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PusLic WorDs AND Bopy Potirics:
Reflections on the Strategies of Women Poets in Rural Yemen

W.Flagg Miller

This paper provides historical perspective on the mediation of women'’s
public verbal activism in the Republic of Yemen by considering the
public expressive strategies of two rural women poets. Much of the
research on the expressive lives of Middle Eastern women has focused
on verbal genres typically designated private or domestic, such as agri-
cultural and wedding songs, lullabies and songs about personal expe-
riences, and stories, tales, or narratives not traditionally considered
“poetry.” In contrast, this essay attends:to public poetry and related
discourses produced by and about two specific rural women. By exam-
ining how these women have managed, appropriated, and interrogated
dominant patriarchal discourses of tribalism, Islamism, and national-
ism, and by considering how media technologies contribute in different
ways to embodying women'’s voices, this essay articulates a method-
ological framework that can better account for the expressive capacities
of contemporary women activists in the rural Middle East.

In the Republic of Yemen, as in other countries in the Middle East, dis
courses of women's liberation have contributed continuously to the for-
mation of a modern national polity.! Through years of socialist-inspired
state building and earlier, one of the prominent sites of political expres-
sion for women, as for men, has been oral folk poetry, especially in rural
areas where illiteracy rates have been higher. Given the performance set-
tings of vernacular oral poetry and their association with realms of height-
ened verbal creativity, rural women activists have regularly used poetry
to navigate between radical and uncertain shifts in public political orien-
tation. As economic development and moblhty have increased over the
course of the century, however, discourses of modernity have had both
positive and negative effects on the expressive capacities of such political
women. Although expanding systems of formal education and egalitar-
ian discourses of civil society have contributed to women’s liberation from
structures of patriarchal control, the increasing concentration of symbolic,
political, and material capital in the metropoles, both inside and outside
of Yemen, has advantaged generations of younger men who have the
means and mobility to access such capital. Equally serious, rural women
poets’ opportunities to perform in public have been constrained, since the
early 1980s, by the growth of conservative Islamist movements that em-
phasize gender separation and a domestic destiny for women. Where
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women performers in general have been increasingly banned from the
public limelight, some rural women poets have turned to writing—even
if in vernacular grammars—to maneuver in relation to changing struc-
tures of power and prestige. In an era of rapidly shifting discourses about
civic participation, public and private bodies, and political agency, writ-
ten poetry, if managed carefully, provides women with a venue for broad-
casting their voices while preserving distance between themselves and
their potentially disapproving audiences.

Isuggest that literary theorist Marshall McLuhan'’s oft-cxted proposal
that the medium is the message, despite its oversimplification of audience
reception, continues to offer critical leverage in attempts to understand
the expressive strategies of women activists.2 In Yemen, as elsewhere,
women's use of different forms of communication—from the oral recita-
tion of poetry, to audio-media such as the radio and audiocassettes, to
television, to writing and print—has always been politically fraught. This
article seeks to historicize and contextualize Yemeni women’s public, po-
litical communicative acts by considering the lives and works of two
women poets. The first is Ghazal al-Magdashiyya from Dhamar (central
Yemen), who was born in the first half of the nineteenth century; the sec-
ond is Nadra Ahmad al-Salahiyya from Yafi* (southern Yemen) who was
born in the mid-twentieth century and lives today. The temporal and re-
gional disparity between their lives provides a useful comparative frame-
work for examining how each of them creatively draws from, and is drawn
into, male-dominated political discourses. Foremost among these dis-
courses is fribalism, which has traditionally been one of the most public
forms of political expression for Yemeni in the highlands.* However, dis-
courses of Islamism and nationalism have transformed tribal expressive
spaces through the appropriation, reallocation, or rejection of some of its
representational conventions. Since strategies of language use are the prin-
cipal points that locate these poets on various tribal maps, this article at-

. tends closely not only to the poetic formulas and content that mark
discourses as tribal, but to tribally marked genres of poetry that are mobi-
lized by the two poets as well as those who narrate their lives. By correlat-
ing women'’s expressive capacities with the gender politics of specific forms
of mediation, it develops a more pragmatic approach to women’s political
participation, one that problematizes the “public” and “private” dichotomy
even while suggesting ways to move beyond it.?

The Permutations of the Embodied Voice

Ghazal Ahmad "Alwan al-Magdashiyya was born in the 1860s to a
family from the village of al-Hawarwar, today an hour’s drive along a
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gravel road from the regional capital of Dhamar. Like the vast majority of
women of her day, Magdashiyya received no formal education, and knew
neither how to write nor read. Yet her skills as a versatile poet and media-
tor brought her wide recognition as one of the region’s powerful pol1t1ca1
voices.t

Although Magdashiyya did not travel widely, her experiences as a
poet and politician were informed by an historical imbrication of rural
and urban populations that distinguishes Dhamar. Located within a fer-
tile agricultural belt known as the “Central Region,” Dhamar lies on the
principal artery between Sanaa and the northern highlands to Yarim and
the more desert areas of Lahej and Abyan further south. As a result of its
location along major trade routes, Dhamar has long been a commercial,
religious, and administrative center for a number of important surround-
ing tribes. The “Ans, to whom Magdashlyya s family belonged, and the
Hada are both within the Madhhaj, the dominant tribal confederation of
the region since pre-Islamic times when they contended with the Kinda
for control over large sections of southwest Arabia. Over the centuries,
groups such as the Bakil and tribes of Himyaric ancestry had also settled
in Dhamar. Magdashiyya’s poetry.represents a political rhetoric tailored

 deftly to her audiences, at once tribal in form and content yet cosmopoli-
tan in its expression of diversity and tolerance.

While Magdashiyya probably composed in a number of different oral
registers, she is known for excelling in two genres of poetry that are oral
hallmarks of tribal society throughout much of northern Yemen: the zamil
(pl. zawamil) and the balah. Although women's participation in the zamil
genre has generally not been common, this genre has occasionally served
as an effective means for women to express-political views in public, sway
opinions, and build group solidarity.” The second and more common fo-
rum for women'’s public political expression has been the balah competi-
tion.® :

Typically two to four but occasionally as long as twelve verses, the
zamil poem expresses trenchantly the feelings or position of a selected poet
or a group.® The concise, thymed structure of the genre makes composi-
tions easy to memorize and circulate quickly by word of mouth. But the
performance conventions of the zamil also make them effective forms of
political oratory. Set to simple melodies designed to arouse spirits and
incite action, they are collectively chanted by large groups before battle or
dispute mediation, at weddings, and at celebrations and major social
events. Participants often dance the bar'a, a traditional tribal dance, while
chanting the zamil. Amidst the brandishing of weapons and firing of guns,
the zamil performance is one of the most impressive visual displays of
tribal identity in Yemen.?
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Central to dispute-mediation, a persuasive zamil can sometimes con-
clude negotiations to both sides’ satisfaction before they officially begin. 1
was told of one such occasion in which a dangerous dispute broke out
between the Hada tribe and Magdashiyya’s own “Ans tribe. One of
Magdashiyya’s men, al-Ju'bla, had stolen a sheep from a member of the
Hada named al-Sufi. Hearing of the incident, the Hada leader Shaikh al-
Bukhait made his way to Hawarwar in order to discuss settlement of the
issue with Magdashiyya. He greeted her with the following zamil:

Ghazal O Magdashiyya O Ghazal all alone
O branch from eastern Isbil, see who is the aggressor!!!
Bukhait is the bull of reckoning day, if he stirs he threatens®
- Locusts on high from Tihama, whoever touches them
becomes diseased.”

Shaykh al-Bukhait’s greeting is sharply calculated to compel a response
from Magdashiyya in both word and action. At once recognizing her au-
thority as a representative of Isbil, a region that extends widely beyond
her own village, he simultaneously portrays her isolation: the crime that
has been committed by one of her tribe may leave her exposed to dangers
of a wider tribal consensus that condemns the act. Magdashiyya responded
extemporaneously, as is the tradition among poets of the zamil genre, with
the following poem. Like all zamil poems, it displays a mastery of tribal
tropes and matches the former poem in rhyme and meter:

Welcome as firmly as the woolen mats of Radaa" are tightened
Awelcome that fills Shar"a valley, [where] you carry and cinch,

Arise, my Bukhait, and go home. *Ans will solve, |
Al-Ju'bla will satisfy al-Sufi by two for one.™

The terms of the settlement are clear: “Ans will compensate the plaintiff
with two sheep for the one taken: Magdashiyya’s response demonstrates
her proficiency in the particularities of tribal law, her mastery of tribal
poetry, and her capacity to wield power in order to ease tensions in her
community.

The balah, especially in the central and southern regions of Yemen, .
has long been one of the most inclusive performance events in rural soci-
ety: young and old, high-status and low—and in many areas, women as
well as men—take part. It is precisely the balah’s performance at wed-
dings, often among close relations and people known to one another, that
makes it more conducive to women’s participation than other genres whose
martial functions are tailored more explicitly to inter-group,rivalries. The
balah event varies by region. According to anthropologist Steven Caton,
participants in the northern Khawlan region gather in two large circles, a
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small one inside a larger one, and step slowly, each circle rotating but in
opposite directions.” In central and southern areas, varieties of the balah
(known as sufuf, ragza, or margaz) are arranged slightly differently: instead
of circles, lines are formed facing one another, and participants, often both
men and women, are arranged accordmg to various customs. Sometimes
women are in one row and men in the other, sometimes only women form
rows, and occasionally each row is composed of an alternating woman-
man format. A poet then steps into the center of the circle or rows and
extemporaneously delivers two or more hemistiches (half-lines of verse),
the Jast hemistich of which is then echoed in chorus by the others. The
poet then either continues with two new hemistiches or exits from the
center to allow another poet to enter and follow with verses that match
the former in meter and rhyme. !

Authorship is more pronounced in bnlah verses than in those of the
zamil. Whereas the collective performance of the zamil induces poets to
express group consensus, the serial contributions of individual poets in
the balah permit a much wider space for the idiosyncratic and dissenting
voice. Debate is, in fact, central to the balah, as poets spar with one another
over issues such as political affiliation, religious piety, social status, and
personal integrity. Anthropologists have studied how poetic language,
rich in polysemic and multiple indexical symbols, can allow women to
explore imbalances and tensions inherent in dominant social and political
worlds.’ The inclusive participation frameworks, including continual
rotation of turns and inherently agonistic aspects of the event, make the
balah an especially exciting site for interrogating norms.

The following verses were related to me as an example of one of
Magdashiyya’s contributions during a balah event. She lJambastes a suitor,
a state-appointed tithe collector, by framing his intentions as less than sin-
cere, and simultaneously defends her own reputation:

O men of the region, the tithe-appraisér has been errant
Has he come to look for sorghum, or for women?

He said he wants Ghazal Or else heincreases the [tithe] penalty

Il strike him on the skull Or else tie him up with a turban

If he should return [after that,] ‘. ‘ |
O men : There is no blame on me.”

In the first verse, Magdashlyya produces a pomted analogy. The standard
meaning of mukallif is “someone in charge” (of affairs, property, and so
forth). The lexicographer Mathar al-Iryani relates that the dialectal word
maklaf (pl. makalif ) signifies a woman whose affairs are entrusted to a man.'®
Through syntactic parallelism in the second hemistich (ja yatuf adh-dhurah
and ja yatuf al-makalif ), Magdashiyya renders “women” analogous in the
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suitor’s mind to “sorghum,” capturing her sense of the crude reproduc-
tive interests of the nefarious suitor. In subsequent verses, Magdashiyya’s
response is decisive. In publicly demonstrating her verbal dexterity, her
power to humiliate (the desecration of the turban), and her capacity for
violence, she defends her honor in terms suited to the moral space of tribal
discourses.

Observing that genres of zamil and balah poetry have traditionally
enabled many rural women to express their political views publicly, one
notes the concurrent tendency in many verses cited above of referencing
the body and its kinetic movements, denoted in verbs of stirring, touch-
ing, carrying, cinching, striking, and so forth. In both poetic discourse and
in performance, bodily action becomes a referential framework by which
participants define the terms of their political engagement. Acts of “em-
bodiment,” however, must not be seen necessarily as conscious “strate-
gies” that women deploy according to their own interests or advantages.
Such assumptions of free will are disturbed by the Foucauldian view of
subjects as materially constituted by power relations.” Rather, as demon-
strated in insightful ethnographic studies, embodiment is better under-
stood by locating agency within, rather than in contradistinction to,
historically specific fields of power.?

In the verses cited above, for example, Magdashiyya’s own somatic
agency is expressed from within a masculinist discourse of tribalism. Such
a discourse initially works against her: she is engendered as a subject of
malelust, becoming objectified as “sorghum.” In the latter part of the poem,
distinguished from the first by a more sonorous rhyme scheme,
Magdashiyya uses her verbal dexterity to access a more virulent register
of tribal embodiment. By emphasizing her capacity for self-defense—a

- combination of both the physical (“I'll strike him on the skull / Or else I'll
tie him up with a turban”) and the verbal—against an individual who is
on the verge of committing an infraction against tribal law (“or else he
increases the penalty”), she becomes an empowered tribal actor who can
countermand the body’s sexualized vulnerability.

- Ininterviews I conducted in Dhamar in 1998, one young man called
Magdashlyya a “real man” (rigal) in the history of tribal personalities in
his region. Her legacy as a powerful political actor and poet was narrated
publicly through stories of her life as well as her poems. In a space of
public tribal rhetoric, however, her agency makes sense primarily in terms
of her embodiment within a masculinist discourse of power. To acknowl-
edge such a qualified definition of agency is not to condemn inquiry to
monolithic narratives of domination. Rather, if agency is approached as a
social and discursive as well as an individual matter, then political activ-
ism may be viewed as conditionally construed. Thus, not all women have
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been able to manage as well as Magdashiyya in a public space of orally
performed tribal poetry. Aside from the courage and confidence required
of women to participate in spaces dominated by men, factors of age, sta-
tus, and class as well as social constraints and personal alliances have
advantaged some women over others. Where constraints operate in one
case, we can look to alternative modes of political expression. Addition-
ally, however, discourses of power, such as those of tribalism, are always
historically specific, and exist simultaneously with other claims upon the
identity of subjects, such as those articulated by nationalism and Islamism.
Such personal and discursive complex1ty presents a considerable chal-
lenge to any analysis of women'’s political activism, especially analysis
that engages with the historical transformations of such activism.

The historically variable nexus between women'’s bodies and public
political spaces can be considered by exploring how social forms, linguis-
tic structures, ideological frameworks, political movements, and techno-
logical mediums can variously embody women'’s voices. When does the
performing body become an issue and when does it not? How have women
negotiated around constraints? How might Magdashiyya’s political voice
have been differently embodied than those of contemporary rural women?
An examination of recent transformations in popular attitudes in various
parts of Yemen, especially since the 1980s, reveals how women'’s partici-
pation in oral genres of poetry and song, more generally, has been dra-
matically affected by new discourses about the mobility of the woman’s
body and voice.

One of themost unportant aspects to considerin any ana1y51s of popu-
lar attitudes toward women'’s public bodies and voices is Islam. While
Islamic discourses on this subject have of course varied historically and
geographically, the emergence over the last several decades of conserva-
tive Islamist movements throughout Yemen has generally had a negative
impact on women's live performance in public events.? Women perform-
ers made significant gains after the Revolutions of 1962 and 1967. By the
1970s, Ta'izz and Aden had become lively centers for performance by
Yemeni as well as Egyptian and Lebanese women. However, the cultural
efflorescence that occurred during these years, particularly for urban
women, began to diminish in the early 1980s as Saudi influence in the
Yemen Arab Republic (YAR) grew stronger. When relations soured be-
tween the YAR and the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen (PDRY)
after Northern president Ahmad al-Gashemi was assassinated in 1978,
conservative Islamic groups found leeway to wage more virulent cam-
paigns against the leftists. The Yemeni Reform Association (Jama iyyat al-
Islah) was established in the mid-1980s with the main aim of canvassing
support for Islamic law (shari*a). Southern regions witnessed particularly
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