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Internalization: Exposing Pain in Arab Literature in Israel

Abstract

In this work, I examine the topic of pain and its expressions in Palestinian literature
in Israel, as a process of transition from literary writing addressing collective issues
to writing that deals with existentialist and personal ones. In my research, I explore
the different types of pain in Palestinian literature in Israel as an effective
existentialist and aesthetic means of establishing a new epistemology — as a new
attempt to recognize, define and understand both the self and Palestinian existence
in particular, and human existence in general. I also examine the expressions of pain
and their scope in poetry and short stories. From this perspective, pain becomes an
expression of the power struggle between the self and the other on several levels:
social, political, ideological, religious, gender, and existential. I also address the
relationship between pleasure and pain as a deep motive for deliberate disruption of
common axioms and norms. In other words, the study of pain in Palestinian Arabic
literature is that of the destabilization of the existing and the establishment of a
different space of existence. My research includes the analysis of two literary genres
in Arabic-Palestinian literature in Israel, poetry and short stories. To this end, I quote
from the works of a number of writers and poets: Salim Makhkhult (1938-2011),
Salim Jubran (1941-2011), Taha Muhammad “Ali (1931-2011), Shaykha Haliwa (b.
1968), Rawiyah Burbarah (b. 1969), Marziiq al-Halabiyy (b. 1959), “Ala’ Halihil (b.
1974), Wisam Jubran (b. 1970), and Rim Ghanayim (b. 1982).

This study recognizes the development of the concept of pain in Palestinian Arabic
literature in Israel from the founders' generation to the present day. I address this
development in the framework of the analysis of the texts in the analytical chapters

of the study.



Research aims

Presenting manifestations of overt and covert pain — physical, mental, sexual and
existential — in Palestinian literature in Israel.

Presenting the balance of power between Palestinian society and the other
through the exploration of pain in literary texts.

Understanding the connections between pleasure and pain in literary texts as a
literary means of undermining the prevalent and the conventional.

Tracing the expression of pain in Palestinian literature in Israel as a tool for
exposing the profound change that has taken place in Palestinian literary writing,
from collectivist to individualistic writing or dealing with the self.

A comparison among types of pain in different literary texts.

Research questions

What types of pain are expressed in Palestinian literature?

How does the pain represented in the literary texts reveal the balance of power in
Palestinian society and in the other?

How is the pain expressed in Palestinian poetry and short stories written in Israel?
What is the connection between pleasure and pain in literary texts? What role
does this connection play as a literary device?

What is the process of expressing pain in Palestinian literature? What are its

implications for Palestinian literary writing?

The roots of the perception of suffering as a complex human and philosophical

phenomenon lie in prejudices related to divine punishment and the wrath of God.

The word pain is derived from the Greek word poena, which means punishment, as

pain was interpreted in ancient civilizations as punishment imposed by the gods or

cast by evil spirits. With the development of human knowledge, the understanding

of pain has also changed, and today it is understood as a complex emotional and



psychological experience influenced by psychological, physiological, social and

cultural factors.

From a philosophical perspective, pain is considered an emotional phenomenon that
is difficult to define precisely, since physical discomfort is mixed with feelings and
emotions. Philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche pointed out that pain is an essential
component of the process of maturation and self-formation, as it can be a catalyst
for creativity and creative work following painful and traumatic experiences.
Sigmund Freud saw pain as an inseparable part of the structure of the human psyche,
arguing that man oscillates between the instinct of life and the instinct of death. On
the other hand, many classify pain into two types: negative pain related to
materialism and attachment to material, and positive pain, which stems from
alienation from the self that urges a person to rise up against himself and strive to
achieve inner freedom. Pain is not only a philosophical issue but plays a vital role in
literary creation, a powerful catalyst in the hands of writers when they come to
express their personal suffering and experiences. In this context, literature is a means
in the hands of the writer to reveal emotions and alleviate psychological pains, as
Russian author Fyodor Dostoyevsky noted. The pain is intertwined with memory
and consciousness, and while reflections on the past or worries may exacerbate it, it

can concurrently stimulate writing and creativity.

In the Palestinian context, the experience of pain is clearly evident in literature
written in Israel, especially after 1948. This literature has reflected the suffering
experienced by the Palestinian people as a result of their displacement and the
difficult political and social conditions. In Palestinian literature, this suffering is
expressed in two trends: the first is the engaged stream that focused on the
difficulties and pain of the people, while the second dealt with pain as a subjective

issue, detached from the broader issues. In order to express pain, Palestinian writers



have used a variety of tools, such as adapting to reality, patience, silence, irony,

struggle, or emphasizing Palestinian identity.

With the onset of the postmodern era, Palestinian literature experienced a shift from
focusing on collective issues to dealing with subjective and individual suffering. The
new generation of authors began to write from an individualistic perspective,
influenced by Western cultures and postmodern trends that deal with individualism
and individual choices over oneself, while at the same time distancing oneself from
the traditional preoccupation with the issues of the nation. This does not mean that
this generation has completely abandoned collective issues, but rather that it has
shifted to addressing them not under the pressure of the collective, but from a

subjective point of view that is itself intertwined with the aspirations of society.

In general, pain is an essential component in shaping human and creative experience,
as it is closely related to the search for self and identity and is a major catalyst for
literary expression. This is particularly evident in Palestinian literature, which has
been able to reliably reflect collective and individual suffering in changing political

and social conditions.

Methodology

In this study, I use analytical methodology, which sees the literary text as a complex
phenomenon with various intertwined characteristics, composed of different
psychological, social, political, gender, and artistic dimensions, and built on
different principles. Consequently, I have dealt with the cultural contexts of the text,
first with language in all its components, from literal to semantic meaning, according
to the methods of modern rhetoric, style, allusion and symbolism; and second, I have
analyzed the texts according to their philosophical, psychological, social, and

literary meanings.



In reading the excerpts from the works, I combined two approaches: the first internal,

answering the question "how," and the second external, answering the question
"why." The fusion of these two approaches allowed me to focus my efforts on the
search for expressions of pain in the relationships that link the various textual and
extratextual structures, while emphasizing the distinctions between the synchronous
and asynchronous axes. This allowed me to examine the texts as one complex whole.
However, I did not make use only of the set of methodologies that seek to show that
everything originates in organization, order, or structure, and the creative self was
present in my analysis, as well as the historical dynamism of the text. The text is not

just a set of forms and allusions, but a mixture of relationships with history, society,

the individual or the author.

In my research, I also examine philosophical expressions of pain in excerpts from
literary works from two literary genres — the short story and poetry — that progress
towards more developed discourse in light of the change in the overall cultural
fabric, due to historical, social, and ideological factors. In certain instances, I chose
a descriptive and analytical line, while in others I chose an interpretive-integrative
line that moves within the realm of the author's mental world, social environment,

and literary texts.

Research structure

This study consists of six chapters, with an introduction in which I describe the
research topic in detail, lay out its theoretical foundation, and provide a picture of
the state of research and accepted methodologies. In addition, I present the key
research questions as well as the objectives and general structure of the research.

The chapters are described below.

Chapter 1 — Theoretical background for the concept of pain. This chapter

constitutes a comprehensive theoretical framework through which I review the
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concept of pain as a complex human phenomenon that interweaves philosophical,
religious, psychological, and social aspects. In this chapter I also review the
development of the concept of pain throughout the ages, from its association with
the punishments given by the gods in Greek and Roman mythologies to its
transformation into a subjective cultural experience related to the emotional and
intellectual development of the individual. In this chapter I examine different
philosophical perspectives on pain, from the Augustinian philosophy that saw pain
as a punishment for moral failure to the existentialist school that saw pain as an
essential part of the human experience and an opportunity for maturation and self-
development. I also review how the major monotheistic religions deal with the issue
of suffering: in Christianity, suffering is considered a means of spiritual salvation,
and while in Islam it is seen as a test of the believer’s faith. In Eastern philosophies,
such as Buddhism, pain is the result of desires and can be overcome through
meditation and self-discipline. Sufism, the mystical stream in Islam, also deals with

pain as a means of getting closer to God and purifying the soul.

In social and cultural terms, this chapter reveals how experiences and expressions of
pain vary according to cultural and social contexts and how some cultures encourage
expressions of pain, while others see such expressions as a sign of weakness.
Another topic examined in this chapter is the influence of gender and social factors

in shaping the experience of pain.

From a philosophical and literary perspective, I highlight the role of pain as one of
the major generators of literary creation. To do so. I review works by authors such
as Dostoyevsky, who treated pain as a psychological and social experience, and

show how pain has been used in literature to express social and political issues.

Chapter 2 — Pain in Arab and Palestinian Literature. In this chapter I review the

manifestations of pain in Arab and Palestinian literature and how Arab authors and
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poets have expressed their suffering and pain throughout the ages. The chapter opens
with an examination of the discovery of pain in early Arabic literature, in which pain
and sadness have been an essential part of literary work since the pre-Islamic Jahalia
era. Poets expressed their existential suffering and coping with the cosmic mystery
through lamentations, mockery, poems of love and courtship, and descriptions of
wars. This is especially evident in the poems of a number of contemporary poets,
such as Imru’ al-Qays, al-Khansa’, and ‘Antarah bin Shaddad, who used sensory
images to convey feelings of pain and alienation. Later, I outline the development of
Arab writers' expression of pain in the Islamic and Abbasid periods, under the
evident influence of Greek and Persian philosophies. During this period, pain-related
content expanded to include spiritual and philosophical dimensions, such as, in the
poetry of Rabi‘ah al-‘Adawiyyah and Abu al-"Ala’ al-Ma‘arr1. In the literature of
the Abbasid period, the concepts of pleasure and pain were intertwined, and in the
works of poets such as Ibn al-Rumi, the philosophy of the contrast between life and

death was evident.

This chapter also discusses manifestations of pain in modern Arab literature,
especially in light of the political and social changes that the Arab peoples have
undergone from the period of colonial rule to national catastrophes. I explain how
pain has become a tool for expressing national and social issues and relate to the
influence of Arabic literature on romantic and existentialist movements, as
expressed in the works of writers such as the Sudanese at-Tayyib Salih and the

Egyptian Najib Mahfuz.'

Furthermore, I discuss how pain has become an inseparable part of the Palestinian
literary narrative as a result of the occupation and the ongoing conflict. Palestinian
literature embodies daily suffering and collective experience, as in the works of poet

Mahmoud Darwish or author Ghassan Kanafani, in which issues of homeland,
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identity, and displacement are expressed. In this chapter, I also discuss the various
streams of Palestinian literature, which range from national commitment to
individualistic literature, and offer possible answers to the question of how this
literature has contributed to the preservation of Palestinian national identity and to

the resistance to its erasure.

This chapter ends with the conclusion that pain in Arabic and Palestinian literature
is not only an emotion or a subjective experience, but rather a philosophical and
artistic tool seeking to interpreting existence and interacting with existential, social,

and political issues.

The remaining four chapters are analytical, presenting excerpts from modern poetry

and short stories genre written by Palestinian poets and authors in Israel.

Chapter 3 — The Pain of the Land and Exile. The Pain of Longing for the Past in
Palestinian Poetry in Israel: 1 address the pain of the land and the exile through texts
from the poetry of three Palestinian poets in Israel: Salim Makhkhiili, Salim Jubran,
and Taha Muhammad ‘Ali. I review the manifestations of pain in their poems
through their connection to the land and their subjective attitude towards the issue
of exile and present the literary means and poetic techniques used to express these
feelings. I focus on the land as a symbol of identity and belonging in Palestinian
literature, a symbol that carries connotations that go beyond the fact that the land is
a mere geographical place, but rather a place that becomes a symbol of identity,
resistance, and sanctity. This change is evident in the works of these three poets,
who express the pain of loss through poetic, sensory and emotional images. Salim
Makhkhiili expressed his deep connection to the land when he described it as a living
creature that conveys feelings of wisdom and hope despite the pain. In his poetry,
Salim Jubran focused on the complex relationship between love and pain, expressing

his affinity for the place, and evoking childhood memories shrouded in nostalgia and
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alienation. Taha Muhammad “Ali, on the other hand, expressed the experience of
loss and displacement and emphasized the feelings of alienation and psychological

migration that accompanied him after the loss of his village.

In this chapter, I also discuss how the land in Palestinian literature has become a
source of pain and nostalgia against the background of the loss of place and the basis
of belonging, a fact that has turned poetry into a means of expressing personal and
collective pain. The poems I have chosen to include in this chapter emphasize how
pain took root in the land until it became an essential part of the collective identity,
in which individual emotions are intertwined with national and existential issues. I
conclude this chapter with the notion that Palestinian literature reflects the
experience of pain and alienation not only as a personal and private experience, but
also as an artistic and philosophical tool used for self-understanding, identity
formation, and resistance to loss, while at the same time making pain a central

component in shaping personal and collective consciousness.

Chapter 4 — The Pain of the Excluded in the Arabic Short Story in Israel. In this
chapter, I examine the expressions of pain among excluded groups as expressed in a
number of short stories by authors Rawiyah Burbarah and Shaykha Haliwa and show
how pain serves as a means of protest and an expression of the suffering of these
groups. Throughout the chapter, I emphasize the ways in which pain has been
transformed from a purely personal experience into an artistic medium that reflects
issues of identity, belonging, and existence, through the use of various literary

techniques such as symbolism, metaphors, and character building.

I also discuss the concept of margin as a space for conflict and negotiation between
marginalized groups and the social center. I explain how individual and collective
identities are shaped by cultural, social, and political relations, as well as how

feminine writing contributes to the act of resistance to the cultural and social
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exclusion imposed on women through the authors' expression of pain, which serves

as a means of self-expression and resistance to patriarchal hegemony.

Chapter 5 — Pain and the Question of Existence. In this chapter, I address the
relationship between pain and the question of existence in modern Palestinian
literature in Israel. To this end, I will focus on the poems of Marziiq al-Halabiyy and
a collection of short stories by “Ala’ Halihil. I shed light on how pain is expressed
as a philosophical and literary means of understanding the self and dealing with
issues of identity and belonging. I emphasize the role of pain as a central component
of human consciousness and base my textual analysis on concepts of existentialist
philosophies such as those of Jean-Paul Sartre and Martin Heidegger. This type of
analysis emphasizes the different ways in which pain is used to reflect on the
meanings of life and identity in the face of turbulent social and political realities. In
many texts we can see pain expressed as a kind of struggle between continuity and
change that generates existential anxiety, while in other texts the pain is expressed
in the conflict between the individual and society. In this chapter, I also emphasize
the fact that pain is not only a negative experience, but also a factor that encourages
and stimulates critical thinking and a renewed appreciation of the self and its
relationship with the other. This chapter provides a deeper understanding of the
various ways in which pain is used as a means of understanding human existence

and interacting with social and political reality.

Chapter 6 — The Pain between Surrealism and Experimentalism. 7he Pain of
Longing for the Future in Local Palestinian Poetry in Israel: In this final chapter, I
present an analysis of several poems by the poets Wisam Jubran and Rim Ghanayim.
Throughout this chapter, I emphasize how pain can be used as a means of expressing
alienation, existential anxiety, and the yearning for a future that will not materialize

in a literary framework characterized by experimentalism and surrealism. This



chapter illustrates how pain in Wisam Jubran's poem becomes a generator of creative
endeavor, using distant borrowings and metaphors. The use of these devices serves
to dismantle traditional meanings and reconstruct language in new and
groundbreaking ways, reflecting the poet's struggle with identity and time. In
Jubran's poems, the duality of pain and hope appears, where pain becomes a means
of rebellion and the search for self, as well as a tool for predicting a future that
deviates from the present reality. In Rim Ghanayim’s poems, pain is revealed as a
complex existential condition expressed through experimental means and surreal
images. These devices reflect the tension of the self between hope and despair, using
symbolic images and poetic language, in order to provide the reader with a literary
experience that breaks through traditional frameworks and expresses where to free
oneself from cultural and social constraints. At the same time, in this chapter I
discuss the concept of insanity as a tool for rebelling against prevailing values and
social traditions. Madness becomes an open creative space for breaking down
limitations and reshaping the relationship between the poet, the text, and the reader.
Such creative insanity opens up new horizons for understanding oneself and the
world. In doing so, this chapter contributes to an understanding of how pain is
exploited in modern Palestinian literature as a constructive force that pushes for
experimentalism and anticipation of the future in a way that reflects the interaction

with issues of identity, belonging, and existence in innovative literary styles.

Finally, in this concluding chapter, I connect all the parts of the study to summarize
the process of the development of expressions of pain in Palestinian literature in
Israel as a complex and multidimensional phenomenon in which individual and
collective experiences are inseparably intertwined within social, political, and
cultural contexts. I show that Palestinian literature has undergone a significant

change from focusing on the collective pain associated with the Nakba,
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displacement, and loss of land, to expressing personal and existential pain related to
internal psychological conflicts such as loss of identity, feelings of alienation, and
concern about the future. Palestinian literature uses pain as a tool to expose the
suffering of Palestinians under occupation and as a means of resisting it and
reconsolidating identity and a sense of belonging. The study also examines the social
and gender dimensions of pain, as in the case of feminist literature, which sheds light
on the suffering of women and marginalized groups as a result of physical and
psychological violence, and as a result of social exclusion, as can be seen in the
works of writers Rawiyah Burbarah and Shaykha Haliwa. At the same time, pain is
also expressed in experimental and surrealist writing as a tool for dismantling
traditional literary forms and presenting new conceptions of the self and the world,
as emerges from the works of the poets Wisam Jubran and Rim Ghanayim. In this
context, pain transforms from mere suffering into a driving force for creativity and
renewal, and from personal experience to a literary and philosophical phenomenon
that reflects the conflict between self and reality. Thus, in this study, I expose the
multifaceted expressions of pain in Palestinian literature and the various ways in
which they are used as a means of understanding the self, existence, and resistance,
in a way that makes pain itself a central component of the expression of Palestinian

identity and the complex set of experiences that characterize it.
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