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Abstract:

This research is an endeavor to uncover that power demands as much
brain as brawnwithout being gender-oriented.Women are usually
considered to be physically as well as discursively weak insocial
practices. The investigation aims to explore the power dynamics in The
Thousand and One Nights to gender discourses in the selected text.To
underscore the nuances or power dynamics as to how they are executed
in the social milieu systemically, the researchers have employed
Fairclough’s (1989) theory of language and power i.e., “power behind
discourse” and “power in discourse.”The study is exploratory
research that helps to demonstrate that power is not limited to somatic
or corporeal strength, since the inception of the world, scholars and
philosophers have talked about the power of the tongue. The study
revealed that the power of speech is more influential for the words have
the potency to slither down into one’s soul and, thus, this power is not
only limited to a particular gender. This suasion in words
yieldsperennialresults and life-shaping in comparison to ephemeral
outcomes of physical power.
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I. Introduction

Power is not delimited to somatic or corporeal strength since the inception of the
world scholars and philosophers have talked about the power of the tongue. In fact, the
power of speech is considered more influential for the words have the potency to slither
down into one’s soul. This persuasiveness in words yields results that are perennial and
life-shaping in comparison to ephemeral outcomes of physical power. The purpose of this
research paper is to explore the power dynamics in The Thousand and One Nights with
respect to gender discourse in the story. To accomplish this goal the researchers have
employed Fairclough’s theory of “power behind discourse” and “power in discourse.”

Taking into account the affinity between language and power, the two cannot be
separated. Using the power of discourse one can influence people without letting them
know to meet one’s own end. Fairclough (1989) believes that powerful ideologies are
incorporated in discourse which are overlooked by people considering them as the matter
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of common sense. Besides hidden power, he classifies power into “power behind
discourse” and “power in discourse”. Power behind discourse is the power that powerful
people in social circle exercise to solidify the conventions. While power in discourse
focuses more on language and how language is used to construct powerful relationships.

The Thousand and One Nights or The Arabian Nights is a collection of tales that
date back to the Islamic Golden Age. The work features thousand and oneexotic and
realistic stories of romance, adventure, and fortune crafted within a single frame story of
the Sultan Shahryar and the Great Storyteller Shahrazad.The pious of kings, Sultan
Shahryar after discovering the infidelity of his wife descents into madness. The betrayal
scars his life, and he gives in to a sexist or despotic approach towards life. He resolves to
marry a girl daily and Kill her before the daybreak. This sort of behavior causes a political
catastrophe because there are no more candidates left. Shahrazad, the Vizier’s daughter
volunteers to marry the king bearing in mind a game plan to avert her anticipated fate.
Shahrazad marries the mad king and tangles him in her enchanting stories. Every night
she narrates to the king a story and leaves it unfinished when the sun breaks through the
blanket of darkness. The king; eager to know what would happen next, does not kill her
and in this manner one thousand- and one-nights pass, and Shahrazad is safe. By the end
of the last night or story, the king and our queen have three children and the king repents
to sanity. By her art of storytelling, she restores the king to sanity, saves herself, and
liberates the nation from the looming threat.

Talking about women and politics Fairclough (1989) asserts that if some
womenare able to make their way to some position of prominence or authority they are
subjected to contemptuous expectations “damned if they behave like men, and damned if
they don’t” (Fairclough, 1989, p. 182). If they pursued the former, they are accused of
being ‘unfeminine’ which damages their image in society and if they followed the latter,
they are looked upon as delicate and weak i.e. ‘feminine’ and thus unfit for the position.
The research paper also vindicates that women can do politics or exercise power while
retaining their femininity. They do not have to behave in a certain way i.e. ‘manly’ to
exercise power. However, Gramsci (2007) rejects the idea that one can achieve power
once for all rather it is a matter of dominance of resistance.

The research paper is helpful in demonstrating how the use of language guided
by knowledge can change the hearts and minds of people. It also helps the readers to see
that instead of using adjectives for women like; beautiful, delicate, and weak, women can
be looked upon as intelligent, strong, and decisive. Women being subjected to prejudice
is an ages-old story; they were considered junior and inferior to men both physically and
mentally. This study helps to understand how women can safeguard themselves through
the knowledge and wisdom they have. The Research Questions;

e  How arethe discursive and physical powers presented in the selected text?
e  How has Shahrazad used her discursive strategies to empower herself in a male-
norm society?

I1. Literature Review

Language, gender, and power have been the topic of investigation to a humber
of researchers. They tried to investigate the subject afresh and contributed a valuable
volume epistemologically. Foucault (1978) while talking on power, says that power is not
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something that is to be possessed but rather something that is enacted. More clearly in
Mills’words “power is something which is performed, something more like a strategy
than a possession.” She continues “power should be seen as a verb rather than a noun,
something that does something rather than something which is or which can be held
onto” (Mills, 2003, p. 35).According to Daldal (2014) Foucault and Gramsci both while
devising their theory of power focus on Machiavelli’s notion of ‘relation of force’ and
diffuse the power relations before the complex mechanisms of society. Power is not only
a tool in the social interaction; it is also a very significant element in the institutions and a
key concern of the sociolinguists and social theorists (Mayr, 2008). Simpson and Mayr
(2009) asserted that language intersects and connects with the social, cultural and
political aspects of power relations. However, Walsh (2016) indicate that language also
plays an important role in the establishment of relationship among society, culture and
social change. According to Gal (1995) has very clearly drawn a demarcation line by
adding literary theory in the concept of language and power besides being at the forefront
of feminism, history, anthropology or psychology.

It is a fact that language interacts at all levels of social interaction. Jespersen
(1922) also highlights the fact the language of women is deficient. Thomas (2013), by
quoting Jespersen that language of gender as a stereotypical perception of early
examples. Stanlaw (2020) also quoted Jespersen and criticized him for being provocative
on language and gender. He further alleges him for being a catholic and thus, being very
stereotypical. Lakoff (1975) who raised the question as to why men and women speak
differently marks a clear difference on the differences of both the genders. Bergvall
(2014), in the same way, also questions the dominance of males in society by just they
are males. West and Zimmerman (1987) elucidated the difference between gender and
sex; they asserted that gender is not something we ‘have’ but we ‘do’ (West &
Zimmerman, 1987, p. 126).Similarly, Lazar and Kramarae (2011) added that Women
moving into the public domains of power traditionally monopolised by men are creating
new identities for themselves, and the language that is used by them and about them
offers an insight into gender roles. Rudman and Glick (2021) however, suggested how
attitudes and beliefs about gender profoundly shape all aspects of daily life. Coates
(2015) referring to Collins (2009) also argues that it is not race or sexuality that might
determine the dominance of gender and alluded that black women also challenged the
dominance of white women in the USA. Similarly, Sciriha (2009) also views the gender
talks differently as the views given by the earlier researcher on gender discourses. She
notices two different styles of gender talk: Different and dominance (p. 365).

Eckert (1989) argues, since women have little access to non-linguistic power as
compared to men; to satisfy their need for power, women indirectly use man’s power by
saying,“Deprived of power, women can only gain compliance through the indirect use of
man’s power or through the development of personal influence”(Eckert, 1989, p. 256).
Coates and Cameron (2014) have also identifies that women are mostly invisible,
peripheral and deviant besides they are considered differently not only in language but
also other social enterprise (p. 6).Beauvoir (1949) calls women the second sex because
they are being defined in relation to men. They do not haveindependent standing in the
society whereas Kendall and Tannen (2015) highlighted new ways and diversity in the
relations and averred,“He is the Subject; he is the Absolute. She is the Other” (p. 26).
Beauvoir also notes “One is not born, but rather becomes, woman” (Beauvoir, 1949, p.
14).
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Shahryar’s journey from madness to cure is very skillfully traced by Clinton
(1985) stating that he scrutinized how a just and powerful king loses his sanity and how
he was cured. Heath (1988) in his journal explores romance and says that one should not
only love passionately but also rightly. Workman (1988) emphasized that Victorians
turned to Arabian Nights for its exoticism in the time when didactic literature for children
and realism for adults was preferred. Similarly, Beaumont’s (1998) bountiful research
sheds light on the importance of slave narrative in the story which is otherwise
overlooked. On the other hand, Fine (2009) investigated that women by using their
discursive strategies can lead the nations. Irwin (2004)in his research explores how
political thought and wisdom are embedded in the stories of ‘“Thousand and One Nights’.
He also brings to light the tradition that was prevalent in the Islamic World of
communicating knowledge and wisdom through storytelling.Enderwitz, (2004)
investigates how Shahrazad is one of us when she plays different roles in the story as
“heroine,” “narrator,” and a “women”.While most of the research studies focused on the
verbal art of narration, al-Musawi’s (2005) research articles traverse the non-verbal
narratives in the story that fascinate the readers such as paintings, dishes and mysterious
inscriptions take the readers into their world of imagination.Peterson (2007) traces this
transition in his illuminating article “From Jinn to Gennies: Intertextuality, Media, and
the Making of Global Folklore”.

I11. Research Methodology

The researchers have used a qualitative research paradigm to conduct the
research. Burton’s translation (1885) “Thousand Nights and a Night” has been used as
the core text. Norman Fairclough (1989) also examined the correlation between language
and power. He defines Power behind Discourse in these words: “The idea of power
behind discourse is that the whole social order of discourse is put together as a hidden
effect of power”(p. 55). It can be identified with the Instrumental Power; where an
individual already has control over the other because of some authoritative
position.Contradicting this, is Fairclough’s Power in Discourse i.e. “Power in discourse
is to do with powerful participants controlling and constraining the contributions of non-
powerful participants”(Fairclough, 1989, p. 46).The purpose of this power theory is to
acknowledge the hidden motives that are incorporated in the discourse and are not
detected or taken for granted. The impact of this hidden power can be game-changing or
life-changing as we witness in the story.

In the light of two main postulates of the theory, the researchershave tried to
investigate the research problem. Textual analysis of the text has been carried out to
provide valuable conclusions and recommendations, (1) Power behind Discourse (2)
Power in Discourse.

IV. Analysis and Discussion
A. Power behind Discourse
Shahryar's despotism / Shahryar's lack of discursive power

Power discursivity is the central theme of the story.Although Shahryar possesses
absolute power over his people but lacks emotional one; and being his subjects, masses
obeyed his commands and recognize his unquestionable power. When he noted that his
brother Shah Zama’s story of betrayal, how his wife had been unfaithful to him, anger
ignites Shahryar’s heart. Burton writes:
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“Shahryar shook his head, marveling with extreme marvel, and with the
fire of wrath flaming up from his heart, he cried, ‘Indeed, the malice
of woman is mighty!”” (vol. 1, p. 8).

He even tells his brother that he had escaped great evil by just slaying his wife
but if the tragedy had befallen upon him, he would have killed thousands of women and
would have gone mad. In Shahryar’s words; “By Allah, had the case been mine, I would
not have been satisfied without slaying a thousand women” (vol. 1, p. 8). And this is
exactly what happens when he indeed learns about his wife’s infidelity. “But this o...... is
safe from their malice!” (vol. 1, pp. 6-7)

Shahryar, the most powerful and pious of kings could not stand firm after
learning about his wife’s treachery and surrenders to sexism. His despotism robes him of
emotional and intellectual abilities and resultantly he scums to violent and sacrilegious
use of power.

Show of Physical Power

After discovering the infamy of his wife and recovering from the shock,
Shahryar summons his Chief Minister and commands him to kill his wife. We see
Shahryar’s “power behind discourse” is active here; he ...... plight and her fear”(vol. 1,
p. 14).

He also Kills his concubines and their Mamelukes, but this killing of the accused
does not satisfy him, and he swears to marry a girl daily and kill her before the daybreak.
The use of this irrefutable power instead of receding increases tremendously, he takes
justice into his own hands and considers it his moral duty to look out for women’s
abstinence.*The King Shahryar took bran in hand and repairing to the Seraglio slew ...he
would abate her maidenhood at night and slay her next morning to make sure of his
honor...” (vol. 1, p. 14)

His conduct is not pious but rather he acts self-righteously, he does not seem to
consider the advice of his Emirs or Wazir. He resolves doing to what he thinks is right for
him and the Wazir being afraid of him does as he is asked to do. When Shahryar orders
the Chief Minister to kill his new wife after spending the night with her, the Wazir obeys
the order because of Shahryar’s fear. “Meanwhile Shahryar commanded his Wazir to
bring him the bride of the night...and the Wazir did accordingly for fear of the
Sultan.”(vol. 1, p. 14)

Shahryar’s sacrilegious use of power turns him into a tyrant, he is no longer the
king who was pious and just. After taking justice into his own hands and unleashing the
violence against the particular gender, he becomes an unjust ruler and self-
righteousperson.

Shahryar’s authoritative power turns into a tyrant

It is Shahryar’s “power behind discourse” which empowers him so much so to
commit a murder daily without feeling any remorse or repentance. Moreover, being the
King, he even considers women’s celibacy as his honor. His access to absolute and
undeniable power blinds him to see his subjects as living beings. This oppression
continues for three years until people start cursing him, “praying Allah utterly destroy
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him and his rule” (vol. 1, p. 14) but people’s outcry or women’s uproar does not reach his
ear. Such is the fear of his power that there is nobody to challenge him so, people appeal
to God to destroy him. After lamenting and cursing, they finally resolve to run away from
his kingdom, “...mothers wept and parents fled with their daughters till there remained
not in the city a young person fit for carnal copulation” (vol. 1, p. 14).

His unchallengeable power forces people to seek refuge from his tyrant
rule.Apart from people’s cursingand wailings, their act of running away from the
countrygives rise to a political catastrophe. When Shahryar orders the Wazir for the same
request for another night, the Wazir hunts down the whole city; but he cannot find
anyone. Afraid and sad, the Wazir returns home to his daughters Shahrazad and
Dunyazad. Upon their insistence, the Wazir narrates to them the whole story of King
Shahryar. After listening to the story, the elder daughter Shahrazad comes up with a plan
to stop the slaughter. From this point onward in the story, the power dynamics shift and
the readers see more use of discursive power i.e. power of language and knowledge.

B. Power in Discourse
Shahrazad’s intellectualabilities overshadowShahryar’s physical prowess

Burton’s portrayal of Shahrazad is very interesting, it is the stark opposite of the
typical description of women. She is not described as fragile, delicate, or beautiful. She is
in fact described as a strong-willed, well-educated, and wise woman. “... elder had
perused the books, annals and legends of preceding Kings...she had studies philosophy
and the sciences, arts and accomplishments; and she was pleasant and polite, wise and
witty, well read and well bread.” (vol. 1, p. 15)

Shahrazad’s depiction also conflicts greatly with King Shahryar and Shah
Zaman. Whereas she is described as wise, cultured, and learned, the King and his brother
are described as knights, hardy, and brave. As Burton registers “while both were Knights
and Braves, albeit the elder was a doughtier horseman than the younger” (vol. 1, p. 2).

Shahrazad’s determination to end the political catastrophe

Wise as she is described, after listening to her father Shahrazad quickly proposes
a solution, she says to his father, “By Allah, O my father, how long shall this slaughter of
women endure? Shall | tell thee what is in my mind in order to save both sides from
destruction” (vol. 1, p. 15). The solution, Shahrazad puts forwards inflames the anger and
wrath in his father. Shahrazad offers or more accurately volunteers to marry the King to
save the lives of the rest of the women and to end the political catastrophe. As she says,
“T wish thou wouldst give me in marriage to this King Shahryar; either | shall live or |
shall be a ransom for the virgin daughters of Moslems and the cause of their deliverance
from his hands and thine” (vol. 1, p. 15). The Wazir, being a father could not allow this
daughter to step into the hellfire so, he tries to argue with her but Shahrazad is adamant,
she insists him to allow her to end this slaughter “make me a doer of good deed” (vol. 1,
p. 15).

Shahrazad is aware of the consequences of her proposal, she is conscious of
everything she proposes, when her father tries to stop her, she says ... let him kill me and
he will: I shall only die a ransom for others” (vol. 1, p.15). Her father’s disapproval and
upbraiding are useless for she is unshakeable in her resolution, "O my father it must be,
come of it what will!” (vol. 1, p. 15). Helpless, the Wazir tries one final shot, he narrates
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to her the “Tale of the Bull and the Ass” to make her understand that she is not wise
enough for King Shahryar and her lack of wits might result in her death “thou wilt die for
lack of wits” (vol. 1, p. 19) but Shahrazad is firm and unwavering, she even tells his
father if he would not take her to the King, she will marry him herself.“I will never......
like of thee.” (vol. 1, p. 23)

Helpless in front of Shahrazad’s purposefulness and resoluteness, the Wazir
goes to the King and informs him of all that exchanged between him and his daughter.
King Shahryar marvels with curiosity for he had exempted Wazir’s daughters from this
oath. So, he says to Chief Wazir: “O most faithful ...... stead without fail.” (vol. 1, p. 23)

To this, the Wazir replies that he had told his daughter about the oath and
repercussions but still she is persistent to spend the night with the King. Shahryar
jubilates with delight and commands the Wazir to get ready for the night. The Wazir
leaves the King’s presence and informs his daughter about the King’s wish. With
pleasure Shahrazad starts preparing for the visit, she does not leave for the palace with
nothing. She proffers to King Shahryar with a proper plan of action. Before leaving for
the night, she instructs his sister Dunyazad about the ploy. “Note well ...... the King from
his blood-thirsty custom.” (vol. 1, pp. 23-24)

Shahrazad’s discursive power

Shahrazad’s “power in discourse” contrasts with Shahryar’s “power behind
discourse,” while Shahrazad leaves for the palace with a proper plan of action i.e.
storytelling, the power in discourse, Shahryar’s commanding behavior reflects his power
behind discourse. When the night finally approaches, Shahryar asks the Wazir “Hast thou
brought me my need?” (vol. 1, p. 24) to which he replies in affirmative. From the
moment Shahrazad enters the palace, she starts working on her ploy, after the King
fulfills his carnal wish, she gestures her sister to start the play, “Shahrazad awoke and
signaled to her sister Dunyazad who sat up and said, ‘Allah upon thee, O my ...... latter
night’” (vol. 1, p. 24). Taking the King’s permission Shahrazad begins the story of the
“Tale of the Trader and the Jinni”

Shahrazad, the Great storyteller unfolds the tale with pleasure and plan when she
discerns that the sunrise is near, she breaks off in the middle of the story. Seeing her stop,
her sister Dunyazad says “How fair is thy tale, and how grateful, and how sweet and how
tasteful!” (vol. 1, p. 29). Bringing her discursive power in use, Shahrazad replies “What
is this ...... spare me?” (vol. 1, p. 29). The king who is the object of her stratagem is
quickly entangled in her stories. He deviates from his oath and says, “By Allah,...... her
tale” (vol. 1, p. 29).

One the second night, on her sister’s request and with the King’s permission
Shahrazad continues the “Tale of the Trader and the Jinni” but again she leaves the story
in the middle before the day full broke and in order to know the rest of the tale, the King
does not kill her, “By Allah, I ...... it is wondrous.” (vol. 1, p. 37)

Shahrazad cleverly asks King’s permission every time she begins the story
which satisfies his machismo or power behind discourse. Besides, she always addresses
the King as “pious and auspicious King” (vol. 1, p. 24) and “Heaven-directed Ruler!”
(vol. 1, p.30) which appeases his need for power and he does not suspect her. Thus,
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Shahrazad exercises the power of language which is apparently hidden and is taken for
granted to end the gender catastrophe.

Shahrazad as the savior

This way one thousand- and one-nights pass and Shahrazad has already given
birth to three male children, and after the final story Shahrazad asks the King for a boon
for her wondrous stories to which he agrees, “Ask, O Shahrazad, and it shall be granted
to thee” (vol. 3, p. 54). Shahrazad gathers her children before the King and asks him to
release her from this oath of death. She says,“O King of ...... be reared.” (vol. 3, p. 54)

Hearing this, the King confesses that he had already forgiven her, and also by
recognizing Shahrazad as a chaste and pious woman, Shahryar breaks free from his sexist
perspective about women. By exempting Shahrazad, the gender genocide formally ends.
Shahrazad’s marvelous tales and chronicles of bygone Kings avert Sultan Shahryar from
his disastrous oath.“By Allah, O Shahrazad, I ...... that can harm thee.” (vol. 3, p. 54)

Hearing this Shahrazad rejoices and gives thanks to the King but she still has
one more aim to achieve. She tells Shahryar that she narrated to him annals of Kings of
the Chosroes and their sins were far greater than his and the chronicles she related to him
of different Kings, Caliphs and other men with their women are indeed a warning for the
wise. Shahrazad uses the power of knowledge and language to make King Shahryar
understand his wrongdoings and he must seek God’s repentance. Shahryar harkens to
Shahrazad’s speech and benefits from it.“.... when King Shahryar...... oppression and
slaughter!” (vol. 3, p. 55)

The boon for her wondrous tales

Sultan Shahryar not only averts from his tyrant rule and asks for Almighty’s
forgiveness but he also acknowledges Shahrazad’s contribution in helping him get away
from the oppressive use of power and the oath which was driving him mad. By her art of
storytelling, Shahrazad not only saves the King but also ceases a fortune for herself. King
Shahryar draws a formal marriage contract with her, from Shahrazad the Wazir’s
daughter she becomes Shahrazad, the Queen. By the dint of her discursive power, she not
only improves her circumstances but also her family’s fate. Sultan Shahryar honors her
father by presenting him the expensive and magnificent robe of honor, he says to him
“Allah protect thee ...... the daughters of folk” (vol. 3, p. 55). Shahrazad’s sister
Dunyazad also profits from her position, King Shah Zaman seeing Shahrazad’s character
and intelligence resolves to marry Dunyazad and she becomes a Queen as well.
Shahrazad also becomes a means of repentance and savior for Shah Zaman because he
reveals that for three years, he had also been following his brother’s league. He says, “I
lie each.... thy wife's sister Dunyazad” (vol. 3, p. 56). Through the medium of her
language and vast knowledge, Shahrazad not only saves King Shahryar and his realm
from destruction but King Shah Zaman and his kingdom as well.

V. Conclusion

The analysis of the text revealed that the protagonist, Shahrazad, by virtue of her
wit and wisdom averts the political and semi-socialcatastrophe that was engulfing a
specific gender only because they are considered frail and feeble. She utilizes the power
of speech strategies and her diverse knowledge ends the gender genocide claiming the
lives of thousands of innocent women. Her art of storytelling serves as talking a cure for
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the King; without his knowledge, she exercises a considerable influence on him which
insinuates that power is not always physical or showing off muscles; however, power can
also be exercised through wordsor power of language, being more influential and
superior.

Shahrazad’s scheme to cure the King and save the nation personally benefits
heras well as she becomes the legal or nikkahfied wife of Sultan Shahryar and her sister
also becomes the Queen by marrying King Shah Zaman. Her father, the Wazir (Minister)
who was always afraid of King Shahryar becomes the most respected man in his eyes and
receives a costly robe of honor. Concisely, Shahrazad cleverly ceases a fortune for herself
and changes the fate of her family completely. In other words, the stories to the king also
become a reason of epiphany and he realizes the cost of lives already lost.

A single woman with only her knowledge and art of rhetoric at her disposal
controls the heart and mind of a king who rules over the islands stretching from India to
China. She does not hold a trident in her hand but her mind is stuffed with a consortium
of knowledge which does not save her life only but the King and his entire realm from an
interminable ruin. Shahrazad teaches men and women that instead of raising the pitch of
their voices, they should raise the domains of knowledge and let that knowledge frame
their language; hence, they would not have to be a king to exercise power.
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