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Society

Beirut

I 

t is not about telling the epics 
of ancient heroes or old tales 
and fables anymore but the 
sharing of personal experi-
ences and life-changing sto-

ries. The tradition of the hakawati 
— “storyteller” — once the most 
popular form of entertainment in 
Arab countries, is taking a contem-
porary shape in Lebanon.

“Times have changed. Right now 
people don’t want to hear about 
heroes and myths but want to hear 
about each other. We are all heroes 
in our way,” said Dima Matta, an 
English-language university lec-
turer, actor and storyteller who 
reintroduced the art form in 2014 
in Lebanon by establishing a story-
telling group, the Cliffhangers.

“Storytelling has become a form 
of activism,” Matta said. “In one in-
stance, the theme was about gen-
der-based violence against wom-
en. Stories revolved around abuse, 
harassment and sexual violence 
against females, a very heavy top-
ic in which a lot of people shared 
very personal experiences.”

Cliffhangers’ storytelling events 
are once a month at various ven-
ues, tackling a particular theme 
each time. Topics range from se-
rious stories — social and sexual 
oppression and gender-based vio-
lence of the lesbian, gay, bisexual 
and transgender (LGBT) com-
munity — to lighter subjects such 
as childhood recollections of fun 
times, old houses and dreams.

The events consist of two parts. 
Four storytellers are featured in 
the first and the second is open 
to audience members who wish 
to share their own stories. Story-
tellers choose whatever language 
they are most comfortable in, usu-
ally Arabic, English or sometimes a 
typically Lebanese amalgam of the 
two.

Matta, who grew up listening 
to her father’s tales of Sinbad and 
then stories about the Lebanese 
civil war, said she considered the 
new storytelling events to be a sort 
of therapy in which strangers share 
personal experiences without fear 
of being judged or criticised.

“There is a healing atmosphere 
about these events because it takes 
a lot of courage to share personal 
stories,” Matta said. “I feel it is my 
duty to offer safe space for people 
and this is something I have estab-
lished from day one. When you 
enter the space, no matter where it 

is, you will not be judged, you will 
not be insulted but you will be ac-
cepted and understood.”

Matta recalled a young woman 
who shared her experience of be-
ing sexually assaulted and later 
writing that the Cliffhangers meet-
ing was the only safe place she 
felt she could share her story. She 
thanked Matta for providing the 
opportunity.

In another instance, a young 
man talked about suffering from 
anxiety, despite the stigma around 
mental health that exists in Leba-
non. “At that point, a young wom-
an spoke out and said, ‘I have anxi-
ety too. It is really good to listen to 
you speak because now I know that 
I am not alone…,’” Matta said. “So 
there is a sort of comforting feeling 
about listening to another person’s 
experience and then relating to it.”

Hakawati musings used to be the 
most popular form of entertain-
ment in the Middle East. A haka-
wati was a teller of tales, legends 

and fables. He was at the same 
time a performer who earned his 
living by captivating an audience 
with his tales. Each village had its 
own hakawati but the great ones 
travelled around the country tell-
ing their tales.

Traditional stories such as “One 
Thousand and One Nights,” chron-

icles of legendary Arab heroes or 
stories from Holy Scriptures were 
the most common tales. By work-
ing with accent, tone and pitch, 
the storyteller could mimic many 
characters in his stories.

The re-emergence of hakawati 
is one of various story-telling ini-
tiatives gaining popularity in Leba-
non, following the success of the 
Moth, a US-based storytelling or-
ganisation.

“Unlike the (folkloric) hakawa-
tis who told historical and fiction 
stories, these are true stories. The 
persons who have experienced 
the story and tell it themselves 
can give you better details and 
can bring you into the moment in 
a different way than (for instance) 
journalists who tell it on their be-
half,” said Rima Abushakra, a for-
mer journalist who founded Ha-
kaya, another storytelling group, 
in 2016 with three friends.

“As a journalist, I felt like the 
best stories I came across never 

made it into the paper because of 
deadlines and word-count limita-
tions. There are such powerful ex-
amples of humanity and kindness 
and lessons learned which went 
untold,” Abushakra added.

At Hakaya events, the stories 
are as diverse as the storytellers. 
They include people of all ages, 
backgrounds and nationalities. 
An elderly mother told the heart-
breaking story of losing her son in 
the fighting in Tripoli in northern 
Lebanon; Syrian refugee children 
talked about experiences of war. 
There are also uplifting stories, 
such as the one about a young man 
who overcome the odds and be-
came an opera singer.

“Storytelling has made a come-
back worldwide,” said Matta. 
“However, in Lebanon, it took a 
while to revive it because nobody 
really thought about it but once 
you offer something to people they 
did not know they missed, they re-
alise that they miss it.”
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Healing atmosphere. Audience at a storytelling event organised by Cliffhangers.                                                                   (Photo courtesy of Dima Matta.)

Storytelling takes on a new look in Beirut

Topics range from 
serious stories to 
lighter subjects 
such as childhood 
recollections of 
fun times, old 
houses and 
dreams.

Tales in two cities

Cairo

I 

n male-dominated societies 
of the Middle East, written or 
narrated stories usually re-
volve around a male protago-
nist but Egypt’s Ana al-Hekaya 

(I’m the Story) attempts to change 
that perspective.

The self-funded feminist story-
telling group was formed in 2009 
by four female academics and  
writers who decided to a set up a 
forum distinct from an Egyptian 
storytelling project affiliated with 
the Women and Memory Forum. 
The group involves activists deal-
ing with the negative representa-
tion and perception of Arab wom-
en in the cultural sphere.

“At first, we were interested in 
rewriting and narrating folk stories 
and the tales of ‘One Thousand 
and One Nights’ from a feminist 
point of view. Then we developed 
our own vision to narrate con-
temporary stories written in the 
monthly workshops that we hold,” 
Ana al-Hekaya co-founder Amani 

Abouzeid said.
“In our workshops, we deal with 

particular themes. They could be 
general topics or ones deriving 
from the works of renowned writ-
ers such as [Nobel Prize Laureate] 
Naguib Mahfouz and Ihsan Ab-
del Quddous. We tackle the texts 
from a feminist perception and 
write new ones inspired by them,” 
Abouzeid explained.

The stories are told by the 
group’s 15 storytellers, who come 
from different backgrounds and 
professions. They are produced at 
the workshops and cover a variety 
of social issues related to women, 
including female genital mutila-
tion, early marriages, school drop-
outs of girls and discrimination 
against women in the workplace.

Subjects are highlighted in the 
stories in a creative and sometimes 
funny manner. Storytelling events 
are accompanied by light music 
and songs that relate to the tale’s 
subject.

“Once we announce our story-
telling events many people express 
interest. They may not be inter-
ested in feminist issues but they 
just want to hear tales,” said Aya 

Sami, a storyteller and regular par-
ticipant in the workshops who en-
rolled in the group four years ago. 
“However, once they find out that 
the stories are told from a feminist 
viewpoint, they get the message 
and react to it, especially when it 
is about women’s education or em-
powerment.”

Sami said her experience with 
Ana al-Hekaya was a kind of thera-
py because she had felt trapped in 
her own thoughts.

“With the group, I got to know 
that there is a way to release those 

thoughts in an artistic manner and 
that people could listen to what I 
have to say and react to it,” she said.

Ana al-Hekaya has attracted men 
as well as women, an unusual oc-
currence in a mainly Muslim Arab 
country where males are domi-
nant.

Reda Zaki, an advocate of gender 
equality who has worked with the 
group for several years, recalled 
his beginnings as a feminist story-
teller.

“My experience with Ana al-
Hekaya entailed some contradic-
tion being a man among all those 
women,” he said. “At first, I felt es-
tranged and anxious, telling stories 
from a feminist perspective. Then 
the audiences’ positive feedback 
made these feelings fade away.

“After all, the problems over 
which the stories are shedding 
the light are real. I wouldn’t have 
joined the group had I not believed 
in what they advocate.”

Ahmed Hamdy, another male 
member, first participated in Ana 
al-Hekaya’s storytelling events as a 
listener before joining the writing 
workshops almost two years ago.

“I mainly like writing,” he said. 

“Also my strong belief in the 
group’s cause and principles made 
me join their workshops. The dis-
cussions and the brainstorming at 
every workshop benefited me a lot 
and opened new horizons for writ-
ing.”

“I am a strong defender of wom-
en’s rights, which are inherent in 
human rights in general… Women 
represent an integral part of the 
society.”

Ana al-Hekaya’s storytelling 
events at cultural centres and thea-
tres across Egypt are usually fully 
booked, attracting large crowds of 
both sexes.

“Our purpose is to raise aware-
ness about women’s rights and is-
sues,” Abouzeid said. “Feminism 
is not at all about tough women 
merely fighting against male domi-
nance but about gaining lawful 
rights.”

The group recently produced a 
book titled “Ana al-Hekaya,” which 
is a compilation of stories pro-
duced by participants in the writ-
ing workshops.

Marwa al-A’sar is a Cairo-based 
journalist.

Marwa al-A’sar

Women’s issues focus of Egypt’s storytelling group 

Ana al-Hekaya 
storytelling covers 
women’s issues, 
including gender 
discrimination, female 
genital mutilation and 
early marriages.
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