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Abstract

Fiction has always been a suitable vehicle for the exchange of ideas and
cultures among different nations in the world. Comparative literature is
also a suitable approach for identifying and studying the ideas and
cultural, social and political changes in the global literary interactions.
Zeinab by Mohammed Hussein Haikal and Ahu-Khanum’s Husband by
Ali-Muhammad Afghani are two influential novels written in the
twentieth century in Egypt and Iran, respectively, which have found a
respectable status in the literatures of these countries and created new
trends in the fiction of the two countries. Needless to say, due to the
nature of novel and its length, the element of description has a special
status in it. Dialogue is one of the effective tools in description and
invigorates the flow of the story among the characters. Although the
novel Zeinab is not yet translated into Persian and only the English
translation is available, the researchers have compared these two
influential novels, from which the present article is extracted on the
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element of description. This research uses a descriptive-analytical
method and a library study to compare the role, effect, and the quality of
usage of the element of dialogue in description in Ali-Muhammad
Afghani’s Ahu-Khanum’s Husband and Mohammed Hussein Haikal’s
Zainab as two pioneering novels in Persian and Arab literature. The
findings show that the element of dialogue in Ahu-Khanum’s Husband is
more prominent, technical and effective than that in Zeinab, especially in
relation to the plot.

Keywords: comparative literature, description, dialogue, Ahu-Khanum'’s
Husband, Zeinab

Introduction

Nowadays, novel is regarded not only as a tool for entertainment, but also
beyond that, as an effective tool for revolution in human culture. As
Pierre de Boisdeffre argues, whether we like it or not, today novel is the
most popular literary type available to the public and will remain so in
the future (Seyed Hosseini, 2010, p. 1060). A study of the effective
factors in the novels of Iran and Arab countries shows that Arabs,
especially Egypt, have been in more suitable situations than Iran in terms
of geographical location, influential historical events, etc. (Rezaei, Omidi
et. al. 2014, p. 137).

Comparison in its broadest sense is seen as the best method of study
in general and comparative literature. The researcher of literary
influences makes comparisons in his/her search and reveals similarities
(Jeune, 2011, p. 88). Even Goyard accepts that a new movement is started
for the evaluation of different artistic and aesthetic aspects of literary
works and the researcher of comparative literature is not satisfied with
solving the problems of giving or receiving influences (Dadvar, 2014, p.
17). People of different nations should see each other as guides. There
are specific differences between nations and no one can surmise the
natural growth of the mentality of someone who is living in another
country. Therefore, it is advantageous to welcome foreign ideas in any
country (Jeune, 2011, p. 31).
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Description is the most significant tool in writing fiction and the key
element in the interrelation between other elements of the story. “The
process through which we introduce the characters of the story to the
reader is called description which is a very difficult and complicated task.
Three methods of description are used: direct description, description by
the help of dialogue, and description by the help of action (Younesi,
2020, p. 301). Dialogue is an important element of short story and novel
since it is an important part of life (ibid, p. 347). Elizabeth Bowen
believes that dialogues require an artistic ability beyond the art of writing
and other elements of the novel. Dialogue is the best tool for showing the
relationships between characters; it is a tool for the psychoanalysis of
characters and a concise description of mental traits of the character. It is
a narrow bridge which sometimes carries all the load of the novel
(Soleimani, 2004, p. 364-366).

Review of Literature

There are many studies published on Ahu-Khanum’s Husband among
which these are more pertinent to the present study: “A Study of the Type
of Characters in the Novel Ahu-Khanum'’s Husband” by Maliheh Qasemi
and Yadollah Jalali Bandari (2015); and “A Comparative and Analytical
Study of the Element of Family in the Contemporary Novel of Iran and
Senegal with an Emphasis on Two Novels, Ahu-Khanum's Husband and
Mariama BA’s A Very Long Letter” by Suado Li, Naser Nikoobakht and
Saeed Bozorg Bigdeli.

On the novel Zeinab, too, researchers in Iran have conducted a few
studies; for example: “A Comparative Critique of the Foundations of the
Emergence of Novel in Iran and Arab Countries” by Hamid-Reza
Rezaei-Omidi et. al. (2014) in which Zeinab, as the first technical Arab
novel, is compared with Hedayat’s The Blind Owl as the first modern
Persian novel. The present study can be regarded as the first comparative
study between Ahu-Khanum'’s Husband and Zeinab.

Significance of the Study
The element of description has a special place in writing fiction and is
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very influential as a key factor. As Wood (2009) argues, description and
dialogue are practically inseparable since both have similar
responsibilities to help enhance the perception of the readers, develop the
story further and understand the characters (103). “Dialogue expands the
plot and represents the theme and introduces the characters and develops
the plot” (MirSadeqi, 1999).

Comparative literature has a significant role as a new platform for the
interaction of literary ideas in today’s world, especially in the field of
novel. Therefore, this study attempts to compare the element of
description with an emphasis on dialogue in a Persian and an Egyptian
novel, Afghani’s Ahu-Khanum’s Husband and Haikal’s Zainab which
has not even been translated into Persian.

Questions of the Study

This study aims to answer the following questions:

1. Does dialogue have a special role in developing description in this
novel?

2. Which novel has used dialogue for description more effectively?

Research Hypothesis

Due to their pioneering status in the contemporary Persian and Arab
novel-writing, the two novels Ahu-Khanum’s Husband and Zeinab have
a special place in the literatures of the two countries. Both writers have
been familiar with western literary schools and modern fiction-writing in
the west; therefore, both novels reflect the influences of western styles
and methods. Both novels are products of the 20" century (Zeinab was
published in 1914, Ahu-Khanum's Husband in 1960). Although Zeinab
has been influential not only in Egypt and Arab literature but also in the
whole Middle-East region, the researchers hypothesize that Ali-
Muhammad Afghani must have used the experiences of the previous
author to write a more successful novel since he has written his novel a
few decades later.

Methodology of the Study
This is a library research using descriptive-analytical method to compare

_64



Comparative Literature Research Quarterly Vol. 11, No. 3, Fall 2023 ¢ L
R

the element of description in the two novels Ahu-Khanum'’s Husband and
Zeinab with an emphasis on the element of dialogue.

Discussion

30 years of distance has a significant role in the difference between
description in these two novels. From the beginning of the 20" century,
static and flat narrative descriptions were gradually substituted with
modern methods of description especially by dialogue, and the writer’s
interference is gradually omitted from the description. The present study
focuses on the employment and effectiveness of this basic change and
also the use of the element of dialogue in these two novels. From among
different factors of dialogue, the study focus on a few of them, such as 1)
the agreement of the dialogues with the characters of the story; 2)
avoiding redundant and long conversations; 3) written conversations; 4)
monologues; 5) the effects of the dialogue on the plot.

In the first chapters of Ahu-Khanum’s Husband, the lack of agreement
between the characters and the dialogues results in the disbelieve of the
reader. The writer himself emphasizes the fact that the characters in the
beginning of the novel -Sed-Miran, Ahu, Homa- are illiterate;
nevertheless, he himself disregards this fact and makes these characters,
especially Sed-Miran, the illiterate baker, and Homa and Hussain-Khan,
talk about philosophical, mythological, literary, historical and artistic
concepts and expressions. It is only from the fifth chapter onward that
this incongruity is gradually toned down and the dialogues become more
harmonious with the decline of the character of Sed-Miran from a
respectable and religious character to a drunkard and irresponsible
person. The most natural dialogues in this novel occur between Sed-
Miran and Ahu.

In Zeinab, a curious silence dominates the whole story as the writer
seems to have tried his best not only to prevent the characters from talking,
but also to use the word silence and stillness frequently throughout the
story in his narrative description, to the extent that the reader might feel
that Haikal’s world in this novel is a world of silence and stillness.
Nevertheless, in the rare dialogues in the story, the agreement between the
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dialogues and the characters is completely observed. From the dialogues
between the major characters, Hamed and Zeinab, to the dialogues
between the minor characters, the harmony between the dialogue and the
characters and their concerns is obvious. These dialogues are concomitant
with the occupational, social and mental conditions of the characters and
the concepts and words and sentences do not go beyond the rural and
agricultural environment of the story.

Throughout the novel Ahu-Khanum's Husband, especially in the first
four chapters, long and tedious dialogues between the major and even the
minor characters continue for several pages. Most of these dialogues do
not have a significant role in the plot of the story and its development. This
drawback gradually diminishes from the fifth chapter onward. In Zeinab,
long dialogues occur very rarely between characters in person; however,
the written correspondence in the form of the very long letter from Hamed
to his family is boring, often redundant and certainly the result of the
writer’s interference in the novel.

Internal monologues can be seen in both novels. In Ahu-Khanum s
Husband, monologues are more delicate and have a special role in
expressing feelings, showing the mental status of the characters and
developing the plot. In Zainab, monologues mostly belong to Hamed and
are sometimes expressed indirectly. These monologues are effective in
introducing the character of Hamed, but they have no significant role in
the plot and its development.

The effect of dialogue on the plot is more prominent in Ahu-Khanum s
Husband than in Zeinab. The writer has managed to successfully connect
the dialogues to the next and even final scenes of the novel and guide the
readers’ minds toward discovering the causal relationships in the story.
This is what is missing in the dialogues in Zeinab, to the extent that
sometimes the reader or the critic feels that this novel lacks plot or a pre-
planned story. It is very difficult to find a dialogue in Zainab which can
be connected to the next scene or has a causal relationship with any scene
in the novel. It seems that the very long letter by Hamed as a written
conversation in the last chapter of the novel is just an attempt by the
writer to fix this shortcoming since it does not play a significant role in
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the plot.

Conclusion

In general, it could be concluded that a significant part of description in
Ahu-Khanum’s Husband is carried out through dialogues, while in
Zeinab, the element of dialogue has a very insignificant role and the
description is more often narrative to the extent that the absence of
dialogue is completely felt by the reader. It seems that Haikal is still using
the methods and styles of narrative description used by European
novelists of the 19" century.

As Haikal himself says in the introduction, he had been doubtful about
the publication of the work because he was afraid of the title of writer.
However, a sense of nostalgia, homesickness and his love of French
literature persuaded him into writing his memories of Egypt and the
incidents in it in the form of a short story which, in the course of writing,
developed into a novel.
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