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“Morphine”, a poem by Nizar Qabbani 
 

1. The word is a bouncing ball 
2. The ruler throws from his balcony. 
3. The people run after the ball,  
4. Their tongues hanging out like hungry dogs. 

 
5. The word in the Arab World 
6. Is a nifty marionette 
7. Who speaks seven languages 
8. And wears a red cap. 
9. He sells paradise and gaudy bangles, 
10. Sells wide-eyed children 
11. White rabbits and doves 

 
12. The word is an overworked whore:  
13. The writer has slept with her, 
14. The journalist has slept with her, 
15. The imam of the mosque has slept with her. 
 
16. Since the seventh century 
17. The word has been a shot of morphine, 
18. Rulers calm their peoples with speeches. 
19. The word in my country is a woman 
20. Who’s solicited men 
21. Since the Book became law. 
 
(translated by Abdullah al-Udhari, Modern Poetry of the Arab World, pp. 102-103) 
 
Comments: 
Line 2: Could Nizar Qabbani be critiquing the political establishment (see Khouri 
p.244)? Is it possible that his description of the ruler on the balcony represents a 
disconnect or gulf that exists between those in power (the few) and the masses in the 
Arab World? As al-Udhari discusses in the introduction to Modern Poetry of the Arab 
World, poets of the Huzairan movement were disillusioned with the “moral 
bankruptcy” of the regimes in the Arab world after the 1967 June (Huzairan) war (see 
al-Udhari p.23).   
 
Lines 3-4: What does the comparison of the people to hungry dogs tell us about 
Qabbani’s understanding of the power relationship between ruler and ruled in the 
Arab World? Through the use of direct, colloquial language, as is characteristic of 



Qabbani’s work and the post-1967 modernist poetry movement, he conveys a powerful 
message of the regime’s control over information and its dissemination to the 
population (see Jayyusi pp.26-27; see Badawi pp.159-160). 
 
Lines 5-6: In three of the poem’s four stanzas, Qabbani uses metaphor to elucidate the 
nature and role of the word in the Arab world.  At the beginning of the second stanza, 
Qabbani likens the word to a puppet: is this a continuation of the word’s 
characterization as an object that can be manipulated (in the first stanza, the word is a 
ball)? Who do you think Qabbani intends the puppeteer to be? 
 
Lines 9-11: This appears to be a continued critique of words misuse in the Arab World.   
Here Qabbani personifies the word as a He (the marionette) that communicates (sells) 
the imagined existence of wealth (gaudy bangles), peace (doves), and ease (wide-eyed 
children).  The extended metaphor of the word is exemplary of the trends in 
“ambiguity,…obliquity, and complex systems of imagery” Modernist poets such as 
Qabbani used “to express their visions” and break from the Arab poetic past (Jayyusi, 
28). 
 
Line 12: There is a notable shift in tone marked by the new metaphor that now 
describes what the word is; it is an overworked whore.  The word went from being 
personified as a man in the second stanza (He) to a woman, albeit a prostitute, in the 
third.  What connotations did this change in the gendering of the word hold?    
 
Lines 13-15: The repetition in the last three lines of the third stanza calls attention to 
scale.  Men of different and diverse occupations have each slept with the whore as if to 
suggest that the whole population is complicit.  This brings me back to my question 
from the second stanza: is Qabbani commenting here on how words can be used and 
manipulated to serve distinct and varied purposes?  Or, alternatively, does this changed 
metaphor suggest that words posses a certain power over people? 
 
Lines 16-18: Is the opening line of the last stanza a direct reference to the advent of 
Islam?  How can we explain Qabbani’s comparison of the word to morphine? Morphine, 
used to dull and alleviate pain, can mask the underlying, graver problems.  Is Qabbani 
further critiquing the Arab regimes in saying that they calm people through speech, 
through words, numbing the population with lies in place of the complete truth? 
 
Lines 19-21: The poem ends with the re-assertion of the word’s female personification; 
however, it does not take the shape of an honorable woman, instead Qabbani describes 
how the word has solicit[ed] man for centuries.  What is the significance of ending the 
poem with image of the word as a woman (remember, the poem began with the image of 
the word as an object, a ball, in the hands of the ruler-presumably a male)? Ultimately, 
how might we understand the value of words and their use sfrom this poem according to 
Qabbani? 
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