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Abstract

This paper presents a critical reading of Najat Abed Alsamad’s novel No Water
To Quench Her Thirst through a feminist lens. It explores how the narrative centers
maternal experience, challenges patriarchal structures, and reclaims the maternal
body as a site of resistance and identity. Drawing on theoretical frameworks, the
analysis highlights the novel’s engagement with solitude, trauma, and embodied
memory. The forum also reflects on the book’s reception in academic and literary
circles, emphasizing its contribution to Arab literature and culture and its potential
to reshape discourse on motherhood and gender in the Arab world. Importantly,
the forum situates the novel within the context of Druze society in Sweida, Syria,
examining how its themes resonate with the lived experiences of Druze women
and contribute to broader conversations on gender, tradition, and autonomy with-

in minority communities in the Levant.

Keywords: Druze identity, Sweida, Arab feminist literature, motherhood and re-

sistance, literary criticism, Arabic song
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The Conflict Between Love and Kinship: A Short
Comparison between Najat Abed Alsamad’s No Water to
Quench Her Thirst and Two Iraqi Songs of the 1970s, by
Asaad Alsaleh

Dr. Asaad Alsaleh's review offers a concise intermedial
analysis that compares Najat Abed Alsamad’s No Water fo
Quench Her Thirst with two iconic Iragi songs—Hussein
Al-Na‘ama’s “I Shall Not Leave My People” (Ma biya a‘Gfn
hali) and Fuad Salim’s “O Bird, Fate Lost Me” (Ana ya tayr
dayya‘ni nasibi)—to reveal a shared emotional structure in
modern Arab expressive culture: the tension between filial
belonging and individual desire. By moving between close
listening and close reading, Alsaleh shows how both the novel
and the songs create a drama of divided allegiance—where
community norms, honor codes, and rural collectivities pull
against the independent pursuit of romantic fulfillment. The
review situates the 1970s Iraqi repertoire within a broader
generational shift in song form—from traditional mawala to a
greater reliance on poetic lyrics—and traces the lives and
performance contexts of key singers and songwriters to
highlight their thematic connections to the novel’s plot and

voice.

In the novel’s world, the protagonist Hayat bint Marhij
represents this division at a crucial turning point. Her marriage
to her cousin Khalil is marked by the tear she fights to hide
after Nasser disappears, signaling the beginning of tragedy—
marriage without love and the impossibility of changing an
emotional path that has already been closed off. Alsaleh argues
that the car-ride scene and the intradiegetic presentation of the
Syrian song “Natalie” (Hussam Tahsin Bek) serve as a parallel
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sonic layer, making the song a narrative tool that echoes the
archetype of lovers blocked by family opposition and social or
cultural barriers. In this parallel, he highlights how the lyrics
reflect the same conflict in the plot of Abed Alsamad’s novel:
the inability to leave the family (“I shall not leave my people”),

even as the heart yearns for the beloved.

The second song, “O Bird, Fate Lost Me,” deepens the
theme of ongoing disorientation (“I am torn: neither to my
people, nor to my beloved...”), illustrating a poetics of drought
and spiritual longing that reflects the novel’s central metaphor.
Alsaleh argues that both artistic forms originate from rural
Iraqi environments contemporary with the Syrian Druze
setting of Sweida, allowing for a cross-regional comparison. In
both settings, family traditions and collective honor codes
regulate acceptable behaviors and emotional expression, while
individual love seeks to cross forbidden boundaries amid social
surveillance. Alsaleh thus interprets Abed Alsamad’s narrative
within a broader Arab modernity in which song and story come
together to explore a dialectic of belonging versus
independence, tradition versus desire, and female subjectivity
within patriarchal structures.

By focusing on the shared themes of thirst and
non-return—the lover who ignites desire but leaves, the
daughter unable to abandon family—Alsaleh’s comparative
framework clarifies the novel’s emotional structure: that it is
not just a personal romance but a symbol of socially influenced
longing whose sonic counterparts—lament, refrain, and
litany—continue to echo in the Arab cultural imagination.
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An Interpretive Critical Reading of the Nove/ No Water
to Quench Her Thirst, by Layal Abu Al-Ezz

Abu al-Azz offers a text-centered interpretive critique that
starts from the novel’s thresholds (‘atabat), namely the title and
opening epigraph, viewing these paratexts as strategic sites that
shape reader expectation and guide semantic meaning
throughout the work. The title’s grammar— “(there is) No
Water to Quench Her Thirsf’—telies on the feminine pronoun,
prompting the question: who is the ‘she’ that remains
unquenched? The interpretation connects this pronoun to the
novel’s opening statement (“To be a woman is pain...”),
arguing that the female condition—experienced as deprivation,
injury, and thirst—is the core referent. Abu al-Azz then traces
the constellation of female characters (Hayat, Dhahabiyya,
Zayn al-Muhaddar, Raja’, and others) whose journeys
highlight the structural violence of patriarchy: orphanhood and
forced marriage; domestic assault and humiliation; punitive
divorce and social exclusion; and the deadly policing of
sexuality—whether through rape or love outside marriage.

A second axis connects the pronoun with place—
specifically Jabal al-‘Arab / Sweida—to illustrate how
geographic drought (lack of rivers, reliance on limited rainfall,
use of wells) supports the novel’s central metaphor. The land’s
thirst and women’s thirst become intertwined conditions,
linking environment and social structure within a single field
of scarcity. From this perspective, the text’s ethnographic
richness—rituals, domestic economies (milk churning and
grain preparation), festive calendars (Cross Night), and storied
madhafat (guesthouses adorned with copper platters, coffee
pots, hanging swords)—provides cultural texture that grounds
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the narrative while revealing the ideological framework of
proverbs and songs that belittle girls and elevate sons. Abu
al-Azz interprets this collection of customs and speech as the
discursive foundation of patriarchy, which normalizes

violence, even pious violence, in everyday life.

The analysis moves on to explore character dynamics,
highlighting Hayat as a name that ironically contrasts with her
reality—a “life” shaped by violence (her father’s belt), coercion
(“wash his feet”), and humiliation (“we acquire you”), ending
with her expulsion after her son Sultan reports her meeting
with Nasser. Significantly, the essay emphasizes language and
silence as indicators of pain’s experience: moments when
speech turns into pure cry (“Where did they go?”), echoing
theories that physical pain defies linguistic sharing.
Throughout the narrative, epigraphs, in-text quotes, and
intertextual windows create a polyphonic structure in which
multiple voices challenge the idea of a single authoritative
voice—an aspect Abu al-Azz relates to broader discussions of

heteroglossia and paratextuality.

A final movement revisits Sweida’s heritage by highlighting
Abed Alsamad’s meticulous curation of both material and
immaterial cultural forms—such as beliefs, taboos, protection
tituals, and marriage/divorce formulas—as both a tribute and
a critique. Overall, Abu al-Azz suggests that No Water to Quench
Her Thirst serves as a mirror, revealing the region's conflicting
emotional landscape: pride in endurance and tradition coexist
with gender-based cruelty and emotional coldness. The novel’s
success, she argues, lies in its ability to make readers feel the
drought of water and love through a narrative that blends
ethnographic accuracy with lyrical power.
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Narrative Policies in the Novel No Water to Quench Her
Thirst, by Khaled Hussein

Hussein’s contribution analyzes the novel’s “narrative
policies” as a double attack: first, a systematic dismantling of
androcentric ideology and phallogocentric language, and
second, the creation of a feminist discourse that expresses
female being, desire, and pain within a religiously marked,
socially closed space. He maps the socio-textual field onto two
main locations, Sweida and the village of Marj al-Ka‘ab, both
of which extend toward distant points (Damascus, Beirut,
Lagos, Brazil, Romania), thereby placing the local within a
dispersed map. In this spatiotemporal framework, Hayat
functions both as a character and as a narrator, while Najwa
(Najat) appears through inserted papers that serve as
counter-discourse. A Bakhtinian multi-voicedness that allows
other registers to shed light on the story's shaded parts.
Hussein highlights writing as an event, setting it apart from
speech, and emphasizes the poetic density of the text, in which
meaning is delayed, and darkness (semantic opacity) creates
aesthetic “bewitchment.”

He then arranges his analysis around four key themes. First:
Femininity and pain. From the opening epigraph (“To be a
woman is pain...”), the novel begins a semiotics of pain.
Hussein lists scenes where bodily injury, domestic shame, and
social exclusion define women’s experiences: the childhood
wound (the brother’s push and the mother’s “bring good
tidings”), the son’s internalization of patriarchal speech (“why
do we acquire you then?”), and the violent breakup after
divorce. By focusing on the narrative’s moments of linguistic
failure, he emphasizes how pain destroys language or reduces
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it to crying, thereby highlighting the limits of representation in
the text’s discourse.

Second: Male authority and its cruelty. Hussein interprets
the father, Marhij Abu Shal, and the husband, Khalil Abu Shal,
as symbols of authoritarianism, whose belts and insults
(“beast”) demonstrate power by turning pain into proof of
sovereignty. The routine discipline of daughters' forced
marriage and the policing of sexuality serve as a home-scale
analogy to national political forms of domination. Even the
mother, Dhahabiyya, appears as an agent reproducing
patriarchal logic against her daughters, revealing the deep
cultural layers of gender hierarchy. However, the essay also
highlights counter-images of men (Salim al-Akhewth, lawyer
Fawzi, Nasser, and even Mamdul’s flight) that complicate
binary judgments and prevent the piece from collapsing into a

totalizing anti-male caricature.

Third: Semiotics of passions. Confronting prohibition, the
text creates small clearings where female desire speaks.
Adolescent scenes of fantasy and autoeroticism, the reversal of
expected gender roles with Wadi, and the long arc of love with
Nasser, guarded above the belt (“preserving the under-belt”)
to protect future marriageability. Hussein argues that these
episodes invert the culture’s script, exposing the fragility of
masculine myths of initiative and control, while also illustrating
the double bind of women’s desire—the need to feel and to

remain “untouched” for the social economy of marriage.

Fourth: The power of language. Finally, Hussein
emphasizes the poetic quality of Abed Alsamad’s prose:
repetitions (“I wait for you...”), vivid metaphors (“I roast on
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coals of remorse”), and tactile aphorisms (“touch is the fingers
of love”). For him, the novel’s use of diction and figurative
richness do not just decorate the plot; they shape the reader’s
emotional experience of drought and longing, turning the title
into an ongoing promise with the text—no water will quench
her—sometimes shifting to “no love will quench her,” as
Hayat’s yearning remains in limbo between land without rivers
and life without fulfillment. In this way, Hussein interprets the
work as alyric-narrative that challenges the social and symbolic
systems that keep women and place constantly parched.

Response by the Book Author Najat Abed Alsamad

The author’s remarks affirm a principled stance on literary
reception: once a book is delivered to the publisher, it no
longer belongs exclusively to its writer but to all readers who
will query and contest it; such debate signals that the work
succeeds in activating thought and aesthetic invention. Abed
Alsamad situates No Water to Quench Her Thirst as the second in
her sequence (following Lands of Exile), and articulates the
genesis of the newer novel in her desire to render Sweida—a
small, marginalized governorate in southern Syria—visible in
its dual thirst: the material drought of scarce rainfall and absent
state attention, and the immaterial thirst of love, dignity, and
civic participation.

Abed  Alsamad connects the region’s historical
contributions (notably to the Great Syrian Revolt of 1925) with
recent forms of exclusion under the Assad regime and
afterward, describing policies such as political sidelining,
military rank ceilings, and economic instability. The narrative
recounts the trauma of subsequent sectarian violence and
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massacres against minorities (including Druze), sharing her
own advocacy and documentation during the crisis; yet she
distinguishes between activist outcry and fictional storytelling,
promising to return to writing with calm, patience, and
objectivity because art needs those qualities.

Abed Alsamad frames her ongoing literary mission as
twofold. First, to address the “other” beyond the Druze
community by opening the doors of representation (her later
work, Orphans of the Mountains, is presented as an invitation
to read, understand, and dispel fear through knowledge).
Second, to foster internal reform, especially regarding gender
justice (inheritance, patriarchy, social fairness), so that the
Druze community remains a distinct identity that promotes
humanistic goals rather than sectarian isolation. She
emphasizes the importance of translation, reading, and the arts,
aiming for future circulation in foreign languages to bridge
cultural gaps among people. The response concludes with an
ethical program: extend a hand to others, demand reciprocal
respect, and continue working to ensure the community does
not drown in the machinery of masculinity or unjust traditions.

11
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https://web.archive.org/web/20200910194731/https:/syria-in.com/?page=4&click=3&cat_id=30&id=8637
https://web.archive.org/web/20200910194731/https:/syria-in.com/?page=4&click=3&cat_id=30&id=8637
https://web.archive.org/web/20200910194731/https:/syria-in.com/?page=4&click=3&cat_id=30&id=8637
https://web.archive.org/web/20200910194731/https:/syria-in.com/?page=4&click=3&cat_id=30&id=8637
https://www.enabbaladi.net/296052/%D8%AD%D8%B3%D8%A7%D9%85-%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%B3%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%83-%D8%B9%D8%A7%D8%B4%D9%82-%D9%86%D8%AA%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%8A/
https://www.enabbaladi.net/296052/%D8%AD%D8%B3%D8%A7%D9%85-%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%B3%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%83-%D8%B9%D8%A7%D8%B4%D9%82-%D9%86%D8%AA%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%8A/
https://www.enabbaladi.net/296052/%D8%AD%D8%B3%D8%A7%D9%85-%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%B3%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%83-%D8%B9%D8%A7%D8%B4%D9%82-%D9%86%D8%AA%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%8A/
https://www.enabbaladi.net/296052/%D8%AD%D8%B3%D8%A7%D9%85-%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%B3%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%83-%D8%B9%D8%A7%D8%B4%D9%82-%D9%86%D8%AA%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%8A/
https://www.enabbaladi.net/296052/%D8%AD%D8%B3%D8%A7%D9%85-%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%B3%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%83-%D8%B9%D8%A7%D8%B4%D9%82-%D9%86%D8%AA%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%8A/
https://www.enabbaladi.net/296052/%D8%AD%D8%B3%D8%A7%D9%85-%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%B3%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%83-%D8%B9%D8%A7%D8%B4%D9%82-%D9%86%D8%AA%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%8A/
https://www.enabbaladi.net/296052/%D8%AD%D8%B3%D8%A7%D9%85-%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%B3%D9%8A%D9%86-%D8%A8%D9%8A%D9%83-%D8%B9%D8%A7%D8%B4%D9%82-%D9%86%D8%AA%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%8A/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vResoyV3498
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vResoyV3498

FROM THIRST TO VOICE

(bl I Gall e i Hlpa) Cliie Qe b
pslall Ll I Snm eabel Ba)l ve as
2008 1 cadiay) ¢l sdiia ¢ ) jall o5 piG

A eJastill ) il e bl gand L AMA
2008 ¢Sl oz sdad

SELIRIVERPT PR PU RS TR R WEV. PR L
2018 Aaa il (oasall S yall 13 8L ¢(Lan yia)

caliin Ol gdita Hla g ym g el Y Blad cdaall e
2017

R P TV P B VIS /" NP X X
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6rthl
PDVvxo&t=13s

¥ 3 g 1a KU Gl AN

Gk 8 BalAl) 2380 jal) Canll Aal | Dlage ™ daal (A gall
2019 59 28 Fo )% call aa el n e
https://www.sada-elarab.com/153085



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6rthIPDVvxo&t=13s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6rthIPDVvxo&t=13s
https://www.sada-elarab.com/153085
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