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In The Woman I Left Behind, the author Kim Jensen employs a third-person omniscient narrator to show the entire scope of the relations between characters in her novel. The methods in which Jensen employs this narrator enhance the effectiveness of her novel and the message she wishes to deliver. By having her omniscient narrator reveal the inner emotions of the main characters, Jensen is able to intimately tell the reader not only the events, but also the feelings involved with those events. This decision highlights the power of perspective theme, which is especially crucial in this novel due to the great divide in the main characters’ viewpoints—Irene as a white female and Khalid as a Palestinian male. Also, Jensen uses her omniscient narrator during two chapters in an almost journalistic manner, simply to report facts. This necessity of giving facts reminds the reader that Jensen’s narrator, by giving the emotions of the characters, is never walking the middle line—there is always a slant in a person’s memory. Finally, Jensen’s utilization of poetry gives the reader a glimpse into the innermost feelings of the characters, and shows the depth and power of Irene and Khalid’s emotions. 


The narrator’s ability to show individuals’ thoughts and perspectives gives points of comparison between characters, especially in the case of Khalid and Irene. Jensen strikingly begins the novel with a long chapter focusing on Khalid and Salwa, before devoting two chapters to Irene. The structural juxtaposition begins the theme of Khalid and Irene’s connectedness in the novel, while at the same time exposing the different backgrounds of these two characters. The transition between the first and second chapters also makes this explicit: “On the other side of town, worlds away from Khalid and Bernie, lived a young woman, Irene” (Jensen 30). In this quote, the phrase “worlds away” indicates the vast difference between Khalid and Irene, while the emphasis on the two main characters living in the same town shows that these differences can be bridged. This near-and-far dichotomy fits with Jensen’s idea that although these differences are real, they do not need to be dividing if people attempt to understand and love. This idea is completed shortly thereafter when Irene, at dinner with Jules and Sarah, becomes more aware of her world: “She saw there was a parallel world to the one she had known and experienced, and that within the bounds of this same city, co-existed a separate universe populated by sorts of people that she had never even imagined: political refugees and the people who helped them” (46). Irene and Khalid’s worlds begin to merge at this point and the examination of differences is, through this quote, underscored with a sentiment of caring and wanting to understand—in this particular case, through Irene’s desire to open up her worldview. 


Jensen also utilizes her narrator to provide a panoramic view of certain scenes, allowing the reader to view all the characters’ inside thoughts. This technique is especially effective during the dinner scene with Irene, Jules and Sarah. Jensen begins the section speaking of Irene’s persona and then quickly qualifies that opening with the sentence, “At least this was the way her professor Jules viewed her” (43). Immediately the reader is made aware of the shifting foci of the narrator’s attention. The purpose of this method is twofold: first, Jensen is able to reveal thoughts and feelings of characters to create a more complete picture of the story and, second, she is also able to advance the theme of multiple perspectives, without establishing one as a necessarily correct way of looking at issues. When Sarah is looking at Irene, she describes her as “the student” and gives an evaluation of Irene as “very fetching” (44). When the narrative follows Irene, the reader does not receive this sort of distance and Jensen therefore uses this opportunity to reveal an observation about Irene. Jensen is able to use the narrator to attempt to show her characters in a more well-rounded light. 


The theme of multiple perspectives without a “correct” way is most clearly encountered in the conflicts between Irene and Khalid concerning their relationship and their respective backgrounds, but as related during the narrator’s more factual chapters—the chapters with sections separated by newspaper-like headlines. The idea of relating events clearly and concisely is the theme of both sections, with still no unifying truth discernable in either part. In the first section, entitled “Some Little Known Facts About the Whole Thing,” the narrator addresses this idea by saying, “There are two lives in every life. The one that you live. And the one that you remember” (85). Even in this section about “facts,” there is a disclaimer reminding the reader that there is no objective reality to these proceedings—that sometimes all that exists is “your own version of the facts” (85). The chapter includes two versions of the night when Khalid slept with Bernie for the last time, but more interestingly the chapter includes the argument about desire and will to power. Jensen uses Mounir as an intermediary in the argument, and Mounir concludes that neither perspective is right, that both are right in some manner. Mounir concludes the discussion by saying, “But it isn’t worth fighting about for God’s sake…Let’s go get drunk” (84). Not only are both perspectives right, but also the idea of peaceably talking and attempting to understand one another is revealed as a key. Jensen executes this concept on a smaller level with Irene and Khalid, with the world at large in mind. 


Jensen utilizes poetry amidst her prose to show both how Irene and Khalid’s relationship is developing, but also to show what each person is inwardly feeling at the time. This theme begins when they first meet and Khalid composes this piece of poetry for Irene: “You are the unknown next,/ the joy of songs,/ the tears of the unsavable” (65). Both “joy of songs” and “tears of the unsavable” indicate the pleasure and pain dichotomy already stated by Irene, but also indicate the realness of the emotions which Khalid is feeling for Irene. However, the “tears of the unsavable” may also relate back to Khalid’s own people, the Palestinian refugees, and the deep differences in background between himself and Irene. Later in the novel, in the “Facts” chapter, Irene writes her own poetry capturing the struggles of their relationship: 

Was it me who left last night

Or did you leave me?

Or was it the stranger within each of us

Slowly taking leave, step by step, before the final farewell? (91)

The seeds of doubt are in this section and the reference to “the stranger” again refers to their differences. At this point, however, the harsh tone of the poem indicates the amount of tension in the relationship. The final two passages use themes of violence, one literally and one figuratively. The words in a Pakistani song, while Khalid is still in Beirut, reference the emotions of the Pakistani people: “And I carry my gun/ So the next generation/ May carry their sickles again” (173). The concept of peace through war is sad and also possibly ironic, but that tone of sadness is echoed in Irene’s later poem when she writes, “I admit I was the last one/ to trade in my arms” (192). This final poem indicates that, whether or not the fighting in Pakistan will stop, Irene is ready to stop fighting with Khalid and accept differences. Thereby, Jensen is able to show the reader the way to peace through her two main characters. 


Kim Jensen’s use of narrative form serves to show the characters of her story in a more intimate light. Jensen is able to fully create multiple perspectives on the same issues in order to reveal how different ways of life can be different, yet both correct in its own way. The author achieves this effect by showing the differences between Khalid and Irene in background and following the development of their relationship throughout the novel. Jensen concludes, through the emotion of the poetry, that differences are real, but need not cause fighting between opposing parties. Through these literary forms, Jensen advocates the appreciation of different perspectives in her portrayal of Irene and Khalid.   
