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HAVING THE CAKE AND EATING IT TOO:  

THE SECRET INGREDIENTS OF CODE-

SWITCHING IN A GIRL MADE OF DUST

SYRINE HOUT

“Mami, why do you cook all the time?”
“It keeps my thoughts busy.”
“Is that why you didn’t notice my cuts?”
She looked worried. “Yes.”

—Nathalie Abi-Ezzi, A Girl Made of Dust (2008)

This article contributes to critical and interdisciplinary food stud-
ies by zeroing in on the creative connections between multilingual-
ism, specifically English-Arabic code-switching, and on food-related 
imagery in fictional writing, and on how these links illustrate both 
the cognitive and emotional maturation of a child protagonist living 
through war and trying to make sense of violence. For this purpose, 
I have selected A Girl Made of Dust (2008) by Lebanese Briton Nath-
alie Abi-Ezzi. In addition to its being understudied within the post-
war Anglophone Lebanese corpus, many of whose earlier examples 
have elicited extensive critical attention to date—for example, Rabih 
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Alameddine’s Koolaids: The Art of War (1998)—it is different because 
its eight-year-old protagonist, Ruba Khouri, grows over the course of 
a twelve-month period only, unlike most main characters in this body 
who move from childhood to adulthood. Consequently, her appre-
hension of the world throughout the text remains steeped in sensorial, 
in this case food-related, imagery, which also happens to be the site of 
this novel’s bilingualism. Finally, its short historical time frame allows 
it to reflect (on) a particularly tense and intense period—in fact the 
middle year (1982)—of the Lebanese Civil War (1975–1990).

My examination of food’s heuristic possibilities in this novel 
lies at the intersection of two disciplines: developmental psychol-
ogy of both cognition and emotions, on the one hand, and literary 
code-switching, on the other. I investigate how this young charac-
ter embarks on a proverbial journey which starts with her belief in 
magic- as-reality and ends with her inevitable grasp of sad and hor-
rifying facts. Fittingly, just as Ruba can only understand so much 
about the world around her, the adult reader is also limited because 
s/he cannot share (or, on occasion, even discern) parts of her age- 
limited worldview.

My study hopes to reveal new insights that combine food studies, 
language, and cognitive psychology, a triad which has been receiv-
ing critical attention in recent years. As Donna Gabaccia notes, 
“psychologists tell us that food and language are the cultural traits 
humans learn first, and the ones that they change with the great-
est reluctance. Humans cannot easily lose their accents when they 
learn new languages after the age of about twelve; similarly, the food 
they ate as children forever defines familiarity and comfort” (1998, 
7). My overall research challenge centers on showing a) how a liter-
ary work—written in a major language (here, English) but including 
elements of another (here, Arabic)—can be creative in its descrip-
tion of food, in all its aspects; and, therefore, b) shedding light on 
a child’s gradual acquisition of knowledge rather than language. 
For if the child is also the first-person narrator, then his or her lan-
guage, however age-dependent, needs to be sufficiently developed 
(by the author) to deliver meanings graspable by the reader. In short, 
I explore food imagery as enabled by bilingualism in general—and 
code-switching in particular—in A Girl Made of Dust by tracing the 
cognitive and emotional developments of Ruba, as she moves from 
magical to (more) logical thinking during the war.

To start off, an overview of the history of food studies will help 
situate my critical intervention. Until about a decade ago, semiotic 
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research on food remained relatively sparse. In 2014, Simona Stano 
argued that “new topics should be addressed and new methodolo-
gies implemented, paying particular attention to the recent socio-
cultural phenomena that are profoundly affecting contemporary 
food cultures and systems” (2014, 62). She also remarked that despite 
disciplinary boundaries and methodological specificities, there are 
“several points of connection with regard to the analysis of food- 
related issues,” a fact that suggests a need to combine and compare 
results “in a constructive and fruitful dialogue” (19).

Mary Anne Schofield called attention to all this un- and under-an-
alyzed literary richness thirty years ago when she wrote that “food 
cooked, eaten, and thought about provides a metaphoric matrix, a 
language that allows us a way to get at the uncertainty [ . . . ] of life” 
(1989, 1). The relationship between food—its production, prepara-
tion, transformation, and consumption—and literature was still a 
“relatively unexplored territory” a decade later (Van Gelder 1999, 2), 
and “only recently [has it] come under serious academic scrutiny” 
(Tabačková 2016, 67). The nature of fiction gives its authors the power 
to weave food into its fabric in order to “show character, develop 
plot, or establish setting and atmosphere” (LeCroy 1989, 8). Sabry 
Hafez contends that culinary codes employed in literary works are 
“already formulated in other fields of human interaction, and hence 
have their distinct semiotic structure” (2000, 258). In her review of a 
pioneering collection of essays on food and literature—The Pleasures 
and Horrors of Eating (2010)—Jane Mattisson expressed the hope that 
future studies would incorporate “a wider range of Anglophone texts 
from different periods and including electronic as well as printed 
and visual media” (2013, 501). This is beginning to take place, for the 
past two years alone have witnessed the publication of at least four 
major analytical works on myriad manifestations of food in different 
languages, literatures, and cultures.1 Examinations of food and sto-
rytelling in diasporic, transnational, postcolonial, and immigrant/
ethnic texts—especially in relation to identity and resistance poli-
tics—continue to increase in number. Both my argument, based on 
an interdisciplinary reading method, and my choice of a contem-
porary English-language diasporic novel contribute to this topical 
trend by offering a fresh interpretation that re-conceptualizes the 
multivalent power and place, both literally and figuratively, of liter-
ary code-switching.

In Anthropologie structurale (1958), Claude Lévi-Strauss introduced 
the concept of “gustemes”—the constituent elements of a society’s 
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cuisine which may be organized according to certain structures of 
opposition and correlation—in order to present the analogy between 
cuisine and language. Like other words, culinary items can signify 
layered meaning(s). In A Girl Made of Dust, I contend that the mile-
stones in Ruba’s journey are signposted by food items, practices, and 
culinary codes, many of which are deliberately delivered in Arabic. 
Although a few characters are fluent in Arabic, English, and French, 
almost all conversations take place in the local language.2 In this 
text, most code-switches are Arabic words—all transliterated, ital-
icized, and translated indirectly through contextualization3—relat-
ing to foods and beverages. It is replete with food items in varying 
degrees of transformation, from fresh and uncooked, to fried, boiled, 
roasted, and baked, all the way to complete dishes and meals. While 
many of these foods are named in English, ten others are indicated 
in Arabic. These are fatayir, bzoorat, hummus, arak, man’oosheh, zaatar, 
shawarma, laban, burghul, and kishk, with several appearing more than 
once. Seven are inserted in Ruba’s narrated passages; zaatar and kishk 
emerge in narrated passages as well as in speech acts, while laban 
materializes in a conversation.

Many critics view nonce-word or single-word multilingual inclu-
sions (Martin 2011, 161), executed with “synchronized transparency 
and [semantic] equivalency” (Pandey 2016, 111), as indicators of the 
shallowest forms of multilingual manifestations, or what is dubbed 
“multilingualism-lite” (273), which is, by definition, uninterested in 
exposing either genuine cultural and linguistic tensions or discursive 
encodings of nativization (123). Consequently, they often deem such 
deployments of culinary items, irrespective of location in the text, as 
providing no more than sprinkles meant to recreate an “authentic” 
ethnic/national flavor palatable to a global English-speaking audi-
ence. In this novel, at least, I contend that the exact opposite is true. 
As I show, the significance of items that impinge on Ruba’s senses of 
vision, smell, touch, and taste, increases as the story progresses. The 
novel also features twelve other Arabic words/expressions unrelated 
to food: ’adra, yalla, habibti, habib albi, wallaow, marhaba, mukhabarat, 
ahlan, argeel, ya weili, ach ya, and ya. However, unlike food items (with 
one exception), they do not follow the pattern of carrying multi-
ple meanings. In fact, if all Arabic code-switches were viewed as a 
distinct totality within the otherwise English-language text, they 
may be seen as adding little beyond a pinch of cultural and linguis-
tic flavor. The novel’s total of twenty-plus code-switches helps to 
re- present a Lebanese village, but this language-specific “panoramic” 
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view also shields another, more fruitful interpretation. By necessity, 
my topical focus on all references and operations involving food takes 
both English and Arabic, as well as their interactions, into account. 
When Arabic food words are read both in context and in conjunc-
tion with food items named in English, they foreshadow key plot 
elements—including specific aspects of death and dying, but also of 
life and rebirth—as Ruba tries to come to terms with traumatizing 
acts of violence. Thus, when viewed contextually and relationally, 
these code-switches serve both narratological and epistemological 
functions. My interdisciplinary approach connects developmental 
psychology with literary code-switching, the latter being an area 
itself still in need of greater scrutiny (Klinger 2015, 1; 12). My close 
reading of the novel is informed by both foundational and recent 
theories in cognitive psychology, as well as by both classical and con-
temporary anthropological examinations of food. The theoretical 
implication of my reading is that minimal code-switching, whether 
restricted in number and/or in type, does not necessarily showcase 
shallow multilingualism.

THE CHILD NARRATOR: AN EYE OPENER

Crucial to my argument are the specificities of child cognition, so 
an evaluation of Ruba’s case is necessary. Although anthropology, 
history, and theology have long traditions of studying interrelations 
between magic and religion, it is only recently that researchers in 
developmental psychology have begun to probe relations among 
children’s beliefs about fantasy, reality, and religion (Woolley and 
Cox 2007, 691). Since the early 2000s, there has been a renewed 
interest among both cognitive developmentalists and anthropolo-
gists interested in the role of ritual in various cultures in the study 
of magical thinking (Rosengren and French 2013, 25). A Girl Made of 
Dust illustrates the confluence of these two social scientific strands.

Divided into twenty-three chapters, the novel centers on the life 
of a lower-middle-class Maronite Christian family in the Lebanese 
mountain village of Ein Douwra, between August 1981 and Sep-
tember 1982, as seen through the eyes of Ruba. Abi-Ezzi chose her 
because she wanted a “guileless narrator” who cannot understand the 
causes of the war but can see their effects and “experience events on 
an emotional level” (quoted in O’Reilly 2009, 4) more directly than 
an adult would. Ruba’s language, packed with metaphors, similes, 
and sensorial references, illustrates this unmediated approach. Her 
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tender age also allows to perceive things “from a double perspec-
tive, assessing [her] own world as well as the apparent contradictions 
and hypocrisies of the ever-present world of adults” (Teleky 2001, 
205). Having been just a year old when the civil war broke out in 
1975, Ruba struggles to grasp the conflict’s traumatizing events and 
impacts, especially her frustration with her father’s apathy and leth-
argy. She tells us that, instinctively, she knows that “everything was 
connected” but “couldn’t see how” (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 109). I argue that 
food imagery allows the astute reader to see sooner than Ruba how 
events, things, and people are connected. The irony here lies in the 
fact that it is the reader who is able to piece the story fully together, 
not the child-narrator herself, who is largely left on her own to fill in 
the gaps of the story, albeit often with help from adults around her.

Child narrators are relatively rare in modernist Arabic fiction 
(Mostafa 2011, 419), but not in post-war Anglophone Lebanese nov-
els: many of these are heavily populated by youngsters living through 
the atrocities and, in some cases, relocating to various diasporic 
sites from which they reflect back on personal and collective trau-
mas many years, or even decades, later. This is because most post-
war Lebanese authors, born between the late 1950s and early 1970s 
and currently writing in/from the diaspora, were either children or 
adolescents during the fifteen-year mayhem; consequently, and not 
surprisingly, several novels in this corpus feature characters with 
biographical overtones. Ruba is unique, however, in that she only 
ages by a single year and never leaves Lebanon. As author Hisham 
Matar states, it is not easy to “meet the technical challenges of writ-
ing in the voice of a nine-year-old” (quoted in Kearney 2014, 127), 
seeing as how children and even teenagers—occasionally invisible 
(to adults around them) and “unequipped to deal in any far-reaching 
manner with the moral, ethical, emotional, and intellectual ques-
tions” they encounter (Egan 2016, 50)—are often deemed, if not 
dismissed, as unreliable narrators. Some critics, however, think it 
“worrisome” that many others “afford relatively few child narra-
tors the same benefit of the doubt as adult narrators are privileged 
with” (51). I agree and show that Ruba—like many child narrators in 
post-war Anglophone Lebanese fictions with which I do not engage 
here4—embodies what researchers have recently termed “a youth 
lens” (Petrone et al 2014, 507), one that forges a new approach to 
analyzing literature because it turns youngsters into narrative agents 
capable of critiquing and even subverting the hypocrisy and cruelty 
of adults. Directed at an adult audience, the novel offers a scathing 
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critique of political blindness, sectarian hatred, and moral bank-
ruptcy as Ruba tries to complete the appalling puzzle.

THE GLASS EYE AND THE PLASTIC WOMAN: WHERE IT ALL BEGINS

Before delving into the complex connections between food and 
bilingualism and how these help illustrate Ruba’s incremental grasp 
of violent acts, it is essential to establish her cognitive and emotional 
points of departure. In the opening line of the novel, we hear “Teta” 
(a colloquialism for grandmother, in this case a paternal one) tell 
her granddaughter Ruba: “It’s thanks to the ’adra that you didn’t get 
killed today” (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 1). The author’s decision to start off 
with a sentence (here, in a dialogue) featuring an Arabic word unfa-
miliar to the western reader is an early indication that most conver-
sations are actually in Arabic. It is not this character, but the author 
who is code-switching—and for a purpose, since untranslated and 
unglossed words exemplify the “technique of selective lexical fidel-
ity” for conveying the sense of “cultural distinctiveness” (Ashcroft et 
al. 1989, 66). Yet, clues like “crossed herself” and “silent prayer” in the 
same paragraph help the monolingual reader gather that ’adra carries 
a religious connotation until, on the second page, the word is further 
qualified as “she” and eventually specified by Ruba as “The Virgin.” 
In other words, Teta is crediting the Virgin with having saved Ruba 
when the latter took a bad fall in the forest. Although iconology 
of the Virgin Mary is all but universal among mainline Christian 
faiths, Ruba can only see this iteration as “the little yellow-haired 
plastic woman in a blue dress standing on the dressing-table.” In 
terms related to culinary imagery, Ruba further objectifies Mary 
by pointing out that the statue was “really only a bottle filled with 
holy water that you could see if you unscrewed her crown” (Abi-Ezzi 
2008, 22; emphasis added). By contrast, as the reader soon learns, 
Ruba does believe in the “evil eye”: although she reveals nothing to 
Teta, her fall also causes her to find a glass eye which she interprets 
as a version of this popular superstition. In fact, Ruba believes the 
eye belongs to a witch who has used it to “put a spell” (7) on her 
father (Nabeel), and that she can now use the eye to undo the curse.

Ruba’s age requires story-telling for any truth to seem less ran-
dom: “I didn’t want to hear about the Virgin Mary unless Teta put 
her into a story and made her do something exciting” (Abi-Ezzi 
2008, 2). In addition to needing plot-lines as connective tissues in 
order for discrete events to make sense, Ruba also insists on spatial 



90 COLLEGE LITERATURE | 48.1 Winter 2021

proximity to establish causality: “But she couldn’t have saved me 
because she wasn’t even there.” When a smiling Teta insists, “She 
was there,” the child seizes the opportunity to transform this sup-
posed spiritual being into a narrative agent. She muses: “Perhaps 
the Virgin [ . . . ] had made me fall so I could find the glass eye” 
(2; emphasis original). While some researchers believe that individ-
uals with greater imaginations than others may be more accepting of 
alternate realities and strange cause-and-effect relationships, others 
argue that perhaps the opposite is true, suggesting that a child who 
engages in a lot of fantasy might have a more sophisticated sense of 
what is real and what is not (Woolley and Cornelius 2013, 7). As will 
be shown, Ruba exemplifies both theories depending on context and 
location in the narrative.

To elucidate her thoughts and actions, I also refer to Jean Piaget’s 
theory of magical thinking. He employs the term magic by partici-
pation to illustrate several forms of magical thinking that involve 
thoughts, objects, and events with no actual causal links (Rosengren 
and French 2013, 5). Magic by participation between objects describes a 
child’s belief that one object can influence another object when no 
natural or logical causal relationship exists between them. This is 
exemplified by Ruba’s link between the Virgin, already objectified as 
“causing” her to fall, and the glass eye. Magic by participation of purpose 
incorporates animistic beliefs, whereby the child endows the inan-
imate world with animate properties, and, in some extreme forms, 
believes that s/he can control the will or purpose of the object. This 
is evident in Ruba’s imagining that the glass eye is in fact the evil eye 
of a supposed witch, the relative proximity of whose home strength-
ens this causal link. Magic by participation between actions and things 
describes a child’s belief that the performance of a random action 
could alter reality. This is evident in Ruba’s keeping the evil eye a 
secret from all adults: “If the witch had put a curse on [my father], 
maybe the evil eye in my pocket could undo it” (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 64). 
Thus, Ruba concocts a story in which she, following a push from 
the “plastic woman,” is the protagonist fighting an evil power (the 
witch) by having taken possession of the very medium/symbol (the 
“evil eye”) of that power in order to save her “spell-bound” father. I 
will return to the statue of the Virgin Mary and to the glass eye as 
two main objects that contribute to illustrating Ruba’s gradual loss 
of magical thinking.

In a novel like this one, both author and readers may critique a 
young narrator by “agreeing upon the standard by which he [or she] 
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is found wanting,” especially “when the narrator shows ignorance of 
matters of fact” (Egan 2016, 50). However, the reader is not in total 
sync with the author (otherwise there would be no suspense whatso-
ever), so s/he clues in at moments that may precede, coincide with, 
or follow those in which Ruba acquires a higher-level understanding 
and/or unlearns false knowledge either directly or intuitively; her 
intuitive comprehension is a process which, I argue, unravels in bits 
and pieces via the imagery of food.

IT’S NUTS EVERYWHERE: THE BITTER TRUTH IN/ABOUT COOKING

For Ruba, cooking is mostly associated with her mother (Aida), whose 
activities in the kitchen involve noise and physical strain, whereas 
her father, who does little, is characterized by silence and lethargy. 
Using the second Arabic word, namely fatayir, the link between noise 
and cooking-as-tension is established when Ruba informs us that her 
mother said ‘tut’ (onomatopoeia) to express annoyance when “rolling 
up fatayir into parcels and the dough wouldn’t stick together” (Abi-
Ezzi 2008, 8). The frustrations of preparing food, whether for fam-
ily members or for customers, will soon be made visible in relation 
to another significant character: Ali, a local youth from the area’s 
dwindling Muslim community who roasts nuts for a living. Three 
pages later, Ruba says: “I found a book [The 1001 Nights] and sat on 
the sofa. Above my picture of Ali Baba with the forty thieves, Papi’s 
face looked even more square than usual” (11; emphasis added). In 
this quote, I see “Ali Baba” as more than the legendary hero from 
The 1001 Nights. His name compounds both Ali’s name and “Baba”—
colloquial Arabic for “Father”: although yet to be introduced as of 
this point, Ali’s tragic fate will prove pivotal for Ruba’s maturation, 
whereas her father will eventually overcome his war-induced trauma 
and gain redemption by carrying out an act of courage and altruism. 
While one rises, the other falls. In this sense, they are the two main 
“heroes”—the savior and the victim—in Ruba’s narrative. Keen to 
connect discrete events, she narrates: “The witch is still setting 
curses [ . . . ] The last time she went into the nut shop, they had a 
whole batch of bad ones. Ali [first mention] said he’d never seen it 
happen that way before” (14). However, Ali’s opinion about the old 
woman’s being a witch is not revealed.

The second Arabic food item is bzoorat (usually indicating a mix-
ture of typically low-priced nuts and seeds), appearing in the same 
sentence in which we read that “Ali was humming and roasting 
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upstairs” (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 33). The closest English equivalent to this 
term, that is, “nuts,” appears eleven times throughout the novel. In 
colloquial English, “nuts,” when used as an adjective, means insane 
or eccentric/foolish in behavior; as an exclamation, it expresses “dis-
appointment, contempt, refusal, or defiance”; as a plural noun, it is 
also a vulgar word for testicles (Collins Dictionary). While bzoorat is a 
purely classificatory word, “nuts” is commonly used slang with mul-
tiple meanings, many of which allude to the circumstances of his 
eventual death.

In “Deciphering a Meal” (1972), anthropologist Mary Douglas 
asserts that meals tend to be structured because they can be orga-
nized according to time of day, utensils, table manners, seating 
arrangement, cultural restrictions, and other factors. The meals 
at the Khouris, whether in terms of quality or structure, have not 
remained unaltered due to changes in/of people and in circum-
stances. For example, Ruba’s brother Naji, two years her senior, 
reminds her that Jamila, their former housekeeper, prepared food 
“nicer than Mami’s” (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 14). No longer able to afford 
her salary, the Khouris let her go around the same time that Nabeel 
became home-bound in 1978. Since then, in addition to her house-
work, it is Aida who runs his shop—whose primary wares are pots, 
pans, and other items associated with food. Over time, both bit-
terness and anger have found their way into at least some of the food 
prepared by his wife.

As Jean-Jacques Boutaud explains, sharing a meal involves com-
mensality, which refers to the symbolic/ritualistic space as well as to 
the roles and forms of eating together (2005, 23). Even when Aida’s 
cooking improves, something is still off: “there was boiled chicken 
with rice and nuts [my emphasis], stuffed aubergines and a dish of 
hummus [third Arabic food item] as well. When she finally carried in 
the rice, though, it smelt burnt” (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 38). As Nabeel and 
his brother (Wadih) drink arak (the national tipple and the novel’s 
fourth Arabic food item), Aida admits: “The rice was burnt and the 
chicken was tough. The hummus had too much lemon in it” (39). Ear-
lier, Aida had told Ruba: “Patience will extract sugar from a lemon” 
(9). Her own patience for cooking, ironically, is clearly gone. The 
significance of the sour hummus becomes clearer later when Teta, in 
describing pre-war sectarian harmony in Ein Douwra, tells Ruba: 
“All I can tell you is that as far back as I remember there have been 
different people here. Even our food comes from different Gods: 
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Maronites grow apples, Sunnis grow oranges and lemons, Greek 
Orthodox grow olives” (135; emphasis added). Teta’s statement is an 
example of what sociologist Jennifer Jordan calls an “edible mem-
ory,” defined as “the infusing of food, heirloom and otherwise, with 
connections to the past in ways both deeply personal and inherently 
social” (2015, 2). If too much lemon can spoil hummus, the quintessen-
tial Lebanese side dish—made up of ground chickpeas, tahini sauce, 
salt, garlic, and lemon—there is an echo here of the existential angst 
that ignited (and, with others, sustained) the civil war. For many 
Christian Lebanese, the presence of so many Palestinian refugees in 
their country has always constituted a threat because the refugees 
are overwhelmingly Sunni Muslims, so naturalizing them would 
significantly alter the demographic balance—and further under-
mine acceptance of a political model that privileges Christians. 
In particular, it is Maronites who derive the greatest benefit from 
this model, and it was Maronite political parties—led by the Pha-
lange—whose rhetoric and eventual actions were the most extreme. 
Teta is remembering a period of mutual acceptance with fondness, 
even as the village around her becomes less tolerant of Muslims like 
Ali and Ruba’s friend, Karim, both of whom are increasingly being 
(mis)perceived as intruders. Neither is ever identified by sect, and 
the name “Karim” could be anything (including Christian), but “Ali” 
is exclusively Muslim, and most Lebanese would instinctively iden-
tify it as a Shia name.

Deliberately or not, the evolution of the story illustrates the 
contentions of more than one famous critic. In the first volume of 
Mythologiques, titled Le Cru et le cuit [The Raw and the Cooked] (1964), 
Lévi-Strauss defines cookery as a technical activity that transitions 
nature into culture; by cooking the raw, a person transforms one 
or more natural substances into a cultural product with symbolic 
meanings. On this basis alone, a perfect example would be burbara, a 
dessert made of almonds, walnuts, dried fruit (here, apricot), wheat, 
fennel, anise, and cinnamon, all cooked together. But burbara is also 
typically served on December 4th, the Christian Feast of Saint Bar-
bara,5 and the novel’s depiction of this sectarian role fits perfectly 
with the nineteenth-century observation by Jean Anthelme Bril-
lat-Savarin: “Tell me what you eat, and I tell you what you are,” he 
writes in Physiologie du goût [The Physiology of Taste] (1826).

As Ruba helps Teta prepare the burbara by dicing apricots, her 
brother Naji enters wearing a mask (as many youth do for the Feast 
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of Saint Barbara) and carrying another for Ruba. Not for the first 
time, obviously, Teta warns both of them against wearing masks 
around Nabeel, although the reason(s) for his apparently strong 
distaste are not yet disclosed. Then Ruba asks why Karim cannot 
celebrate and wear a mask with them, at which point her grand-
mother “drop[s] the fruit into the pot”—the very same one Teta had 
looked into earlier “as if it might hold the answer” (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 
83) about exactly whose death was being foretold by her own recur-
rent nightmares. On the psycho-sociological side, the consumption 
of a designated food represents the basis of a collective identity and, 
at the same time, communicates the exclusion of (here, religious) 
Others (Stano 2014, 43). This is why Teta suggests a compromise: 
that Karim come eat the burbara after the celebration—this way, 
Ruba can share the dessert with her friend without having Karim’s 
religious otherness “diluting” the dish’s dense religious connotation. 
This also allows Teta to reconcile the demands of her sectarian iden-
tity with her innate desire to nourish others, especially youngsters. 
Ruba attributes her and her brother’s choice of apricots as their 
favorite fruit not to their inclusion in the burbara but to the “smell 
and colour and squash of them, [before] smashing the stone open to 
eat the nut” (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 179; emphasis added). We are back to 
nuts, and therefore to Ali, who roasts them, and to an image of brute 
violence that foreshadows the atrocity that will take his life.

During the same conversation, Ruba shares her dislike of the 
story her teacher had told about Saint Barbara, how her pagan 
father imprisoned her, then beheaded her for professing Christi-
anity. “I didn’t see why he should have got so angry about it,” she 
says, clearly commenting on her own father’s overblown reactions 
to masks—“unless she’d stopped cooking his meals too, and in that 
case she should have carried on cooking and kept quiet about being 
a Christian” (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 84). This interpolated story connecting 
cooking with silence shows, on a metafictional level, how a particular 
truth (here the enigma surrounding Nabeel’s Post-Traumatic Stress 
Disorder [PTSD]) can only be revealed piecemeal—by mini-stories 
(within stories), all of which involve the preparation and/or con-
sumption of food. So it is when Karim finally gets to have some bur-
bara that Naji’s previous cold shoulder starts to become something 
much more heated. He engineers a game in which Karim chases the 
other children while wearing Naji’s own bear mask—thereby infuri-
ating Nabeel. It takes just a few mouthfuls of burbara for Karim to 
ignite Naji’s growing hatred toward Muslims, enough to remove one 
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of them (at least) from his domestic sphere. The next—and last—
time Karim shows up is to say goodbye to Ruba before leaving for 
Abu Dhabi.

BITING OFF MORE THAN RUBA CAN CHEW:  

ZAATAR, ARAK, AND GRAPELEAVES

While the opening chapter showcases Ruba’s desperate need to iden-
tify and thus help fight the source of her father’s lethargy, chapter 13 
displays her unlearning the false causality of her original belief that 
he was the victim of a witch’s curse. Her evolution showcases many 
researchers’ belief that individuals tend to engage in superstitious 
behaviors under conditions of high stress and/or uncertainty and low 
levels of perceived control (Whitson and Galinsky 2008), and that 
superstitions can regulate stress and uncertainty and provide a feel-
ing of control in chaotic or unpredictable situations (Rosengren and 
French 2013, 21). Ruba’s re-education process begins with Ruba’s own 
conscience after she and Karim trespass on the old woman’s prop-
erty, peek through the windows at her and her mute granddaughter, 
Amal, and—by Ruba’s own hand—let her precious chickens loose to 
be “stolen or eaten by dogs” (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 102). When she admits 
this to her grandmother, the latter suggests that Ruba would feel 
better if “you can come up there with me and apologize.” By this 
point, Ruba is aware that Teta used to be close to the old woman 
before a major falling-out, but the prospect of visiting fills her with 
dread. When her objection that “you’re not friends with her any lon-
ger” is dismissed with a declaration that “it’s time I let the skin heal 
over my anger,” Ruba invokes “the curse” and even attributes her 
knowledge of it to her grandmother. Understanding now that the 
girl has misunderstood references to a long-ago feud and built a fan-
tasy around those snippets, Teta assures her that “I never said any 
such thing, child.” Ruba narrates her own reaction: “I stared. Teta 
never lied” (123).

Because sincerity, curiosity, and susceptibility are qualities com-
mon to children and can play a vital role “in the perception of mag-
ical causality,” these features allow them to ask “the same awkward 
questions again and again, and eventually get answers” (Lőrentz 
2016, 74). Thanks to her trust in Teta, Ruba is able to recognize that 
she herself had hoped and imagined there was a curse that would 
explain her father’s malaise, and therefore to relinquish her belief in 
magical causality. For a psychologist, this would be familiar indeed: 
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children who feel powerless in the face of trauma or other adversity 
frequently construct elaborate fantasies in which they are able to 
effect change. Interestingly, although Ruba now knows that the old 
woman is, in fact, just an old woman, and that her name is Latifeh, 
it takes some time before she stops referring to her as “the witch.” 
Ruba also learns that, years earlier, Latifeh and her late husband had 
prevented their daughter Yumna from marrying Nabeel’s brother, 
Wadih, because he was not rich enough. In Ruba’s eyes, this addi-
tional piece of seemingly negative information further humanizes 
Latifeh, presumably because it shows her to have human frailties 
rather than magical powers. Much later, with her magical thinking 
now completely set aside, Ruba both redirects and metaphorizes the 
concept of a “spell”: “The old woman had put a curse on one of Teta’s 
sons,” she reasons, but it “was Uncle’s life she had ruined,” not her 
father’s (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 224; emphasis original).

Superstitions are defined as “one form of magical thinking in 
which individuals hold beliefs, either idiosyncratic or cultural, that 
certain actions or behaviors will influence the outcome of some event 
by some sort of supernatural means”; and one area in which magical 
thinking remains strong among adults is superstition (Rosengren and 
French 2013, 20). While Teta is religious and may be superstitious to 
a certain degree (e.g., believing in the portent of her dreams), she 
does not share her granddaughter’s (earlier) magical thinking. But 
the expectation, expressed early on by Teta, that someone close is 
going to die or get seriously hurt hovers not only in her and Ruba’s 
minds but also in the reader’s horizon of expectations, that is, for a 
narratological reason. For any novel to proceed, not all facts can be 
known at once. Based on any particular moment in the novel, Ruba 
either learns and accepts new facts about her family’s past or contin-
ues for a while longer with age-dependent false knowledge. In both 
situations, however, the seeking and acquisition of any new knowl-
edge is consistently punctuated by some form of behavior involv-
ing food. For example, while asking her neighbor Ghada if Amal’s 
mother (Yumna) still lives in the old woman’s house, Ruba’s finger 
“squishe[s] into the tomato”; and by the time she learns not only that 
Yumna is dead, but also that Amal only stopped speaking after she 
lost her mother, the tomato is fully “punctured” (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 95) 
and dropped back into the crate.

On the last page of chapter 13, we encounter the fifth Arabic food 
item, man’oosheh—a folded sandwich made from baked pizza-like 
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dough that is hugely popular in Lebanon—at a strategic point that 
marks another turning point in Ruba’s journey toward greater under-
standing of the grim facts surrounding her. As she and Teta are on 
their way back home from the old woman’s house, we read the fol-
lowing: “As we passed by the bakery that was only a hole in the wall, 
the baker scooped out a man’oosheh on a wooden shovel and, wrap-
ping it in paper, handed it to a waiting boy” (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 130). 
This sentence seems superfluous, interrupting as it does a conver-
sation between Ruba and Teta about Latifeh’s original village. But I 
argue that the scene has its own importance, taking place as it does 
at a time when Ruba is still digesting the revelation that, in the deep 
past, her uncle had visited the old woman’s house as Yumna’s suitor. 
While her seeing the bakery does not seem to hold much narrative 
value, her mention of the episode seems to indicate that it lodges 
itself—alongside the new insights about Latifeh—within Ruba’s 
unconscious mind as she struggles to assemble disparate pieces of 
information. As a single word, man’oosheh also means “etched,” as in 
“etched in stone;” in this context, therefore, it could allude to some-
one’s fate being sealed. Of course, only the bilingual reader can dis-
cern these (possible) additional meanings couched in a single word.

Three chapters later, the pace of cooking picks up: “Mami 
was cooking as though she were in a race, stirring furiously with 
her wooden spoon and gazing into the bottom of the pot as if she 
wanted to be there” (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 149). Teta’s preparation of food, 
too, reaches new heights of frenzy, in tandem with Ruba’s burning 
curiosity and relentless questioning. Worried that Naji, by this time 
deeply under the influence of aspiring militia boys, might grow up 
to be as angry and useless as her father, Ruba seeks answers from 
Teta. The latter is pounding and grinding zaatar (the sixth Arabic 
food item), “the thick green-brown powder,” in the kitchen’s basin, a 
process so arduous that it causes other items in the room to vibrate. 
Ruba describes: “The pounding started again, and I leant against the 
shivering metal side of the oven until the shiver was moving inside 
my chest. The crunch of thyme was broken occasionally when the 
pestle caught the stone bowl directly with a loud clack” (156; empha-
sis original). The oven’s “shivering” causes her own body to respond 
in kind; this transfer of sensation leads Ruba, but more so the reader, 
to intuit the existence of a greater, more ominous knowledge lying 
ahead. Like bzoorat, zaatar is not a single ingredient but a mix of 
many. It is prepared as a condiment by mixing ground dried thyme, 
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oregano, and marjoram, with salt and toasted sesame seeds; add olive 
oil and you have the most common topping for the aforementioned 
man’oosheh.

The scene of pounding and grinding zaatar stretches over several 
pages, during which Ruba insists that Teta tell her what happened 
to Nabeel. Teta explains that while on his way back from visiting 
a sick friend in a “dangerous” part of Beirut three years earlier, he 
was approached in an alleyway by a girl who tried to sell him a jar 
containing a pickled human ear. Then we read: “The smell of thyme 
stuck to my skin and slipped into my hair” (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 157). 
Upon learning that human body parts were sometimes sold during 
the war, Ruba muses: “I felt sick as I saw Mami’s ears pink as shells, 
Naji’s small and neat, Karim’s like handles. And the smell of the 
zaatar, sharp as splinters, filled my head” (158). Splinters penetrate 
human flesh and are difficult to ignore or dislodge, much like a new 
piece of hard-hitting knowledge can stick to the mind and disrupt 
one’s thought processes. Zaatar has now been weaponized: Ruba 
will now associate this new and unnerving morsel of truth with the 
smell of zaatar. Then Teta finally reveals that when Nabeel refused 
to buy the ear and shooed the girl away, she left the relative safety 
of the alleyway and was promptly shot dead, her jar breaking as it 
hit the ground, by a Palestinian sniper wearing a mask. Two weeks 
later, when Aida offers her daughter some of the mana’eesh (plural 
of man’oosheh) that Nabeel has brought that morning to celebrate 
the election of Phalange leader Bashir Jumayyil to Lebanon’s pres-
idency, Ruba refuses, explaining: “I don’t like zaatar any more.” 
Asked why, she says: “I just don’t. I’m never going to eat it again” 
(163). While the child instinctively understands the memory caus-
ing this sudden refusal to eat something she always enjoyed, the 
reader sees Pavlovian classical conditioning at work here. Although 
she does not explicitly identify the reason for her sudden aversion, 
Ruba is distancing herself from the adult world of moral wanton-
ness—by refusing to share a food whose aroma she now associates 
with an atrocity perpetrated against a child of a similar age, one 
whose own innocence has already been snuffed out by the pickled 
ear tragedy. Thus, she expresses “uncertainty about how much [of 
her] self is influenced, changed, nourished or poisoned by what is 
taken in” (Sceats 2000, 1).

The mnemonic association between specific foods and the acqui-
sition of new and hard-to-swallow knowledge is further strength-
ened in the following scene. Ruba says:
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I rolled the stuffed vineleaves round my plate, and the shiny green 
fingers left streaks of oily juice. Pickled fingers. Pickled noses and 
ears. I glanced up at Papi. He seemed different—broken, as though 
someone had let him fall from a height. He had shouted at a little girl 
and watched her get killed. A man in a mask had done it. The man 
had laughed. Laughed. And at Papi’s feet, broken glass, a dead girl, 
an ear. There was no sound in the room except for the clink of ice 
in Papi’s glass of arak, the tearing of bread, the chewing of food, the 
scrape of Mami’s fork, and the ticking of the gold-rimmed clock on 
the wall behind her. (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 159)

The inclusions of stuffed vineleaves and arak are deliberate signals. 
“Cooked grape leaves provide the very soul of the Middle East in 
the form of dolmas that are stuffed with rice, olive oil, garlic, lem-
ons, onions, herbs, and ground lamb” (Mehta 2009, 213). Since their 
shape reminds Ruba of pickled human fingers sold during the war, 
and therefore of the girl with the pickled ear in a jar, this first (visual) 
signal is an indictment of atrocities committed by all warring parties 
in Lebanon. The second signal is an auditory one centered on the 
sound of broken glass: that of the little girl’s jar, as she and it fell to 
the ground, and that of ice clinking in Nabeel’s glass of arak. Arak 
is an unsweetened anise-flavored liquor traditionally made of only 
two ingredients, grapes and aniseed, and is translucent until water 
is added, giving it a milky white color. Arak and stuffed dolmas, 
both deriving from grape vines (whether the leaves or the grapes), 
are iconic items of Lebanese cuisine, indivisible parts of this coun-
try’s cultural identity. Comparing the sound of shattered glass to the 
clinking of ice in a glass containing this national beverage seals the 
indictment of horrors perpetrated by all militias. At the same lunch, 
Nabeel asks his overworked and overwrought wife if she thinks she 
made the wrong choice. While the reader understands from context 
that he is referring to their marriage, Ruba does not.

What had Papi said? What wrong choice was he talking about? I 
didn’t understand. I speared one of the glossy vineleaf fingers on 
my plate, leaving four tiny square holes in it. Or were they square? 
I wasn’t sure of anything any longer. It was all breaking up into 
crumbs: pieces of bread that lay scattered on the table. Specks of 
dust that had once been a girl. (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 161)

Ruba’s confusion is reflected by her table manners. Her distracted 
movement of spearing the vineleaf with a fork and her comparison 
of bread crumbs to specks of dust that had once constituted the 
anonymous girl show the reader that she is trying to process the 
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child’s murder, which resulted from both the shooter’s cruelty and 
her own father’s moral negligence.

RED, WHITE, AND BLACK(ENED) MEAT: METING OUT TORTURE

Several images of meat are interspersed in the novel, often accompa-
nying emotions of doubt and trepidation. At one point, Ruba cannot 
discern whether what her mother wants her and Naji to taste is “a 
piece of stuffed meatball” or “fried cauliflower.” Naji, “good at lying 
about the things that came from Mami’s hands,” signals approval 
but “then hurrie[s] away.” Ruba, however, is unable to swallow it. We 
then read that “Mami pounded meat using a stick with a wooden 
block at the end. She hit the thin piece of meat so hard and for 
so long that the animal must have hurt even though it was dead” 
(Abi-Ezzi 2008, 19). Upon second reading, this description of angry 
cooking foreshadows Ali’s fate: like an animal, not only will he be 
slaughtered, but his flesh also will be abused after death.

On her first (surreptitious) visit to the old woman’s house with 
Karim, Ruba wonders “if Ali’s story about the witch being friends 
with the devil was true, and whether she ever invited him inside for 
a meal. Would the devil sit down to a dish of green beans or okra, 
or did he only eat red meat?” (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 68). Her childish ques-
tion—linking two supernatural entities, one “visible” (the witch), 
the other assumed (the devil)—associates the latter with red meat as 
that which he probably enjoys the most. She also expresses anxiety 
about being transformed into a chicken that her mother will later 
buy, pluck, and smear with garlic before cooking. Ruba’s fear-based 
fantasies reveal complex food-based relationships among humans, 
supernatural entities, and animals.

As we will see below, some processes involving eating, as illus-
trated in the novel, may be explained with the help of anthropolog-
ical insights. In “Eating the Other,” Stano reproduces Jean-Pierre 
Poulain’s four types of incorporation of food as outlined in Sociologies 
de l’alimentation (2002). Receptive positive eating happens when the 
consumer relishes being invaded by the qualities of the food. Recep-
tive negative eating describes the avoidance of such an invasion; it 
includes temporary or permanent avoidances and fasting. Unrecep-
tive positive eating involves acquiring the constitutive qualities of 
the object purely for the purpose of strengthening the consumer. 
Finally, unreceptive negative eating takes place when the food in 
question is destroyed in the act of eating. While the first two types 
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illustrate contamination (swallowing), the remaining two showcase 
appropriation (mastication) (Stano 2014, 45).

As the war intensifies, meat becomes increasingly difficult, not 
just to find, but also “to keep fresh with so little electricity, when 
the fridge had to be opened and shut quickly to keep the coldness 
inside” (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 138). For many families, eating meat fre-
quently means buying shawarma (the seventh Arabic food item), a 
street food derived from the döner kebab inherited from the period 
of Ottoman Turkish rule. Originally made of lamb or mutton, now-
adays shawarma may also be chicken, turkey, beef, or veal, cut in 
thin slices and stacked in a cone-like shape on a vertical spit. Unlike 
most home-cooked fare, shawarma is a street food which, like the 
döner, is typically prepared by men, purchased cheaply, and con-
sumed in public (usually while standing) (Benbow 2015, 141). In The 
Sexual Politics of Meat (1990), Carol Adams elucidated the association 
of (hyper)masculinity with meat consumption. But in this instance 
there is more to eating shawarma than a common association with 
males and/or maleness. When contextualized within the events of 
the novel, it serves as a brutally effective device for the foreshad-
owing of savagery. In one scene, two of Naji’s hate-mongering Pha-
lange friends, identified by Ruba as “the green-eyed gun-boy and his 
spotty friend,” are “standing in the road eating shawarma” (Abi-Ezzi 
2008, 140) when they notice Naji and Ruba flying a kite. Expressing 
contempt for Naji’s childish play, “the green-eyed one picked a piece 
of meat from his teeth” (140). When Naji refuses to go scavenge 
grenade pins left behind by soldiers, we read that the “gun-boy swal-
lowed the rest of his shawarma, scrunched up the paper wrapping 
and threw it to the ground” before “wiping his hands on his trou-
sers” to go “do some target practice” (141). Unlike Ruba’s hesitant 
eating behavior depicted earlier, the gun-boy’s acts of biting, chew-
ing, swallowing, and cleaning both teeth and hands are methodical, 
uninterrupted, and complete, akin to those of a cold-blooded killer 
brutally dispatching a victim before washing his hands clean of the 
heinous act. So while eating shawarma appears to be an example of 
receptive (nourishing) positive eating, it more closely resembles the 
act of unreceptive negative eating, in which the object is not swal-
lowed but masticated so that it can be destroyed.

In chapter 22, a day after the assassination of President-elect 
Jumayyil, when Ruba asks permission to go watch a man be dragged 
through the village behind a car, Aida stops her work cleaning a win-
dow, holds her stomach, and silently leaves the room. After Nabeel 
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confirms that the event is in fact scheduled to take place, Naji joins 
in, offering that “Uncle Wadih can take us” (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 201), 
although Ruba’s enthusiasm is revealed to be the product of mis-
understanding: “But Papi, it’s only a game.” At this point the father 
regains at least some of his sense of responsibility. “A game,” he 
repeats. “They want revenge for yesterday. Nobody’s to step out of 
the house.” Ruba tells us that, for the next several hours, Nabeel 
“couldn’t keep still.” Finally, Naji tries again, insisting “But he’s a 
bad man [ . . . ] He’s not like us.” The errant father at last draws a 
line: “Not like us? Ach, ya Naji, what have I taught you?” He takes 
a moment to think, then lets loose: “Maybe this man’s like us and 
maybe he isn’t. He’s probably a prisoner and for sure not a Chris-
tian, but he’s a man. And they’re going to tie him to the back of 
a car in the next town and drag him all the way to Beirut. By the 
time they get here, if God is kind, the man’ll be dead.” None of the 
Khouris attend the spectacle. Ruba narrates: “When Mami handed 
Papi a list of food to buy the next morning, she held onto his hand. 
‘Don’t buy any meat, even if you can find it. I haven’t the stomach 
to see or touch it today’” (202). By this point, images involving the 
shredding of animal flesh—while it is being prepared, served, and/
or consumed—have slowly but surely built up critical mass before 
culminating in their most nauseating and morally condemnable iter-
ation: the fate of Ali.

IS IT WHOLLY WATER? HOLY, CONCEALING, AND  

HEALING PROPERTIES

The source of life, water is both a verb and a noun, and even though 
it does not appear in its Arabic version in the novel, it plays a pivotal 
role, both as a symbol and as a mere liquid. Altogether it appears 
almost five dozen times. On the second page we encounter two men-
tions of the holy water inside the figurine of the Virgin Mary. The 
third and final time the holy water is mentioned is in chapter 17, 
after Ruba witnesses Naji being injured by heavy celebratory gun-
fire following Jummayil’s election. Frustrated, angry, and scared he 
might die, she narrates:

As I turned away from the window, she was in front of me on Teta’s 
dressing-table (emphasis original). The Virgin Mary. That little little 
woman in her blue dress, with both arms outstretched and a pink 
plastic smile on her plastic face. Picking her up, I bit down hard. I bit 
down on her feet and hands. I bit down on her face. I bit down on her 
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golden crown until it began to turn between my teeth. And when it 
did, I unscrewed it and drank the holy water from her head, every last 
drop. Then, wiping my mouth, I left her lying crownless and empty 
on the dressing-table. (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 169–170; emphasis added)

Quite literally, Ruba’s depiction further belittles and plasticizes this 
religious icon, one whose symbolic power she never quite under-
stood. Applying Poulain’s model, but with modification since water 
is not a food, drinking the “holy” water exemplifies unreceptive neg-
ative incorporation meant to destroy the consumed object. In most 
Christian faiths, water becomes holy when it has been sanctified by 
a priest for the purposes of baptism, the blessing of persons, places, 
and objects, or as a means of repelling evil. Biting into the figurine 
is an act of defiance and destruction aimed at draining the “unholy” 
liquid, for which Ruba no longer has any use. Worried about losing 
Naji, her child’s mind does not understand why the Virgin did not 
protect him from harm in the first place. Thus, she exacts cathar-
tic revenge against what she now perceives to have been, at best, a 
make-believe idol.

Water also appears in numerous other scenes, many involving its 
use for drinking, cooking, cleaning, laundry, and hydrating plants. 
Aida waters flowers regularly: “Mami was good at taking care of 
things, at making sure they had enough food and water” (Abi-Ezzi 
2008, 10). Ruba also notes, however, that her mother does not water 
the cactus to which Ruba compares her shriveled father: “He sat in 
the corner all hard and dry, as though someone had forgotten to water 
him” (12). In addition to its life-sustaining qualities, water is used to 
wash away a collective sin epitomized by the blood of a slain man:

The nut shop had its shutters pulled down. [ . . . ] A little way down 
the road, a young woman with a cloth wrapped round her long hair 
threw a bucket of water onto the road. Behind her, an older woman 
came out. [ . . . ] When she reached the roadside, she also tipped out 
the water, which sloshed and pooled across the tarmac. Then, facing 
the church, she crossed herself, her lips moving in a prayer before 
she turned away. Crying was coming from somewhere. The old man 
who owned the vegetable shop was standing on the pavement with 
a bucket on the ground beside him. The crying sound was coming 
from him. Tugging off his woollen hat, he emptied out his water. 
(Abi-Ezzi 2008, 208–209)

Intrigued by this communal activity of tipping out water, Ruba fol-
lows the water’s path toward the harrowing truth: “Just there where 
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it spread out, the road was streaked with brown and red. As the 
water moved, it lifted the colour a little before flowing away into 
the gutter” (209). Weeping, the old man exclaims that they have 
killed innocence. When Ruba asks why, he responds: “Because he 
was a Muslim and we’re murderers. Because God is asleep and hav-
ing nightmares” (209). He continues: “‘What did that man ever do 
to anyone? [ . . . ] He roasted nuts, that’s all he did.’ The tear reached 
his white stubble and spread out, zigzagging, between the hairs. ‘He 
roasted nuts’” (209–210). Ruba finally puts the remaining pieces of 
the puzzle together: the man who was dragged to death was Ali, the 
“evil eye” she found was actually the glass eye that Ali had lost in 
the forest, and the death presaged by Teta’s dreams was Ali’s, too. 
By contrast with her treatment of the Virgin statuette, it is with 
extreme reverence that Ruba buries the glass eye to ensure both that 
at least some part of Ali’s mutilated body receives a proper burial 
and that she gains some form of closure.

BURGHUL, LABAN, AND KISHK: SEEDS OF GREAT WHITE HOPE

Certain combinations of Arabic- and English-language food items 
produce not only full(er) dishes for the characters but also hidden 
meanings for the reader which, especially upon a second reading, 
provide symbolic aftertastes. Kishk is a case in point. Popular in Leb-
anon, Syria, and Palestine (Aubaile-Sallenave 2000, 107), kishk is a 
mixture of burghul (sun-dried cracked wheat that is parboiled and 
pounded into a light-yellow powder) and fermented milk or yogurt. 
Although widely regarded as a cheap but inferior substitute for rice 
(Zubaida 2000, 94), kishk is a staple food and an emblem of the Leb-
anese villager’s table (Kanafani-Zahar 1997, 64). By mixing a little 
powder in cold water, it can also be made into a refreshing summer 
beverage (Aubaile-Sallenave 2000, 125). Burghul appears once in the 
text (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 138), as does its approximate English counter-
part “wheat” (79); laban (Arabic for yogurt) appears also once (218), 
and “yoghurt” (in English) twice (230); kishk appears five times (230 
[twice], 231, 232, and 235). As I have shown elsewhere, patterns or 
clusters of meaning that go beyond the materialistic emerge only 
when such combinations are recognized. Unlike some bites and 
meals which prove unsavory, both of these ingredients and the final 
product (kishk) are wholesome and possess restorative as well as 
redemptive signifying powers that help bring about narrative clo-
sure and psychological healing from traumatic scars.
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Toward the end of the novel, Teta tells Ruba: “‘When I was a 
little girl I had more energy than an ant. We started work when the 
stars were still out, while my mother made laban. She used to make it 
before the sun rose. She said it tasted better that way.’ Teta paused. 
‘Do you think we’ll ever be free of the past?’” (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 218). 
Her question, albeit rhetorical, is answered, and in the positive, by 
the novel’s accelerated events that enable Nabeel’s healing. Tra-
ditionally, laban has been called a “healthful and filling” food for 
centuries, besides its being considered “a natural antibiotic and a 
dietetic for stomach ulcers” (Kalush 1999, 38; quoted in Wathington 
2007, 24). It is clear from Teta’s nostalgic remembrance that laban is 
associated with pre-war Lebanon, that is, with peace, with positive 
energy, and with health. In the last chapter, Nabeel drives up (with 
Ruba hiding in the car) to Latifeh’s house in order to bring her and 
Amal back to their apartment, where the shelling is less intense. 
Divorced from the war’s reality by senile dementia, Latifeh mis-
takes Nabeel for Wadih, Amal for her late daughter Yumna, and the 
falling shells for firecrackers, and adamantly refuses to leave—but 
hands over the child. Ruba hears Latifeh say:

“I’ve got some kishk somewhere in here. [ . . . ]” She found the jar, 
pulled it out and turned to Papi with a smile. “This batch is made 
from special yoghurt, yoghurt I made myself. I ground it up fine as 
dust. I had to get a net to put over it when it was drying—I sent for 
it specially—to stop the flies getting at it. And when you come to 
cook it, take . . . Well, you know how to make kishk. There’s nothing 
to it.” (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 230)

Based on Teta’s and Latifeh’s accounts, then, it seems that making 
laban can only be a labor of love in two contexts: pre-war Leb-
anon (real peace) and blissful ignorance/detachment from reality 
(make-believe peace). Notwithstanding Latifeh’s assertion, mak-
ing kishk is a very labor-intensive task. The production of both 
burghul and kishk often necessitates the collective work of several 
women (Kanafani-Zahar 1997, 64). In Lebanese villages, steam-
ing large amounts of wheat is a social event at which children are 
offered bits of cooked wheat as a baraka, or blessing. This treat 
is often eaten with almonds, pine-nuts, walnuts, and/or dried rai-
sins, then covered with sugar and aromatized with orange blossom 
water. Therefore, Latifeh’s giving away her kishk is a doubly pre-
cious gift, even a blessing, one that can be cherished for breakfast, 
lunch, or dinner.
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While these extra-textual meanings are probably lost on Ruba, 
they are not on readers familiar with Lebanese cuisine and cus-
toms. Still thinking he is Wadih, Latifeh tells Nabeel that her “girl” 
should make him (more) kishk because he “look[s] tired” (Abi-Ezzi 
2008, 232). The use of the word “girl” is not accidental because, later, 
when Aida asks Nabeel why Latifeh gave him kishk, he answers tan-
gentially with a half-smile: “The girl comes complete with a jarful 
of dust” (235). The “girl” is a conflation of Amal and the child to 
whose death he inadvertently contributed. This sentence takes the 
reader back to Ruba’s comparison of bread crumbs to “specks of dust 
that had once been a girl” (161). By rescuing Amal, by this act now 
a substitute for the dead girl, Nabeel rescues himself and largely 
overcomes his PTSD. Even if not fully cognizant of her father’s sen-
timents, Ruba’s perspective has managed to illustrate “the forgive-
ness and the healing of the traumas of the past” (Lőrentz 2016, 84). 
This healing and self-cleansing are signaled by the large amount of 
water Nabeel drinks at the very end of the novel. Ruba’s “one last 
thought” is that “he was no longer a cactus standing motionless in a 
pot full of dry cracked earth” (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 236). In reference to 
Poulain’s model, Nabeel allows himself to be invaded by this healing 
liquid, thus exemplifying both receptive and positive incorporation.

CONCLUSION

In the foregoing, I have examined the intersection of the semiology 
of food with code-switching in A Girl Made of Dust by zeroing in 
on the labeling of food items and on the depictions of multiple pro-
cesses involving their production and consumption. Starting from 
my premise that foods code-switched into Arabic accrue greater sig-
nificance when related to others identified only in English, I have 
contended that this bilingual mixture serves to foreshadow, on the 
level of narration, particular aspects of death and dying but also of 
life and regeneration, including recovery from war-induced traumas. 
Furthermore, I have argued that this mixture signals, epistemo-
logically, young Ruba’s cognitive and emotional processes of com-
ing to terms with acts of violence during the Lebanese Civil War. 
My close reading adopted an interdisciplinary approach informed 
by studies in code-switching and in developmental cognitive psy-
chology (including magical thinking), as well as by anthropological 
analyses of food. If “both the production and the consumption of 
food take place in rich layers of history and politics, economics and 
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science, memory and materiality,” as Jordan notes (2015, 11), then my 
intervention has made visible many such layers by inviting, broadly 
speaking, multilingualism, psychology, and anthropology to the pro-
verbial table.

The theoretical implication of my argument revolves around the 
presence of literary code-switching and how to interpret it. While 
current studies tend to deal more with the dialogical variety of 
code-switching—rather than with that on the level of narration, 
in order to illuminate characters’ national, cultural, educational, 
socio-economic, and/or psychological traits—mine left out this 
variety, when it did not involve food, because an inclusive approach 
to all code-switched elements would have subsumed my particular 
argument in too general a sampling. By focusing on food as a major 
topic/trope and therefore taking into account all food-related terms 
and processes, whether in English or in Arabic, I have showcased 
how when single words in a foreign language (here, Arabic) are read 
in conjunction with other relevant items delivered in the text’s 
main language (here, English) as additional secret ingredients, they 
(can) uncover a richer semantic pattern. In short, the novel can 
have its cake and eat it too, because it dishes out its multilingual 
morsels in such a way that readers—based on their respective inter-
ests, critical skills, linguistic, and cultural backgrounds—can savor 
on multiple levels.

NOTES

1 See Gitanjali G. Shahani (ed.), Food and Literature (2018), Lorna Piatti-Far-
nell and Donna Lee Brien (eds.), The Routledge Companion to Literature and 
Food (2018), Kathleen C. Riley and Amy L. Paugh, Food and Language (2018), 
and Amy Tigner and Allison Carruth, Literature and Food Studies (2017).

2 The novel’s linguistic landscape is mixed. Ruba attends school in English, 
and at least some of her teachers are native English speakers. Her uncle 
Wadih reads poetry, plays, and philosophy in English, French, and Ara-
bic (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 38). Beirut’s road signs and advertisements are in all 
three languages (72). Several relexifications remind the reader that Ara-
bic is the language spoken (83, 100, 181, 230).

3 There are also many (untranslated) French words, phrases, and sentences, 
mostly spoken by Juhaina, the Khouris’ moneyed and ostentatious neigh-
bor, who always responds with a combination of Arabic and French and 
even literalizes her linguistic confusion by finishing off a sentence in Ara-
bic with “‘je ne peux pas placer le mot’” [I cannot place the word; my trans-
lation] (Abi-Ezzi 2008, 55). Here, code-switching is intended to signify a 
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higher socio-economic class, a presumably better education, and cultural 
snobbery.

4 For example, Marianna in Patricia Sarrafian Ward’s The Bullet Collection 
(2003) and Bassam in Rawi Hage’s De Niro’s Game (2006).

5 The patron saint of artillerymen and miners.
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