As its title indicates, the primary concern of this critical study revolves around the nature and dynamics of the beckoning title, as an inaugural signifier, in short works of Arabic fiction by Palestinian writers in Israel. The author aptly situates the key role of the title in a formative relationship with the two other strands—the text and the context—that collectively furnish the braided frame within which the selected stories are examined. However one chooses to imagine the intricate intertwining of these three primary sources of signification, the sense of interdependence and formative causality among them seems inescapable. How the lone title anticipates, informs, or problematizes developments in the body of the text and how elements in the text engage and invite attention to events and circumstances—autobiographical, social, political, historical, and so on—that lie outside it are the main questions the analysis of the selected works seeks to answer. The underlying theoretical premise that propels both the study’s general approach and its detailed textual and contextual analysis seems to suggest that ignoring any of the three strands is bound to leave the literary text and its critical evaluation imprecise and devoid of content, if not worse.
 Recourse to the Palestinian vernacular in any of its regional registers, whether in the title or the body of the text, furnishes one of the two major keys to unlocking the intricate web of signifying relationships in the examined texts. The other key is borrowed from the insights, practices, and strategies of modernist and postmodern literary theorists and semioticians, especially Julia Kristeva and Jean Genet.
 A fairly representative sample of fourteen stories of varying lengths, written between 1948 and 2012, furnishes the material for the comprehensive analysis. Just three of these stories were written by women. This bare fact points toward the gender factor and accurately measures the disparity between Palestinian men’s and women’s participation in literary and artistic production. The analysis of the three Journal of Levantine Studies 177 Reviews stories written by women shows that the disparity and its far-reaching social and political consequences do not go unnoticed. 
In addition to the preface, prolegomena, afterword, bibliography, and index, the book contains five chapters that categorize the selected stories in terms of two major criteria: chronology and generic affiliation. As the following list shows, the titles of the five chapters gesture in both directions simultaneously. The general drift, however, moves steadily away from traditional modes of Arabic writing, primarily in the highbrow, occasionally pompous literary style, toward the more economical vernacular and colloquial of the spoken dialects. This is amply evident in the “subtitles” attached to the titles of the collections from which the specific stories are taken. So we find general chapter titles—such as “Between Classicism and Romanticism,” “The Road to Realism,” “In the Crucible of Realism,” and “The Plunge into Folk Culture”—broken into further framing categorizations for each collection. Chapter 4, “The Plunge into Folk Culture,” for example, is divided thus: 4.1 “A Sin: Crime and Punishment, the Palestinian Version,” or 4.2 “Illicit Talk: Scheherazade Is Still Narrating,” and so on. 
To illustrate this writing strategy a little further, let me briefly consider the second section of the first chapter, “Between Classicism and Romanticism.” This section examines a story from a collection by M. Murrar. The title of the collection is “Via Dolorosa and Other Stories,” to which the author adds the poignant designation, “The Classical Heritage Atrophied.” Incidentally, this clever “preemptive” rhetorical strategy exemplifies the centrality and versatility of the “title” to the critical text as much as the titles of the stories do to their respective literary texts.
 The analysis of the story, “Via Dolorosa,” fully bears out the anticipatory assessment contained in the appended subtitle. Here is how the author describes the inadequacy of Murrar’s phrasing to the textual situation at hand: The perusal of these four stories affirms the general aura invoked by the title: this is a decidedly neoclassical approach, with hardly a trace of realism, or even romanticism, in the bearings of these stories. This [impression] conjures up in its wake the atmosphere of Arabic stories written at the end of the nineteenth century, especially as regards the free-floating imagination and the tenuous relation to reality (37).1 
The decisive test of progress and artistic soundness thus seems to reside largely in the adjustment of the level of language to the artistic/aesthetic requirements of the situation dramatized in the text. By making his simple characters speak in the highbrow, “classical” register of Arabic, instead of the vernacular, Murrar violates this foundational principle of realism. This close scrutiny of the ever-present tension 178 Reviews inherent in the interplay between the formal/standard and colloquial/vernacular registers of Arabic in the same texts opens up new and, until now, rarely visited horizons of original research. In this regard it may be worth bearing in mind that use of the vernacular in literary works written in standard Arabic was anathema even for champions of literary realism such as Egyptian Nobel laureate novelist Naguib Mahfouz.
 Similarly, the minority status of Palestinian Arabs in Israel often necessitates the assertion of belonging to the land, sometimes by invoking the peculiar (parochial) vernacular of the fictional character’s (or author’s) birthplace. For similar reasons Arab women writers in Israel occasionally enlist the vernacular in the service of a feminist agenda that defies and challenges, if for the time being only in fiction, male domination in Arab society and culture. It becomes clear from the author’s analysis that use of the vernacular in the title or the body of a text, especially use of what is deemed obscene or improper language, aims to destabilize social conventions and taboos regarding social norms of propriety: the use of such language is often a deliberate slap in the face of censorship. 
Whether works of literature intrinsically possess historical agency or whether the use of the vernacular—including “improper” or even “obscene” vocabulary— necessarily improves a text or promotes a particular social group’s empowerment are relevant but moot questions. All that aside, the chain of causality underpinning the book’s argument on this issue runs as follows: effective use of the vernacular in Palestinian fiction gives the narrative a realistic force that enhances the artistic import of this writing. It is through the resulting credibility of the vernacular enriched narrative, encapsulated in the distinct regional dialects of the dramatized Palestinian characters who remained on the land after 1948, that fiction reasserts and shores up the Palestinian narrative of national identity. Needless to say, this dialectic applies equally to the work of Palestinian women writers, with the added imperative of a feminist agenda.2
 I would now like to address the important question of the critical methodology employed in the book. There is evidently a defining causal relationship between method and effect in this study. The uniformly high caliber of the research is in large measure a function of the rigorous critical methodology that informs and sustains it. Without exception, and irrespective of the question under consideration, the writing evinces an exacting attention to the supreme imperatives of depth, coherence, clarity, rigor, and often also notable stylistic felicity.
 Always intellectually serious, the author’s approach to literary texts is recognizably formal—if not outright formalist—in nature, and centrifugal in Journal of Levantine Studies 179 Reviews orientation. By this I mean that the literary text enjoys primacy of place, and it alone invites and admits the relevant theoretical, critical, linguistic, cultural, and historical considerations that best contextualize it. Whether his point of departure is the title, theme, language, or any other aspect of a text, this centrifugal approach invariably brings to bear on the analysis relevant perspectives—linguistic, semiotic, intertextual, paratextual, cross-generic, and so on—that tie the text and its analysis to broader, more general frames of reference and cognition. The extensive, detailed notes that accompany the unfolding analysis and the equally extensive, meticulously organized bibliography testify to exceptional erudition and unswerving commitment to high scholarly standards. 
In these fundamental respects the author’s writing resonates forcefully with the best traditions of classical scholarship, just as it contrasts sharply with much recent academic writing on Arabic literature that tends to relegate the text to a secondary position in favor of one specious literary theory or another. It is of little relevance what directs this drift, which occurs perhaps especially in American academe—infatuation with voguish theories, limited knowledge of Arabic (and the consequent inability to engage directly with the primary sources of Arabic literature), or a combination of both—for the end result is uniformly dismal. It tends to “theorize” the literary text itself out of existence. For these and many other reasons, the emergence of theoretically informed, critically rigorous studies such as this book augurs well for a timely paradigm shift in the field of Arabic literary studies. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]While students and scholars of literature in general, and Arabic literature in particular, stand to benefit most from the publication of this book, its range and relevance are not limited to them. The import and relevance of the book go far beyond these, to bear directly on a host of associated fields and areas of interest across the broad academic, scholarly, and intellectual spectrums. This is perhaps why the book has already been published in English as well. Students and scholars in related fields such as Arab/Islamic studies, history, linguistics, cultural studies, anthropology, folklore, ethnic studies, and gender and women’s studies, among others, are just as likely to benefit from the rigorous critical methodology, extensive knowledge, and profound insights of this outstanding study

