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Abstract

Roland Barthes proposed the theory of the five codes for analyzing literary texts. Two of
these codes—the proairetic (action) code and the hermeneutic code—are related to the
narrative dimension of a literary work and its author, while the remaining three—the
semantic, symbolic, and cultural codes—are concerned with meaning, other textual
dimensions, and the reader. William Blake’s poems The Chimney Sweeper(s) and Nazik al-
Malaika’s Ma’sata al-Atfal (The Tragedy of Children), both of which center on the
suffering of children, reveal notable similarities at both the narrative and semantic levels
and can be interpreted within Barthes’s theoretical framework. This paper examines the
theme of child suffering in these works in order to uncover their narrative and semantic
layers and to explain their similarities and differences. Adopting a descriptive-analytical
approach and drawing on the American school of comparative literature, the study focuses
on the proairetic, hermeneutic, and semantic codes. It ultimately addresses the question of
how child suffering is represented in the poetry of two authors who belonged to different
cultures and historical periods. The findings indicate that both poets foreground a bitter
truth: childhood, rather than being a time of joy and play, becomes the source of profound
suffering. Through a sequence of actions, riddles, and semantic connotations, both poets
articulate this suffering. However, Blake adopts a socially critical perspective that allows
for hope and liberation, whereas al-Malaika presents a philosophical and tragic vision
marked by despair and the absence of escape.

Keywords: William Blake; Nazik al-Malaika; Roland Barthes’s Five Codes; Proairetic
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Introduction

The traditional view of childhood in the literary discourse was idealization of the
innocence and purity as well as harmony with the nature. In the genre of romantic
literature, especially, the child was the personification of untainted humanity and
imaginative liberty (Wordsworth, 1807/2002). Nevertheless, besides this utopian,
most literary works also reveal the ugly nature of childhood, how social injustice,
war, poverty, and institutional oppression turn childhood into a place of sorrows as
opposed to happiness. William Blake is one of the first poets to undermine the
nostalgic image of childhood since he prefigures the real-life experiences of
exploited children in industrial England, especially in the Songs of Innocence and of
Experience (Blake, 1794/2008). Equally, the figure of the child is recurrent in the
latest Arabic poetry by Nazik al-Malaika who uses it to express the communal
trauma, existential anxiety, and the crushing impact of the war and the social
breakdown. Being among the first modern Arabic free verse poets, al-Malaika
incorporates Western poesies with domestic socio-political issues, where childhood
plays a potent metaphor of vulnerability and loss (al-Daghi, 2015). Although the
cultural and historical context of the two works differs, both Blake and al-Malaika
represent childhood not as a place of refuge, but as an initial meeting with death.
This paper provides a comparative essay of how children are suffering in the work
The Chimney Sweeper(s) by Blake and in the work Ma sata al-Atfal (The Tragedy
of Children) by al-Malaika. Based on the theory of the five narrative codes is the
work of Roland Barthes, including the proairetic (action) and hermeneutic codes, as
well as the semic one, this research analyzes the influence of narrative structure and
semantic signification on the representation of childhood suffering. The study is
located in the American school of comparative literature and tries to find answers to
the following question: How children suffering is constructed in these poems and
what similarities and differences arise out of their narrative and semantic
constructions.

Literature Review
The study of William Blake has always been preoccupied with his criticism of
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industrial society, institutional religion and social injustice, especially by the figure
of the suffering child (Damrosch, 2019; Saeedpour, 1996). The chimney sweeper(s)
has been largely construed as a criticism of child labor and religious hypocrisy and
has unveiled the oppressive continued existence of the moral institutions that claim
to be moral (Erdman, 1988). According to critics, the aspect of childhood as
depicted by Blake swings between the innocence and experience, showing the
absence of imagination free of social exploitation (Khademi, 2007). Studies on
Nazik al-Malaika emphasize that she modernized Arabic poetry and cared so much
about social and humanitarian matters. According to scholars, childhood symbolism
in her poetry tends to be war, displacement, and existential despair instead of
Romantic innocence (Asma al-Ayoun and Hajar al-Ayoun, 2022). In the Tragedy of
Children, al-Daghi (2015) focuses on the way al-Malaika treats children as the quiet
victims of war, without any hope or choice. Although these works are informative
in their own right, the current literature makes it a point to discuss Blake and al-
Malaika in different literature. In addition, none of the studies undertaken has
undertaken the use of Barthes analysis codes to examine the plight of children in
these poems in a comparative way. The current study fulfills this gap by combining
the semiotic narrative theory and the comparative literary analysis.

Methodology and Theoretical Framework
The study employs a descriptive—analytical method grounded in comparative
literature. The theoretical framework is based on Roland Barthes’s theory of the
five narrative codes, introduced in S/Z (Barthes, 1970/1990). Recent narratological
studies have also demonstrated the applicability of structuralist narrative codes to
literary texts through a descriptive—analytical approach, particularly in combining
semantic and action-based structures (Pourgharib & Ahmadi, 2022). Barthes
conceptualizes literary meaning as dynamic and reader-centered, produced through
the interaction of multiple codes rather than fixed authorial intention. This research
focuses on three codes:

1. The Proairetic (Action) Code, which refers to sequences of actions and
events that propel the narrative and create expectations (Barthes, 1970/1990).

2. The Hermeneutic Code, which consists of enigmas, unanswered questions,
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and narrative delays that invite interpretation.

3. The Semic (Semantic) Code, which involves connotative meanings,
symbolic imagery, and thematic signifiers that deepen textual meaning.

These codes are particularly suitable for analyzing poetry with narrative
dimensions, as they allow for the examination of both structural progression and
semantic depth. The American school of comparative literature provides the
methodological context, emphasizing thematic parallels and cultural differences
without presupposing direct influence (Bassnett, 1993).

Discussion

In The Chimney Sweeper(s) by Blake, the misery of children is organized into a
clear proairetic sequence death of the mother, sale of the child by the father, forced
labor, physical degradation and temporary relieving dreams of children (Blake,
1794/2008). Every step makes sense in a way to bring out the next and create a
chain that reveals systems exploitation. The hermeneutic code works with
unresolved questions that are in form of morality: Why can the children be
subjected to this kind of suffering? Why are religious and social institutions still
accomplices? Such questions are not answered and the reader is compelled to assess
the moral ineptitude of society (Erdman, 1988). Blake uses the images of soot,
darkness, chains, and sleep to semantically denote the oppression, dehumanization,
and false comfort. Nevertheless, the dream of liberation adds a note of paradox to it,
indicating that the spiritual or moral redemption is possible, though it is the question
mark (Damrosch, 2019). Conversely, the narrative structure of The Tragedy of
Children by al-Malaika is more stagnant. The proairetic code is less action-oriented
and moodier as it is concentrated on waiting and mourning and irreversible loss.
The children have been portrayed as helpless victims waiting to lose their fathers
who will not come home after war (al-Malaika, 1969/2004). The hermeneutic code
in this instance revolves around existential uncertainty and fatalism as compared to
social reform as an element that supports the unavoidability of misery. On the
semantic level, the repetitive images of darkness, ruins, silence, and death put up a
tragic world vision where childhood is forever tainted. There is no vision of escape
and redemption like in Blake, al-Malaika provides no such thing: suffering is
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complete and inevitable (al-Daghi, 2015). Relatively, the two poems tear down the
aspect of childhood innocence and put suffering as a life molding process in
perspective. However, the representation of Blake is socially active and implicitly
reformist and the one of al-Malaika is philosophical and tragic, based on the
experiences of war and the loss of a lot of people in the country.

Conclusion

This comparative study has shown that the suffering of children in the poetry of
William Blake and Nazik al-Malaika is created with the help of complex narrative
and semantic strategies that defy cross cultural inscriptions. Using the proairetic,
hermeneutic, and semic codes proposed by Barthes, the paper can identify how the
two poets turn childhood into a potent location of social injustice criticism and use
of collective trauma. The analysis affirms the fact that in both the poems, childhood
marks a moment of suffering instead of a happy moment. Nevertheless, the poetry
of Blake does not lack a desperate hope of liberation whereas the vision of al-
Malaika is still tragically adamant. The given study can be discussed as a
contribution to the comparative literary literature as it combines the semiotic theory
of narration with the cross-cultural one to show that the codes described by Barthes
can be applied to poetic works. It eventually highlights the universality of the
suffering of children, yet it emphasizes the influence of culture and historical
context in the literary manifestation of the same.
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