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Abstract: I focus on multilingual usages, specifically code-switching between English and  
Arabic, in Lebanese American Rabih Alameddine’s 1998 novel Koolaids: The Art of War. While the 
novel portrays English as the emancipatory language of coming out and self-acceptance for gay 
Lebanese men living in the United States between the late 1970s and mid-1990s, Mohammad,  
a painter, only comes to terms with his impending demise by reverting to Arabic during the final 
stages of his losing battle with AIDS. Drawing on findings from psycholinguistic, sociolinguis-
tic, translation, and medical/neurological studies, I compare and contrast verbal encounters 
between Mohammad and various Lebanese and American characters to foreground strategies 
intended to exclude and/or include certain parties, be they characters or readers. While Arabic 
words actually employed are few, I argue that implied code-switching and the dynamics of 
speaker(s), interlocutor(s), setting(s), and context(s) establish links among AIDS, Arabic, art, and 
acceptance of death; Arabic resurfaces, when Mohammad is on his deathbed, as the language 
of his childhood and even serves as the bridge toward his “afterlife.” The primary theoretical 
impacts of my reading are twofold: minimal code-switching does not, as some claim, show-
case shallow multilingualism, and a language-minded approach adds a new dimension to the 
definition of Lebanese (Arab) American literature by focusing on the emotional rather than the 
national/ethnic facets of the embedded native language.
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It was a sign of sophistication if one intermixed difficult English words with the 
predominant French. Many of these Lebanese—let’s call them Francophiles—had 
trouble speaking their native language, Arabic. They really had problems speaking to 
other Lebanese if those others were not like them, if they did not speak French fluently.

—Rabih Alameddine (1998: 28)

I can’t speak English anymore either. Really. I can’t think in English. It’s back to my 
roots. I now think and dream only in Arabic. I haven’t done that for the longest time.

—Rabih Alameddine (1998: 1)
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Literary Code-switching: The Other Side of English as an 
Emancipatory Language

Code-switching is very common among multilingual speakers, who outnumber 
monolinguals on the global level (Kolehmainen and Skaffari, 2016: 131). Apart 
from being “the world’s most widely spoken language,” English enjoys the vast-
est “transnational linguistic capital,” defined as “the number of speakers that can 
be reached with the language” (Gerhards, 2014: 56, 57). The two quotations from 
Koolaids: The Art of War—Lebanese American Rabih Alameddine’s 1998 debut 
novel—are attributed, respectively, to an anonymous narrator and to Mohammad, 
the main character; they bespeak two radically different phenomena in what John 
Gumperz (1982), in an early study of multilingualism, defines as conversational 
code-switching: “the juxtaposition within the same speech exchange of passages 
of speech belonging to two different [languages], grammatical systems or subsys-
tems” (59). The first passage stresses the deliberate willingness of some (trilin-
gual) Lebanese to sprinkle their habitual French mainly with English but also with  
Arabic.1 In the second, Mohammad—a dual American and Lebanese citizen—now 
also a patient suffering from the disorienting effects of HIV or AIDS dementia,2 
describes his linguistic “predicament” (Alameddine, 1998: 1) as follows: being no 
longer able to exercise bilingualism in thought and in dreams, let alone in speech, 
he has involuntarily reverted to Arabic.

Steven Kellman (2000) defines translingualism as “the phenomenon of authors 
who write in more than one language or at least in a language other than their pri-
mary one” (ix). Only the second description applies to trilingual Alameddine, who 
only writes in English. At 17 years of age, shortly after the outbreak of the 
Lebanese Civil War in 1975, he left Lebanon and settled in San Francisco. His 
novels display an eclectic and eccentric use of Arabic and French idioms, words, 
and phrases. In Koolaids, the word “French” appears many more times (30) than 
“Arabic” (18), but the latter is more significant to the conversations showcased in 
the novel. Furthermore, Kellman (2000) contends that writing in a language 
learned after one’s mother tongue (L2) can be liberating for gay authors unable to 
express their sexual identities except in a new language (in his argument, English) 
that grants “emancipatory detachment” (28). Almost all of Alameddine’s novels 
feature gay characters to whom this statement applies, as I show later with one 
example of social code-switching.

Koolaids is both a pioneering work in the corpus of post-war Anglophone 
Lebanese fiction (Hout, 2012) and “a milestone in the modern Arab American 
literary tradition” (Salaita, 2007: 73). Furthermore, if Koolaids exemplifies what 
Linda Hutcheon (1988) calls “historiographic metafiction” (ix) in its reliance on 
textual play, parody, and historical re-conceptualization, I demonstrate how 
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multilinguistic play is an essential ingredient for re-conceptualizing links among 
language usages, cognition, and emotions. Kifah Hanna (2017) praises Koolaids 
as one of the most significant English-language novels on Arab non-normative 
sexualities because of its author’s “expression of and attention to the ‘anxieties’ 
experienced by homosexual Lebanese individuals” abroad (391). She also makes 
a point similar to that of Kellman, arguing that writing in English in the United 
States during the late 1990s offers Alameddine the “luxury” of such an upfront 
attitude (391). This equation, stressing the causal link between writing in a Western 
language and enjoying a gay lifestyle free from guilt and shame in a Western 
country, applies more to the author himself, I believe, than to his characters, whose 
love and sex lives in the diaspora are marked by both triumphs and tribulations—
and the latter increase with the progression of AIDS, a development that, in turn, 
has a decisive impact on language use. The other side of this equation involves not 
so much of Mohammad’s life(style) in the West—encompassing two decades of 
sexual, emotional, professional, and financial fulfillment—as his deep and prob-
lematic past recalled from his deathbed, but with an equal eye to a symbolic after-
life that would reunite him with his beloved Scott.

Michael Percillier and Catherine Paulin (2017a) describe the methodological 
quandary of literary code-switching as follows: “The question arises as to whether 
literary texts should be approached from a linguistic [empirical] perspective or left 
entirely to the academic discipline of literary studies” (128). To specify written 
code-switching, they cite Edgar Schneider’s categorization of five text types 
(placed along a spectrum): recorded, recalled, imagined, observed, and invented. 
These types are determined by the degree of historical reality of the speech event, 
its speaker-writer identity, and the temporal distance separating it from its written 
verbalization. Examples range from interviews all the way to “literary dialect” 
(Schneider, 2001: 73). Since Koolaids engages different speakers/writers in con-
nection with multiple genres of varying degrees of “fictionalization” (such as 
newspaper clippings, letters, diaries, emails, monologues, mini-plays, etc.) to pro-
duce one novel, Schneider’s distinctions are not relevant for my purpose. The 
study of literary code-switching is much more recent than that of its sociolinguis-
tic counterpart, which began in the middle of the last century. Up until 2017, even 
new studies “admittedly only scratch[ed] the surface of the possibilities offered by 
a linguistic approach to literary texts” (Percillier and Paulin, 2017b: 22). 
Furthermore, these two scholars clarify that “[f]ar from being a mimetic repro-
duction of actual speech, orality in fiction acquires a symbolic dimension that 
occasionally turns sociolinguistic reality upside down” (Percillier and Paulin, 
2017b: 4). Alameddine’s sparse use of Arabic is by far more symbolic than 
mimetic and, I believe, at the root of a hitherto unexplored dimension in his 
oeuvre to date (five novels and a collection of short stories): the relationship 
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between multilingualism and identity, as revealed in social but mostly in per-
sonal, that is, mental and emotional, states.3

Defining the Untapped Potential of Arabic in Koolaids

The steady increase of critical interest in literary code-switching over the past 
decade or so has been matched by research exploring the relations between emo-
tions and multilingualism in real-life situations, with a focus on why individuals 
express, discuss, or experience emotions in one language over another (Chen et al., 
2012: 370). One area that remains under-studied is the expanding overlap of these 
two growing bodies of research, which is where involuntary code-switching in lit-
erary representations—whether due to heightened emotions, neurological debili-
tation, the effects of medications, or other substances—takes place. I agree with 
Mary Besemeres (2006) that trilingual writings, especially memoirs, are “represen-
tations of emotional experience that provide, potentially, no less valid a perspective 
on bilingualism [or trilingualism] and emotions than the data analysed in experi-
mental and other kinds of empirical research” (36). But while many examples of 
contact literature swell with (multi)linguistic information, the latter should not be 
used solely as grist for the socio-pragmatic mill; instead, scrutinizing it should be 
based primarily on a close reading that offers fresh insights into the “complicated 
and multidimensional” interconnectedness of language, emotion, memory, and 
cognition (Schrauf and Durazo-Arvizu, 2006: 307). Literary writings that deploy 
multilingual speech-acts are equivalent to “text[s] in situation” (Irele, 2001: 37) 
whose impressionistic interpretations have much to contribute to this nexus.

If code-switching is seen strictly as “the use of overt material . . . from 
Language B in Language A discourse” (Backus and Dorleijn, 2012: 76–77; 
emphasis added) to describe “the speech of bilinguals/multilinguals or bidialec-
tals who juxtapose elements from two or more language varieties in a single 
utterance or piece of discourse” (Albirini, 2016: 216), Koolaids would seem like 
a poor object of study because many of the code-switches are only tagged, that 
is, indicated (e.g., “he said in Arabic”), or are not tagged and rendered thus even 
more invisible as examples of covert or “implied codeswitching” (Hassan, 2018: 
9). Examples of both are found in Koolaids. Contrary to Anjali Pandey’s (2016) 
view of tagging as an example of “shallow multilingualism”—deployed in an 
exhibitionist manner by many Third World ethnic authors to add exotic flavor 
(111)—both tagged and implied code-switches are crucial for a fuller and deeper 
understanding of Mohammad’s inner self. In fact, it is this novel’s very post-
modernist form(lessness)—being polyphonic, multi-generic, and fragmentary—
that enables its sporadic and scarce yet strategically implanted code-switches to 
accrue meaning.
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Recently, Percillier and Paulin (2017a) invited multilingual researchers to take 
into account the manners in which “the use of local linguistic varieties is impacted 
by intra-textual parameters, such as the relationship between characters, topics, 
and settings” (146). If the reader of Koolaids were to mentally rearrange certain 
vignettes and dialogues following a chronological order with a focus on language 
use, emotion, and cognition, specific patterns would emerge. As Eric Sellin 
(2013) notes, “the analysis of the hidden modes and patterns of translingual activ-
ity in a literary text involves something akin to determining unseen magnetic 
fields by sprinkling iron filings on the surface of a paper held over a magnet,” 
adding that it is the “[c]lose and tireless evaluation of key passages [that] can 
reveal such activities” (230). This describes what I do: to read key passages—in 
conjunction with psycho- and sociolinguistic studies, as well as with translation 
and medical/neurological studies, that examine the interrelations among  
language, emotion, and cognition—to trace a narrative thread connecting three 
key aspects of Mohammad’s life: death (AIDS), language (Arabic), and art 
(painting). I do so by focusing on multilingual usages—mainly on code-switching 
between English and Arabic—and zeroing in on the dynamics of Lebanese and 
American speaker(s) and interlocutor(s) as characters in specific settings (mainly 
the hospital and art galleries) to tease out the triad of AIDS, Arabic, and art whose 
subtle links allow Mohammad to finally accept his death at 36 years in late 1996.4 
Regardless of whether or not Mohammad speaks in Arabic, the novel suggests 
that Arabic, his mother tongue, plays a vital role in his career as a painter. It is the 
language in which he paints and needs to die. It is therefore the language of his 
past (childhood) that also serves as the bridge toward his “afterlife.” More gener-
ally, I illustrate how Arabic plays a vital role—in Mohammad’s consciousness as 
well as in crucial textual junctures—in queering time and thus securing a (more) 
private and occasionally exclusive space in which multiple emotions—love, 
anger, guilt, and nostalgia—can be better expressed.

In texts featuring code-switching, whether in narrative passages or in dialogues, 
it can be difficult at times to discern whether translations—embedded in the text 
and/or glossed—are the choices of authors or their publishers. Either way, the 
novel contains the following: unlike the four Arabic words found in narrative  
passages—with the meanings of the first three understood from context and the 
fourth translated in situ5—only one (habibi) is uttered recurrently, with a meaning 
unique to this novel, as I show later. Also, there are only two transliterated Arabic 
expressions: a popular saying and the title of a song (both translated in situ).6 
Thus, Alameddine seems to be adopting a largely accommodating/domesticating 
strategy rather than an unapologetic/foreignizing one. However, I contend that 
dialogical code-switching, which constitutes my focus, does not necessarily imply 
a transparent method of literary code-switching within the novel despite the fact 
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that we never actually read what is being spoken in (the original) Arabic. These 
occasional Arabic utterances, only some of which are tagged, are rendered in the 
text’s predominant English; therefore, only bilingual Arab and English-speaking 
readers can mentally reconstruct them, that is, translate them (back) into Arabic. 
While both types of code-switches (textual and dialogical) in this novel are inter-
esting, the former is irrelevant to my argument.

(Pre-)Cocktail-Era Koolaids: The Power(lessness) of AIDS 
Dementia

Citing Judith Halberstam, Alberto Fernández Carbajal explains that a queered time 
is akin to a new temporality in which a future “can be imagined according to logics 
that lie outside of those paradigmatic markers of life experience—namely, (sic) 
birth, marriage, reproduction, and death” (quoted in Carbajal, 2017: 89). With ref-
erence to Koolaids, he contends that it is Mohammad’s dementia that subverts het-
eronormative temporal/spatial logic in suturing various “global human histories 
demanding attention” (90). Similarly, but from a phenomenological perspective, 
Therí Pickens (2013) sees Alameddine’s ailing characters as fighting back “with 
the instrument of perception itself: their own bodies,” because illness generates 
“emotive and political power” (74). As Nino Testa (2013) emphasizes, Koolaids 
was published during the cocktail era—characterized by so-called cocktails of 
drugs that dramatically slowed the progression of HIV/AIDS—but Mohammad’s 
death in 1996 marks the end of the pre-cocktail period: having lived long enough 
to see the development of life-saving drugs, but not to benefit from them (137). 
Like many contemporaneous gay narratives, Testa continues, the novel embodies 
a “feeling backward,” a resistance to moving beyond historical losses and failures 
and demonstrates the impossibility of accessing a comprehensive and straight-
forward historical narrative; this “urge to look backward—to find something 
redemptive in history that might make sense of the devastation of AIDS—is ever-
present, as is the disappointment at what the backward glance reveals” (108). In 
his opinion, Koolaids is a work of metafiction because the debilitated Mohammad 
is unable “to string together a coherent narrative or novel” (137), an incapacity 
that serves as a metaphor for “being out of place and out of time” in the framework 
of a “queer historiography” (137–138).

Illuminating as the aforementioned arguments are, none involve language mat-
ters. I argue that it is Mohammad’s paintings—their production, exhibition, inter-
pretations, circulation, and, ultimately, fate, all subtly linked via Arabic as 
(emotional) language—that direct his redemptive backward glance. Since 
Mohammad, admittedly, cannot indulge in “future gazing, leaving behind all those 
who could not be saved” (Testa, 2013:144), I show that what he can and does still 
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gaze at, albeit via recollections since he is already almost blind at the beginning of 
the novel, are pivotal scenes from his life, all in connection with his journey as an 
expatriated gay artist facing imminent death.

At the Hospital: Involuntary Code-switching and Creative 
Miscommunication

Language is not “a neutral tool of communication” but rather informs three main 
mental and psycho-neurological transactions: “the ways in which we read and 
write the world, the ways in which knowledge is produced and legitimated, [and] 
the ways in which a human subject is constructed as a complex set of identities 
based on, amongst other things, race, class, gender, education, age, nationality, 
and [religion]” (Hanks, 1997: 241). In the following, I show how declining men-
tal health looms large “amongst [those] other things” and how language shifts 
become identity markers.

If translation is a catalyst for events, which allows the narrator/speaker “to 
engage in metalinguistic questions” (Hassan, 2018: 11), then parts of Koolaids 
would qualify as what Waïl Hassan calls translational literature (2006: 754). On 
the first two pages, the novel pushes language production and reception to their 
limits in the face of AIDS dementia, literally. In the very first of the 244 vignettes 
that make up the novel, we meet Mohammad on a hospital bed that is hurting his 
back, and in the second, “on his last legs” in his battle against AIDS, attended by 
African American James, the last symptom-free member of an international and 
interethnic circle of male gay friends, all of whom have died. Suffering from AIDS 
dementia, Mohammad is arguably the ultimate unreliable narrator, but he is not 
Alameddine, no matter how similar they may be in some aspects; therefore, while 
code-switching in such a (fictionalized) medical case might be empirically cor-
roborated (or not), the way Alameddine deploys ailment-induced code-switching 
is symbolic and therefore both reliable and valid.

While it has been established that to think of one’s first language (L1) as a lan-
guage of emotions and of L2 as a language of detachment is an over-simplification 
of the relationship between languages, emotions, and identities in bi- and multilin-
gualism (Pavlenko, 2005: 236), studies on emotional arousal and/or loss of higher 
cognitive function—due to illness, accident, or simply aging—point toward the 
special status retained/regained of one’s mother tongue. Addressing the reader, 
Mohammad admits that his “predicament” (Alameddine, 1998: 1), clearly a by-
product of full-blown AIDS, consists in what seems to be his newly developed 
double debility: no longer being able either to think or speak in English. He attrib-
utes this linguistic loss to his inability to concentrate. Therefore, it is the impair-
ment of one part of his cognition, namely concentration, which has led to his loss 
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of English as L2. He continues, “It’s back to my roots. I now think and dream only 
in Arabic. I haven’t done that for the longest time” (Alameddine, 1998: 1; empha-
ses added). Recent studies have shown that bilingual individuals’ regression— 
signified by “roots” in the quote—to a primary language may be associated with 
developing cognitive impairment and an increased risk for developing age-related 
dementia. Furthermore, the magnitude of such a regression is greatest in multilin-
gual and ethnically diverse populations (McMurtray et al., 2009: 223). The phrase 
“the longest time” refers to Mohammad’s former life as a healthy man. Intriguing 
is the proximity, both textually and temporally, between “roots” (past) and “now” 
(on the brink of death), eliding decades in between. In this eternal present, in 
which moments slow down and produce a thick “temporal quality akin to real time 
in that each detail ticks off minutes and seconds” (Pickens, 2013: 74), Mohammad 
can no longer be sure if particular events happened “today” or “the other day” 
(Alameddine, 1998: 2).

Responding to something James says, he automatically speaks in Arabic but 
then, seeing his friend in “utter confusion,” Mohammad “switch[es] to English” 
(2); but we do not see James responding to the code-switched utterance, that is, to 
Mohammad’s reply to James’s habitual, and possibly infuriating, question about 
how he is feeling. Research has shown that in cases of intense emotional arousal, 
many subjects reported “uncontrolled code switching” (Dewaele, 2013: 4). 
Perhaps, there is a connection, hinted at by the novel, between emotional arousal 
and AIDS dementia, meaning that an emotionally aroused patient code-switches 
even more spontaneously than an emotionally calm one. The significance of 
James’s physical presence lies less in what he says to Mohammad than in what it 
helps to excavate of the latter’s remote memories of two emotionally significant 
people in his early life: his nanny and his father. Mohammad explains the first 
thread of associations as follows: “I had a nanny who spoke only English [like 
James]. She was from Liberia. She was black. So is James” (2). These four short 
sentences are connected semantically through two selected items: native language 
and skin color.

Subsequently, the second item leads to color more generally, in a second thread 
of associations: James’s “white tube socks” (2), mismatched because the rest of 
his attire includes no white, remind Mohammad of his father’s belief that the color 
of one’s socks needed to match that of another article of clothing. As a former 
painter, Mohammad’s undying obsession with shapes and colors shines through 
the fog of his cognitive impairment, thus allowing him to bridge specific memo-
ries with his immediate present. When Mohammad notes that James’s socks 
“don’t match” (2), he channels the advice given long ago by his own father. When 
James’s fashion faux pas causes Mohammad to conclude that James “is slipping,” 
and to tell him so, however, we get a hint of who is really in decline: first he 
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reasons that James “doesn’t understand” because “I must have said it in French,” 
but then he recalls that he himself has “completely forgotten” (2) how to use that 
language, the first foreign one he learned at school, adding that he has not dreamed 
in it since he was a boy. A scene to be discussed later, however, shows that he 
could (still) converse in French before developing AIDS.

In sociolinguistics, first language attrition (FLA) refers to the gradual decline 
in native language proficiency because as speakers use their L2 frequently and 
become proficient (or even dominant) in it, some aspects of the L1 can deteriorate 
or become subject to L2 influence. Here, the opposite is happening: English and 
French have receded, while Arabic has been revived, due to cognitive impairment. 
James’s age, 39 years, and looks also remind Mohammad of both his brother 
Hamid, who died at the same age (in a 1989 war incident mentioned in a later 
vignette), and his father, who would have been just a few years older when 
Mohammad, then 15 years, last saw him in 1975. Here, similar numbers feed asso-
ciative thinking that fuses the past with the present. At the end of the scene, 
Mohammad asks James why he visits him so often and the latter’s “mouth drops,” 
leading Mohammad to conclude that he “must have said it in English” (3). Many 
possible explanations exist for this mini-event: perhaps Mohammad’s English 
really did resurface; perhaps his utterance is gibberish or perhaps he spoke in 
Arabic again. What is certain, however, is that Mohammad, albeit unwittingly, 
refuses to be completely “absorbed into the great swamp of English,” to use Bill 
Ashcroft’s expression (2014: 20).

Bilingual speakers may utilize code-switching as translation “to clarify, repair 
or emphasize a previous message, to signal humour, or to maintain or widen the 
participation framework,” but in case of the third, the opposite is also possible, 
that is, to exclude certain participants (Kolehmainen and Skaffari, 2016: 128). 
Ironically, when Mohammad tries unsuccessfully to translate from Arabic into 
English for James, he actually distances his interlocutor even more than if he had 
remained silent. Besemeres defines self-translation as the two-pronged act of, 
first, re-articulating in English (taken as the norm here) what was first expressed 
in another language and, second, of observing oneself meta-linguistically do so 
(2002: 12). Interestingly, only the second part of this definition applies to Mohammad, 
who, in fact, observes himself as not being able to translate his innermost thoughts 
and feelings, partly because they were originally encoded in Arabic. This inability-
cum-debility frustrates James but not the reader to whom Mohammad can still 
speak directly (in the author’s English). As Ashcroft elucidates, albeit from a 
postcolonial perspective, even successful inner or mental translation of bi- or (tri)
lingual authors or characters creates a “metonymic gap” between their original 
culture/language and the language from which they are borrowing. Here, how-
ever, the more meaningful gap is between James and the reader, whether 
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mono- or bi-lingual/cultural. Had Alameddine simply shown us this failed verbal 
interaction using Mohammad’s actual Arabic instead of Mohammad’s musings 
about it, the English-speaking reader would have been excluded, but relying on 
such an unreliable narrator can only give the reader a little more insight—and at 
James’s expense.

The answer as to why James visits him so often is heard by both reader and 
James’ two vignettes later when Mohammad and James appear to conclude their 
earlier conversation. This vignette, however, uses quotation marks for direct speech 
but is reported by a third-person narrator, for example, “‘I’m not your best friend, 
James’ he said. ‘I never was. I was Scott’s best friend. We had him in common’” 
(4). This interesting textual development has several possible explanations, includ-
ing the conversation that happened earlier, when Mohammad could still speak in 
English;7 it is hypothetical since he can no longer speak in English, making only the 
reader privy to what he would have thought and said; the “I” and “he” flag the dis-
sociation between Mohammad’s selfhood and personhood, between how he feels/
thinks and how he is perceived socially as feeling/thinking. James’s statement 
“You’re my friend, Mo” (4), using “the one [American] name [Mohammad] com-
pletely abhorred” (41), points to the widening gap between Mohammad’s (former) 
social life and his (still current) inner one—respectively equivalent to his 
American(ized) and Arab selves.

As Aneta Pavlenko stated in 2005, one aspect “rarely considered” in studies on 
code-switching is “internal satisfaction” or what she calls the “there, I said it” 
phenomenon (133), when self-expression and self-satisfaction are more important 
than communication (140). As seen above and as will be revisited in the following 
section, Koolaids prioritizes Mohammad’s internal satisfaction—stemming from 
associations with deeply rooted figures from his past (his nanny, his father, and 
Scott), all connected in varying degrees to Arabic-as-language and to his art—
over effective communication.

Linking Name with Home Matters: Coming Full Circle

Anjali Pandey (2016) affirms that inserting single foreign words is one of the 
shallowest forms of literary multilingualism (111). In the following, I show this 
to be wholly untrue in Koolaids. While (nominally) a Muslim, Mohammad never 
reveals his surname. Far more prominent are the two appellations by which he 
usually is addressed—Mo and habibi, an Arabic term of endearment, meaning 
“my love(r)” in most dialects but also “my friend” in certain others, including 
Alameddine’s own Lebanese version, that both he and Scott use(d) to address one 
another. While he detests “Mo,” he holds on to “Mohammad,” the last word he 
“hears” before he passes away on the last page. I posit that one reason he resents 
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“Mo” is that it strips his multi-dimensional identity—his profession as an artist 
and his nationality/heritage as a Lebanese Arab in the diaspora—down to a sin-
gle syllable in a foreign tongue. Much more than an abbreviation, “Mo” actively 
obscures what become increasingly significant as identity markers for Mohammad 
and increasingly visible in the novel—mostly, as I argue, via code-switching—as 
his health deteriorates.

By contrast, the word habibi enjoys broad multivalence in the novel—and suc-
ceeds, to varying extents, in bridging some of the linguistic and cultural divides. 
After they meet at a bar in 1981, Mohammad invites Scott—who instantly “loved 
[Mohammad’s] accent” (12)8—back to his apartment. Even as he admires his 
guest’s physical form, however, Mohammad’s sexual arousal dies the minute 
Scott offers his interpretation—as retold by Mohammad—of one of his paintings 
finished that same day: “He started telling me about my life, my dreams, my fears. 
He started telling me about my mother, about my father. He told me about the war 
which tore my life apart. He related what he saw in the painting. It was the first 60 
by 80” (13), of the ones that Mohammad “kept for himself” (11). Therefore, not 
only does Scott view a private painting, but he also penetrates deep into 
Mohammad’s traumatized psyche. It is this ability to “read” his innermost thoughts 
that causes Mohammad to fall for Scott—but also to vow that sex must never be 
allowed to ruin this platonic love. According to Kurt (one of Scott’s lovers), 
Mohammad’s exhibitions included both realist and abstract art, but we do not 
know to which category this particular painting belongs, so whether Scott sees 
figures/objects in the work or identifies themes through them remains unclear. 
However, Mohammad’s reaction confirms the painting’s deep psychological (if 
not necessarily social or artistic) realism. Scott’s insightfulness makes him the 
only American with whom he sees eye to eye about the essence of his art and about 
much else of value.

In the same scene, we read,

We spent that night in bed talking. We never fucked, ever. He meant everything 
to me. That first night he started calling me Habibi, which means “my lover” 
in my native tongue, a cognomen which nobody ever questioned, not even his 
future lovers. He never used my real name, or any of the numerous Americanized 
nicknames I picked up along the way. I had always assumed he found it difficult to 
pronounce. I was wrong. His last words before he took his last breath were, “I love 
you, Mohammad.” An impeccable pronunciation. (13; emphases added)

Here too, Scott is being singled out for praise as that rare foreigner who per-
fects the sharp guttural Arabic “h”—/ħ/—which has no equivalent in English 
phonology.
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While, as stated earlier, L1 is not always the language of intimacy and L2 is not 
always that of disinterest, mainly because “the language of the heart can shift” 
(Dewaele, 2013: 3), habibi emanates from Mohammad’s and Scott’s “hearts” as 
well as minds. More precisely, hubbi in Arabic means “my love,” whereas habibi, 
a culturally more popular word, could mean “my love,” “my lover,” and/or “my 
friend.” Given his emotionally intense but sexless relationship with Scott, it is 
therefore fair for Mohammad to have used this term. In context, however, habibi 
acquires a precise and unique meaning: twice, when Scott says habibi, Mohammad 
responds with “I’m here, dear” (57, 64; emphases added). The rhyming effectu-
ates an intrinsic connection between physical proximity and emotional availabil-
ity, one characterized by pure affection; in this sense, it can be contrasted with the 
less personal “I’m here” that James utters (also twice) in response to Mohammad’s 
calling his name (46, 47).

The semantically expanded habibi, as meant by Mohammad and Scott, makes 
it more than a mot juste that code-switchers look for to express a specific, culture-
laden meaning (Hassan, 2018: 5). Pavlenko (2005) explains that our personal 
name is the “most emotional of all words,” that it is “differently perceived by late 
bilinguals, depending on the language it is uttered in,” and that its very sound 
produced in one’s own first language summons a “deeper” self (187). This is 
exemplified at the end of the novel, when a whole new twist is applied to a leitmo-
tif that by some measures provides the main thread tying together a largely frag-
mentary text: the recurring “visits”—in Mohammad’s delirium—of the four 
horsemen of the Biblical apocalypse. On their last appearance, when the fourth 
rider, “on the white horse,” says, “I love you, Mohammad” (245), he replicates 
Scott’s last words, the pronunciation of which so impressed Mohammad. In addi-
tion, this rider is “propitious” (245) because both his arrival and utterance triangu-
late love (Scott), Arabic (phonology), and death. Only then is Mohammad happy 
to be led away (from life). In this fifth and final iteration of the four horsemen—
which always begins with “Death comes in many shapes and sizes, but it always 
comes” (1, 53, 98, 166, 244; emphases added)—we finally see the (mental) image 
that Mohammad has ultimately drawn of his life. This follows his former habit as 
an active painter, which was to make corrections on canvas until he was satisfied. 
It also makes clear that his attentiveness to art-related concepts—shapes, sizes, 
numbers, and colors, especially white—persists despite or perhaps because of his 
impaired cognition and loss of English. To paint in Arabic means to be able and 
ready to die—in the same language.

One of Mohammad’s mangled and misconceived names, appearing twice in the 
novel, is “Mr. Momad” (54, 113). At the museum, a trustee addresses him thus in a 
“nasal, irritating” voice, causing the museum director to interject: “It’s Mohammad, 
Mrs. Winters,” explaining further that this is “his first name” (54). Without 
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apologizing for the double-barreled error, the trustee declares, “You are a gay artist, 
aren’t you?” (54). Instead of answering her essentially rhetorical question, there is a 
“Pause. Wait for a response. None coming. She continues . . .” (54). Mohammad is 
not interested in correcting either his name or his label—both reductive, if not mis-
representative, of his complex identity—because, I believe, he enjoys and benefits 
from the disconnect between his social/professional persona and his self-image. 
Since having been perceived primarily as a gay Lebanese (American) artist is what 
catapulted him to fame at 21, the persistence of such a public image serves him well, 
so long as others near and dear look not only at but also through his paintings.

Indeed, some of these paintings contain far more than that meets the eye. Scott 
asks a lot of Mohammad, including the latter’s assistance in helping him to die, 
ensuring that he is cremated, and then working some of his ashes into a painting—
all of which Mohammad does. The reader knows only that Mohammad feels guilty 
for having fulfilled his friend’s euthanasia request, and no details of the cremation 
are offered, but Mohammad—who already has painted five portraits of Scott, one 
of which has made it to a major collection—does explain how he uses the ashes for 
immortalization purposes. Starting at “midnight,” he first grinds the ashes with 
linseed oil and then paints a lotus blossom “with the ashes in the center, and nothing 
else on the painting” (103, 104). Mohammad concludes, “It became the centerpiece 
of my own collection” (104; emphasis added) as if to stress the secret in/of this 
private and cherished painting. For Buddhists, the lotus flower represents purity of 
body, mind, and spirit, and in Hinduism, the lotus represents divine beauty and 
purity, while the unfolding of its leaves represents the expanding of the soul and 
spiritual awakening. Here, life, followed by death, springs artistically, but also 
materially, back into the world of the living. Just as Mohammad maintains a social 
face (or rather mask) shown to all in galleries, he helps Scott do the same, literally 
through his portraits. But only the reader knows about this innermost secret, that is, 
Scott’s ashes, lying at the center of Mohammad’s private art collection and his own 
consciousness. Furthermore, we know from Kurt that Mohammad’s method for 
painting involved working “over nine hours straight,” during which he “rarely 
looked at his palette” and often “mixed colors on the canvas itself” while carrying 
a “dirty rag in his left hand” to “wipe out entire parts of the canvas in one swoop” 
(140). Therefore, the straightforward manner in which he incorporates Scott’s 
ashes into art is a marked departure from his usual work habits. Switching methods 
here is akin to switching languages—if the object warrants it.

In 1992, Mohammad is told (presumably in Arabic) by a Lebanese  
businessman—who buys his paintings “from different periods” and ships 
them to Lebanon—that the local artistic community “would be honored if 
[Mohammad] were buried in Beirut.” Upon hearing this, Mohammad is left 
“dumbfounded” (211). Symptom-free at the time and mainly worried about 
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his paintings being in an unsafe country, he had not thought about where he 
would wish to be laid to rest. But since Scott is irrevocably buried in one of 
his own paintings, perhaps only Lebanon can eventually be host to Scott’s 
remains (hiding in the painting), Mohammad’s corpse, and his art. Death, like 
art, this time also via art, reunites Mohammad and Scott.

Pa(i)nting in/for Arabic

Michelle Rosaldo defines emotions as “self-concerning, partly physical responses 
that are at the same time aspects of a moral and ideological attitude,” adding that 
they are “both feelings and cognitive constructions linking person, action, and soci-
ological milieu” (quoted in Dewaele and Pavlenko, 2002: 266). Fundamentally, 
emotion, cognition, and language are interconnected, and memories interface with 
all three. The following shows this interconnectedness, in addition to the presence 
of other sensory and chemical stimulants. In one scene, we see Mohammad, already 
almost blind as a result of AIDS complications, sensitized to “the sense of smell, 
the one most closely allied to memory” (Creswell, 2016: 447), as he expresses a 
dislike of his sister’s soup because it reminds him of home in Lebanon. Further-
more, he realizes that his 25-year-old sister Nawal, whom he can still see but only at 
close range, “is looking more and more like [his] mother,” especially if she “looks 
at [him] disapprovingly”; he continues, “I tell her so and she understands me” (17). 
Interestingly, until this moment, we do not know what language they are using. But 
in the following line, we read, “‘I destroyed all my paintings,’ I say in Arabic” (17), 
thereby confirming that the entire dialogue about this topic, which is so close to his 
heart, can only be conducted in Arabic. Ironically, his near-blindness helps to save 
his oeuvre because, in fact, the paintings in question belonged to his friend Ben, his 
own works having been moved to another studio by Nawal.

In a much later vignette whose events follow the one just discussed, Mohammad 
wakes up “to the sound of [his] sister. She was on the phone. She was crying. I 
gathered she was talking to my mother. My father must have been out of the 
house” (50). He explains to us: “[My mother] still refused to talk to me. [My 
father] still ran her life” (50). It is unclear whether the “sound” refers to Nawal’s 
crying or to her voice “talking” in what cannot but be Arabic, the language of/at 
home. But what is clear is the connection the text makes between (here negative) 
emotions and Arabic. Yasemin Yildiz (2012) contends that “the individual is 
connected to [one’s mother tongue] through family and kinship ties and experi-
ences childhood through it,” adding that the “sounds of this language can stir 
something deep down inside” because it “signifies belonging and reaffirms it” 
(203). In a later deathbed scene, Mohammad tells us that Nawal talks to him con-
stantly, that he can (still) hear her, although he can no longer “think straight,” and 
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that she “talks to [him] of home,” adding “I am home” (212). “Home” is felt 
through Arabic, making Arabic his only viable home. However, his forced aliena-
tion from his parents—especially from his father, who has resented his “per-
verse” art since Mohammad was just 7 years old and told their maid to inform 
him, at 21, to never call again from the United States—does not reinforce aliena-
tion from the language of his earliest experiences. On the contrary, his emotional 
experiences and his recollections thereof, almost three decades later, remain 
inherently encoded in Arabic.

Illness aside, studies have shown that “positive mood induces a global pro-
cessing style and gives rise to the use of more abstract linguistic expressions in 
the description of social events,” whereas “negative mood induces a detail-
oriented analytic processing style, resulting in more concrete descriptions” 
(Beukeboom and Semin, 2006: 553). However, Beukeboom and Semin also aver 
that while numerous studies exist on the effects of mood on cognitive processes, 
judgments, and behavior, a lot less is known about how these effects are reflected 
in our linguistic expressions, language being the main tool that “enables the 
implementation of cognition in social interaction” (553). While the past decade 
has seen an increase in such research, fictional literature continues to provide, 
however impressionistically, very interesting data in this regard, as will be 
shown below.

Connections among painting, Arabic, negative emotions, and sad memories 
(both old and new) also unfold in a scene that takes place shortly after Scott dies, 
and this time not in the context of AIDS-related and/or prescription drug-related 
cognitive and linguistic lapses but in that of another powerful mood changer: alco-
hol. Drunk on whiskey and feeling sufficiently aggressive to “insult a few people” 
during a reception for his own opening at a New York gallery, Mohammad “sees” 
his mother—in the crowd, staring at him with her customary “reproving look” 
(131)—despite realizing that she had never been this young (to him):

“Hey you,” I scream across the room. “I painted you.”

She walks towards me, sizing me up.

“Look,” I tell Jana, pointing at one of the paintings. “I painted her. I paint her all 
the time.”

“You’re drunk,” the girl says softly. “You’re making a fool of yourself.”

I am so confused. I can’t reply. I haven’t spoken in Arabic in so long. I want to ask 
who she is. I know her. I know I know her. I can’t place her. I can’t think straight 
anymore. She takes my hand.

“Come on,” she says. “Let’s go to my place. You can sleep it off.”
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I want to say something, but the language fails me. I struggle. The words come 
out in Arabic.

“I killed him.”

“Let’s go home.”

My sister leads me out by the hand. I weep. (131; emphases added)

In this confused dialogue, Mohammad’s negative mood, exacerbated by alco-
hol, induces an obsessive “detail-oriented analytic processing style” (Beukeboom 
and Semin, 2006: 553), focused in this instance on his mother (in the portrait). 
Although we know from another vignette that in general he “rarely enjoyed look-
ing at painting” (125), including his own works once finished, he dwells on one 
here because of his heightened emotional state and drunkenness. His cognitive 
slippage evident in confusing his mother first with Jana—the gallery’s director 
(and the only person at this event mentioned by name) whom he also calls “the 
girl” (131)—then with Nawal is accompanied by a linguistic one. The emotions of 
anger (toward his mother) and guilt (toward Scott), heightened by alcohol, make 
Mohammad unable to “think straight anymore” (131), the exact same sentence he 
used earlier. Also, since Mohammad speaks in Arabic here, and again to an 
uncomprehending American, Jana gets the same treatment as James: excluded 
unintentionally by Mohammad but deliberately by Alameddine. Once more, the 
reader is privileged by being admitted into a circle of understanding that is off-
limits to monolingual American characters that have become superfluous to 
Mohammad’s saga of bereavement, anger, and guilt.

Pavlenko uses two key terms to link emotional memory to language: language 
specificity and language congruity. The first posits that memories are likely to be 
elicited and recollected in the language in which the emotional event occurred; the 
second asserts that memories are both more detailed and more intense when 
recounted in the language in which they were encoded than in any translated ver-
sion (Kheirzadeh and Hajiabed, 2016: 56). In the scene just described, Mohammad 
is too blinded by rage, sorrow, and inebriation to translate anything from Arabic: 
“I want to say something, but the [English] language fails me” (131). Regressing 
to Arabic, which is only tagged in this instance, he can only make himself under-
stood to the reader but not to Jana. Defined as “multifaceted, whole-organism 
phenomena that involve changes in the domains of subjective experience, behav-
ior, and physiology” (Mauss et al., 2008: 40), some emotions are non-verbal (e.g., 
facial expressions, autonomic responses), while others rely chiefly on language. 
Again, this scene shows how Mohammad’s emotional state is expressed in both 
language uses and body language—for example, “I laughed at myself,” “I weep” 
(131)—illustrating how for “multilingual individuals, changes in language can be 
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associated with changes in emotion,” a sociolinguistic phenomenon called “emotion- 
related language shifts” and defined as “any changes in language that are associated 
with the verbal expression of emotion, the discussion of emotion, or changes in a 
speaker’s emotional state” (Chen et al., 2012: 370). In his emotion-laden state, 
Mohammad shifts uncontrollably to Arabic in a scene that again links his art to 
significant individuals in his past.

Beyond well-established relations between multilingualism and emotion, the 
implications of these relations for children’s emotional development are less 
known (Chen et al., 2012: 366). Mohammad’s obsession with mother-painting 
started at age of 7 years, when he drew his mother’s face into Francisco Goya’s 
Nude Maja, for which his father slapped him, a routine which turned, ironically 
enough, “into an art form” (49). This blow is but one facet of Mohammad’s 
father’s “parenting style,” which is defined as “a constellation of attitudes toward 
the child that are communicated to the latter and create an emotional climate in 
which parents’ behaviors are expressed” (Darling and Steinberg, 1993: 493). For 
many psychologists, there are two main parenting styles, authoritative and 
authoritarian: whereas the first includes affection and expressions of praise and 
support, the second embodies harsh criticism, hostility, and/or anger (Steinberg, 
1996). His father’s outburst (in the presence of both Mohammad and his 
mother)—encapsulated in “Your son is a pervert” (49) and most likely yelled out 
in Arabic—will mark Mohammad forever. Years later, he avenges himself by 
selling his My Mother as the Nude Maja for US$300,000 and (memorably) kill-
ing his father in a dream. But neither the sale nor the dreamed-of patricide are 
sufficiently cathartic to banish old demons once and for all, since his parents 
represent “hot thought[s]” to which he still responds emotionally in the language 
in which these early experiences were encoded (Chen et  al., 2012: 378). 
Expressions of parental hostility also have been associated with poorer psychoso-
cial adjustment in children, and several social situations in the novel depict 
Mohammad as being stand-offish, moody, and conceited. In fact, like his father, 
he expresses negative emotions without actually discussing them, thus exempli-
fying how these two linguistic operations are distinct (Chen et al., 2012: 369).

At the Gallery: Voluntary Code-Switching

In addition to illness-induced, alcohol-induced, and emotion-induced involuntary 
code-switching, an encounter at another gallery exemplifies another form of code-
switching, namely the voluntary one. In Koolaids, this deliberate type shares two 
features with the unintentional varieties: being implied (via tagging) and excluding 
non-Arabs within the scene. At the heart of Mohammad’s art lies what the novel 
posits as a controversy about whether his usual painting style is always realist or 
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often purely abstract. While Mohammad and Samir, a fellow Lebanese expatriate, 
always see realist meanings, even when the artist himself uses outwardly abstract 
imagery, with the exception of Scott, Americans such as Kurt, Mark (Samir’s 
lover), and Jack (an art salesman) often fail to recognize the inward realism.

For Samir, what Mark sees as “irregular rectangles” are stones representing, 
both in shape and in color, the sides of “Druze, Christian, or Muslim” village 
houses in Lebanon or, in short, “the tale of [his] home” (101). Upon Mohammad 
and Samir’s first meeting, and with neither a warning nor an apology to anyone 
present, we read: “‘You had to ruin it, didn’t you?’ he [Mohammad] said in 
Arabic,” to which Samir replies (presumably also in Arabic): “I’m sorry. I didn’t 
know” (101). Mohammad and Samir identify themselves as members of a “cohe-
sive [Arabic-speaking and national] minority group” with a distinctive “we” ver-
sus “they” code (Gumperz, 1982: 73). Shielding themselves with Arabic from 
Americans around them, they display in what follows the “communicative con-
ventions of [a] closed network,” which include a “shared background knowledge 
or cultural values of [a] particular speech community” (Gumperz, 1982: 72). 
Mohammad “never talks about his paintings” (189), but here he shares with Samir 
his never having bothered to correct erroneous interpretations of his art, adding, 
“Makes you wonder about these Americans” (101) who can only see geometric 
figures in his paintings. What is more, Samir is “glad [Mark] couldn’t understand 
what [he] was saying” (102) to Mohammad in Arabic, a language that serves here 
as a “password” for “ethnic identity and solidarity of community” (Gumperz, 
1982: 72). While the reader is included in this linguistic cultural web rich with 
“ingrained” (103) elements, all American characters are shut out.

If one accepts Mohammad’s insistence that all of his paintings are actually realist, 
several routes of interpretation open up, including both Orientalist and queer-based 
approaches. Neither Mohammad nor Alameddine can afford this interpretive sim-
plicity. So even after Mohammad wonders, on the penultimate page, whether people 
will think of him “as a painter or a Lebanese painter” (244), the novel, in its totality, 
shows that people from different cultures may not, cannot, or even should not neces-
sarily see eye to eye. This diversity of opinions exists because cross-cultural leaps 
are individual-based, rare, and instinctive, not taught, as Scott had demonstrated 
earlier by decoding the emotional, partly nostalgic, value of (changing) shapes and 
colors in Mohammad’s painting. In fact, this was his first and final leap into 
Mohammad’s core, allowing them to find, or found, an unchanging love.

While reverting to one’s native language, as opposed to L2, can be liberating in 
terms of expressing certain ideas or emotional needs—for example swearing 
(Dewaele, 2010)—it also can be restrictive; for instance, when Samir tries to use 
Arabic to introduce Mark as his “lover” (102), he realizes that he does not have the 
perfect Arabic equivalent for this concept. We read, “[Mohammad’s] eyes 
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understood” (102), indicating comprehension of Samir’s translational silence. 
Silence can be “an articulate rhetorical strategy” deployed to communicate feel-
ings (Besemeres, 2006: 37), in this case confusion. Mohammad tries to help him 
out by suggesting that “Habibi is close enough,” but Samir ignores the offering 
and closes the exchange: “‘This is my lover Mark.’ I said it in French” (102). We 
do not know whether Samir says “amour” (hubbi) or “amant” (habibi), but we do 
learn that Samir is neither culturally nor linguistically comfortable with—but per-
haps emotionally hostile to—using habibi to refer to a gay lover. As in all previous 
scenes, implied code-switching is not only deep-seated but its manifestations, no 
matter how covert, are also emotionally hard-hitting for Lebanese characters, on 
one hand, and disruptive of conversations involving non-Arabs, on the other. With 
or without the input of Arabic, perceptions and interpretations of art in this novel 
serve to unite several characters, whether because of emotional (Scott) or cultural 
linguistic (Samir) affinities.

Conclusion

Somewhere in Koolaids, a diasporic Maronite Lebanese declares that he has “not 
spoken Arabic since 1978” (59), a decision he deems natural given that the “true 
Lebanese” (57), as he contends, descend from Phoenicians who adopted Syriac 
but were subsequently forced to switch to the language of their Arab conquer-
ors. This position represents one of many held by Lebanese in the novel, often 
with conflicting views on the links among nationalism, religious denomination, 
and language(s). In comparison, Mohammad is neither religious nor nationalis-
tic; nonetheless, he identifies with Arabic as the language of his emotions and 
early memories, one that either leaks or bursts into his most and least conscious 
moments of interacting with others.

In this article, my reading has focused on the emotional facets of the native 
language embedded in the text by showcasing how a native speaker “is less in 
control of the language” than someone who acquires it later in life because for the 
native speaker in situations involving emotions, the language “controls him” 
(Jerzy Kosinski, quoted in Teicholz, 1993: 47). Specifically, I have uncovered the 
primacy of Arabic, however well hidden, at the heart of a narrative thread that 
links Mohammad’s art, and his related emotions of love, anger, guilt, and nostal-
gia, to his impending demise from AIDS. Indirectly, and contrary to some critical 
views, I have illustrated how and why deep multilingualism does not necessarily 
correlate with either the frequency or the variety of native words used. Furthermore, 
I have demonstrated how and why a language-minded approach, focused on vol-
untary and involuntary code-switching, adds a new dimension to the definition of 
Lebanese (Arab) American literature. It does this by highlighting a subtext that 
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foregrounds Arabic as a major emotional identity marker for diasporic characters 
in this corpus. More broadly, my article also expands the theoretical foundations 
for the nascent studies of both literary code-switching and translingualism.

Notes

1.	 In Lebanon, many employ Arabic, English, and French “in daily use with frequent code switching” 
(Bacha and Bahous, 2011: 1321).

2.	 The terms HIV dementia complex, HIV-associated dementia (HAD), and HIV encephalopathy (HIE) 
have largely been replaced by more refined definitions for the spectrum of HIV-associated neurocog-
nitive disorders (HANDs; Singh, 2012: 172). In the novel, the shorter term “AIDS dementia”—and 
the one I will use henceforward—appears twice. The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders–Fifth Edition (2013) downgraded “dementia” in favor of “major neurocognitive disorder” 
(Wray, 2017: 82).

3.	 The main character in An Unnecessary Woman (2013), for instance, is the trilingual Aaliyah Saleh, 
who translates English and French literary texts into Arabic. Jacob, in The Angel of History (2016), 
writes stories, journal entries, and poetry in English despite being Arab. In I, the Divine: A Novel 
in First Chapters (2001), the interplay of Sarah’s English and French contributes aesthetically to 
a “literary cubism” (Pazargadi, 2018: 48) but also to a linguistic reality that “acts as a reminder of 
Lebanon’s colonial history” (Carbajal, 2017: 87). Additionally, resorting to French is but one of 
Sarah’s linguistic attempts to retell the story of her rape, one that forms part of her effort to convert 
traumatic memory into a narrative (one; Hout, 2012); more generally, her intermixing of English, 
French, and Lebanese Arabic proves “that no language can in a satisfying way express [her] experi-
ence” fully (Tabačková, 2015: 114).

4.	 “AIDS” appears 32 times (and “HIV” 7 times), “Arabic” 18 times, and various grammatical and 
lexical forms of “die” and “paint,” respectively, 136 and 158 times. The HIV/AIDS epidemic in the 
US began in 1981 and peaked in 1995.

5.	 These are abbayes (house robes; 93), Mohafazat (governorates), cazas (districts; 199), and 
two dialectical (Lebanese versus Palestinian) versions (banadoura vs. bandora) of a fourth 
(tomato; 169).

6.	 These are Ya Rabbi Tegi Fi Aino (97) and Tal’a Min Beit Abuha (7).
7.	 Another hospital scene demonstrates that Mohammad’s loss of English is gradual, because in it, 

James replies to and complies with his friend’s questions and orders, indicating that these must 
have been stated in English (46).

8.	 Unlike fellow Lebanese Marwa—“a recent arrival” in the US who has a “definite command of the 
language” (116) yet speaks “in heavy accented English” (115)—Mohammad has a much lighter 
accent.
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