-lexical elements of al-Shidyaq’s lists, which he fulfilled 

successfully. Though not all the words of the enumeration rhyme as is the case with the 

Arabic version, Davies did well to retain some rhymes: “to meng, to frig, to frot, to hug, to 

mount, to hump, to pump, to jugger, to jagger, to jangle.” In this regard, the similarity of 

effect is retained.  

Assessing Davies’s translation by looking at the paratextual elements as well as his 

work on the lists is central to addressing the potential questions that the English version of 

al-Saq raises especially through its enumerations and synonymous lists. A key aspect of the 

synonyms is their performative representation of al-Shidyaq’s subscription to the 

Mu’tazilah theory of Arabic linguistics. Accordingly, a translation that can remain faithful 

to conveying this element in the English language is deemed successful in highlighting the 

full extent of al-Shidyaq’s heterodox stances in matters that concern Arabic language 

reform and identity. The translation, its typographical arrangement, use of transliterations, 

and extensive use of clarifying endnotes further highlights al-Saq’s untranslatable nature, 

its celebration of the excess, and carnivalization of the Arabic language which manifests in 

all layers of Davies’s translation. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

While recent scholarship on al-Saq focused on situating the text in world literature, 

emphasized its global literary connections, addressed its intertextual elements, cross-

linguistic and cross-cultural contacts that were staged throughout its four volumes, I chose 

to tackle al-Saq by addressing the text’s enumerations. By addressing formal elements and 

content of al-Saq’s enumerations, I situated their role in shaping the text’s form, genre, 

translation and polemic operations. To do so, I situated them in the Nahdawi context in 

19th-century Syro-Lebanon by first, establishing the socio-historical context, closely 

reading of selected word lists, and assessing the enumerations’ translation into the English 

language by Humphrey Davies.  

The lists, when juxtaposed with the rest of the text’s predominant narrative style, 

stand out as viscerally interruptive elements which are worth more scholarly attention, 

especially when seen in comparison with similar performatively visceral, excessive, and 

scandalous texts. A central element of these lists is their sensory nature. They 

performatively stage sensory overload through their sheer voluptuousness, their profane 

content, and their incomprehensibility, which reduces them to sound. Written in rhymed 

prose, the word lists become a sonic experience, representing the epistemological vertigo 

which they intended to evoke in the reader. This sonic experience of nonsensical language 

is a central element of the text’s monstrosity because language becomes excessive, and 

words become hollowed shells that echo primordial meanings that have been sedimented. 

Embedded in al-Shidyaq’s use of enumerations is a process where words disintegrate into 

husks of themselves–a process that Bakhtin calls “degeneration.” As word meanings 
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evaporate, al-Shidyaq looked through the mist and re-contextualized them for different 

purposes to counteract their nullification for modern use.  

Essentially, the arguments within this thesis attempted to fill the gaps in the 

literature on al-Saq through a close reading of the text through the lens of the archive as 

identity formation as well as through the text as a monstrous body embedded with 

grotesque realism. Though Nadia Bou Ali did address the role of the archive through her 

study of Butrus al-Bustani and al-Shidyaq, however, her assessment lacked a thorough 

analysis of al-Saq as an archive. As such, unearthing al-Saq as a counter-archive allows us 

to tackle the enumerations in a layered and potent manner.  

On the other hand, the reduction of language into a sensorium, while also exploring 

its oddities, centralizes the role of noise (as a lack of meaning), disrupts the general order of 

things (whereby the purpose of language is to be comprehensible is neutralized), and the 

anti-narrative, anti-structure, and anti-genre body of the text is itself politicized to buttress 

al-Shidyaq’s radical claims on gender, language, and identity in opposition to religious 

(Maronite church institution), historical (centrality of ancient linguistic treatises), political 

(emirs and Ottoman rulers), and western authorities (European interventions). This process, 

which is a side effect of epistemological violence on language, can also be explained by 

Bakhtinian theory whereby the carnivalization of the Arabic language and use of grotesque 

realism assisted in the construction of a monstrous sensorium. This sensorium evokes a 

sense of epistemological vertigo or horror as order is disrupted, beginning with language as 

a key reflection of Arab identity. 

A study of such politically and linguistically charged word lists raises the following 

questions: how does one closely analyze a text that politicizes incomprehensibility? How 
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does one address these issues in translation as well? How is incomprehensibility translated 

into other languages in a manner that renders the politicization of incomprehensibility 

legible while retaining the aesthetics of confusion, horror, and the monstrous? Though this 

thesis addressed the politics of incomprehensibility through the reduction of text to sound, 

as well as the politics of untranslatability and the processes that Davies used to show us 

how al-Shidyaq mobilized this untranslatability. Questions of horror and violence are raised 

and answered. The nature of horror as an attack on the senses and a disruption of order is 

foregrounded and developed through a close reading of al-Saq. Additionally, the 

intersection of horror, social critique, enumeration, and incomprehensibility is unveiled 

within al-Saq as it fits into an archive of avant-garde works in times of violent and 

extended socio-historical transformations.   

In terms of the translation, the question of translating incomprehensibility re-centers 

the enumerations as lingering interruptions from a distant past which the Nahdawis were 

afraid of losing. Additionally, Davies’s translation failed, at certain points, to preserve the 

lists’s sonic qualities. Here, the lists in al-Saq stage present absences because the words are 

presented but they are not comprehensible due to their arcane and anachronistic nature. 

This conjures Walid Sadek’s “Collecting the Uncanny and the Labour of Missing.” 

In “Collecting the Uncanny”, Sadek writes about artwork in the context of the 

Lebanese Civil War (1975-1990) particularly when it pertains to the missing and 

disappeared victims of the War. Sadek proposes collecting the uncanny to conceptualize the 

labor of missing, i.e. the process of making absence a presence which we can then use to 

mourn the disappeared. Describing the uncanny as “that which ought to have remained 

secret and hidden but has come to light,” Sadek comments on Lebanese attempts to collect 
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and preserve became efforts to sustain and objectify those who have physically disappeared 

during the Lebanese Civil War (Sadek 213). The task of objectifying and sustaining 

outdated words is similar to the aforementioned collecting efforts. Sadek highlights that it is 

in the process of “addressing the chronic uncertainty of survivors… that the practice of 

collecting, and more precisely of collecting the uncanny, finds its urgency and relevance” 

(Sadek 213). Needing to preserve the disappeared creates an “excess,” the same excess that 

al-Shidyaq celebrates and integrates into al-Saq.  

The process of carnivalizing the Arabic language and its oddities is politicized by 

al-Shidyaq. Noise, which emanates from the excesses generated by al-Shidyaq’s 

enumerations, is a disruption much like Sadek’s concept of the Labor of Missing objectifies 

absence and gives the disappeared substance or corporeality. As such, the objectified, or 

rendered absences are exceedingly physical, interruptive, and disruptive as are the word 

lists in al-Saq. The excessive nature of al-Shidyaq’s use of language in the enumerations is 

echoed in Bou Ali’s “Bare Language in Art” where the slippage of language into noise and 

babble, makes language “become an uncanny voice that irks the speaker, making her a 

hysterical subject that does not appear to know what she wants” (Bou Ali 120). The 

excesses that al-Shidyaq preserves are excesses that were produced as a by-product of the 

processes of streamlining language and reducing it to grammar (Bou Ali 121). From this 

standpoint, in talking about a language that is currently obsolete and alien to contemporary 

Lebanese speakers, it makes even more sense to understand al-Shidyaq’s archives as 

archives of the uncanny, or as present absences, much like corpses, to make sense of the 

loss of the Arabic language that al-Shidyaq frantically and diligently sought to preserve in 

al-Saq. 
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Additionally, questions of translating the excesses of one language are raised. 

Chapter Three addresses Davies’s efforts and highlights how the untranslatability and 

incomprehensibility of al-Saq are central elements that contribute to its polemical nature. In 

translation, the excessive, self-annotating capacities of the Arabic language were staged by 

Davies’s through his choice of: transliteration, endnotes, multi-word glosses, and 

transcreation to match al-Shidyaq’s wit and creativity when constructing neologisms. 

Davies’s choices reflect a carnivalesque celebration of Arabic in the English translation as 

well.  

The task of studying the excessive within texts and looking at them from the lens of 

their monstrosities is central to studying texts like al-Saq. Its resurfacing and recent 

scholarly attention that it had attracted lends the question of its relevance in current times. 

Studying the text from post-war Lebanon, allows us to look at that which is collected in the 

text, to read it as a collection of the uncanny, and to pick apart the ways that these 

collections render al-Saq to be a disruptive and subversive text. To build on this current 

work, reading al-Shidyaq in adjacency with other monstrous texts from different times and 

contexts allows us to see the monstrous as a transhistorical phenomenon that can be used to 

analyze texts from different spaces and places. 
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