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bstract: Assia Djebar’s A Sister to 
Sheherazade uses fragmented 
narrative and female solidarity to 

portray the complex realities of Algerian 
women under colonial and patriarchal 
pressures. The novel’s nonlinear structure 
reflects psychological and cultural 
dislocation, while solidarity among 
women offers emotional resistance and 
collective strength. Drawing from 
feminist and postcolonial theories, this 
study explores how Djebar’s stylistic 
choices illuminate the intersections of 
trauma, identity, and empowerment. By 
weaving personal memory and communal 
voice, Djebar constructs a narrative that 
challenges dominant forms and reclaims 
space for silenced experiences. Her work 
becomes both a literary and political act 
of resistance and resilience. 
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Introduction: Assia Djebar (1936–2015), 
a pioneering Algerian writer and 
filmmaker, is a significant figure in 
postcolonial literature. Her works engage 
with memory, identity, and gender, often 
reflecting the lived experiences of 
Algerian women under colonial rule. Born 
during French colonization, Djebar used 

her platform to amplify silenced voices. A 
Sister to Sheherazade (originally Ombre 
Sultane, 1987) exemplifies her signature 
narrative style, fusing fragmented 
storytelling with themes of female 
resistance. 

Drawing from the legendary Sheherazade 
of One Thousand and One Nights, Djebar 
reimagines the storyteller as a symbol of 
survival, agency, and resistance. This 
article examines how fragmented narrative 
and female solidarity function as literary 
and political tools in Djebar’s novel, 
providing a space for the expression of 
marginalized voices. 

Literature Review 

Fragmented Narratives in Postcolonial 
Literature: Fragmentation has emerged as 
a defining feature of postcolonial 
literature, frequently employed to reflect 
the fractured subjectivities and disrupted 
cultural identities of formerly colonized 
peoples. Theorists such as Homi Bhabha 
(1994) and Edward Said (1978) argue that 
colonialism produces hybrid identities 
marked by disorientation and internal 
conflict. In A Sister to Sheherazade, 
Djebar adopts fragmentation not merely as 
an aesthetic choice but as a political and 
psychological tool that mirrors the lived 
experiences of Algerian women. Her 
nonlinear narrative structure, which shifts 
between past and present, silence and 
speech, illustrates the fractured realities 
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that stem from living at the intersection of 
patriarchal and colonial violence. This 
disjointed form mimics the instability of 
identity and history under imperial 
influence, while also destabilizing 
dominant narrative conventions. Djebar’s 
fragmented style becomes a way to resist 
the coherent, linear storytelling often 
associated with colonial authority, 
asserting instead a narrative that embraces 
complexity, contradiction, and 
multiplicity. In doing so, Djebar aligns 
with postcolonial literary traditions that 
validate fractured expression as a truthful 
response to cultural disruption. The 
fragmentation in her novel reflects a 
deeper psychological and cultural truth: 
the lived experience of Algerian women 
cannot be contained within orderly, 
singular narratives. 

Female Solidarity in Feminist and 
Postcolonial Theory: Female solidarity 
has become a central theme in feminist 
discourse, particularly within postcolonial 
frameworks that explore how intersecting 
oppressions shape women’s lives. Chandra 
Talpade Mohanty (1984) emphasizes the 
importance of a "Third World feminism" 
rooted in collective resistance to both 
colonialism and patriarchy. bell hooks 
(1984) similarly argues for the 
transformative power of sisterhood, 
framing it as a critical strategy for resisting 
the isolation imposed by systemic 
oppression. Djebar’s portrayal of women 
in A Sister to Sheherazade embodies these 
theoretical insights. Her characters, though 
varied in background and circumstance, 
forge emotional and political alliances that 
transcend individual struggle. These 
connections offer refuge from alienation 
and create a shared space of understanding 
and empowerment. Djebar’s solidarity is 
not idealized; it is nuanced, grounded in 
lived reality, and tested by cultural 
constraints. However, it remains a central 
force through which women support each 

other and find ways to resist the forces that 
silence them. In representing solidarity as 
a dynamic and multifaceted bond, Djebar 
affirms the feminist idea that collective 
action—however quiet or subtle—can 
become a powerful counter to structural 
inequality. Her work expands the 
conversation around solidarity by rooting 
it deeply in both cultural specificity and 
universal struggle. 

Djebar’s Narrative Style: Assia Djebar’s 
narrative style is distinctive for its 
blending of fragmented structure, 
multivocal narration, and lyrical 
introspection. Her use of overlapping 
voices and nonlinear timelines creates a 
polyphonic effect that reflects the 
multiplicity of Algerian women’s 
experiences. In works like Fantasia: An 
Algerian Cavalcade and A Sister to 
Sheherazade, Djebar does not privilege a 
singular perspective but instead constructs 
a literary mosaic where each woman’s 
voice contributes to a collective narrative. 
This stylistic approach disrupts traditional 
literary hierarchies and resists the unifying 
tendencies of Western storytelling forms. 
Instead of coherence and closure, Djebar 
offers ambiguity and openness—elements 
that more accurately reflect the fragmented 
and often silenced realities of her subjects. 
The fluid movement between personal 
memory, communal experience, and 
historical reflection enables a richer, more 
textured representation of identity. 
Djebar’s commitment to portraying 
women as complex, self-determining 
individuals is embedded in her very form, 
which privileges brokenness and 
contradiction as valid modes of 
expression. Her narrative strategy thus 
becomes a feminist act in itself, one that 
insists on the validity of dissonance and 
diversity in the telling of women’s lives. In 
doing so, Djebar crafts a narrative voice 
that is both inclusive and subversive, 
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reflecting the spirit of resistance at the 
heart of her work. 

Methodology 
This study adopts a qualitative approach 
grounded in close reading and textual 
analysis to examine Assia Djebar’s A 
Sister to Sheherazade. The primary aim is 
to explore how the novel’s narrative 
structure and character dynamics convey 
resistance to both patriarchal and colonial 
systems. By analyzing specific passages 
and narrative techniques, the study 
highlights the ways in which Djebar’s 
fragmented storytelling mirrors the 
fractured identities of Algerian women and 
offers an alternative to dominant, linear, 
and often male-centered narratives. 

The analysis is guided by feminist literary 
criticism, particularly postcolonial feminist 
theory, which emphasizes the 
intersectionality of gender, race, and 
historical context in shaping women’s 
experiences. The work of scholars such as 
Chandra Talpade Mohanty and bell hooks 
informs the interpretation of female 
solidarity as a form of empowerment and 
resistance. Additionally, postcolonial 
theorists like Homi Bhabha and Edward 
Said provide a framework for 
understanding cultural hybridity and 
identity fragmentation under colonial 
influence. 

By integrating these critical perspectives, 
the study seeks to illuminate how Djebar’s 
formal choices—nonlinear structure, 
polyphonic voices, and thematic 
layering—serve not only as narrative 
techniques but also as political tools that 
challenge hegemonic discourse and create 
space for marginalized voices. 

Analysis 

Fragmented Narratives and Algerian 
Women’s Experiences: Djebar’s use of a 
nonlinear, fragmented narrative structure 
serves as a powerful reflection of the 
disrupted identities experienced by 
Algerian women. The protagonist, Isma, 
constantly shifts between her past and 
present, memory and reality. These 
transitions are not simply structural but 
symbolic, showing how women’s lives are 
shaped by both personal and collective 
trauma. One vivid example is Isma’s 
recollection of her mother’s silent 
endurance of domestic abuse, which 
reappears uninvited in her adult life. These 
memories are never fully resolved or 
processed, mirroring the ongoing nature of 
oppression. Djebar’s fragmented 
storytelling mirrors the fractured realities 
of women whose identities have been 
shaped by the conflicting demands of 
tradition, patriarchy, and colonial 
influence. This lack of linearity disrupts 
the traditional narrative arc and challenges 
dominant literary norms, emphasizing 
instead the complexity and plurality of 
women’s lived experiences. In this way, 
fragmentation becomes a tool of 
resistance, refusing to present a simplified 
version of identity or struggle. As Said 
(1978) suggests, memory in postcolonial 
contexts serves as both burden and 
weapon—a means of reclaiming history 
from imposed silence. Djebar taps into this 
dynamic, allowing fragmented memories 
to become forms of self-expression and 
resistance. 
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Memory and Trauma 
 
Memory and trauma are inseparable in 
Djebar’s narrative, each shaping the other 
in the construction of identity. The 
fragmented form of the novel mimics the 
workings of traumatic memory, which 
often resurfaces in unexpected, nonlinear 
ways. Djebar does not present trauma as a 
one-time event but as a persistent force 
that influences every aspect of her 
characters’ lives. For Isma and other 
women in the novel, memory is not simply 
a recollection of the past but a 
confrontation with unresolved pain. The 
protagonist recalls moments of rebellion 
from her youth, only to find herself 
constrained by similar forms of oppression 
in her adult life. These juxtapositions 
highlight the psychological toll of living 
within patriarchal and colonial systems. As 
Bhabha (1994) argues, colonial trauma 
disrupts not only cultural identity but also 
personal consciousness. Djebar uses this 
disruption to her advantage, constructing a 
narrative in which fragmented memories 
are acts of survival and assertion. The 
selective and scattered nature of memory 
in the novel reflects how trauma resists 
neat packaging, instead revealing itself in 
pieces. In doing so, Djebar challenges the 
idea of a coherent, linear identity and 
instead embraces a multifaceted, evolving 
sense of self shaped through both suffering 
and resistance. 

Polyphonic Storytelling: Djebar’s 
narrative technique in A Sister to 
Sheherazade relies heavily on 
polyphony—the use of multiple, 
overlapping voices that construct a shared 
yet diverse narrative. Rather than telling a 

singular story centered on a lone 
protagonist, Djebar weaves together the 
experiences of various women, allowing 
them to speak for themselves and through 
each other. Isma and Hajila are the most 
prominent voices, but their stories are 
punctuated by the presence of other female 
perspectives, forming a communal chorus 
of experience. This multivocal structure 
reflects the complexity of Algerian 
womanhood and resists reductive, 
monolithic representations. The blending 
of voices not only breaks narrative 
convention but also subverts the authority 
of the singular, often male, narrator found 
in traditional literature. As hooks (1984) 
emphasizes, collective voice and 
sisterhood are powerful tools of feminist 
resistance. In Djebar’s hands, polyphony 
becomes a narrative form that mirrors 
solidarity, diversity, and shared pain. Each 
voice adds a new dimension to the 
narrative, reinforcing the idea that 
Algerian women’s experiences cannot be 
confined to a single perspective. Through 
polyphonic storytelling, Djebar allows for 
a broader, more inclusive understanding of 
identity, one built through interaction, 
empathy, and collective memory. 

Female Solidarity as Resistance 

Companionship and Emotional 
Support: The relationship between Isma 
and Hajila is central to Djebar’s portrayal 
of female solidarity. Within a deeply 
patriarchal and conservative society, their 
companionship emerges as a quiet yet 
potent act of defiance. Both women are 
trapped by cultural expectations and 
marital roles, yet in each other’s presence, 
they find the freedom to express emotions 
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and experiences that would otherwise 
remain suppressed. Their emotional 
connection transcends the roles imposed 
on them, offering a space for vulnerability, 
healing, and mutual support. Djebar does 
not portray this relationship as idealized or 
free from tension, but rather as a real and 
evolving connection that helps both 
women navigate their constrained realities. 
Mohanty (1984) argues that feminist 
solidarity arises from shared conditions of 
oppression, and Djebar exemplifies this 
idea through her characters. Their bond 
provides them with the strength to 
question and, at times, resist the structures 
that confine them. Companionship 
becomes more than comfort; it is a way to 
reclaim agency and redefine identity. In 
this light, Djebar presents solidarity as 
both emotional and political, a deeply 
personal resistance that carries 
transformative potential for women living 
under intersecting systems of domination. 

Storytelling as Resistance: In Djebar’s 
novel, storytelling is more than a narrative 
device—it is a vital act of resistance. 
When Isma and Hajila share their personal 
stories, they challenge the culture of 
silence that surrounds women’s lives. 
These exchanges allow them to voice their 
truths, create emotional bonds, and reclaim 
ownership over their experiences. In a 
society where women are often spoken for 
or silenced entirely, telling one’s story 
becomes an assertion of existence. This 
storytelling is spontaneous and intimate, 
grounded in trust and mutual 
understanding. It becomes a means 
through which the characters affirm their 
agency and humanity. Djebar portrays 
these narrative moments not as formal 

testimonies but as organic expressions of 
lived reality. As bell hooks (1984) 
suggests, the act of speaking out in 
solidarity with other women can serve as a 
radical form of empowerment. Djebar’s 
characters transform storytelling into a 
feminist praxis—a method of survival, 
healing, and resistance. Through these 
shared stories, Djebar builds a counter-
narrative that subverts patriarchal 
discourse and restores women’s agency. 
The novel affirms that even the most 
fragmented and painful stories hold power 
when voiced and shared among women. 

Sheherazade as a Feminist Icon: The 
title A Sister to Sheherazade is a deliberate 
invocation of the legendary storyteller 
from One Thousand and One Nights, 
whose tales kept her alive. Djebar reclaims 
this figure, transforming Sheherazade from 
a mythical survivor into a symbol of 
feminist resilience. In the novel, the act of 
storytelling is not just about preserving life 
but about reclaiming identity and resisting 
erasure. Djebar’s female characters 
become modern-day Sheherazades, using 
their fragmented narratives to assert 
control over their lives and histories. Each 
story they tell is an act of defiance against 
the silence demanded by patriarchal and 
colonial systems. These women do not 
speak in polished monologues but in 
broken, overlapping voices that reflect the 
complexities of their realities. Yet, in 
doing so, they affirm their presence and 
their right to be heard. The Sheherazade 
motif serves as both a literary and 
symbolic anchor, connecting the ancient 
tradition of survival through storytelling to 
contemporary struggles for voice and 
visibility. Through this reimagining, 
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Djebar underscores the transformative 
power of narrative, suggesting that even in 
fragmented form, stories can build 
solidarity, reclaim space, and reshape 
identities in radical and enduring ways. 

Discussion 

Fragmentation and Strength: In 
Djebar’s literary vision, fragmentation 
does not symbolize weakness or confusion 
but becomes a dynamic expression of 
resilience. Her characters, though shaped 
by trauma and displacement, use the 
broken pieces of their lives to create new 
meaning. Fragmentation reflects the 
disjointed reality of Algerian women 
navigating the overlapping forces of 
colonial history, patriarchal traditions, and 
personal struggle. By refusing to follow a 
linear narrative, Djebar offers an 
alternative model of storytelling—one that 
acknowledges the discontinuities and 
contradictions in women's lives. These 
fragments are not signs of narrative failure 
but deliberate disruptions that challenge 
dominant historical and literary forms. 
Each broken memory, disjointed voice, or 
disrupted timeline contributes to a larger 
mosaic of identity. The characters’ ability 
to move through their fractured 
experiences and still find meaning and 
purpose speaks to their inner strength. This 
approach mirrors postcolonial theories that 
view fragmentation as a space for 
reconstruction and resistance (Bhabha, 
1994). Through this lens, Djebar’s 
characters emerge not as victims of chaos 
but as creators of their own complex 
identities. Their fragmented voices resist 
erasure, insisting on presence and 
complexity, thereby transforming what 

could be seen as narrative weakness into a 
powerful literary strategy of empowerment 
and survival. 

Transcultural Solidarity: Although 
grounded in the specific socio-political 
realities of Algeria, the themes in A Sister 
to Sheherazade transcend national borders 
and speak to a broader feminist 
consciousness. Djebar constructs a 
narrative that resonates with women across 
different cultures who face similar 
struggles with marginalization, identity, 
and voice. The emotional and 
psychological realities portrayed in the 
novel—oppression, resistance, silence, and 
self-expression—are familiar to women in 
various global contexts. Djebar’s depiction 
of female solidarity, therefore, is not 
limited to a singular cultural experience 
but becomes a universal message of 
connection and strength. Her narrative 
bridges the gap between the local and the 
global, inviting readers from diverse 
backgrounds to engage with the shared 
dimensions of womanhood and resistance. 
This transcultural solidarity echoes 
Mohanty’s (1984) call for global feminist 
alliances rooted in empathy and collective 
struggle. Djebar’s work becomes a 
platform for cross-cultural understanding, 
demonstrating how personal narratives can 
serve as powerful tools for global 
advocacy. By framing solidarity as both 
deeply personal and universally relevant, 
Djebar challenges the idea that feminist 
resistance must look the same everywhere. 
Instead, she offers a model that values 
diversity while reinforcing the 
transformative potential of global 
sisterhood. 
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Reclaiming Narrative Space: Djebar’s 
integration of fragmentation and solidarity 
is a deliberate act of narrative reclamation, 
giving voice to women historically 
marginalized in literature and society. By 
disrupting conventional forms of 
storytelling, she challenges the authority of 
linear, patriarchal narratives that often 
exclude female experiences. In A Sister to 
Sheherazade, the fragmented structure, 
layered with multiple voices, becomes a 
literary method for inserting women into 
the historical and cultural discourse from 
which they have long been erased. The act 
of telling their stories—whether through 
memory, confession, or shared dialogue—
allows Djebar’s characters to assert control 
over their narratives. This reclamation is 
not simply about inclusion; it is about 
redefining what constitutes a legitimate 
story. Djebar affirms that fragmented, 
emotionally charged, and polyphonic 
accounts are equally valid, if not more 
reflective, of lived reality. The novel thus 
resists dominant modes of narration and 
opens up a new literary space where 
silenced voices gain prominence. This 
reclaimed space is not passive; it is filled 
with urgency, agency, and assertion. In 
doing so, Djebar aligns herself with 
feminist literary traditions that prioritize 
marginalized voices and celebrate 
narrative forms that mirror the complexity 
and diversity of women’s lives and 
experiences. 

Conclusion 
 Assia Djebar’s A Sister to Sheherazade 
offers a powerful exploration of women’s 
lives in postcolonial Algeria through the 
dual lenses of fragmented narrative and 
female solidarity. The novel's disjointed 
structure reflects the internal and external 
ruptures caused by colonialism, patriarchy, 
and cultural expectations. Rather than 
presenting fragmentation as a sign of 
brokenness, Djebar reclaims it as a means 

of expressing resilience. Her characters, 
particularly Isma and Hajila, navigate 
oppressive systems by sharing stories and 
forming bonds that transcend isolation. 
These moments of connection challenge 
dominant narratives that have historically 
silenced women and instead highlight their 
agency and complexity. 

Through the symbolic use of Sheherazade, 
Djebar positions storytelling as an act of 
survival and empowerment. The exchange 
of fragmented memories becomes a 
collective act of resistance, allowing 
women to reclaim ownership over their 
identities and experiences. The novel 
encourages a reevaluation of how 
narratives are shaped, who gets to tell 
them, and how solidarity can foster 
transformation. Djebar not only 
illuminates the struggles of Algerian 
women but also speaks to broader feminist 
and postcolonial concerns. In doing so, A 
Sister to Sheherazade becomes a literary 
space where silenced voices are heard, 
where fragmentation becomes form, and 
where solidarity becomes strength. 
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