https://doi.org/10.7592/EJHR.2026.14.2.1109

The European Journal of
Humour Research 14 (2) 234-244
www.europeanjournalofhumour.org

Dark humour and conflict: a study of The Dance of
the Deep-Blue Scorpion by Akram Musallam

Joel Jyothis Tom
Central University of Gujarat, India
joeljohntom@gmail.com

Vipul Solanki

Central University of Gujarat, India
vipul.solanki@cug.ac.in

Abstract

This paper examines the production of dark humour using the incongruity theory of humour.
The study differentiates between two parallel but continuously interacting realms of human
life: private and collective, where dark humour is created. In this paper, ‘private’ focuses on
the protagonist’s experiences of conflict in the personal realm, whereas ‘collective’ refers to
the social problems and issues affecting the wider community. Narratives set in conflict zones,
dark humour can function as a mediating bridge between the alienated individual and the
society. To illustrate this, this study looks at the novel, The Dance of the Deep-Blue Scorpion
(2008) by the Palestinian writer Akram Musallam. The novel, written in a multilayered
narration, explores Palestinian lives in conflict. This analysis reveals the making and
employing of dark humour by using the incongruous elements which are inherent in human

life.
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1. Introduction: dark humour and incongruity theory

“Humour is intrinsically a risky business, since it succeeds only if those present respond in the
desired way” (Harvey, 1995, p. 20). Humour is generally understood as a violation of
normalcy. When an event or word shatters human expectations and opens an opportunity for
multiple interpretations, there is a possibility for humour. But the same situation that brings
humour can also cause embarrassment or anger. The purpose of using humour can vary,
ranging from simply provoking laughter to serving the unspoken intent of undermining power
(Bullough Jr, 2012, p. 283). Humour can also be classified as light and dark (Bullough Jr,
2012, p. 282). Light humour is called “positive humour”, and “it facilitates cooperation,
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lowers tension, softens boundaries, encourages bonding, is exhilarating, energising, and fun”
(Bullough Jr, 2012, p. 286). Moreover, it regulates and “smooths” interaction (Fine & Soucey,
2005, p. 6). Whereas dark humour attempts to represent in a humorous way what is commonly
considered weird and unpleasant (Black Humour, 2026; Bayraktar & Godioli, 2024, p. 130)
and often expresses discontent (Bullough Jr, 2012, p. 286), light humour is considered “safe.”
Among different theories of humour, the incongruity theory best explains dark humour,
which identifies “incongruity as fundamental to humour” (McDonald, 2012, p. 117). The
founding idea behind incongruity theory is that the world in which we live is considered to be
an orderly one where we “expect certain patterns among things, their properties, events, etc.”
(Morreall, 1983, p. 15). When something doesn’t fit into these expected patterns — “normal
mental patterns — schemes and scripts — and expectations” (Bullough Jr, 2012, p. 284), it can
create the conditions for the creation of humour. Also a humorous frame of mind provides the
space for challenging any belief, value, or convention that is regarded as standard. It enables
people to think and do what is normally considered forbidden (Morreall, 2009, p. 56). Dark
humour has the potential to challenge hegemony and can make the act of joking political.

2. Dark humour in conflict literature

Modern life is marked with complexities. While analysing the post-World War II plays, J. L.
Styan, in his book The Dark Comedy (1962), observes “ambivalence” as an essential element
of human life that makes the use of dark humour possible in plays (Styan, 1968, pp. 253-279).
Styan explains ambivalence as the simultaneous coexistence of conflicting responses—
especially laughter and unease, amusement and discomfort, and comedy and tragedy. A
spectator or reader of plays may laugh at situations that are disturbing, painful, or even cruel,
while at the same time remaining fully conscious of the seriousness or horror behind the
humour. Humorous situations in post-World War II drama reflect the incongruities of the
modern human condition, marked by uncertainty, instability, and irony. The incongruity in
human life that brings the ambivalence in daily life juxtaposes the solemn and the beautiful
with the ridiculous and the ugly. (Styan, 1968, p. 264). This enables a spectator or a reader to
connect and appreciate dark humour.

Conflict literature extensively employs dark humour as a mediating device to render
palatable the “incongruous ingredients” arising from the inevitable ambivalence of human life
(Styan, 1968, p. 261). Conflict can be defined as “any discord resulting from almost every
aspect of social situations”, and it is interpreted in “the context of a serious nature of
challenges to the existing norms, relationships, and rules of decision making” (Jeong, 2008, p.
6). Conflict literature reports the causes and effects—including political, ethical, moral, and
psychological—of conflicts that individuals and communities have undergone. The literature
and various narrations on conflict gain significance when individuals make better sense of
their conflict experiences by casting them in narrative forms (Riessman, 1993, p. 4).
Narratives on conflicts portray the ineffaceable scars and traumatic memories of “violence and
conflict inscribed on those left in their wake” (Martinez & Rubenstein, 2016, p. 208). Personal
narratives of traumatic experiences are essential for understanding the depth and nature of any
conflict, and they “are both a response to disenchantment and a beginning of politics” (Frank,
2002, p. 112). By giving a voice to the voiceless and by telling the unheard stories, narratives
on conflict become political in nature, having the power to “destabilise dominant or master
narratives” (Nelson, 2001, p. 6; Martinez & Rubenstein, 2016, p. 211). Any expression of
conflict experiences, therefore, can become a political act.
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3. Private and collective realms in Musallam’s novel

The world has seen the reemergence of the same conflict at certain intervals, and the Israel-
Palestine conflict is one among them (Jeong, 2008, p. 4). It is considered one of the most
protracted conflicts in the world today (Khatib et al., 2018, p. 379). The conflict has had a
significant role in shaping the modern history of Israel and Palestine and the history of modern
literature and the aesthetic sensibilities of both nations. Innumerable literary works directly or
indirectly dealing with the conflict have come from Israel and Palestine.

Fredric Jameson, in his seminal work Third-World Literature in the Era of Multinational
Capitalism, argues that all third-world texts are necessarily allegorical and “in a very specific
way: they are to be read as national allegories, particularly when their forms develop out of
predominantly western machineries of representation, such as the novel” (Jameson, 1986, p.
69). Jameson’s argument is a significant attempt to understand the political association of
third-world nations with their literary production (Szeman, 2001, p. 205). The modern history
and culture of third-world nations are formed through decades of colonialism and struggle for
independence. Therefore, any literary and artistic production from third-world nations always
highlights the nation’s political dimension. Palestine, being a nation that carries the burdens
and wounds of colonial exploitation, reflects the pathos and ethos of the nation in its literature.
Thus, the Palestinian literature can be read as a national allegory. Jameson also attempts to
theorise the expressions of personal experiences in third-world texts. He states, “third-world
texts, even those which are seemingly private and invested with a properly libidinal
dynamic—necessarily project a political dimension in the form of national allegory: the story
of the private individual destiny is always an allegory of the embattled situation of the public
third-world culture and society” (Jameson, 1986, p. 69). Therefore, any attempt of an
individual to express even the private and specific subjective experiences can “turn out to be
an extreme assertion of the formal identity” of all the subjects of a nation (Lloyd & Thomas,
1998, p. 52).

Palestinian literature is also known as ‘Literature of Resistance’, a phrase popularised
initially by Palestinian writer Ghassan Kanafani (Holt, 2021, p. 1). Through various literary
media, it has directly or indirectly represented the collective and national issues of the people
of Palestine, thus preserving the national consciousness of the Palestinians (Gottesfeld, 2018,
p. 323). Palestinian literature after the first Intifada in 1987 was the most nationalistic in its
expression. The literature during this period directly portrayed the events of the Intifada, even
quoting some of the slogans and posters. (Elad-Bouskila, 2013, p. 86). However, the Oslo
Accords and the resurgence of the second Intifada in 2000, fostered a sense of betrayal and
frustration among writers (Gottesfeld, 2018, p. 324). The period showed the turn of a new
phase in Palestinian literature, where writers started to focus on the private and individual
experiences by disengaging from the nation. This attempt to separate the interests of a
Palestinian individual from nationalist ambitions challenged the preconceived notions and
expectations regarding Palestinian literature as ‘Literature of Resistance’.

Among the many literary works that came as part of this new trend in Palestinian
literature, the novels written by Akram Musallam stand apart due to their unique treatment of
the subject and the narrative techniques employed in his storytelling. Musallam, being a
Palestinian writer living in the West Bank, is also expected to highlight the national-political
dimension in his works (Gottesfeld, 2018, p. 329). However, in his novels, he consciously
attempts to set a boundary between the individual and the collective experiences in a conflict
land. Expressions of conflict experience in Musallam’s novels can be analysed as private and
collective (Gottesfeld, 2018, p. 322). The term ‘private’ foregrounds the protagonist’s personal
experience of conflict, while ‘collective’ captures the wider social issues affecting society. In
one of his novels, the novelist himself says this: “I shied away from getting into political,
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philosophical or historical discussions about the revolutions, their geneses or endings. As
usual, I wasn't moved by any idealist assertion” (Musallam, 2021, p. 7). The author is fully
aware of his peculiar style that shatters the expectations of the readers by highlighting
individual experiences over the collective experiences of the Palestinians. Despite his attempts
to deal with very private experiences — memories and trauma of the Palestinians — Musallam’s
novels transcend the boundary of the personal realm into the collective realm. Set against a
background of a conflictual land, Musallam’s novels depict the private experiences of
characters surpassing their personal boundaries to address the collective experiences of a
nation. Musallam writes, “When I think back on this now, I’'m much more aware of the curse
of storytelling, its restrictions, its mines, its pitfalls...” (Musallam, 2021, p. 101).

Among Musallam’s novels, The Dance of the Deep-Blue Scorpion (2008) becomes
poignant and engaging due to its multi-layered structure and complex treatment of the Israel-
Palestine conflict. The novel meticulously makes use of dark humour to communicate the
tensions and meaninglessness of the conflict. Even with the melancholic tone that the novel
maintains throughout, one can observe the subtle use of dark humour in explaining the
estrangement that the war has created. The use of dark humour represents the conflicts
happening in the private realm, transcending individual experiences, to engage instead with
the paradigm of the collective. Thus, Musallam presents the inextricable link between the

individual and the collective, proving any effort to disentangle them as inherently paradoxical.
(Gottesfeld, 2018, p. 329).

3.1 Dark humour in the private and collective

Akram Musallam’s The Dance of the Deep-Blue Scorpion, a novel set between the first and
second Intifadas, looks at Palestinian life from various dimensions (Haddad, 2021). The novel
opens with the narration of a private experience of the protagonist’s one-night relationship
with a French tourist girl at a dancing hall. At the time, he was still a teenager working in a
hotel on the Israeli side of the border. That night, the tourist girl reveals to the narrator her
freshly inked blue scorpion tattoo — “a small cobalt-blue scorpion lying on a body the colour
of the shore” (Musallam, 2021, p. 1). The next day, the tourist girl leaves for Paris. But in the
narrator’s memory neither the girl nor the blue scorpion tattoo ever leaves, haunting him
forever. The relationship with the tourist girl is probably the only love affair the narrator had
in his life. The blue scorpion is something that recurs throughout the novel. The narrator is
condemned to bear the emptiness of the memory of his lost love for the rest of his life, which
adds to his childhood trauma. Memories of loss and the lasting trauma they inscribe upon the
individual emerge as a recurrent theme in the novel. Bringing specific symbols and images
repetitively is an effective technique used in the novel that helps to present the width and
depth of the conflict and a space to employ dark humour.

The symbol of the blue scorpion, a very personal image, is associated with the individual
experience of the writer. But Musallam uses this same private image of the scorpion to bring
humour by connecting it with the conflicts of the whole Palestinian people. In the novel, the
narrator describes the occupied territory as “the Mediterranean coast, nameless on old maps
(or the ‘West’, the workers would say playfully)", a space he affectionately names "my
scorpion" (Musallam, 2021, p. 39). However, as he comes to accept the endless occupation,
this intimate designation gives way to irony, and Israel is sarcastically referred to as the
“Scorpion Land” (Musallam, 2021, p. 39). By mockingly calling Israel the “Scorpion Land”,
the writer invokes the recurring image of the scorpion, which functions in the novel as a
symbol of love and loss. By doing this, he hides the ultimate pain of loss under the guise of
humour. Here, the readers understand how the same image, which is very personal and private
to the protagonist, can be used to call out the enemy nation, referring to the loss of the
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Palestinians. The readers see the use of sarcasm at its peak when the protagonist wonders
about the identity of the French tourist girl, his only love interest, when he asks, “Was the
scorpion-tattoo girl a Jew?” (Musallam, 2021, p. 54).

Alongside the recurring symbol of the blue scorpion, the novel consistently deploys the
motif of emptiness. In the novel the narrator is the only child of his parents. Being the only
heir in the family, the narrator is left with the burdens of all the responsibilities and hopes of
the family. His father, who had been a contractor, absentmindedly trod upon a nail, which sank
deep into the sole of his foot. The wound later became infectious, causing his leg to be
amputated. This event occurred shortly after the narrator’s birth. According to the villagers’
naive logic, the tragedy within the family was attributed to sudden barrenness of the narrator’s
mother following childbirth—an interpretation that appears absurd. The narrative turns overtly
absurd when the narrator calls the nail “the perpetrator and my actual adversary” (Musallam,
2021, p. 12), attributing to it the reason for ruining his entire life. This becomes the reason for
the narrator’s lifelong enmity against all the nails in the world. The sequence of events appears
fundamentally meaningless, and the protagonist’s unusual explanation of the incident, along
with his ensuing conclusion, serves to evoke humour in the reader.

Musallam, however, strategically mobilises dark humour to politicise this personal
episode in the narrator’s life, using it to foreground the conflict and frustration experienced by
the Palestinians. To elicit the dark humour, the writer uses irony:

I could politicise the matter by saying a landmine left behind by the occupying army blew off his
leg, or that he was injured in combat with the same army in an intifada. But it isn’t like that; there
are naturally painful things that happen under occupation, just as without it, a leg can be cut off
because of nails, or for other reasons... his leg was 'crippled' isn't a symbol of the political
powerlessness of my father's generation, as opposed to mine, which is known for the 1987 Intifada.
I don't ascribe at all to the political impotence of my father and his generation as it's presented
sometimes for the necessities of that historical period.

(Musallam, 2021, p. 11-12)

The story of the lost leg of the narrator’s father in the novel is a family loss and a personal
trauma for the narrator. But Musallam plays with language to sarcastically reveal the burden of
the oppressed lives of Palestinians living under the Israeli occupation by combining irony for
dark humour (Haddad, 2021).

A reader can identify multiple instances of personal loss in the novel, where the image of
emptiness is used to bring humour. In the novel, the nameless protagonist is trying to write a
novel on his own life. We see him going to one of the parking lots in the downtown of
Ramallah in search of a place to write his novel. Approaching the young man selling tickets at
the parking lot, he says, “I’d like to sit over there, right between the two yellow lines drawn on
the parking lot asphalt, that spot specifically... I want to sit there, and I’'ll pay you like any
other driver, one dollar, meaning I want to park. I’'m ready to sit on the ground, or at most I’ll
bring a plastic chair along” (Musallam, 2021, p. 5). Like the man selling tickets, the readers
are also baffled by this strange request. The incongruity of choosing a parking lot as a writing
space evokes both curiosity and humour in readers.

Many times, in the novel, we see the protagonist claiming that the purpose of writing a
novel is to present what he has experienced in the past. He chooses this parking space for
inspiration for writing a novel. Later in the novel, the strange reason behind choosing the
parking space for writing is revealed. The personal attachments and private experiences that
the protagonist associates with the space are something that truly inspires him to write. While
the narrator was a student at Birzeit University, he used to visit a “great writer” along with
other students and budding writers in search of “the meaning in things that they themselves
didn’t know” (Musallam, 2021, p. 26). The great writer was residing in a rented upper room
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which he later abandoned. Whenever the narrator passed by the abode, he remembered him
and always wanted to be in that same room, hoping that one day he could also write like the
“great writer”. But during the second Intifada, in the Israeli invasion, the hanging stairs
leading to the abode of the great writer got destroyed, leaving only two steps that connected
the hanging stairs between the upper room and the ground. The narrator was devastated by this
sight, which created an unfillable emptiness in him. Along with the narrator, a tenant known in
the novel as the “playboy” also got affected by the collapse of the stairs. He used to live on the
bottom floor of the same building and seldom used to attend the get-togethers in the great
writer’s room. Utterly shattered, the “playboy” was unable to accept that the stairs leading to
the abode of the “great writer”—which had imparted meaning to the lives of a lost Palestinian
generation—had collapsed. Later, the building and the surviving steps were also completely
demolished, upon which the parking lot was built. The narrator identifies the exact spot where
the steps existed — “between the yellow lines drawn on the parking lot asphalt”. The unusual
reason behind choosing the parking space for writing brings humour to the readers, but once
revealed, it shows the internal turmoils of a Palestinian individual. As always, this incident
also shows the subtle crossing of the conflict experiences from private into collective.

We see dark humour again when Musallam uses this same instance as a tool to uncover
the interests of capitalism and the imposition of Western interests over the Palestinian people.
The space the narrator chooses for writing his novel ‘between the yellow lines drawn on the
parking lot asphalt’ is because of his personal attachment to the space, as it reminds him of his
loss and emptiness. The dark humour is explicitly expressed when the owner of the parking
lot, realising the commercial potential of such a business, sets up a placard the very next day at
the entrance: “PARK YOUR CARS AND PEOPLE HERE” (Musallam, 2021, p. 9). As if
expecting more traumatised people with personal losses.

In all these instances, recurring images placed in absurd circumstances of Palestinian lives
created by war and occupation are used to bring humour as well as portray the internal
conflicts experienced by Palestinian individuals in private and collective realms of life. Thus,
any attempt to express the intimate and private experiences subtly cross the boundaries of the
private to articulate the conflicts which Palestinians experience collectively. These instances
from the novel demonstrate Musallam’s nuanced use of diverse techniques of dark humour
across both private and collective realms of Palestinian life, thereby highlighting the
incongruities and contradictions inherent in conditions of conflict.

3.2 The transcendence of dark humour

All the private and personal experiences that the protagonist is going through in 7he Dance of
the Deep-Blue Scorpion can be perceived as the reflection of the conflicts and struggles that
Palestinians are undergoing collectively. Thus, the plight of the Palestinian people permeates
the whole novel. The use of dark humour makes this attempt even more political. The novel
begins with the retelling of a personal event that happened in the life of the protagonist.
However, the conscious efforts of the writer to stick to private experiences fail. Causing it to
breach the boundary and spread towards the conflicts of the collective Palestinian experiences.
The narrator even condemns this intrusion into his private life by saying, “I wished that the
war at least wouldn’t come near that personal perimeter” (Musallam, 2021, p. 44). When the
novel gradually develops, it is clear that private experiences and images are completely
transferred to collective and public experiences of Palestinian people. Thus, the individual
experiences of the Palestinians are unified and transformed into a collective national
experience.

The main premise that follows throughout the novel is the futile attempt of the narrator to
write a novel that tells the story of his life. However, as a Palestinian living under Israeli
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occupation, the narrator’s story gradually evolves into a broader narrative of the nation. In the
beginning of the novel, readers encounter a narrator indifferent towards the Palestinian
problem. The chapter which describes the process of novel writing is entitled “The Scorpion’s
Writings”, because the writer considers it an intimate and personal act by the protagonist, as he
himself says, “this is my life, my story” (Musallam, 2021, pp. 5-17). He defines his novel as
his personal property that encumbers his entire life, “a novel about a scorpion chasing an
empty space between two lines on a mirror, about an emptiness I scratch for my father”
(Musallam, 2021, pp. 31-32). But later in the novel, he confesses, “if you were searching for
the occupation, it’s in the background, and I can bring it to the foreground in everything,
everything. I try to catch my breath a bit away from the occupation” (Musallam, 2021, p. 53).
It is the paradox of Palestinian life under Israeli occupation and a denial of all the narrator’s
previous statements.

The play upon paradox reaches its pinnacle when the narrator realises that all his personal
experiences he cherished have been intruded upon and devastated by the collective
experiences of the Palestinians. Then the narrator juxtaposes and compares his act of novel
writing with the actions of a terrorist that Palestinians have witnessed many times during the
Intifadas:

Authors' ruses are like ambushes: you have to cover the bomb, camouflage it well and lie in wait
for the moving target. The moment the target reaches the bomb, or a few moments before, you
detonate it. When it comes to suicide vests, one's got to reconcile several things: keeping your cool
until the final moment, the target's arrival, choosing the most crowded spot. There is no successful
plot without precise camouflage and meticulous timing. Narration is dangerous, dangerous and
frightening. Sometimes the plot has a murderer.

(Musallam, 2021, pp. 44-45)

This is the final understanding of the author of his inability and helplessness to separate from
the collective experiences as a Palestinian.

In the novel, all instances of dark humour in the private realm that address the conflicts of
an individual are transcended to the collective or national. Thus, dark humour becomes a
medium to express the conflicts and trauma that the Palestinian people as a nation experience.
At this point in the novel, metaphor, as a nuanced expression of language, becomes an
important medium to bring about dark humour. John Morreall, while analysing incongruity
theory in his book, Taking Laughter Seriously, observes humour that uses the potential of
language and its multiple meanings as the “next higher level” (Morreall, 1983, p. 70). The
image of the scorpion that could be seen throughout the novel is used as a metaphor that
represents love and loss. This very personal image that connects the narrator with his personal
loss is also being used as a metaphor to show Israeli occupation, violence and the emptiness it
has brought upon the Palestinian people.

In the novel, before the French tourist girl left, the narrator had outlined her body on a
mirror using her lipstick. Later he wiped away the marks of the lipstick from the mirror. But
the space between the two lipstick marks that outlined the body of the girl never leaves the
narrator. In his dreams, the blue scorpion tattoo had come to life, and when he tried to touch
the blue scorpion tattoo, it slid away quickly, and he tried in vain to climb on the mirror to take
its place between the two red lipstick lines. The futile-repetitive act of the scorpion is
described as follows:

The scorpion would try, try a dozen times, as if it wanted to climb up to take its rightful place on
the body as a tattoo—a real scorpion on the outline of a body! But the mirror's smooth surface
continuously foiled its repeated stubborn attempts to do something seemingly impossible,
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nonsensical, crazy, foolish. I don't know what it was, but it was exhausting and painful, more like
deadly. While I watched on, the scorpion tried and tried with a peculiar stubbornness, scrambling
upwards, only to slide back down until, overcome with fatigue, until it dripped sweat, it fell down,
flung onto its back, moving his head and limbs with a desperate slowness, movements almost
seemingly mechanical, as if they were its last...

(Musallam, 2021, p. 3)

The futile attempt of the scorpion at this stage symbolises the author himself. It implicitly
denotes the intimate experience and the love that the narrator had for the tourist girl and his
deep desire to re-experience and reclaim his lost love (Gottesfeld, 2018, p. 330). Here
Musallam is using futile and repetitive acts as one of the major techniques widely used in
absurd literature for bringing humour and meaninglessness of life into his novel (Abrams &
Harpham, 2015, pp. 1-3). This metaphor of futile-repetitive-meaningless ‘“scorpion-like”
attempts represents the insatiable desire of the narrator. And it also explains the
meaninglessness and absurdity of human life in a war-torn and occupied Palestine. The
metaphor initially conveys the narrator’s personal sense of loss and subsequently evolves to
symbolise the loss of his family. The narrator explains the efforts of his father to scratch the
bottom end of the emptiness of his amputated leg using the exact same metaphor of the futile-
repetitive-meaningless “scorpion-like” attempts. Eventually we see in the novel this metaphor
that initially symbolised the futile attempts of the narrator to reclaim his lost love, breaking its
personal boundaries and representing the futile attempts of his father to claim the lost fortunes
of the family. Later in the novel, we see the same metaphor completely crossing all the
boundaries of the private realm to explain the conflictual experiences of the Palestinian
people.

The tenant, who is also known as the “playboy”, refusing to accept the collapse of the
hanging steps, tries in vain again and again to climb the collapsed stairs only to tumble into the
emptiness of the ground. The playboy does these “scorpion-like” attempts only with the futile
expectation to reclaim and reconstruct the meanings and cherished memories of his life. Later
in the novel, we see a Palestinian refugee in Iraq, who is called ‘M’, desperately imploring the
narrator to take him back to his homeland—a desire that is impossible in the current political
situation. Helplessly standing before the begging Palestinian refugee, the narrator feels the
futile-meaningless-repetitive act of the refugee to convince the narrator, like that of the
“scorpion-like” attempts. Starting from a personal metaphor devoid of any political meaning,
it gradually acquires a complete political dimension, sharing the conflictual experiences of a
community scattered across the world. Thus, the symbolic meaning of the “scorpion-like”
attempts “changes from the narrator’s private complex to a collective complex... at times
carrying national-political meanings in the novel” (Gottesfeld, 2018, p. 331).

Similarly, emptiness also functions as a significant metaphor throughout the novel. The
metaphor of emptiness also follows the similar trajectory of the “scorpion-like” attempts.
Initially, it was used as a personal image to denote the lost love by showing the empty space
between the two lipstick lines that outlined the body of the girl the narrator once loved and
who was now gone from his life forever. Later in the novel, the metaphor of emptiness has
been associated with the emptiness of the amputated leg of the narrator’s father. From this
point in the novel, it is evident to the readers that the metaphor of emptiness is being used with
all the characters who suffer some kind of permanent loss and are destined to bear its wounds
and trauma for the rest of their lives. This includes the emptiness of the hanging stairs which
collapsed during the invasion, the emptiness of the shackles and barbed wires that once
controlled the released Palestinian prisoners, the emptiness of the young Palestinian man’s leg
amputated during the Intifada, and the emptiness of the amputated tails of the four lion statues
in Al-Manara Square that were destroyed in the war against Israel. Thus, throughout the novel,
the metaphor of emptiness functions as a symbol of loss experienced by Palestinians. Starting
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with the personal and private loss of the narrator, the same metaphor is later used to convey
the conflict, pain and loss of the people of Palestine under occupation and war.

This same symbol of emptiness, which is used throughout the novel to express both the
private and collective loss of the Palestinians, is also used to bring explicit humour. In the
novel, a character named Hallouq is presented as a naive person with an abnormality, always
carrying the emptiness of a half-shaven moustache on his face. The narrator explains this
peculiar emptiness:

The story of the perpetual missing demi-moustache, lost in bets, leaving behind an irksome
emptiness on the tableau of his shaved face. An emptiness of this type is bothersome (usually)
more than that of an amputated leg. The leg is a limb, it's clear that it's an extension of a centre
and stops at a precise point. The emptiness of the missing stairs remains suspended between two
remaining steps: one at pavement level and the other at the doorstep high above-it's an emptiness
that one can grasp or conceive a sort of equilibrium for, but, on the tableau of the shaved face, the
absence of half a moustache is weighty, its emptiness unbearable, an unsupported emptiness, an
emptiness standing undecided on the edge of an abyss.

(Musallam, 2021, p. 100)

The story of the perpetual half-moustache of Hallouq is that he bets with people,
challenging them with the oath to take one side of his moustache if he loses. Hallouq’s
moustache has always remained half-shaven because he has never won any bet. According to
the narrator, the reason for Hallouq’s “perpetual” missing moustache is that he “started to bet
on victories that hadn't happened, on royal interventions that hadn't happened and on
international decisions that hadn't been applied, things of that nature” (Musallam, 2021, p. 99).
Here, by bringing sarcasm explicitly into the unusual story of Hallouq’s “perpetual” missing
moustache, Musallam criticises the indifference of Arab states and the international
community toward the Palestinian struggle for independence.

4. Conclusion

This article analysed the subtle and nuanced use of dark humour in conflict literature, using
the Palestinian novel, The Dance of the Deep-Blue Scorpion, by Akram Musallam as a case
study. For highlighting the incongruities of Palestinian people living under war and
occupation, Musallam uses dark humour by employing various techniques of humour.
Musallam’s novel The Dance of the Deep-Blue Scorpion stands unique among other
Palestinian novels because of the presence of a variety of literary techniques and its
multilayered narrative structure for portraying the complex Palestinian lives before its readers.
The intricate narrative structure sometimes makes it difficult for the readers to decipher the
meanings of the novel. But the presence of dark humour makes the novel comprehensible,
enhancing the political meaning of the novel. The novel never explicitly appears to its readers
as a humorous or sarcastic novel. Rather, it maintains a melancholic tone throughout its course
since it is set in a war-torn land telling the stories of people living in conflict. But the scope of
dark humour comes in at this point. By using the inherent incongruity in the lives of people
living under occupation and war, Musallam uses dark humour to portray vividly the struggles
of Palestinian lives.

This article also analysed the interplay between the personal and collective realms in the
novel. The novel, The Dance of the Deep-Blue Scorpion appeared at a particular juncture in
the history of Palestinian literature. The fresh treatment of the subject with a distinct narrative
style makes Musallam’s novel unique among the other Palestinian novels of the same period.
This new phase in the history of Palestinian literature saw the increased interest in the
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Palestinian individual over the nation. Writers who were part of this movement consciously
attempted to separate the experiences of an individual from the nation. Focusing specifically
on the private experience of a Palestinian individual against the interests and collective
experiences of the nation, this movement challenged the preconceived notions regarding
Palestinian literature as a national allegory. Musallam’s novel came as part of this movement
and intentionally attempted to trace the life of a Palestinian individual living in a land of
conflicts under occupation and war. Musallam's conscious pursuit to present the life of a
Palestinian individual in the novel, by trying to eliminate all the socio-political contexts of the
plot, ultimately fails. Though this endeavour may seem like a paradox, Musallam is
intentionally ridiculing and challenging this new trend that attempts to undermine the status of
Palestinian literature as ‘Literature of Resistance.” Musallam brilliantly employs the potential
of dark humour to challenge this new trend in Palestinian literature as well as to show the
struggles of oppressed Palestinian lives by highlighting the incongruities of life under
occupation and war. Employing dark humour, Musallam facilitates a smooth transition from
the personal to the public, transforming private lives into a collective experience of conflict.
Dark humour in the novel exists as a bridge that connects the alienated Palestinian individual
in a land of conflict with the pathos and ethos of the nation, thus chronicling Palestine's
history.
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