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The Poetics of Savagery and the Animal Metaphor:
Deconstructing Hidden Cultural Patterns and Power in
Befriending the Whales by Hassan Al-Bassam

Dr. Masar Hmeed Abd

abstract

Contemporary Arabic fiction has undergone significant aesthetic and
epistemological transformations in which the animal has transcended its
conventional symbolic role, emerging as a cultural construct capable of
interrogating reality and exposing its underlying contradictions. Although animal
symbolism has attracted considerable scholarly attention in Arabic literary
studies, most existing research has focused on its aesthetic and symbolic
dimensions. By contrast, the animal metaphor as a cultural mechanism for
deconstructing structures of power, fear, and exclusion in contemporary Arabic
fiction remains largely underexplored, particularly in Hassan Al-Bassam's short
story collection Befriending the Whales.

Addressing this scholarly gap, the present study investigates how the animal
metaphor in Befriending the Whales constructs a narrative discourse that uncovers
hidden cultural patterns and deconstructs the mechanisms of power, domination,
and subjugation embedded within social and cultural structures. It further
examines the ways in which animal metaphors challenge anthropocentric
assumptions and reconfigure the relationship between center and margin within
the narrative.

The study adopts the cultural criticism approach, informed by systemic cultural
analysis, deconstructive reading, and discourse analysis. The corpus consists of
Al-Bassam's Befriending the Whales, which serves as a representative model of
contemporary symbolic fiction. Through an examination of recurring animal
figures—including the whale, Umm Amir (the hyena), the falcon, the sparrows,
and the dog—the study demonstrates how these metaphors function as cultural
representations of power, surveillance, monopoly, fear, and marginalization. It
also explores black humor and irony as epistemological strategies that expose the
tension between ideological discourse and lived social reality.
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The findings reveal that the animal functions not merely as a rhetorical or
symbolic device but as a cultural and semiotic mechanism that reconstructs reality
and exposes the operation of political, social, and ethical power. Furthermore, the
narratives destabilize entrenched binary oppositions such as human/animal,
center/margin, and power/subjugation, thereby redistributing ethical values in
ways that position the margin as a site of human innocence while exposing the
center as a producer of both symbolic and material violence.

The originality of this study lies in its conceptualization of the animal metaphor
as a meaning-producing cultural structure rather than a purely rhetorical trope. Its
contribution resides in expanding critical approaches to contemporary Arabic
fiction by demonstrating the role of animal metaphors as interpretive mediators
of cultural knowledge and as effective instruments for interrogating hegemonic
structures. In doing so, the study enriches scholarship on the relationship between
literature, power, fear, and exclusion in contemporary narrative discourse.

Keywords: Animal metaphor; Cultural criticism; Hidden cultural patterns;
Power; Contemporary Arabic fiction; Hassan Al-Bassam; Befriending the
Whales.
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