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Extended Abstract

Background and Purposes: Amin Zawi’s novel A/-4snam: Cain Whose Heart Was Softened for His Brother Abel represents a qualitative
advancement in the development of contemporary Arab fiction. Zawi, known for his profound philosophical inquiries and his engagement
with foundational texts, has established a new framework for one of the oldest human dilemmas in this work. The novel does not merely
narrate a story; rather, it reconstructs the myth of Cain and Abel not only as a historical-religious event but also as a paradigm of existential
and moral contradictions that have come to involve modern humanity and society. Within the context of contemporary Arab literature,
where an increasing connection between mythical heritage with lived experiences is observable, Zawi’s work occupies a distinctive position.
The novel follows narrative trends that distance themselves from traditional linear storytelling and, through a rereading of sacred texts and
folklore, seeks to extract practical concepts for understanding the present situation. The revival of this myth reflects a persistent search for
the roots of violence and self-destruction in the psyche of contemporary Arab man.

Methodology: To achieve the objectives of this research and address its questions, the present article uses the method of analytical criticism
(literary criticism). In this regard, tools of structural analysis are used to examine the internal structure of the work, while concepts from
psychological criticism are applied to understand the characters” motivations. Given that this work constitutes a rereading of an ancient text,
an interpretive method also proves necessary for interpreting the multiple layers of meaning. Following this introduction, the analytical
research is divided into six main sections. The first and second axes are dedicated to explaining the titles and examining the mythological
references, respectively. The third and fourth axes focus on analyzing the characters of Cain and Abel and the deeper significance of
“softening the heart.” Finally, the fifth and sixth axes explore the concept of “al-Asnaam” in the novel as a metaphor for contemporary
reality and will present a summary of the findings derived from the textual analysis.

Results and Discussion: The Symbol of Disillusionment with the Natural (the Cockroach and the Donkey): To portray the superiority of
the natural and honest over corrupt political structures, the author uses symbols that are often rejected in modern literature. Al-Sarsur (the
Cockroach): This creature, generally associated with filth and disease, becomes a “dear friend” for the narrator and a symbol of instinctive
and authentic life. The interaction with the cockroach represents an attempt to create meaning in the vacuum of political and ideological
signification. The author states: “I began to watch the movement of the beautiful and clean cockroach... Whoever invented cockroach killer
is a tyrant and a criminal. Beautiful creatures like this cockroach neither perish nor cause harm.” The braying of the donkey: The donkey’s
voice is contrasted as an “honest” and “faithful” voice against modern music or hollow political rhetoric. “I love the sound of the donkeys
braying in the neighbor’s barn... The braying of the donkeys is more beautiful than the neighing of horses. The donkey is honest in its
braying and is original in it.” These symbols indicate that the narrator’s search for truth leads him toward the natural and primal world—a
world that the structures of power (state, party, ideology) have failed to contaminate. The symbol of “al-Lahiyyah” (Long Beard) as a
positional choice: In this text, the long beard, contrary to its traditional connotations of piety and religiosity, becomes a political-
philosophical choice that signifies a stance against the status quo. Mahdi confirms this choice as “taqiyyah” (piety) to achieve the narrator’s
objectives (revengeance or salvation). Textual example: “He told me: This long beard of yours is your tagiyyah to achieve what you have
in mind.”

Conclusion: The novel A/-Asnam is more than a social narrative of post-independence Algeria and its crises; it is also a modern
reinterpretation of the myth of Cain and Abel. By situating the characters within the framework of this foundational myth, the author elevates
the individual and moral conflict to the level of human tragedy. The death of Mahdi (Abel) is not merely a political murder but a
representation of the killing of innocence by corrupt ideologies (embodying the modern Cain). This connection between the mythical
narrative and the bitter political reality endows the work a twofold depth that requires an analysis extending beyond purely historical
boundaries to understand the characters’ motivations. The principal theme of the novel is the inescapable cycle of “sin”. Cain’s sin is not
only repeated in the murder of Mahdi but is also transmitted to the narrator as an “inheritance”. Despite the narrator’s conscious attempts at
redemption—by changing his field of study, rejecting extremist environments, and even taking up a job as a gravedigger—he remains
condemned to live under the shadow of this legacy. His choices (such as growing a beard or seeking refuge in solitude) appear more reactions
to the burden of guilt than steps toward complete freedom. This suggests that, in the novel’s world, environmental and historical determinism
exerts a more powerful force the individual will. The book’s title, 7he Idols, metaphorically targets all the corrupt structures to which society
clings; these idols are both external (the rigid, state-sanctioned ideologies that justify death) and internal (maternal jealousy, ideological
pride). To escape the worship of these idols, the narrator moves toward the denial of grand systems and the affirmation of “the small and
noble”. A symbol such as the cockroach, which becomes a companion at the height of isolation, represents his search for a pure truth that
cannot be confiscated by power.
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