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“The Palm Tree and the Camel”: A critical Reading
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Abstract: This article is an attempt to deconstruct the basis and cultural references used as the
background of the book entitled “The Palm Tree and the Camel,” by Mursel Faleh AlAjamy. The
article will also introduce an epistemological critical reading of the literary effort exercised by the
author in writing the book. In the book, the author’s basic assumption is that Arabia’s contemporary
folklore poetry is a continuation of the Jahili (pre-Islamic) poetry, but is clad in corrupted language.
While this assumption was touted by many authors before him, AlAjamy tries in his book to strike a
new path to relate the pre-Islamic poetry to the current folklore poetry of Arabia, and to illustrate the
spatial, linguistic, and anthropological ties between the two genres. Towards this goal, AlAjamy
elaborated a new method of comparative reading of the genres of love, war, and eulogy to replace the
traditional methods of reading and interpreting them which fragments the literary texts, as he claims.
The reality is AlAjamy’s study does benefit the reader, and it introduces a valuable addition to the
field of Arab studies of pre-Islamic literature. Up to his work, most studies of Jahili literature were
produced by orientalists, or by Arab authors isolated in faraway lands from the land of birth of this
poetry. These authors, however, built their judgments on theoretical knowledge without mining of the
linguistic, anthropological, and cultural environment in which it was produced, and without using the
results of these fields to understand the Jahili poetry and its meanings. In undertaking this project,
AlAjami was faced with a set of entrenched maxims. He, however, showed superb command of both
genres of poetry in tackling this formidable task. Unfortunately, he made some methodical errors
which this article tries to point out. The most important errors are the pronouncement of judgements
without convincing evidence, methodology errors, and claiming some previously published results to
himself.
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