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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Left Behind: Literature and Left Critique in Neoliberal Egypt

Brady Ryan
Doctor of Philosophy in Near Eastern Languages and Cultures
University of California, Los Angeles, 2022

Professor Nouri Gana, Chair

Left Behind: Literature and Left Critique in Neoliberal Egypt traces trajectories of the
Left literary critique of neoliberalism in Egypt from the aftermath of Nasser’s imprisonment of
the communists in 1959-64 and the 1967 defeat to Israel, through the present aftermath of the
2011 Revolution. I contend that despite the 1967 defeat and the Left’s political capitulations,
disillusionment, and rents that emerged in its fallout, the literary Left has remained a force for
engagement. Its approach shifted from literary forms of political commitment (iltizam) — rooted
in socialism and national liberation, but also tied to the Nasserist state — to forms of Left literary
critique marked by alienation, Marxism, and innovative literary aesthetics. I extend the lineage of
Left literary critique from the Sixties Generation’s New Sensibility (Sun‘allah Ibrahim), through
the rightward swing of infitah (Arwa Salih), and to the consolidation of the postrevolutionary

neoliberal order (Nadiya Kamil and Muhammad Rab1°). I am primarily concerned with gendered

il



aesthetic and epistemological aspects of the literature of iltizam and its legacies in the neoliberal
era. Specifically, I refer here to sexual-political symbolism, gendered affect, and modes of
reading and critique that were produced during the hegemony of the Nasser era. The authors I
examine deform, intensify, reroute and reject these aesthetic aspects of iltizam as central
components of their critiques of neoliberalism.

My attention to the symbolism and aesthetics of these literary critiques of neoliberalism
is grounded in a concern for sex and gender: gendered affect, sexual-political symbolism, and
gendered language and literary forms. This is a divergence from dominant scholarly approaches
to iltizam and its legacies, which are articulated largely in terms of literary theory and political
critique. While I engage this scholarship and these aspects of iltizam’s literary and intellectual
history, my focus on aesthetics and symbolism is important because they are among the most
enduring aspects of iltizam in the literature of the neoliberal era and in modes of reading Arabic
literature broadly speaking. The critical literary works discussed in Left Behind are marked by
exhausted and grotesque aesthetics (Ibrahim, Rabi"), analytical rigor and principled despair
(Salih), and reanimated and reframed past political commitments (Kamil). These aesthetic,
methodological, and formal aspects direct our authors’ literary critiques of neoliberalism Egypt.

Together they form the contours of the Left literary critique of neoliberalism in Egypt.
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NOTE ON TRANSLATION AND TRANSLITERATION

Unless otherwise indicated, all translations from Arabic are my own. When available, I have
used existing English translations. On several occasions I have altered these translations and
noted this in the footnotes. I have chosen to cite the original Arabic alongside the English
translation, whether my own or a previously published one. Arabic words and names have been
transliterated using the International Journal of Middle East Studies system. I have striven to
transliterate Egyptian Arabic in a way that is largely faithful to this system and the phonetics of

spoken Egyptian Arabic, e.g., khawaga instead of khawaja.
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Introduction

Left Behind: Neoliberal Egypt and Literary Critique

Left Behind traces trajectories of Left literary critique of neoliberalism in Egypt. This
intellectual history is situated within the political and economic history of the fall of the Egyptian
Left, which took place after the collapse of Nasser’s socialism and Sadat’s neoliberal turn. First,
the mass arrest, torture, and imprisonment of communists in 1959-64 effectively eliminated
independent Leftist opposition to Nasser’s consolidation of power. This was reinforced by the
state’s near monopoly on the institutions of cultural production, including publishing and film.
Therefore, when Nasserism collapsed with Egypt’s 1967 defeat to Israel, there was little by way
of an organized and independent political Left. Second, as the Left was soul searching in the
aftermath of the defeat, Sadat, riding a nationalist wave following his liberation of Sinai in 1973,
pivoted from socialism to infitah — the neoliberal opening — pushing Egypt into the capitalists’
Cold-War camp. This was the beginning of Neoliberal Egypt. Neoliberalism in Egypt is marked
by the state’s retreat from the public sector, which under Nasser had lifted millions into the
middle class through land reform, public education, and investment in industry and jobs.
Neoliberalism in Egypt has relied on policies of divestment from industry, education, health, and
public services; privatization and foreign capital investment; ‘structural adjustment’ in exchange
for IMF loans; and dependence upon US agricultural and military aid. Infitah caused massive
economic pain for the masses, sparking the 1977 Bread Riots against IMF-led neoliberal
restructuring. The neoliberal turn left swaths of the Egyptian public in need of social services. A

cadre of Islamist businessmen, whom Sadat supported to act as a political counterweight to



Leftists, got rich off investments they made following infitah.! This put the Muslim Brotherhood
in a position to provide the very social services the state had abandoned, propelling the
Brotherhood’s growing influence and political power. Thus, infitah created the opening and
means for the Muslim Brotherhood to develop institutional, cultural, and ideological autonomy
from the state and expand its cultural and political influence with the public.? These neoliberal
policies succeeded the defeat of Nasserism and were begun under Sadat, consolidated under
Mubarak, and intensified under al-Sisi. The inequalities of Neoliberal Egypt and the police state
upholding them sparked the Kifaya Movement’s calls for genuine democracy in 2004-05 and
pushed Egyptians to revolt en masse in 2011 in the aftermath of the Tunisian Revolution. Despite
this, under al-Sisi’s postrevolutionary military regime, neoliberalism has only intensified in
severity and violence. That today’s Egypt is (still) a police state with tens of thousands of
political prisoners behind bars has further constricted the space for cultural and political critique
of the state’s neoliberalism.? Though political despair marks virtually every juncture of
Neoliberal Egypt’s history and though socialism has largely been left behind, a literary critique
of neoliberalism persists. This persistent literary critique is the subject of Left Behind.

While the Left may have largely capitulated to neoliberalism in the political realm (to the
point that ‘the Egyptian Left’ lacks a clear referent in contemporary politics), a striking number
of authors in Neoliberal Egypt make up a cultural or literary Left - Sun‘allah Ibrahim, Salwa

Bakr, Ahdaf Soueif, Radwa ‘Ashiir, Baha’ Tahir, Ahmad Fu’ad Nijm, and ‘Ala’ al-Aswani may

1 Sara Salem, Anticolonial Afterlives in Egypt: The Politics of Hegemony, The Global Middle East 14 (Cambridge,
United Kingdom ; New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2020), 186.

2 Richard Jacquemond, Conscience of the Nation: Writers, State, and Society in Modern Egypt (Cairo: American
Univ. in Cairo Press, 2008), 24.

3 “Egypt: Little Truth in Al-Sisi’s ‘60 Minutes’ Responses,” Human Rights Watch, January 7, 2019,
https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/01/07/egypt-little-truth-al-sisis-60-minutes-responses#.
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be among the most prominent authors of this literary Left, but they are by no means the only
ones. In telling the story of the literary critique of neoliberalism, I push back against the notion
that when the literary forms of socialist and nationalist commitment (iltizam) largely collapsed in
the wake of 1967 they only gave way to disillusionment, disaffection, and neoliberal identity
politics. Instead, I trace how the aesthetics and symbols of iltizam live on in the neoliberal era.
How do these particularly gendered aspects of iltizam shift from animating literary forms of
commitment to animating literary forms of critique? How do they further critiques of
neoliberalism in particular? By addressing these questions, Left Behind acts as a history of
iltizam’s critical afterlives. Iltizam’s formal, aesthetic, and political shift toward Edward Said’s
notion of secular criticism — engaged in the world, oppositional, and conditioned by alienation
and displacement — demands theorization as a critical literary response to the massive
neoliberalizing changes to Egyptian political economy and public culture that were
foreshadowed with Nasser’s imprisonment of the communists in 1959-1964, began in earnest
with Sadat’s infitah, and continue in the present.* This is Left Behind’s objective.

Inspired by recent studies of Arabic literature, especially of the Nahda period, that center
the relationship between political economy and literature, Left Behind turns to the last half-
century of Egyptian literature as belonging to the era of neoliberalism.’ The broad strokes of

Egyptian literature and culture in the neoliberal era are well documented: the post-1967 New

4 Edward W. Said, The World, the Text, and the Critic (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1983), 1-30.

5 For example: Elizabeth M. Holt, Fictitious Capital: Silk, Cotton, and the Rise of the Arabic Novel (New York:
Fordham University Press, 2017); Stephen Sheehi, “Towards a Critical Theory of Al-Nahdah: Epistemology, Ideology
and Capital,” Journal of Arabic Literature 43, no. 2-3 (January 1, 2012): 269-98,
https://doi.org/10.1163/1570064x-12341244,



Sensibility’s aesthetic and symbolic revolution,® the Nineties Generation’s narrative
experimentation and shift toward depoliticized social or personal-is-political frames,’ the
mainstreaming of literature inflected by feminism and issues of religious identity,® and post-2011
trends toward despair and dystopia.’ These trends primarily emphasize how literature has
developed according to neoliberal logic. Left Behind chronicles literary countertrends that
critique neoliberalism and reframes these dominant literary trends in terms of neoliberalism and
its critics. My interest lies in how Left literary critique persists through the present despite the
ways neoliberal cultural and literary trends have rerouted class politics through identity-political
discourses of feminism and secularism vs. Islamism. Without ignoring how religion and gender
have developed within the cultural logic of neoliberalism and Egypt’s political context of
neopatriarchal authoritarianism, I am primarily interested in how the works examined in Left

Behind step outside the discursive boundaries of identity politics to mount their critique.!® Our

6 See: Idwar al-Kharrat, al-Hassasiyya al-jadida: maqalat fi al-zahira al-qasasiyya (Beirut: Dar al-adab, 1993); Sabry
Hafez, “The Egyptian Novel in the Sixties,” Journal of Arabic Literature 7 (1976): 68—84; Yasmine Ramadan, “The
Emergence of the Sixties Generation in Egypt and the Anxiety over Categorization,” Journal of Arabic Literature 43,
no. 2-3 (January 1, 2012): 409-30, https://doi.org/10.1163/1570064x-12341242.

7 Sabry Hafez, “The New Egyptian Novel: Urban Transformation and Narrative Form,” New Left Review, no. 64
(August 2010): 46—-62.

8 See: Jacquemond, Conscience of the Nation, 189-91; Hoda El Sadda, Gender, Nation, and the Arabic Novel: Egypt,
1892-2008, 1st ed (Syracuse, N.Y: Syracuse University Press, 2012), 145-64; Mary Youssef, Minorities in the
Contemporary Egyptian Novel, Edinburgh Studies in Modern Arabic Literature (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press, 2018).

9 See : Theresa Pepe, “Ahmad Naji’s Istikhdam al-Hayah (Using Life) as ‘Critical Dystopia,”” in Arabic Literature in a
Posthuman World: Proceedings of the 12th Conference of the European Association for Modern Arabic Literature
(EURAMAL), May 2016, Oslo, ed. Stephan Guth and Teresa Pepe (Harrassowitz Verlag, 2019); Walaa’ Said,
“Dystopianizing the ‘Revolution’: Muhammad Rabi”s ‘Utarid (2015),” in Arabic Literature in a Posthuman World:
Proceedings of the 12th Conference of the European Association for Modern Arabic Literature (EURAMAL), May
2016, Oslo, ed. Stephan Guth and Teresa Pepe (Harrassowitz Verlag, 2019); Yasmine Seale, “After the Revolution:
Three Novels of Egypt’s Repressive Present,” Harper’s, January 2018.

10 Hisham Sharabi, Neopatriarchy: A Theory of Distorted Change in Arab Society (New York: Oxford University Press,
1988).
4



authors engage gendered language (Kamil) and gendered critical methods (Salih) to stage their
historical and political critiques; others (Ibrahim and Rabi‘) deform the sexual symbolism central
to the literature of iltizam and draw on affects of disgust and exhaustion to make their political

critiques.

Umm al-dunya: Particularities of an Egyptian Study

The account of intellectual history, literary aesthetics, and politics I put forth in Left
Behind centers around interrogating Egyptian literary critiques of neoliberalism. My focus on
Egyptian literature allows me to keep the study grounded in Egypt’s political and cultural
history. There are several aspects that make Egypt’s political and cultural context unique in ways
pertinent to how we might situate it in relation to the other Arab states and Arabic literatures,
namely Nasser’s central role in pan-Arabism/Arab Nationalism (al-qawmiyya al-"arabiyya),
Egypt’s state-cultural apparatus, Egypt’s shifting relationship with Israel, and the politically
dominant role of Egypt’s military. This study begins at the close of the Nasser era, but Nasser’s
mark on Egyptian politics and culture far outlasts his life. For the Left in particular, Nasser’s
shadow is immense. One aspect of the Nasser era is how Egypt’s cultural and political stature,
highly centralized around Cairo, was self-consciously and almost inherently pan-Arab. Nasser
was Egypt’s leader (za'im) and the leader of the Arabs. His voice was broadcast from the
Atlantic Ocean to the Persian Gulf (min al-muhit ila al-khalij) as Sawt al- ‘arab (The Voice of the
Arabs). Egypt’s cultural production — cinema and music, especially — made the Cairene
vernacular of Umm Kulthiim and ‘Abd al-Halim Hafiz the language of a pan-Arab golden era
that still dominates popular culture in a way that has not been matched since. That the Nile

valley’s metropolis might speak not only to the Egyptian hinterlands but also the broader



community of Arabs is a hallmark of intellectuals’ and artists’ sincere belief in the vanguard
political potential of their art, writing, and public culture. In this way, Nasser’s larger-than-life
figure and the equally grand ambitions of Egypt’s (i.e., Cairo’s) cultural scene are fundamental
components of iltizam’s intellectual and cultural histories.

The lineage of iltizam’s critical afterlives and Left literary critique in Left Behind
coincides with the collapse of the grand pan-Arab political and cultural ambitions for Egypt’s
artists and intellectuals. This contraction of the political stakes of Egyptian literature and culture
— which were both national yet looked beyond the nation — is certainly an effect of the 1967
defeat and infitah. Egypt’s fall from its place (justly conceived or not) at the vanguard of Arab
culture and politics is even clearer in the aftermath of the Arab Uprisings. As Roger Allen has
argued, the assumptions that once maintained modern Arabic literature together as a singular
field may no longer hold in the wake of the Arab Uprisings.!! The uneven outcomes of mass
protests, revolutions, and civil wars across the Arab world have compounded the already
divergent political economies and cultural directions of the Arab states. This has direct
implications for how we approach Egyptian and Arabic literatures in the neoliberal era. While
one could arguably conduct a study of the literary Left’s critiques of neoliberalism in any
number of Arab states, especially the once-socialist republics of Algeria, Iraq, Tunisia, and Syria,
I focus on Egypt because of the intensity of its swing from revolutionary socialism to neoliberal
capitalism. Moreover, given the country’s political and cultural role as a regional leader in the
Nasser era, the fracturing of Arab cultural production is inextricably linked to Egypt’s post-

Nasser neoliberal trajectory. It is precisely because of Egypt’s history of Leftist pan-Arab politics

11 Roger Allen, “The End of the Nahdah?,” in Arabic Literature in a Posthuman World: Proceedings of the 12th
Conference of the European Association for Modern Arabic Literature (EURAMAL), May 2016, Oslo, ed. Stephan
Guth and Teresa Pepe (Harrassowitz Verlag, 2019), 3.
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and intense neoliberal policy — and a robust and growing canon of literary works that touch on
these historical trends — that make the Egyptian case so revealing.

A second particularity of the Egyptian case is Egypt’s changing relationship with Israel
as a defining aspect of Egyptian nationalism and — to the extent that nationalism is a major
current of Leftist politics — the Egyptian Left. The inauguration of Egypt’s neoliberal era is
marked by war with Israel: the 1967 June War and the 1973 October War, which paved the way
for infitah. The 1971-72 Student Movement’s calls for war with Israel were themselves sparked
by Israel’s occupation of the Sinai, seen as a fundamental affront to Egypt’s national sovereignty
just a generation removed from the Suez Crisis / Tripartite Aggression (al-‘udwan al-thulathi).
Moreover, Sadat’s infitah was not just an economic pivot, but a geopolitical one. The context
was undoubtedly the Cold War, but the shift to the American capitalists’ camp also entailed
major concessions to Israel, most notably the 1978 Camp David Accords. All the authors studied
in Left Behind are shaped in no small part by the Israeli specter upon Egyptian politics: Sun‘allah
Ibrahtm in his account of 1967 in 67; Arwa Salih for her role in the Student Movement and in
her critique of nationalism and “post-nationalist nihilism” (‘adamiyya wataniyya);'? Nadiya
Kamil in Marie’s Jewish roots, Palestinian grandson, and Leftist politics caught in between; and
Muhammad Rabi1" in the specter of foreign military occupation.

Another aspect of Egypt’s cultural politics which must be considered in relation to
literary critique is the dominance of its state-cultural apparatus. Samia Mehrez traces the state-

cultural apparatus back to Egypt’s relatively long history (since Muhammad ‘Al1) of a modern,

12 Arwa Salih, al-Mubtasariin: dafatir wahida min jil al-haraka al-tullabiyya, al-tab“a al-tla (al-Duqqt: Dar al-nahr li-I-
nashr wa-l-tawzi’, 1996), 8.



centralized state.!® The state has historically depended upon a cadre of educated bureaucrats,
who are in turn dependent upon jobs in state bureaucracies. After the Free Officers’ Coup of
1952, many of the institutions of cultural production — publishing houses, journals, newspapers,
production companies, etc. — were nationalized by the state. Moreover, the Ministry of Culture
provided direct government employment for the intellectual and creative classes. These Nasser-
era changes to the political economy of cultural production were central to the cultural hegemony
of the time and the alliance between the state and writers, intellectuals, and artists. Yasmine
Ramadan traces the emergence of the Sixties Generation to young writers rebelling against
institutional barriers to entry into the state-dominated cultural and literary scenes of the late
Nasser era.'* The break from state-backed cultural institutions and publishing houses is a line of
continuity we can trace through the writers in Left Behind’s lineage of Left literary critique.
Indeed, these writers are on the margins of Egypt’s dominant cultural scene. Sun‘allah Ibrahim’s
independence as an author is a remarkable feat and adds to the credibility of his literary and
political critiques.!> Arwa Salih, for her part, writes from the margins of the Left. As a result,
much of her writing was never published. Nadiya Kamil is an independent filmmaker by
profession. These writers’ position on the margins of the Egyptian cultural mainstream is part
and parcel of their oppositional critical position and the counter-current nature of their literary

lineage.

13 Samia Mehrez, Egypt’s Culture Wars: Politics and Practice, Routledge Advances in Middle East and Islamic
Studies 13 (London ; New York: Routledge, 2008), 9.

14 Ramadan, “The Emergence of the Sixties Generation in Egypt and the Anxiety over Categorization.”

15 0On the relationship between Ibrahim’s institutional positionality, publishing, and literary critique, see: Mehrez,
Egypt’s Culture Wars; Samia Mehrez, Egyptian Writers Between History and Fiction: Sssays on Naguib Mahfouz,
Sonallah Ibrahim, and Gamal al-Ghitani (Cairo, Egypt: The American University in Cairo Press, 1994).

8



The last important particularity of the Egyptian case is the military’s authoritarian rule
and domination of the economy. Egypt’s military rule is stitched into the fabric of neoliberalism
in Egypt. This is an even more salient and problematic feature of Egyptian cultural politics when
we consider the reach of the state-cultural apparatus, discussed above. As numerous scholars of
neoliberalism have argued, security states and authoritarian regimes are often a feature — not an
aberration — of the neoliberal order.!'® The severity of Egyptian authoritarianism and military rule
underscores the violence needed to enforce boundaries of political participation and enact
unpopular economic measures. Furthermore, given the military’s increasing dominance of
Egyptian political economy, the Egyptian literary critique of neoliberalism has often entailed
revising, re-imagining, and rerouting the literary and rhetorical symbols of the nation and
national belonging, chief among them the military-led state.

The distinct characteristics of neoliberalism and literary culture in Egypt — Egypt’s
centrality to pan-Arabism/Arab Nationalism, the looming figure of Israel, the state-cultural
apparatus, and the military’s authoritarian hold on political and economic power — make Egypt a
site from which key political and theoretical concepts can be reimagined and critiqued. [ mean
that Left Behind’s lineage of Left literary critique also implicates and critiques core figures in the
political, cultural, and intellectual histories of the modern Arab world such as the nation and
nationalism, the state and its cultural apparatus, and the military’s centrality to political and
economic power. These figures are central concerns of our authors. As such, examining them

within the frame of neoliberalism and literary critique is a primary ambition of Left Behind.

16 See: David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2005); Timothy
Mitchell, “Dreamland,” in Evil Paradises: Dreamworlds of Neoliberalism, ed. Mike Davis and Daniel Bertrand Monk
(New York: New Press, 2007), 1-33; Paul Amar, The Security Archipelago ; Human-Security States, Sexuality Politics,
and the End of Neoliberalism, Social Text Books (Durham: Duke University Press, 2013); Zeinab Abul-Magd,
Militarizing the Nation: The Army, Business, and Revolution in Egypt (New York: Columbia University Press, 2017).

9



Despite these particularities of the Egyptian case, there is reason why a focus on Egypt is
well suited for comparison. My approach to literature at the intersection of history, aesthetics,
and politics should resonate with scholarship on neoliberalism and the global Left, postcolonial
and Marxist criticism, and emerging artistic and cultural trends like Afrofuturism and
accelerationism. Furthermore, this study’s weight extends beyond the immediate Egyptian
context because of the near universality of the neoliberal order, the marginality of the global Left
since at least 1989 and the premature declaration of ‘the end of history,” and the ongoing global
search for aesthetic and cultural forms to critique capitalism and confront the daunting crises it
has produced.!” The political marginality of the Egyptian Left speaks to this global context and
invites comparison between the forms of literary critique explored in Left Behind and those
forms and aesthetics from other historical-cultural contexts and literary traditions. The grounds
for comparison with literatures from the Global South are particularly fertile because of shared
historical links between socialism, national liberation movements, the return of the ‘colonial
international’ through neoliberal/neocolonial economic and geopolitical institutions like the IMF
and World Bank, US military dominance, and militarized regimes allied with an internationally

mobile financial elite.'®

Defining Neoliberalism in Egypt
Neoliberalism is often understood in political-economic and ideological terms. Steven

Shaviro sees neoliberalism as a mode of capitalist production (drawing on Marx) hand in hand

7 Francis Fukayama, “The End of History?,” The National Interest, no. 16 (1989): 3—18.

18 Salem, Anticolonial Afterlives in Egypt.
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with specific forms of governmentality (drawing on Foucault).!® Sharae Deckard and Stephen
Shapiro elaborate further, writing,

Features of neoliberalism include state deregulation of markets, privatization, and
anti-labour and social welfare strategies; the ascendancy of finance capital; the
renewed imperialism of law-and-order schemes on the global level (as in the
endless “war on terror”’) and in domestic arenas (as with the creation of a prison
industrial complex); the elite project of wealth redistribution through new forms
of ecological enclosure and accumulation via dispossession; the proliferation of
metrics that spur competition in new realms of social life and administrative
oversight; the exploitation of crises and disasters to force the imposition of
austerity and structural adjustment; the increased biopolitical control of
individuals by the state; the redefinition of individuals as quantums of human
capital rather than subjects of interior development or political representation; the
deployment of mass personal debt in ways little foreseen by prior
macroeconomics; and the emergence of new algorithmic technologies of
surveillance and financialization that have penetrated everyday life.?

Theirs is an expansive account of neoliberalism’s political-economic and social force. I wish to
highlight an implicit ideological thrust of neoliberalism that is related to the project of subsuming
the totality of life to market logic. This ideological aspect of neoliberalism is the assertion —
sometimes overt, sometimes implicit — that there is no alternative to capitalist production or
culture. Such an assertion is accompanied paradoxically with the state’s imperative to safeguard
financial institutions, markets, and property rights above all other political concerns and
constituencies, e.g., labor, environment, social solidarity, etc. Because of these imperatives,

neoliberalism has anti-democratic tendencies in theory and practice.?!

19 Steven Shaviro, No Speed Limit: Three Essays on Accelerationism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
2015), 10.

20 Sharae Deckard and Stephen Shapiro, World Literature, Neoliberalism, and the Culture of Discontent (New York,
NY: Springer Berlin Heidelberg, 2019), 2.

21 Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism, 66.
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Neoliberalism in Egypt reflects the above descriptions to a large degree, but any account
of Egypt’s political economy must squarely address the role of the military. The military has
ruled Egypt (but for a brief government of Muslim Brothers) since the Free Officers Coup of
1952. Since the 1990s, the military has become increasingly invested — financially and politically
— in the ongoing project of further neoliberalizing the economy, giving way to a cadre of those
Zeinab Abul-Magd calls “neoliberal officers” with tremendous wealth.?> The wealth of the
oligarchical officer-capitalist class is derived from extracting and selling off natural resources,
securing government contracts and monopolies, and attracting foreign aid and investment.??
These economic activities primarily or exclusively serve the rich and generate few jobs. This has
entrenched the military in every corner of the economy and allied its interests with the civilian
capitalist class who benefit from pro-investment and deregulatory neoliberal policy. The rise of
the military as an oligarchical economic and political force in Egypt must be considered in
tandem with the wider push toward neoliberalism, for the two reinforce each other.

The implications of this link between the economic rise of the military and neoliberalism
are grim when we consider the political repression integral to both. Timothy Mitchell argues that
neoliberalism requires violence and repression — because it is anti-democratic and against
workers’ and peasants’ interests — on a scale that only a militarized state can deliver.?* Therefore,
authoritarian repression and state violence must be integral components of our conception of

neoliberalism in Egypt. Some may point to Nasser’s authoritarianism as evidence that state

violence predates infitah, which I view as beginning the neoliberal turn in Egypt, and they are

22 Abul-Magd, Militarizing the Nation, 72.
2 Mitchell, “Dreamland.”
24 Mitchell.
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not wrong. But even Nasser’s violence was directed at radical labor activists and communists.?
Authoritarian military rule has been uniquely instrumental in initiating, consolidating, and
intensifying neoliberalism in Egypt. Indeed, the nationalist prestige of military victory paved the
way for neoliberalism: Sadat’s infitah was pursued on the coattails of the liberation of Sinai in
1973. The United States has since provided billions of dollars in aid to the Egyptian military in
exchange for neoliberal reforms and amenable relations with Israel. And dissent towards the
economic hardships of neoliberal policy — from the 1977 Bread Riots in response to termination
of state subsidies for basic commodities, to civil society organizing against the military’s
privatization of public spaces under al-Sisi — have been routinely crushed by the state security
apparatus.?® While there are neoliberal states without authoritarian regimes, Neoliberal Egypt as
it has developed and exists at present cannot be conceived without the economic and political
dominance of the military and its continual threat of violence and imprisonment against those
who imagine an alternative political economy or dare to cross the ideological boundaries of the
police state. By highlighting military authoritarianism in this account of neoliberalism in Egypt, I
am not suggesting that the two are the same. They are, however, inseparable as a matter of
political economy and public culture.

Theorists of neoliberalism point to how neoliberalism destroys social solidarity by
subsuming all aspects of life to the market in search of profits everywhere. This leads to a need

to reconstitute social bonds in new, alternative ways. David Harvey argues that this impulse has

25 The executions of labor leaders in Kafr Dawwar in 1953 and longstanding persecution of communists are case
and point.

26 See, for example: “Kiirnish al-iskandariyya: bayna al-khaskhasa wa haqq al-ru’iyya” (al-Insan wa-l-madina li-1-
abhath al-insaniyya wa-l-ijtima ‘iyya, 2020).
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revived religion, morality, and nationalism as sources of identity and belonging.?’ The argument
goes: neoliberalism threatens to give way to forms of populism that might threaten the very class
interests and market logic neoliberal policies protect. The need to head off such populist
reactions explains, in part, why the Egyptian state defends its neoliberal authoritarianism through
conservative appeals to nationalism, morality, and religion. This was made famous by Sadat,
who promoted moral conservatism, only to be outflanked by the Islamists he backed in a bid to
weaken the Left. Statist appeals to religious morality, the patriarchal family, and national unity
have not abetted. Therefore, we might view the social dynamics of the Egyptian state’s
neoliberalism less in terms of the discourse of individual freedoms that have come to justify
economic inequality in the United States especially, and more plainly as a form of
“neoconservative militarized nationalism,” to borrow Harvey’s language.?® The state’s position
as protector of nation, family, and religious morality — the boundaries between these concepts
seem to collapse as social ties fray under the neoliberal onslaught and the rise of austere
Islamism — allows it to strategically frame dissent as an intimate threat. In such a frame, it is not
the state’s neoliberal policies that threaten society’s ties of solidarity and mutual belonging, but
any who would challenge the military’s authoritarian rule and conservative moral projections.

From this description of neoliberalism in Egypt, it should be clear that the trajectory of
Left literary critique traced in Left Behind stands in stark contrast to the cultural conservatism of
the state and the fundamentally religious nature of Egypt’s mass political movements (the

Muslim Brotherhood and Salafis). The gulf between the Left’s prominence in Egypt’s literary

27 Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism, 81.

28 Harvey, 86.
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scene and its removal from the politics of the masses is perhaps especially extreme and visible
given the nature of Egypt’s political economy: extreme centralization around Cairo, masses of
peasants and urban poor, and the polarizing and chilling effects of military rule. Yet this
disconnect between (Leftist) intellectuals and the masses is a shared feature of Arab — not just
Egyptian — cultural politics in the neoliberal era. As Elliott Colla points out, the alienation of the
Egyptian Left’s intellectual tradition from actual mass political movements has produced a
literary lineage of critique increasingly skeptical — especially since 2013 — of the possibilities of
revolution, emancipation, or justice.?’ Ayman El-Desouky has framed this situation as a dilemma
— with roots in Nasserism’s enduring discursive construct of the people (al-sha‘b)** and that of
the peasant (al-fallah)?! before that — wherein the intellectual speaks the people’s truth to them,
yet communication fails.?? For El-Desouky, this failure to communicate across classes is an issue
of amara, a distinctly Egyptian term which he defines not as an issue of authority or
representation (dominant ways of framing the role of intellectuals) but of speaking to shared
social conditions in an idiom that resonates with shared cultural memories, experiences, and
sentiments.>® Thus the breakdown of communication between Leftist intellectuals and the people

is, in essence, due to severe social, economic, and cultural fragmentation, which I view as

2 Elliott Colla, “Revolution on Ice,” Jadaliyya (blog), January 6, 2014,
https://www.jadaliyya.com/Details/30039/Revolution-on-Ice.

30 See: Sharif Yunis, Nida’ al-sha ‘b: tarikh naqdr li-I-aydiyiilijiya al-nasiriyya, al-tab‘a al-uila (Cairo: Dar al-shuriig,
2012).

31 See: Samah Selim, The Novel and the Rural Imaginary in Egypt, 1880-1985, RoutledgeCurzon Studies in Arabic
and Middle-Eastern Literature (New York: RoutledgeCurzon, 2004).

32 Ayman Ahmed El-Desouky, The Intellectual and the People in Egyptian Literature and Culture: Amara and the
2011 Revolution, Palgrave Pivot (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 33-34.

33 El-Desouky, 107.
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symptomatic of the severity of neoliberalism in Egypt. This impasse is a major reason why I turn
to the Egyptian literary Left. Thinking beyond the false dichotomy of military-backed
neoliberalism and political Islam is imperative; despite its political defeats, the Left articulates
the only clear critique of the state’s authoritarian neoliberalism that does not rest on retrograde

cultural conservatism and religious ideology.

A Left Literary History

The Egyptian Left’s close relationship to literature and culture is not new. It emerged out
of historical and political-economic change, particularly the postwar shift from bourgeois
liberalism to the revolutionary socialism that would bring the Free Officers to power. The
relationship between the Egyptian Left and Arabic letters coalesced in earnest with the postwar
generation of writers like Idwar al-Kharrat, Lutfi al-Khiili, Najib Mahfuz, Luwis ‘Awad, Fathi
Ghanim, Ysuf Idris, “abd al-Rahman al-Sharqawi, et al. The anticolonial politics of this
generation were radicalized by the experiences of the war, occupation, a collapsing economy,
labor and peasant unrest, and the partition of Palestine and formation of the state of Israel. For
these reasons, this generation of writers saw socialism as central to national liberation.** Notably,
these writers differed starkly from the pioneers of modern Egyptian literature such as Taha
Husayn and Tawfiq al-Hakim who were notably bourgeois, classically liberal, and the products
of European education. The more politicized postwar generation began a trend of writers
emerging from the middle and lower classes, studying in Egyptian educational institutions, and
viewing literature as inextricably linked to the political crises facing the Egyptian nation. With

the Free Officers’ Coup in 1952, the expansion of free public education, and the growing

34 Selim, The Novel and the Rural Imaginary in Egypt, 1880-1985, 135.
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hegemony of Nasser’s Arab Nationalism, the demographic and political trends that had formed
the relationship between literature, the Left, and — increasingly — the state accelerated through the
1950s and early 1960s. It was during these decades that the Left wielded political influence
either as participants in Nasser’s cultural apparatus or as independent (though often allied) critics
from within the socialist fold. During the Nasser era, the state nationalized and founded presses,
literary and cultural institutions, and various organs of cultural production, monopolizing the
cultural sphere and molding it to fit its socialist agenda. As a result, literature was not just linked
politically to the Left, but to the state. This would prove catastrophic for the Left in the long run,
hampering its ability to articulate a salient critique of infitah and neoliberalism.

The collapse of Arab Nationalism and the alienation of the independent Egyptian Left —
first with Nasser’s mass arrests of communists in 1959 and then in the wake of the shocking
1967 defeat to Israel — mark the unravelling of progressive time in modern Arab politics and
culture. By ‘progressive time’ I mean the logic of linear narration and personal development
underlying the bildungsroman as well as the sense of historical time inherent in discourses of
progress, development, and socialist future-building.*® This progressive time sees its fullest
manifestation in the socialist-realist fiction of the anticolonial nationalist era and the
revolutionary political projects of national liberation, socialism, and nation building in the 1950s
and 1960s. Classic literary examples include ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sharqaw1’s al-Ard (The Earth,
1954), Najib Mahfiz’s Cairo Trilogy (1956-57) and Latifa al-Zayyat’s al-Bab al-maftiih (The

Open Door, 1960), all characterized by national allegory. This was precisely the era in which

35 Faysal Darr3j calls this broad phenomenon, the novel of progress (riwayat al-tagaddum). See: Faysal Darraj,
Riwayat al-tagaddum wa-ightirab al-mustagbal: tahawwulat al-ru’iya fT al-riwaya al-‘arabiyya (Beirut: al-Adab,
2010).
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iltizam was being theorized, and when its aesthetics and symbols were profoundly shaped by
ongoing innovations in realist narrative forms. The 1967 defeat disrupted this political-aesthetic
project because it cast doubt upon the promised future of socialist development and national
liberation upon which the temporal logics of Arab Nationalism and committed realism rested.
This breakdown introduced a new, fractured, and less linear sense of time to Arabic literature.>°
The centrality of time to the historical-political and aesthetic transformations in modern Arabic
literary form cannot be overstated. This is reflected in the logic of progressive time in Nahdaw1
writings on historical and cultural development, backwardness and modernity, economic and
political progress, etc.” Theorizing time at the intersection of the historical-political and the
cultural-aesthetic is not limited to the Nahda period. Time is especially prominent in the Arab
cultural and literary criticism that has emerged since 1967 including the writings of Ilyas Khiirf,
‘Abd al-Rahman Munif, Idwar al-Kharrat, Adiinis, and Abdallah Laroui, who all theorize time at
the intersection of politics, history, the challenge of modernity, and literary aesthetics.>®

The breakdown of progressive time gave way to deformed and degenerate sexual-
political symbols, which were culture-wide and not limited to literature or Egypt alone. For

example, Tunisian filmmaker Nouri Bouzid discusses his generation’s coming of age in the

36 Sabry Hafez, “The Transformation of Reality and The Arabic Novel’s Aesthetic Response,” Bulletin of the School
of Oriental and African Studies, University of London 57, no. 1 (1994): 93-22.

37 See: On Barak, On Time: Technology and Temporality in Modern Egypt (Berkeley: University of California Press,
2013); Sheehi, “Towards a Critical Theory of Al-Nahdah.”

38 |lyas Khuiri, Tajribat al-bahth ‘an ufuq: mugaddima li-dirasat al-riwaya al- ‘arabiyya ba ‘d al-hazima (Beirut:
munazzamat al-tahrir al-filiastiniyya markaz al-abhath, 1974); llyas Khiirt, Zaman al-ihtilal (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-
abhath al-‘arabiyya); Ilyas Khiir1, al-Dhakira al-mafgida: dirasat naqdiyya (Beirut: Mu’assasat al-abhath al-
‘arabiyya, 1982); ‘Abd al-Rahman Munif, Dhakira li-l-mustagbal (Beirut: al-Mu’assasa al-‘arabiyya li-I-dirasat wa-
I-nashr, 2001); Idwar al-Kharrat, al-Hassasiyya al-jadida: maqalat ft al-zahira al-qasasiyya (Beirut: Dar al-adab,
1993); AdiinTs, al-Thabit wa-l-mutahawwil: bahth fi al-itba“ wa-l-ibda“ ‘and al-‘arab, al-tab‘a al-ila, vol. 3 Sadmat
al-hadatha (Beirut: Dar al-‘awda, 1978); Abdallah Laroui, L’idéologie Arabe Contemporaine: Essai Critique, Ed. rev.
1977, Textes a I'appui (Paris: F. Maspero, 1977).
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shadow of the 1967 defeat as ushering in a “defeat-conscious cinema” whose gender roles are
not idealized constructs of victorious masculinity and virtuous feminine motherhood but emerge
from the reality of political defeat.** Bouzid writes on cinema, but the defeat’s effect upon
literature was similarly profound. It brought about numerous literary examples of sexual-political
symbolism revolving about sexual abuse and rape, impotence, dishonor, and degeneracy
including in the literature of Yusuf Idris (4bi al-rijal, 1987), Sun‘allah Ibrahim (7ilka al-ra’iha,
1966; Sharaf, 1997; et. al) Jamal al-Ghitani (Waqga i * harat al-za ‘faranit, 1976), and Ibrahim
‘Abd al-Majid (Bayt al-yasmin, 1986).%° It is at this breaking point and breakthrough at the

intersection of temporality and sexual-political symbolism that Left Behind begins.

Aesthetics of Literary Critiques of Neoliberalism

The collapse of progressive time is the substrate in which the shifts in sexual-political
symbolism and affective intensity that run through Left Behind’s genealogy of literary critique
occur. Intertwined, progressive time and sex punctuate the major junctures in the history of
Arabic literary form, from Nahdawi modernism, through the independence-era bildungsroman
and the committed realism of Arab Nationalism, to the collapse of the progressive temporal and
symbolic order in the wake of the 1967 defeat. Left Behind extends this lineage from the collapse
of committed realism and the New Sensibility of the Sixties Generation (Ibrahim), through the
rightward swing of infitah (Salih), to the consolidation of the postrevolutionary neoliberal order

(Kamil and Rabi1"). The deformed sexual-political symbolism of the Sixties Generation is

39 Nouri Bouzid, “New Realism in Arab Cinema: The Defeat-Conscious Cinema,” Alif: Journal of Comparative
Poetics, no. 15, Arab Cinematics: Toward the New and the Alternative (1995): 242-50.

40 Joseph Andoni Massad, Desiring Arabs (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007).
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alternately intensified and rejected in neoliberalism’s consolidation. On the one hand, sex
remains a potent way to animate injustice and corruption, though in postrevolutionary Egypt this
demands increasingly violent and grotesque symbolic representations (Rabi") to register as
political critique and not mere realism. On the other hand, sex and gender are increasingly the
stakes — not merely signifiers — of politics. Women’s lives and bodies are politically contested as
such, often making symbolism superfluous or ineffective. In this context, gendered language,
gendered affect, and gendered critical approaches drive innovative and profound literary
critiques of neoliberalism, its politics and cultural history (Salih and Kamil).

Both these trajectories grow out of the crisis of progressive time’s unravelling. The
severed link between socialist politics and futurity has redirected the temporal logic of literary
critique. The unshakable neoliberal present — unshakable because politics no longer imagines a
remade (socialist) future and because economic policies trap the future in the present order
through debt and dependency — intensifies affect in art and literature (Ibrahtm and Rabi"). As
such, he neoliberal present remains so intransigent that imagining a would-be break with it
results only in representing its horrific intensification (Rabi"). The past, though, has offered the
literary Left a way of escape. Past political ideals, utopian projects, and communal formations
have provided a source of hope and inspiration for a contemporary moment marked by
revolutionary failure and an intransigent neoliberal military dictatorship that virulently
suppresses dissent. In such a reality, the past — not as a nostalgic escape, but as the object of
critique, memory, and mourning — serves the present by offering the possibility to again
reimagine politics and rediscover hope (Kamil). But this is not universal. The past — past politics,
past idealized forms, and past selves — is also the object of innovative critiques, shaped by the

very affect that marks present as being immutably in crisis (Salih).
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I understand the gendered aesthetics and symbols of iltizam as being the raw material for
Left literary critiques of neoliberalism. However, these critical afterlives of iltizam are not
triumphant continuations of literary commitment. They are deeply critical of the literary tradition
they take as their aesthetic and symbolic referent. This dynamic is most obvious in the
degenerate (rather than progressive) sexual-political symbolism in, for example, the oeuvre of
Sun‘allah Ibrahim. I also read Muhammad Rabi"’s ‘Utarid and the post-2011 dystopian turn of
Arabic literature as constituting an Arabic accelerationist aesthetic in Ibrahim’s lineage. Where
Ibrahim linked degenerate and impotent sexual-political symbolism with an exhausted affective
indicative of political and social malaise, Rabi"’s innovation is to charge sexual-political
symbolism with aestheticized violence befitting of postrevolutionary dystopia. However, this
symbolic approach to sex and political critique is just one trajectory of the Left literary critique
of neoliberalism. The second trajectory engages with gender as a mode of understanding,
narrating, and critiquing history and politics. This is clearest in the critical method of Arwa
Salik’s al-Mubtasariin, which is deeply affected by gendered experiences and analyses.
Similarly, gender informs the language and narrative form of Nadiya Kamil’s al-Mawliida.
These gendered aspects of al-Mawliida are integral to its historical critique and revitalization of
Leftist politics.

These two trajectories of Left literary critique traced in Left Behind relate to affect in
distinct and nuanced ways. Ibrahim’s Tilka al-rd’iha and 67 produce an exhausted affect through
their narrators, narrative styles, and disgusting aesthetics. The horrific affective dimensions of
Rabi“’s ‘Utarid are distinct from this exhaustion, but similarly emerge through narrative
aesthetics. Thus, works from this trajectory of Left literary critique deform and accelerate sexual-

political symbolism, thereby producing particular affects and conveying them to the reader.
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While Ibrahim and Rabi® deploy affect to critical ends, such affective intensity is characteristic
of artistic production in the neoliberal era.*! By contrast, gendered affect informs Salih and
Kamil’s language, analytical method, and narrative form. They do not relay affect to the reader
so much as it guides the formal and methodological decisions that characterize their works and
direct their historical and political critiques. Notably, these formal and methodological aspects of
Salih and Kamil’s works are highly idiosyncratic elements that position their writing between
genres. | contend that these aspects — affected and gendered — are precisely what make their

writing insightful, engaging, and uniquely compelling.

Gender, Genre, Jins adabi

One trajectory of Left Behind follows gendered and affected aspects of Arwa Salih and
Nadiya Kamil’s language, form, and critical approach to history. Both authors write in a voice
that emerges from the lived experience of a politically engaged woman, Salih in her own voice
and Kamil in her mother’s. These narrative voices do not advocate an overtly feminist politics
per se, but integrate lived experiences, relationships, and affect into the form and analytical
method of their works. For Salih, this is primarily an analytical and methodological intervention
into the historiography of the Egyptian Left with broad implications for political and historical
epistemology and critique. Salih’s language — especially her critical reworking of patriarchal
language and symbolism and her dialogically inflected syntax — facilitates this intervention. For
Kamil’s part, her striking use of ‘amiyya and disruption of authorial and generic boundaries (by

writing her mother’s life story in her voice) achieves similarly profound interventions into the

41 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, Post-Contemporary Interventions
(Durham, NC: Duke Univ. Press, 2005), 16.
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history of the Egyptian Left. Kamil’s critical perspective may be subtler than Salih’s, and it may
appear at first glance less politically inflected, but it is just as novel in terms of deploying an
embodied and dialogic feminine language to reframe political (and familial) history and its
contemporary legacy. Given these authors’ shared recourse to gendered affect, language, and
genre-defying form as a central means of intervening in the history of the Egyptian Left, I would
like to consider them as representing a minor strand of gender- and genre-informed literary
critiques of neoliberalism in Egypt. Notably, while gender and genre are distinct words in
English, their relationship is more overt in French (genre) and Arabic (jins adabi).*

In Salih and Kamil’s approach to history, criticism, and writing, both authors view the
individual’s lived experience as central. For Salih this is framed as an explicitly ethical
component of her critical method. I argue that the ethical imperatives that motivate Salih’s biting
analytical prose in al-Mubtasariin and grew out of her lived experiences as a militant are
partially what occasion and make possible Kamil’s literary project. By this I mean that while
Kamil certainly approached al-Mawliida with the desire to record and convey her mother’s
remarkable life, the approach she takes — one that emerges from Marie’s singular voice in
conversation with her daughter (Nadiya Kamil, the author) — assumes that the engaged
individual, however marginal she may be, has a perspective of historical and critical import.
Notably, in both Salih’s al-Mubtasarin and Kamil’s al-Mawliida, we witness political
commitment (iltizam) transform into critique through dialogic language. This dialogue is

epistolary and introspective for Salih; it is intergenerational for Kamil and her mother Marie. The

42 Jins adabi (literary genre) is most common, but naw* adabi is also used to refer to genre. Jins — from the same
Greek root that gives us the English genus — commonly means sex, though naw" is also used. There is not a widely
recognized term for gender in Arabic, though juniisa has been proposed by some for its formal similarity to untitha
(feminity) and dhukiira (masculinity). See: “Gender and Knowledge: Contribution of Gender Perspectives to
Intellectual Formations,” Alif: Journal of Comparative Poetics, no. 19 (1999): 6-7.

23



shift from commitment to critique is not a retreat into individualism for these authors. Their
recourse to the individual’s embodied experience and voice is meaningful and impactful
precisely because the critical perspectives their works animate are profoundly engaged in
collective, class, and national politics and public culture. Both intervene in political projects and
historical discourses that too readily overlooked engaged women. We might also extend their
interventions into the literary realm where the formal aspects of their works are most salient. Yet
their literary impact goes beyond form; they critique the very politics and sense of nation
produced in the canonical novels of iltizam. I draw upon Hoda Elsadda’s argument that “the
nation, ‘an imagined community,’ is gendered, and by extension, the canon is equally gendered”
to frame Salih and Kamil’s projects, which directly address national history and politics, as
similarly intervening in the field of literature in this way.*

I see these critical gendered disruptions to genre conventions as a line of inquiry that
speaks to a broader segment of Arabic literature beyond the scope of Left Behind. The prose of
Iman Mirsal (who is most famous for her poetry) comes immediately to mind. She has brought a
similarly gendered and affected critical method to inter-genre works of narrative nonfiction,
Kayfa talta’im: ‘an al-umiima wa ashbahiha (How to Mend: Motherhood and its Ghosts, 2016)
and especially F7 athar ‘Inayyat al-Zayyat (In the Footsteps of ‘Inayyat al-Zayyat, 2019).%
Mirsal rejects the confines of genre that would restrict her investments and emotions from
informing the language, form, and critical method of F7 athar ‘Inayyat al-Zayyat. Instead, she

excavates the forgotten history of al-Zayyat’s life, work, and premature death. In so doing,

43 Hoda Elsadda, Gender, Nation, and the Arabic Novel: Egypt, 1892-2008 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press,
2012), xiii.

4 Iman Mirsal, F7 athar ‘Inayyat al-Zayyat (Cairo: al-Kutub khan li-l-nashr wa-l-tawzi‘, 2019); Iman Mirsal, Kayfa
talta’im: ‘an al-umiima wa ashbahiha (Cairo: Kayfa ta, 2016).
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Mirsal composes a book that is interwoven with her own deeply personal process of discovering
and retelling al-Zayyat’s story. Significantly, Mirsal’s intimate retelling of al-Zayyat’s life and
posthumously published novel, al-Hubb wa-I-samt (Love and Silence, 1967), creates avenues for
critically reevaluating how her life and work intersected with and challenged the dominant
political and literary culture of the Nasser era. In this, Mirsal joins Salih and Kamil in completely
upending the formal, methodological, and even epistemological conventions of history,
biography, and memoir alike.

A second aspect of this strand of gender- and genre-informed critical method is a guiding
concern for legacy and inheritance. For both Salih and Kamil, this is an explicitly political
concern, though in Kamil’s case it also entails a familial dimension. Salih is clear about how her
concern for reaching future generations informs her affected language. The urgency of her task
supersedes any concern for conventional forms of historical or political genres. The result is a
work in between political polemic, history, and memoir. For Kamil, her concern for inheritance
is similarly self-evident in the intergenerational thrust of her work, which is apparent in al-
Mawliida’s language and form. It should also be noted that these authors’ concern for inheritance
and legacy is bidirectional, meaning they are interested in how they inherit political (and
familial) history from the past in addition to how they transmit such history to future generations.
This sensitivity to inheritance and legacy informs their innovative approaches to recounting and
critiquing political history with an eye toward how that critical history might be received and

mobilized to more just ends in the future.

Overview of Chapters
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The first chapter of Left Behind, “Aesthetics and Politics of Iltizam,” is conceived of as a
prelude to the following four chapters. In it I trace the intellectual and literary histories of
iltizam. I trace iltizam to the debates in literary theory sparked by Taha Husayn’s translation of
Jean-Paul Sartre’s littérature engagée into Arabic, which were politicized by decolonial,
communist, and Arab Nationalist movements. I focus especially on the literary debates raging on
the pages of al-Adab and erupting between Husayn and younger, more radical thinkers like ‘Abd
al-‘Aziz Anis and Mahmiid Amin al-‘Alim. These debates — which centered on the relationship
between literature and social reality, political commitment, Nasserism, communism, and the
national struggle to decolonize — coincided with experiments in narrative realism, shifting the
narrative forms of fiction in line with the class-political and cultural priorities of the Nasserist
era. It was this nexus of theory and experimentation in narrative form that produced the lasting
aesthetics, symbols, and literary approaches associated with iltizam. These include sexual-
political symbolism, gendered and sexualized national allegories, and idealized forms of
masculinity and femininity. It is these aesthetic and symbolic elements of iltizam that are
deformed, intensified, challenged, and rejected in the works of literature and criticism after the
hegemony of Nasserism and its state-cultural apparatus collapsed.

The remaining chapters of Left Behind deal primarily with the trajectories of iltizam’s
critical afterlives, meaning how it shifts from a literary form of commitment to one of critique.
Communist writers were pioneers of this shift largely because they were among the first victims
of the Nasserist regime’s authoritarianism. I contextualize the literary and political developments
that influenced the aesthetics and politics of these critical afterlives from the Sixties Generation’s
New Sensibility to the Nineties Generation of (mostly women) writers who introduced a new

approach to the body and literature more at home in the neoliberal era. While these authors are
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generally ambivalent toward (rather than critical of) neoliberalism, their innovations marked a
crucial moment in terms of altering the aesthetic, symbolic, and political dimensions of the body
— an essential aspect of the critical legacy of iltizam. As such, the Nineties Generation is an
important reference point for the trajectories explored in Left Behind that are more critical of
neoliberalism.

In Chapter 2, “Collapsed Time and Critical Affect in Sun‘allah Ibrahim’s Tilka al-rd ‘iha
and 67,” I read Tilka al-ra iha, Ibrahim’s inaugural work of the Sixties Generation’s New
Sensibility, alongside 67, a belatedly published work with similar aesthetic features that purports
to recount the 1967 defeat. I frame these works in terms of degenerate sexual-political
symbolism and an affect of exhaustion, both resulting from the collapse of progressive time. The
erasure of the future, both narratively and ideologically, i.e., as the hallmark of a progressive or
revolutionary political project, contextualizes the disgusting bodily, sexual, and social behaviors
and descriptions that stand out in both works. I argue that disgusting aesthetics and an exhausted
narrative stalled out in the present combine to form Ibrahim’s portrait not only of a society which
has lost its direction, but also of a political reality so desperate that its critique is not found in the
revolutionary and progressive future-oriented visions that marked the previous decades of
national liberation and committed realism. Rather, the degenerate sexual-political symbolism and
exhausted aesthetics of Ibrahim’s works force us to confront how literary forms of critique might
function in the absence a progressive promise of futurity.

Chapter 3, “Arwa Salih and the Horizon of Critique,” is the theoretical heart of Left
Behind. Arwa Salih was a member of the Egyptian Communist Workers Party (ECWP, hizb al-
‘ummal al-shuyii ‘T al-misr1) and a leader in the Student Movement of 1971-72 (al-haraka al-

tullabiyya). In this chapter, I read a/-Mubtasariin (The Stillborn, 1996), Salih’s sweeping and
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deeply personal critique of her own Student-Movement generation of Leftists, the toxic legacies
of the Nasser era, and the gendered logic of neoliberal culture and economy in Egypt. I clarify
the stakes of Salih’s critical methodology by reading her project — specifically her development
of Milan Kundera’s notion of kitsch, her analytical use of gender, and her formal and political
concern with legacy and inheritance — alongside the literary history of iltizam. Though nowhere
in al-Mubtasarin does Salih explicitly reference iltizam, I contend that her critical method and
search for ethical knowledge frame iltizam as a form of militant kitsch that prized dogma and
ready-made answers over ethical and political curiosity. In literature, this kitschy strain of iltizam
produced an aesthetic ideology with gendered metaphors and aesthetics that colored how the
Egyptian Left of the Nasser era (and, to some extent, beyond it) represented their world and
understood its politics: as linked to the state.*> We should see Salih as fitting into the lineage of
Leftist writers renegotiating their relationship to the state through innovations in critical method,
style, language, and form.*¢ I will show how the form, method, and content of Salih’s critique
interrupt further inheritance of iltizam’s political and literary kitsch. In this sense, Salih’s critique
proclaims the collapse of a symbolic order whose political agenda she once embraced, a
sentiment that resonates with the central thrust of Left Behind. Salih’s critical and
epistemological intervention offers an alternative lens through which we might theorize the shifts
in the literature, culture, and politics of Egypt’s transition from Nasserism to neoliberalism. I
explore the richness of Salih’s analytical lens and critical method by juxtaposing my reading of

al-Mubtasariin with a reading of her literary criticism on the fiction of Sun‘allah Ibrahim. This

45 See: Yoav Di-Capua, No Exit: Arab Existentialism, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Decolonization (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 2018), 108-19.

46 Selim, The Novel and the Rural Imaginary in Egypt, 1880-1985, 145-51.
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acts as a compelling link between Chapters 2 and 3 and allows me to draw connections between
the trajectories of Left literary critique traced in Left Behind.

Chapter 4, “The Language and Politics of Nadiya Kamil’s Intergenerational Storytelling
in al-Mawliida,” turns Nadiya Kamil’s biography-memoir hybrid al-Mawliida (2018), which tells
the story of twentieth-century Egyptian politics and history from her communist khawaga
(resident ‘foreigner’) mother’s marginal yet engaged perspective. I begin from Kamil’s notion of
home and show how her intergenerational narrative storytelling produces a sense of home which
is both expansive enough to cross the international boundaries of her mother’s political and
family networks across the Mediterranean region and intimate enough to engender a sense of
familial and local belonging. I contend that Kamil’s artistic choices — language, form, and
especially her robust commitment to intergenerational dialogue — become political choices in
how they produce this sense of political and familial home. Specifically, her choice to write al-
Mawliida in her mother Marie’s Egyptian-Arabic voice offers a mode of dialogic storytelling
charged with intimate familial bonds. Given Marie’s lifelong communist commitments, this
familial bond is also political, offering a sense of belonging to the Egyptian and international
Left. I draw on scholarship by Hala Halim to show how Marie’s account of twentieth-century
Egypt, rooted in commitment and critique, stands starkly against nostalgia for colonial
cosmopolitanism.*’ Instead, Marie’s Egyptian-Arabic voice proclaims an anticolonial politics of
class and national liberation while simultaneously destabilizing the contours of the nation. This is

achieved by Kamil’s displaced and intergenerational narration, use of Egyptian ‘amiyya, and by

47 See: Hala Halim, “The Pre-Postcolonial and Its Enduring Relevance: Afro-Asian Variations in Edwar al-Kharrat’s
Texts,” in Postcolonialism Cross-Examined: Multidirectional Perspectives on Imperial and Colonial Pasts and the
Neocolonial Present, ed. Monika Albrecht (New York: Routledge, 2020); Hala Halim, Alexandrian Cosmopolitanism:
An Archive, First edition (New York: Fordham University Press, 2013).
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virtue of Marie’s position as a working-class khawaga of Jewish and Italian parentage. I draw
upon David Scott’s notion of intergenerational mourning to argue that the intergenerational
impulse of Kamil’s project, inseparable from its narrative voice and form, invites readers to
mourn Marie’s (and the Egyptian Left’s) political commitments and grapple with how to move
forward from decades of successive political defeats.*® Kamil invites a contemporary readership
to find a home Marie’s political commitments and imagine a future through them.

Chapter 5, “Aesthetics from Hell in Muhammad Rabi"’s ‘Utarid,” addresses the
accelerationist aesthetic in post-2011 Arabic fiction as a form of political critique. *° In ‘Utarid
(Otared, 2015), Muhammad Rabi" accelerates the postrevolutionary violence of Neoliberal Egypt
through grotesque and abject aesthetics of political despair and violence, especially sexual
violence. The novel’s aesthetics mark the extreme culmination and exhaustion of the critical
sexual-political symbolic vocabulary inaugurated by Ibrahim’s Tilka al-ra ‘iha (Chapter 2). In
Rabi’, we encounter grotesque symbolic recourse to the body and sex, desire and despair, disgust
and exhaustion as a vehicle for political critique of neoliberalism in Egypt. My juxtaposition of
‘Utarid and Tilka al-rd’iha underscores the continuity of authoritarian military rule in Egypt and
its role in forging the symbolic and aesthetic economy through which neoliberalism was — and
still is — depicted and critiqued. I read ‘Utarid’s grotesque aesthetic project as an extreme

acceleration of the contours of neoliberalism in Egypt — state violence, abject inequality, rogue

48 See: David Scott, Omens of Adversity: Tragedy, Time, Memory, Justice., 2015.

49 Other examples of recent accelerationist and speculative fiction from Egypt and across the Arab world: Basma
‘Abd al-‘Aziz, al-Tabar: riwaya (Beirut: Dar al-tanwir, 2013); [brahim Nasrallah, Harb al-kalb al-thaniyya: wa-hal
khatar bi-balika annaha mujarrad miraya li-I-miraya al-lati nuhaddiq fiha?: riwaya (Beirut: al-Dar al-‘arabiyya li-1-
‘ulim nashirtin, 2016); Boualem Sansal, 2084: la fin du monde (Paris: Gallimard, 2015); WasInT1 al-A ‘raj, 2084
hikayat al- ‘arabt al-akhir (Dar al-adab, 2016); Ahmad Naji, Istikhdam al-hayat (Cairo: Manshiirat marsiim, 2014);
Sa‘td al-San‘aist, Fi 'ran ummi hissa (Beirut: al-Dar al‘arabiyya li-1- ‘uliim nashirtin / Manshirat difaf, 2015).
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police officers, and the inadequate cover of bourgeois respectability. Furthermore, by reading
Rabi"’s critique of neoliberalism in terms of abject and accelerationist aesthetics, I place him in
conversation with theorists such as Deleuze and Guattari, Kristeva, and Bataille.*® I argue that
these aesthetic aspects of ‘Utarid render the stakes of Rabi"’s political critique intelligible in
terms of visceral senses and embodied affect. By framing Egypt’s past, present, and future, as an
eternal hell, Rabi® allows us no hope for escape from ‘Utarid’s horrific onslaught of aesthetic

€XCESS.

50 See : Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1983); Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror, trans. Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1982); Georges Bataille, The Accursed Share: An Essay on General Economy, trans. Robert Hurley, vol. |
Consumption (New York: Zone Books, 1988); Georges Bataille, The Accursed Share: An Essay on General Economy,
vol. Il History of Eroticism (New York: Zone Books, 1991); Georges Bataille, The Accursed Share: An Essay on
General Economy, vol. Ill Sovereignty (New York: Zone Books, 1991).
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Chapter 1 — Aesthetics and Politics of Iltizam

Iltizam

[ltizam (commitment) was one of the most influential literary movements of twentieth-
century Arabic literature, yet its precise definition and contours have proven difficult to articulate
concretely. Depending on one’s perspective, iltizam was a politicized approach to literature, a
dogma, or an aesthetic ideology and practice.* Iltizam is variably framed as nationalist, statist,
and/or communist. This confusion emerged and persists partially because iltizam was conceived
not as a simple translation of Jean-Paul Sartre’s ‘littérature engagée’ but as a suite of significant
retheorizations to suit immediate political priorities in the decolonizing Arab states. The priority
placed on anti-colonial nationalist movements in the 1940s—1960s and, especially in Egypt, the
formation of a powerful state-cultural apparatus colored iltizam in explicitly nationalist hues and
linked it politically and institutionally to the state. It is not coincidental that the height of iltizam
in Egyptian literature coincided with the Nasser era. At the same time, communists offered a
view of iltizam heavily influenced by Soviet socialist realism, while still privileging the
nationalism seen as central to anti-colonial struggle. Innovations in Arabic narrative in the 1950s
combined with these committed theoretical and political approaches to literature to produce the
symbols and aesthetics of iltizam. I will trace these contours of iltizam and its intellectual and

literary histories in the sections that follow.

! For example, Pannewick, Khalil, and Albers treat iltizam in the broadest possible sense as a political approach to
literary commitment, especially when considering its afterlives. Yet, at important junctures, they acknowledge the
specific aesthetic and ideological characteristics of iltizam. See: Friederike Pannewick, Georges Khalil, and Yvonne
Albers, eds., Commitment and beyond: Reflections on/of the Political in Arabic Literature since the 1940s,
Literaturen Im Kontext = Literatures in Context, vol. 41 (Wiesbaden: Reichert Verlag, 2015), 9-25.
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Before attending to this history, however, I would like to make clear how I will engage
with iltizam in Left Behind, which covers literary works from the 1960s through the 2010s. I am
primarily interested in the shared symbolic and aesthetic aspects of the literature of iltizam.
These are heavily inflected with gender and sex, the nation and nationalism, and invite a mode of
symbolic reading that politicizes the (almost always female) body and sexualizes the nation. My
interest in these dimensions of iltizam emerges from several assumptions and goals. First, as the
title of this dissertation suggests, the anti-colonial and Leftist political projects that fueled
theories and literary works of iltizam have largely been left behind. What has endured is this
sexual-political symbolic and aesthetic nexus and the mode of reading it engenders. The authors
examined in Left Behind disrupt, dismantle, and deform the progressive nature of this symbolism
in iltizam, yet it remains their clear referent. Secondly, attention to these aesthetic aspects of
iltizam and its critical successors allows me to center gendered affect and language as key modes
of critique. And lastly, I direct this concern for critique toward the neoliberalism that has
dominated Egyptian political economy since Sadat’s infitah. [ am particularly interested in how
the aesthetics and symbols of iltizam morph from modes of commitment to modes of critique in
this context of neoliberalism.?

Turning to genre, it is important to point out the close association between iltizam and the
novel. The Arabic novel, especially that of a realist or historical bent, was the primary genre in
which romance and nationalism — often linked — found greatest expression. Timothy Brennan

argues that the novel was particularly suited to the discursive formation of the nation. He writes,

2 pannewick, Khalil, and Albers acknowledge this shift, in terms broader than commitment though with iltizam as
the clear referent: “The political in art (and therefore literature) is no longer primarily understood as a transmitter
of a certain political ideology through the artistic medium but also as a kind of critique that primarily subverts
established political and cultural orders.” See Pannewick, Khalil, and Albers, 10.
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“Its manner of presentation allowed people to imagine the special community that was the
nation.”? That the literature of iltizam centered a particular vision of nationalist romance (with
themes of revolution, rural purity, moral and political redemption, masculine heroism and justice
overcoming greed, and a nationally symbolic female body) partially explains why iltizam
emerged, in large part, through the novel. What is more, many novels from the Nasser era were
recast as state-produced films, which reached broader audiences. The adaptability of novels to
the big screen is significant because writing for films was an important source of income for
authors. Cinema was a major way the state-cultural apparatus influenced literary production.
Partly because of these novels’ enduring filmic legacies and partly because of the literary stature
of the novels themselves (a mutually reinforcing dynamic), a relatively small number of
committed literary works were especially well positioned to shape the aesthetic contours of
iltizam.* These novels and films continue to wield outsize influence on scholarly and popular
approaches to Arabic literature.” Yaisuf Idris’s novels and short stories, in particular, were

influential in shaping this aesthetic partly because of their second lives as films.®

3 Timothy Brennan, “The National Longing for Form,” in Nation and Narration, ed. Homi K. Bhabha (New York:
Routledge, 1990), 49.

4 Elliott Colla makes a similar argument regarding the role of cinema and nationalized university curricula in the
Nasser era in establishing what was a long-standing critical consensus that Muhammad Husayn Haykal’s Zaynab
(1914) represented the first mature Arabic novel. (Elliott Colla, “How Zaynab Became the First Arabic Novel,”
History Compass 7, no. 1 (2009): 214-25.

5 Novels recast as films include ‘Abd al-Rahman al-SharqawT’s al-Ard (1954/1970), Yasuf Idris’s al-Haram
(1959/1965) and al- ‘Ayb (1962/1967), Yisuf al-Siba‘T's Rudda Qalbi (1954/1957), Ihsan ‘Abd al-Qaddis’s Fi baytina
rajul (1957/1961), Latifa al-Zayyat’s al-Bab al-Maftih (1960/1963), Fatht Ghanim’s al-Rajul al-ladhi fagada zillah
(1962/1968), Najib Mahfiz’'s Miramar (1966/1969), and Tharwat Abaza’s Shay’ min al-khawf (1967/1969), a strong
critique of Nasserism and iltizam that repurposed its symbols and aesthetics. We might also include Taha Husayn’s
Du‘a’ al-karawan (1934/1959), which well predates the formative period of iltizam’s aesthetics and theory but was
remade as a film in 1959 in precisely this mold.

6 We can add Idris’s short story/film “Hadith sharaf” (1958/1971) to the novels/films cited above.
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This claim regarding the centrality of the novel to iltizam is most applicable to Egypt.
This is largely due to the state-cultural apparatus (and mammoth film industry) of the Nasser era,
which played such a strong role in influencing theories and practices of iltizam. There were, of
course Egyptian poets who should be considered in the broader context of iltizam and its critical
afterlives. Salah Jahin is the obvious example of the former, while Ahmad Fu’ad Nijm is an
example of the latter. While this poetic dimension of iltizam in Egypt is not covered at length in
Left Behind, it is fertile ground for comparison and theorization between Arab contexts. A
comparative approach to the Palestinian poetic tradition of resistance literature (adab al-
mugawama) or the revitalization of protest poetry (e.g., al-Qasim al-Shabbi’s “Iradat al-Hayat)
during the Arab Uprisings would be fruitful opportunities for further study to more robustly tease
out the issue of genre and its relationship to various iterations of iltizam.

Despite the major influence of iltizam, it is impossible to speak of a monolithic era of
iltizam dominated by the novel and state-backed cinema. Radical innovations were abreast in
poetry at the same time, with aesthetic and political approaches and agendas distinct from those
of iltizam. The two most obvious examples on this front are the al-Shi‘r al-Hurr (Free Verse)
movement led by Iraqis Nazik al-Mala’ika and Badr Shakir al-Sayyab, on the one hand, and the
abstract prose poems of Adiinis, Yisuf al-Khal, and the Beirut-based Shi 7 cohort. As Emily
Drumsta points out, translating ‘al-shi‘r al-hurr’ as ‘free verse’ is something of a misnomer: “Far
from free of metrical regularity, al-shi r al-hurr isolated the Arabic metrical ‘foot,” or taf ilah, as
the most basic unit of sound in Arabic poetry.”’ More radical breaks from poetic meter were

afoot amongst the authors of the prose poem (qasidat al-nathr):

7 Emily Drumsta, “Introduction,” in Revolt Against the Sun: The Selected Poetry of Nazik al-Mala’ikah: A Bilingual
Reader, ed. Emily Drumsta (London: Saqgi Books, 2020), 3.
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Poets like Yiisuf al-Khal, Unst al-Hajj, Adiinis, and others in the Beirut circle of
Shi‘r magazine advocated — in theory and in practice — a form similar to English-
language free verse: poetry whose rhythms, line-breaks, and layout on the page
would be determined entirely by the poet’s will, not by the dictates of classical
poetic feet.®
It was these prose poets who were positioned in opposition to the overtly politicized
directions iltizam would take. Notably, the issues at stake in the literary discussions
among poets and novelists of various persuasions highlighted the political stakes of
literature quite explicitly: the freedom of the artist, nationalism and the state,
communism, and whether literary innovation is found in Arab cultural heritage or foreign
(usually Western) literary forms. Having characterized iltizam as being in conversation
with other contemporary literary movements like abstract poetry and having clarified my

particular concern for the aesthetic and symbolic aspects of iltizam and its critical legacy,

I now turn to the intellectual history of iltizam.

Becoming Multazim: Jean-Paul Sartre, Taha Husayn, and al-4dab

Beginning in 1947, Jean-Paul Sartre published a series of articles in Les Temps modernes
in which he posed a series of questions: What is writing? Why do we write? For whom do we
write? In 1948, these essays would be collected and published by Gallimard under the famous
title Qu ’est-ce que la littérature? The notion of littérature engagée Sartre developed in these
essays had a profound impact on a generation of intellectuals whose countries were waging
decolonial struggles, especially those intellectuals on the political Left. Sartre theorized a

politically situated role for the committed writer, whereby the writer seeks to change the world

8 Drumsta, 6.
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by laying it bare, revealing it in a particular way, and burdening the reader with responsibility.°
Central to Sartre’s understanding of the transformative function of writing is the relationship
between reader and writer: both are burdened with freedom and responsibility. As such, Sartre
insisted on a collaborative partnership between reader and writer rooted in mutual freedom. He
argues that “the writer appeals to the reader’s freedom to collaborate in the production of his
work.”*? Sartre’s mark upon Arab existentialism and the literary theory of the 1950s and 1960s
cannot be overstated.™ This was nowhere truer than in Egypt. Questions of literary commitment
and engagement stoked contentions and often intergenerational debates concerning the political
and cultural roles of literature.

[ltizam (commitment) and al-adab al-multazim (committed literature) were first
introduced to Arabic literary criticism in 1947 by Taha Husayn, who coined the moniker but
expressed misgivings about politics weaponizing literature.'? Husayn was reading Sartre in Les
Temps modernes and digesting Sartre’s essays on littérature engagée — essentially in real time —
for the readers of al-Katib al-misri, the journal he edited. While Husayn would later be portrayed
as a stalwart opponent of iltizam, he in fact played a pivotal role in introducing the concept to
readers of Arabic. Husayn reads Sartre’s project immediately in terms of freedom. He sees Sartre
as offering:
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9 Jean-Paul Sartre, “What Is Literature?” And Other Essays (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1988), 37.
10 Sartre, 54.

11 See: Di-Capua, No Exit.
12 Taha Husayn, “Mulahazat,” al-Katib al-misri, no. 21 (June 1, 1947): 9-21.
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a middle way between the communist school of thought (madhhab) which denies

individual freedom, and the bourgeois school of thought which grants this

freedom to a class of people while excluding others. [Sartre] wanted to reach an

order that guarantees the individual complete freedom, that guarantees the public

(al-jama‘a) full justice, and that guarantees the author his full freedom of thought,

representation, and expression without him yielding to the constraints and

shackles political parties place upon their members and which force them to think,

represent, and express as the party wishes rather than as a free individual, the

natural order of things, or life’s truths would wish.
In this excerpt, Husayn presciently lays out the very terms that would animate the public debates
regarding committed literature, which unfolded across the pages of literary journals (most
prominently in a/-Adab) and even on television. He highlights concerns for individual freedom,
social justice, the Communist party, and the bourgeois intellectual who is unceasingly referred to
as inhabiting the ivory tower (al-burj al-‘aji). We should note that Husayn’s early concerns about
the political weaponization of literature are explored in Sartre’s own writings. Sartre writes that
“the literature of a given age is alienated when it has not arrived at the explicit consciousness of
its autonomy and when it submits to temporal powers or to an ideology, in short, when it
considers itself a means and not as an unconditioned end.”**

Iltizam would reach a broader audience and stoke the contentious public debates that
have been referenced in the wake of two events: the Free Officers’ Coup of 1952 which brought

the military regime to power promising socialism and national liberation, and the founding of

Suhayl Idris’s Beirut-based literary journal al-Adab in 1953. al-Adab was, from the outset,

13 Taha Husayn, “F1 al-adab al-firanst: Jean-Paul Sartre wa-l-sinima," al-Katib al-misri, no. 26 (November 1947) :
180.

14 Sartre, "What Is Literature?, 134.
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focused on questions of literary commitment and literary engagement. In the journal’s first
editorial, IdrTs laid out his vision for al-Adab, which was explicitly centered on iltizam:
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The principal objective of the journal is to be a public square (maydan) for that
conscious class of writers who live the experience of their age and act as witness
upon that age in that they reflect the needs of Arab society, express its concerns,
and pave the way for reformers to address its issues by all laudable means. As
such, the type of literature this journal invites and encourages is literature of
commitment (adab al-iltizam), which emerges from Arab society and flows back
into it.*®
al-Adab did indeed serve as a public square for literary debate surrounding iltizam. It published
divergent perspectives on the nature of literary commitment to the point that a singular and
precise theory and form of iltizam is difficult to discern. As Qussay Al-Attabi argues, this
indeterminate nature of iltizam did not prevent it from serving as a highly productive concept
and giving way to novel and divergent literary and cultural forms.*®
Nevertheless, the iltizam of al-Adab diverged from Sartre’s littérature engagée in several
meaningful ways. Verena Klemm points out that Idris and his cohort were far less interested in
the philosophical underpinnings of literary engagement than Sartre’s notion of the writer’s

situatedness in history, which they elevated in their theories of iltizam.'” As such, the

relationship between writer and reader is treated in a different manner. Whereas Sartre frames

15 Suhayl Idris, “Risalat al-Adab,” al-Adab, vol. 1, no. 1 (1953): 1.

16 Qussay Al-Attabi, “The Polemics of lltizam: Al-Adab’s Early Arguments for Commitment,” Journal of Arabic
Literature 52, no. 1-2 (April 16, 2021): 124-46, https://doi.org/10.1163/1570064x-12341422.

7 Verena Klemm, “Different Notions of Commitment (//tizam) and Committed Literature (Al-adab Al-multazim) in
the Literary Circles of the Mashriq,” Arabic & Middle Eastern Literature 3, no. 1 (January 2000): 55,
https://doi.org/10.1080/13666160008718229.
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this relationship upon collaboration and mutual freedom, the theorists of iltizam were much more
attuned to the class-cultural dynamics of literary circulation. They centered questions of which
class (both in the traditional sense of the bourgeoisie and working class, and in the more
expansive cultural sense of a class of citizens, elites, patriots, etc.) one writes for. Whose reality
ought to be reflected in literature? Who is the arbiter of literary taste and value, and on what
grounds? More than anything, al-Adab linked iltizam to Arab Nationalism (al-qawmiyya al-
‘arabiyya). Immediately following the above excerpt, Idris continues, making the link between
iltizam and Arab Nationalism explicit in al-Adab’s inaugural editorial:
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And so, the journal invites this efficacious literature and carries a model
nationalist (qawmiyya) message. That conscious class of litterateurs who seek
inspiration for their literature in their society are capable — over time — of creating
a conscious generation of readers who experience — in their turn — the reality of
their own society, and of forming a nucleus of good patriots (al-wataniyin al-
salihin). Thus, the journal participates — through its writers and readers — in the
great nationalist project (al-‘amal al-qawmi al-‘azim), which is the greatest duty
of every patriot (watant).*®
For the twenty-first-century reader, a/-4Adab’s manifesto might smack of jingoism more
than it resembles literary criticism, especially when compared to Sartre’s writing. It did elicit
charges that it was the type of alienating temporal power and ideology of which Sartre warns. !’
To contextualize these debates, I would point out that the political circumstances of Sartre’s

postwar France and Idris’s postwar Beirut were quite different. France was grappling with a

profound moral and political crisis following its capitulation to and collaboration with the Nazis.

18 1dris, “Risalat al-Adab,” 1.

19 Sartre, "What Is Literature?, 134.
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This crisis was made even more urgent by the fact that France was still an imperial power whose
colonial subjects demanded liberation, Vietnam and Algeria being the most violent theaters of
this struggle. These crises’ clear links to anticolonial movements perhaps explain why Sartre’s
writing resonated so strongly with Third-World intellectuals. Sartre himself would lend his moral
and intellectual weight to the very sort of engaged literary causes that centered historical
situatedness as Idris and the writers of al-Adab did. The foremost examples here are Sartre’s
introductions to Léopold Senghor’s Négritue poetry collection Orphée noir in 1948 and Frantz
Fanon’s Les Damnés de la terre in 1961. If the French postwar crises centered around the specter
of the Holocaust and the reality of a contracting empire, the situation in Beirut and much of the
Arab world was radically hopeful by comparison. Full national independence in military,
political, and economic spheres was the cause of the era, promising tangibly improved lives for
the impoverished masses. In this sense of sovereignty and material power, history was being
made across the decolonizing world in truly dramatic ways. But these achievements were not
spread equally. Lebanon’s economy remained a freewheeling capitalist one, while the state was
weak and fractured by sectarian political institutions. It is easy to imagine Suhayl Idris following
events in Cairo from Beirut. He must have seen the Free Officers as capturing the historical
zeitgeist. Crucially, the authoritarianism that followed Nasser’s rise to power did not directly
restrain political or intellectual life in Beirut as it did in Cairo. In Beirut, Arab Nationalism could
remain an abstract political ideal, uncomplicated by the lived realities of Nasserism. al-Adab’s
manifesto should be seen in this broader Arab context, looking to Egypt and engaged in shared
cultural politics yet removed from Nasser’s emerging regimes of censorship and state control.
This is not to belittle the fact that Egyptian writers living under Nasser were also major theorists

and practitioners of iltizam. The cultural and political hegemony Nasserist Egypt achieved —
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through coercion and consent, as Sara Salem reminds us — was unlike any historical force most
people living today have experienced in their lifetimes.?° I say this not to glorify, condemn, or
excuse the intellectual history of iltizam, but to insist that it be taken seriously both as critically
engaged with one of the most influential literary-theoretical movements of the twentieth century
and as producing an approach to Arabic literature that has endured decades. Indeed, as I will
argue in Left Behind, the critical potency of iltizam’s aesthetics and symbols — albeit through
their deformation and disruption — was sharpened once Nasser’s cultural and political hegemony

began to collapse.

The Communists are Realists

If al-Adab clarified the link between iltizam and Arab Nationalism, the class
commitments this entailed were derivative in that they flowed from the socialist aspects of Arab
Nationalism. This was inadequate for more dogmatic Marxists who saw the emphasis on national
liberation and the revolutionary Arab Nationalist regimes as just one aspect of broader class
liberation. In 1955, a Communist philosopher, Mahmiid Amin al-‘Alim, and a Communist
mathematician, ‘Abd al-Aziz Anis, published their manifesto of literary theory titled F7 al-
thaqafa al-misriyya (On Egyptian Culture) which brought these concerns to the forefront and
articulated a robust yet rather rigid theory of engaged socialist realism. They highlighted not just
the nationalist political content of literature but also its class position. In this sense, they broke

with Nahdaw1 romanticism as well as earlier forms of social realism they viewed as too

20 Sara Salem, Anticolonial Afterlives in Egypt: The Politics of Hegemony, (Cambridge, United Kingdom ; New York,
NY: Cambridge University Press, 2020), 17.
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bourgeois.? They criticized the older generation of conservative writers like ‘Abbas Mahmud al-
‘Aqqad and, most famously, the classically liberal Taha Husayn for focusing too heavily on
literary form and the technique of literary writing rather than its content and social, i.e., class,

position. They directly address Husayn, writing:

"aiale s a1 By sl 43l sic 5 "Ay ) seanll’ By 8 (peen ade Sl Jlie e Ta )y JU 1 CaiS
oA Al o Gl e o 585 ) capail) 48 5 Ll (s ada ) 50 208y 4085 ¢1954/2/5 gt
a1 Al Al 8 GG T jeaie Lagile Gaua ada | g3l Cilial 5 Meinle o Alaall o 5 215 5umn
22 ) 43,08 i gy o] O 5 cJleal) yuaic slew le a5
This article was written in response to an article by Dr. Taha Husayn in al-
Jamhiiriyya entitled “The Form and Content of Literature,” published 1954/2/5. In
it, Dr. Taha Husayn presents the old critical perspective that is based upon that
“language is the form of literature, and meanings are its content,” to which Dr.
Taha Husayn added a third aspect of literary study, which he called aesthetics,
though he did not clarify his view of it.
al-‘Alim and Anis were not just responding to Husayn personally, but by a shortcoming they
ascribed to the entire ‘Old School’ of literary criticism:
230 Ll Al Juissy)
Over-the-top celebration of form.
al-‘Alim and Anis pushed for content explicitly engaged in class struggle and privileged
this revolutionary class position in their theory of socialist realism. For them, only this engaged
and revolutionary position toward reality and — by extension — literature, whatever its form,

could produce genuine socialist realism. al-‘Alim and Anis’s heavy focus on the class content of

literature and their dictate that literature glorify revolutionary heroism, paving the way for

21 Selim, The Novel and the Rural Imaginary in Egypt, 1880-1985, 139.

22 ‘Abd al-‘Azim Anis and Mahmiid Amin al-‘Alim, “al-Adab bayna al-siyagha wa-lI-madmiin,” in Fi al-thagafa al-
misriyya, al-tab‘a al-thalitha (Cairo: Dar al-thagafa al-jadida, 1989), 39.

2 ‘Abd al-‘Azim Anis and Mahmiid Amin al-‘Alim, “al-Adab bayna al-siyagha wa-lI-madmiin,” in Fi al-thagafa al-
misriyya, al-tab‘a al-thalitha (Cairo: Dar al-thagafa al-jadida, 1989), 40.
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utopia, has led their theoretical writing to be criticized as “programmatic” and the harbinger of “a
Stalinist literary trend.”?* In essence, al-‘Alim and Anis responded to the ‘over-the-top
celebration of form’ by privileging literature’s political content. For example, even as Anis
anticipates criticism that his and al-Alim’s theory discounts literary form, his attempt to valorize
form rests upon the correct choice of content:
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Realism is not represented only in the choice of a subject but in the style running

through that subject, in the form by which the writer expresses it.
This defensive tone in al-‘Alim and Anis’s writing about their focus on content over form
emerges largely because their intervention is — at its core — a political one. They do not neglect
literary form so much as they view it as clarifying the nature of a writer’s positionality vis a vis
the social content of a literary work, which is simply more important. Even when they theorize a
dialectic approach to form and content, this this too rests unevenly upon content:
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Literature is form (stira) and content (madda) — there is no doubt about this. But

the form of literature, as we see it, is neither a fixed form (al-usliib al-jamid) nor

language; it is an internal process within the heart of the literary work to construct

its content (tashkil maddatahu) and reveal its component parts (ibraz

mugawwamatah).

Later they continue,

24 Klemm, “Different Notions of Commitment (/ltizam) and Committed Literature (Al-adab Al-multazim) in the
Literary Circles of the Mashriq,” 56; Selim, The Novel and the Rural Imaginary in Egypt, 1880-1985, 141.

25 ‘Abd al-‘Azim Anis, “Fi al-adab al-waqi‘i,” in Fi al-thaqafa al-misriyya, al-tab‘a al-thalitha (Cairo: Dar al-thaqgafa al-
jadida, 1989), 33.

% Ants and al-“Alim, Fi al-thaqafa al-misriyya, 41.
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And with this functional understanding of form, its necessary overlap and
interplay with content is brought to light.?’

While al-*Alim and Anfs seek to outline the complexity of their approach to the relationship
between form and content in these passages, they in fact show its limits. Their militant obsession
with the class position of literary content constrained their theories of realism and its narrative
forms. This marks an important point in the intellectual history of iltizam. Not only do al-*Alim
and Anis clarify the theoretical link between iltizam and socialist realism, but they also articulate
the priorities of iltizam, which were political. This link between socialist realist forms and the
revolutionary political imperatives of iltizam is what produced the aesthetic and symbolic
characteristics of committed literature.

al-*Alim also publicly disagreed with Adiinis regarding the nature of revolutionary
poetry. Over the decades, Aduints argued for an aesthetic and linguistic notion of revolution
rooted in poetics. In the wake of 1967, he proposed in Zaman al-shi r (The Time of Poetry,

1972) that the revolutionary aspect of poetry is separate from the social-political realm:
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If we wanted to study this relationship between language and subject matter on
the socio-political level in the Arab world, which is moving toward revolution,
what would we notice? We would notice that there is a split between revolution as
language and thought, i.e., as a reality that thinks and expresses, and revolution as
work and change, i.e., as a reality that is replaced at its foundation and its peak, in
its base and superstructure.

27 Anis and al-‘Alim, Fi al-thaqafa al-misriyya, 41.
28 Aduinis, Zaman al-Shi ‘r, al-tab‘a al-thaniyya (Beirut: Dar al-‘awda, 1978), 139.
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In Siyasat al-shi r (The Politics of Poetry, 1985) Adiinis reaffirms and clarifies the implications
of his theory:

35y iy adl Cus e dalll Jals )5 sed Loty las dba i )58 33 A el Ol a5
5! g8l sl B gem Aall oapaaty ¢y Al Cum ey aaaidy g 4l (5 48] S (e s Wl 8
128 By i) o5 A5 )50 Gl a5 — LYl s Lein g el 5 e LalY) Al CELL)
DAY L 55 U sa Led (A Bl LS — LSl (e A pana Tl (S pgis LY

AV i€y 5 Aagadl) iV (g0 &y AV Lpaiamy O a5 cal g3 ) a3a Lpuany () gy (L SAN
29 30 Aalisaa Ly Jesy 45,5 Ay 5 Llal (e Gy a5 Y (o) 58 paidlld Saa

My position is that poetry is, in itself, revolutionary as a creative event. Poetry is a
revolution within language in that it renews language. And poetry is a revolution
in reality itself in that it looks to reality with a vision of renewal, and in that it
changes — through its renewal of language — the image of reality, i.e., the existing
relations between things and words, between these and man. This is why poetry is
a revolution in the consciousness of man. In this framing, we understand how
language is a group of words — of living beings that possess their own imaginary
and intellectual lifespan and history. And we understand how some of these words
are renewed or reborn, and how others are emptied of their old meanings and take
on new ones. Thus, poetry is revolutionary not for speaking about revolutionary
issues but for carrying a new vision in a new language.

Adinis’s position here is clearly contrary to that of Anis and al-*Alim, who see the revolution of
literature in its content and politics, not its form and aesthetics. al-*Alim took particular issue
with how Adinis seems to retreat from political reality through his valorization of revolutionary
aesthetics.*® This was immediately relevant in terms of Adiinis’s dismissal of nationalist
resistance poetry.®! Tellingly, Adiinis objected to this poetry being considered properly
revolutionary on the grounds that it shares qualities of mundane prose. The immediate context of
Adiinis’s writing here is Palestinian resistance poetry, but the terms he uses might be similarly

considered in light of earlier debates over iltizam: “ideological content” (al-madmiin al-

2 AduinTs, Siyasat al-shi ‘r: dirasat ft al-shi ‘riyya al- ‘arabiyya al-mu ‘Gsira (Beirut: Dar al-adab, 1985), 175.

30 Mahmud Ghanayim, “Mahmud Amin Al-’Alim: Between Politics and Literary Criticism,” Poetics Today 15, no. 2
(Summer 1994): 326.

31 adaints, Siyasat al-shi‘r: dirasat fi al-shi ‘riyya al- ‘arabiyya al-mu ‘asira, 176.
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1diytiltji), “nationalist and political aspirations™ (al-tatallu‘at al-qawmiyya wa-l-siyasiyya), and
ultimately dismissing it as “instrumentalist poetry” (al-shi‘r al-wazifi).>? Clearly, poetics and
aesthetics are remarkably privileged in Adiinis’s approach, while political approaches to poetry
and poetic language disrupt these qualities, which he sees as the true source of revolution. By
contrast, al-‘Alim questions how Adiinis’s notion of a revolution within poetry has any bearing

on lived experience or political reality:
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Let me sincerely say that this revolution within poetry that the poet Adinis calls
for and puts into practice in his own poetry is a form of alienation in poetry from
life, humanity, and revolution. There is no doubt that poetry has its own guiding
principles, which differ and are distinct from those of living reality, but difference
and distinction do not mean independence and cutting off. What is the value of
renewal in the aesthetics of poetry and art such that they become unable to
express life, add to it, or take part in renewing or changing it? Poetry ought to be
renewed by its guiding principles and forms and methods without cutting off its
connection to life and the creative act within it.

I would also suggest that an aspect of their disagreement lies in the extent to which each critic
values the ‘instrumentality’ of prose. al-*Alim values the political function of prose writing a
great deal and has no qualms about poetry taking on this quality, whereas Adunis sees it as a
corruption of the poetic form.

In 1985, thirty years after F7 al-thaqafa al-misriyya, al-*Alim and Anis wrote a new

introduction to their manifesto. In it they reaffirmed their conviction in their core argument

32 Adiints, 176.

33 Mahmiid Amin al-Alim, “al-Thaqafa al-thawriyya wa-l-thawra al-thaqafiyya,” al-Adab, vol. 18, no. 7 (July
1970): 82.
47



regarding the class content of literature. Yet they also acknowledged shortcomings in their

approach. Among these is their neglect of aesthetics:
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Though we have established that in many of our critical applications, our care for
the social and nationalist significance of a literary work overpowered our care for
aesthetic value. We will not explain — or rather excuse — this only by the fact that
this happened in a moment ablaze with nationalist and social struggles, so it was
at times proper. Rather, we explain this by our not possessing the means or tools
of implementation to identify and objectively and specifically examine the
relationship between form and content, between aesthetic value and general
meaning. Perhaps the most valuable lesson throughout these years has been
attempting to eschew general value judgements, whether they be related to the
meaning of content or aesthetic value, for identifying with greater specificity the
mechanisms of this meaning or value.
What stands out in Anis and al-‘Alim’s framing of how their 1955 methodology fell short
is their attempt to revitalize aesthetics as a key mode of understanding the social
significance of literature. This is noteworthy because aesthetics was precisely the point of
contention in al-‘Alim’s public disagreements with Taha Husayn and Adiinis. However,
setting these personal debates aside, I am struck by Anis and al-‘Alim’s stated attempts to
grapple with the specific forms and narrative mechanisms of presenting the political
content they value in literature. I read in their statements about the specificity of
aesthetics an assumption that committed literature has particular aesthetic forms. I see my

own concern for the aesthetics of iltizam as emerging from this effort of theirs, not to

better use literature as a revolutionary political tool (as Anis and al-‘Alim would like) but

34 Anis and al-‘Alim, F al-thaqafa al-misriyya, 23.
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to better understand the aesthetic and symbolic profile of the literature of iltizam and
trace its critical afterlives.

At the same time as critics like Suhayl Idris, Taha Husayn, Adiinis, al-‘Alim and Anis
were debating theories of commitment, realism, and aesthetics in literature, a shift in Arabic
narrative form was afoot. Realist fiction shifted from individual bourgeois perspectives to a
“fluid web of social and economic relationships within history as the proper fabric of narrative
realism.”* Even if Najib Mahfuz’s Trilogy (1956-57) did not quite satisfy the conditions of al-
‘Alim and Anis’s committed socialist realism, it’s emphasis on multiple perspectives, social and
economic relations, and explicitly political themes of social and national liberation exemplifies
the shifting terrain of realist narrative fiction. In the 1950s, narration shifted toward the use of
vernacular language (‘amiyya) in dialogue as in ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sharqaw1’s al-Ard (The
Earth, 1954), a rather obvious but significant example of how narrative form emerges from social
reality.** On a broader level, this turn in the intellectual genealogy and literary history of iltizam
toward social and economic relations is important because it gave political direction and critical
weight to the older jil al-ruwwad’s (Generation of Pioneers) more technical interest in the craft
of narrative forms. The uneasy and fraught union of theoretical debates surrounding political
commitment and literary experimentations in narrative form in the 1950s should be seen as the
nexus that gave way to the symbols and aesthetics of iltizam. It was the foundation upon which
the Sixties Generation would stage their aesthetic revolution, which had profound political

reverberations and ushered in i1ltizam’s critical afterlives.

35 Selim, The Novel and the Rural Imaginary in Egypt, 1880-1985, 142.

36 Selim, 144.
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The Left and the State

Amidst these literary debates and developments, the relationship between the Left and the
Nasserist state was ambivalent and fraught. Nasser and the Free Officers won immense public
support following the 1952 coup and successive victories over imperial powers, most notably
following the Suez Crisis/Tripartite Aggression (al- udwan al-thulatht), nationalization of the
Suez Canal in 1956, and construction of the Aswan High Dam. Nasser also charted Egypt on an
economic path that promised tangibly improved standards of living for millions of peasants and
workers who would move into the middle class. Yet, Nasser’s hegemony was not built upon
consent alone but also the repressive state apparatus. Nasser was not ideological, and he was
certainly not a Communist. Even his socialism needs to be qualified as Arab Nationalist or, more
to the point, state socialism. The regime’s intolerance for independent Leftist movements,
especially radical labor and peasant activism, was evident almost immediately. In 1953, the
regime violently suppressed the labor strikes in Kafr Dawwar and executed its leaders. Thus, the
anti-communist actions of the regime were paired with the symbolic and rhetorical elevation of
the worker and the peasant as authentic Egyptians, forming an uneasy disconnect that lasted
throughout Nasser’s regime. The literary Left were, in many respects, producers of these
idealized representations of the working and peasant classes. These in addition to Nasser’s anti-
colonial policies bolstered his moral authority among the Left, even as the independent (mostly
Communist) Left was persecuted by his regime.

Especially after Nasser’s public anti-colonial successes of 1956, the regime built and
expanded the institutions of Egypt’s state-cultural apparatus through which the state sought to
mobilize and manage intellectuals. This system included the Higher Council for Arts and Letters

(established 1956) and the Ministry of Culture (established 1958), and it expanded already
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existing state institutions in radio and theater.?” The regime also created state television (1960),
and nationalized the press (1960), film industry (1961), and elements of the publishing industry
(1960, 1965).% In an institutional sense, the state exercised a virtual monopoly on public culture,
which was amplified by the fact that most literary figures — even if they published in foreign
journals or with foreign presses — were employed in these very institutions of education, media,
and culture that came under state control after 1956. In this context, the Egyptian Communist
Party (ECP, hizb al-shuyii T al-misr1) and the Democratic Movement for National Liberation
(HADITU, al-haraka al-dimuqratiyya li-l-tahrir al-watant) remained independent communist
political organizations and critiqued the regime through the 1950s. However, their members —
including notable authors like Sun‘allah Ibrahim — were imprisoned en masse in 1959. They
were released in 1964 in advance of Kruschev’s visit to Egypt and Nasser’s appeal to the USSR
for funding for the Aswan High Dam, prisons filled with communists making for bad optics
when seeking funds from the communist superpower. In 1965, the ECP and the HADITU
dissolved themselves and joined the Single Party, the Socialist Union (al-ittihad al-ishtirakt).3
Given the trials communists faced under Nasser, one might assume that the communists
were somewhat separate from the rest of the Egyptian Left, whether conceived of as a political or
literary Left, or both. However, this was not entirely the case. Many communists held Nasser in
high esteem for his anti-colonial nationalist bona fides, even as he persecuted communists. This

high esteem often weathered communists’ own experiences of prison, though it would become

37 Richard Jacquemond, Conscience of the Nation: Writers, State, and Society in Modern Egypt (Cairo: American
Univ. in Cairo Press, 2008), 15.

38 Jacquemond, 15-16.
39 Gennaro Gervasio, al-Haraka al-markisiyya fi misr, 1967-1981, trans. Carmine Cartolano and Basma Muhammad

‘Abd al-Rahman, al-Taba‘a al-ula (Cairo: al-Markaz al-qawmi li-I-tarjama, 2010), 20.
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tempered by strong criticisms of the regime’s anti-democratic and authoritarian practices.
Nevertheless, many communists accepted posts in Nasser’s Ministry of Culture after they left
prison. Perhaps more important than this history is how communists like al-‘Alim and Anis were
central to developing theories and literary practices — aesthetics, forms, and symbols — of iltizam.
Communists were among the first to suffer the violence of Nasser’s hegemony, and they were
among the first to translate that violence into an aesthetic revolution in literature. Sun‘allah
Ibrahim is the foremost example of this, of course. One ambition of Left Behind is to expansively
trace the lines of aesthetic, critical, and symbolic continuity that pass from iltizam, through
Ibrahim and the Sixties Generation, to later literary figures like Arwa Salih, Muhammad Rabi’,
and Nadiya Kamil, whose parents were communists of Ibrahim’s generation. In sometimes
unexpected ways, communism is a prominent line of continuity in this literary history. As such, I
find it helpful to consider communists as belonging to Egypt’s broader literary and political Left,

even if — and because — they offered pointed critiques of it.

The Critical Afterlives of Iltizam

Objections to the Nasser era’s political and cultural hegemony would emerge out of the
regime’s prisons. As Yasmine Ramadan and Elisabeth Kendall show, the emergence of
significant literary critiques of the regime after 1965 was relegated to the margins and to foreign
(mostly Beirut-based) publishers by an Egyptian publishing industry that had been essentially
appropriated by the Nasserist state. *° In this context, the emergent Sixties Generation (jil al-

sittinat) — some of them straight out of prison — developed their voices in the experimental

40 Elisabeth Kendall, Literature, Journalism and the Avant-Garde Intersection in Egypt, 84—85; Yasmine Ramadan,
“The Emergence of the Sixties Generation in Egypt and the Anxiety over Categorization.”
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margins, away from the institutions they came to hold responsible for the 1967 defeat and the
state’s authoritarianism. As many critics have already argued in English and Arabic, this Sixties
Generation ushered in a turning point in Egyptian literature, marking a break with the social
realism of the 1950s and developing an avant-garde style that would dominate the second half of
the century.** As Ramadan outlines, this generation was immediately and self-consciously
recognized for its youth as ‘the Young Litterateurs’ (al-udaba’ al-shabab), a framing that posed
them as the disrupters of established literary institutions, styles, and values.*? Indeed, the break
with 1950s socialist realism and Mahftizian modernism was prompted by the Sixties
Generation’s complicated disillusionment with the postcolonial national project. Idwar al-
Kharrat, himself an older member of the Sixties Generation, wrote perhaps the most significant
study of their new literary currents. His analysis in al-Hassasiyya al-jadida (The New
Sensibility) outlines five major currents: reification (tayyar al-tashayyu’), interiority (al- tayyar
al-dakhili), revitalizing heritage (tayyar isttha’ al-turath), magical realism (al-tayyar al-waqi'1 al-
sihrT), and neo-realism (al-tayyar al-wagqi ‘1 al-jadid).** While these currents span a broad scope of
literary approaches and narrative aesthetics, they point to a generational reimagining of literary
commitment and critique beyond the forms of socialist realism and iltizam that had come to

dominate the Nasserist literary sphere.

41 See: Sabry Hafez, “The Egyptian Novel in the Sixties,” Journal of Arabic Literature 7 (1976): 68—84; Elisabeth
Kendall, Literature, Journalism and the Avant-Garde Intersection in Egypt (Oxon; New York: Routledge, 2006);
Yasmine Ramadan, “The Emergence of the Sixties Generation in Egypt and the Anxiety over Categorization 1,”
Journal of Arabic Literature 43, no. 2-3 (January 1, 2012): 409-30, https://doi.org/10.1163/1570064x-12341242;
Yasmine Ramadan, Space in Modern Egyptian Fiction, Edinburgh Studies in Modern Arabic Literature (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 2020); Idwar al-Kharrat, al-Hassasiyya al-jadida: magalat fi al-zahira al-qassasiyya
(Beirut: Dar al-adab, 1993).

42 Ramadan, Space in Modern Egyptian Fiction, 4.
4 |dwar al-Kharrat, al-Hassasiyya al-jadida: magqalat fi al-zahira al-qasasiyya (Beirut: Dar al-adab, 1993), 15.
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The young Egyptian authors of the Sixties Generation (Jamal al-Ghitani, Baha® Tahir,
Radwa ‘Ashiir, Sun‘allah Ibrahim, Muhammad al-Bisati, ‘Abd al-Hakim Qasim, Muhammad
Hafiz Rajab, Yahya Tahir ‘Abdallah, Ibrahim Aslan, Majid Tiibya, Muhammad Ibrahim Abt
Sinna, et al.) pioneered these new literary symbols, aesthetics, and forms out of their
disillusionment with the Nasserist state and their own marginalization from the state-dominated
cultural industries.** Their formal experimentations emerged out of the collapse of state socialist
ideology and the social(ist) realist dialectic of representing reality and changing it in favor of the
New Sensibility’s bolder, though in a certain sense less engaged, rejection of that old reality.*
The Sixties Generation’s break with social(ist) realism constituted a new critical perspective
(ru’iya) and position (mawqif), to borrow al-Kharrat’s words.*® Al-Kharrat’s language here
repurposes Mahmiid Amin al-‘Alim and ‘Abd al-‘Azim Anis’s vocabulary of engaged realist
fiction. They write,
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In literary expression generally, there is always a choice of perspective (zawiyat
ru’iya) and positionality (zawiyat mawqif), and there is a formation and
composition of this perspective and position.

By echoing this language, al-Kharrat places the New Sensibility in a tradition of iltizam, though

recalibrated in the shadow of 1967 to elevate the liberal notion of “the freedom of the artist

4 Ramadan, “The Emergence of the Sixties Generation in Egypt and the Anxiety over Categorization”; Hafez, “The
Egyptian Novel in the Sixties.”

4 |dwar al-Kharrat, al-Hassasiyya al-jadida: maqalat fi al-zahira al-qasasiyya (Beirut: Dar al-adab, 1993), 11.
4 |dwar al-Kharrat, al-Hassasiyya al-jadida: magqalat fi al-zahira al-qasasiyya (Beirut: Dar al-adab, 1993), 12.
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(huriyyat al-fannan)” and to retreat away from the revolutionary nation-building projects of Arab
Nationalism.*®

Here I should emphasize that the 1967 Naksa marks a culture-wide event, felt
immediately in politics, e.g., Nasser’s unfulfilled resignation; poetry, e.g., Nizar Qabbant’s
scathing “Hawamish ‘ala daftar al-naksa” (Footnotes to the Naksa, 1967); and cultural criticism,
e.g., Sadiq Jalal al-'Azm’s al-Naqd al-dhati ba ‘d al-hazima (Self-Critique after the Defeat,
1968). However, literature authored in the interim between the communists’ arrest and the 1967
defeat pioneered the alienated politics and aesthetics that would become definitive of post-1967
literature. Works such as Shawqi ‘Abd al-Karim’s Ahzan Nith (Noah’s Sorrows, 1964), Mahmud
Diyab’s al-Zilal fi al-janib al-akhar (The Shadow on the Other Side, 1963), Sun‘allah Ibrahim’s
Tilka al-Ra’iha (That Smell, 1966), ‘Inayyat al-Zayyat’s al-Hubb wa-I-Samt (Love and Silence,
1967), et al. point to the centrality of Nasser’s imprisonment of the communists in sparking the
hallmark social and political alienation of the post-defeat overhaul of Arabic letters. This
intellectual and political history points to a political and ideological crisis — not merely a
question of military strength — at the center of the problematic of committed literature after 1967:
its extensive entanglement with Arab Nationalism and the authoritarian Nasserist state.
Therefore, we can sympathize with the post-1967 political imperative to redefine iltizam beyond
nationalism or simply turn away from it entirely. This imperative underlies Jurj Tarabishi’s

discussion of iltizam as something to be liberated from,* lest commitment alienate the writer as

48 |dwar al-Kharrat, “Kull minna multazim,” Tahawwulat fi mafhim al-iltizam fi al-adab al- ‘arabt al-hadith, ed.
Barrada (Damascus: Dar al-fikr, 2003), 73.

4 )iirj Tarabishi, “Shihadat nasir sabiq li-I-iltizam,” Tahawwulat mafhiim al-iltizam fi al-adab al- ‘arabi al-hadith, ed.
Barrada (Damascus: Dar al-fikr, 2003), 67.
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she or he — in the words of Sartre — “submits to temporal powers or to an ideology,”*° e.g., Arab
Nationalism. Simply, iltizam had become synonymous with state ideology. Furthermore, the
post-defeat shift away from a notion of iltizam steeped in Arab Nationalism toward a politically
plural (and also more ambiguous) conception of iltizam, such as Faysal Darraj’s
Sl el S e glaally o) Y
commitment to the defense of human dignity
and
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commitment to truth
are in many ways more faithful to the individual freedom at the base of Sartre’s theory of
littérature engagée.’' In Darraj’s words, this liberalized post-‘67 conception of iltizam has
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a more refined awareness and higher sense of responsibility.*

As fitting as these new forms of iltizam may be, they belie a shift in temporal logic and
political function, echoing the public experience of the defeat and the loss of socialist future-
building. Namely, the shift here is from representing reality in order to change it — which was
central to al-‘Alim and Anis’s theorization of committed socialist realism and entailed a

revolutionary relationship to the past, present, and future™ - toward revealing and exposing

0 Sartre, "What Is Literature?, 134.

51 Faysal Darraj, “Ma ma'na al-iltizam fi zaman maqud?” Tahawwulat mafhiam al-iltizam fi al-adab al- ‘arabri al-
hadith, ed. Barrada (Damascus: Dar al-fikr, 2003), 195.

52 Faysal Darraj, “Ma ma 'na al-iltizam fi zaman maqid?” Tahawwulat mafhiim al-iltizam fi al-adab al- ‘arabt al-
hadith, ed. Barrada (Damascus: Dar al-fikr, 2003), 196.
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reality in order to mourn it or critique it. This is precisely the shift from commitment to critique,
which occurs as the Left separates itself from the institutional and political domination of the
Egyptian state — or, at least to the extent that such a separation is feasible in Egypt’s state-
dominated cultural field. Darraj describes this critical afterlife of iltizam as differing from pre-
1967 iltizam:
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In place of an iltizam filled with values — those abstract moral values and overt
ideological partisanship — came a new iltizam produced by the literary structure of
the text which embraces reality in its nakedness and penetrates the fixity of reality
with artistic techniques and forms. And this is what might be called “commitment
(iltizam) to truth,” despite its muddled phrasing, from which the present emerged
as an axis of revolution upon which all times are compressed as if the present
were the only temporality suited to literary writing. And this is what caused
literary texts to “historicize” the events of the sixties, seventies, and eighties —
stretching from oppression and oil to the corruption of souls and institutions and
the spread of the ideology of consumption.

Darraj’s insistence upon the centrality of elegy or mourning (al-ritha’) in this triangulation
between commitment to truth, literature, and history is telling.>> Mourning becomes central
because the future is blocked: “there are no promises (fa-1a wu‘iid).”>® Darraj’s notion of the

“collapsed time” (zaman mutadahwir) of mourning is stalled out and defeated, the future stalled,

54 Faysal Darraj, “Ma ma'na al-iltizam fi zaman maqud?” Tahawwulat mafham al-iltizam fi al-adab al- ‘arabri al-
hadith, ed. Barrada (Damascus: Dar al-fikr, 2003), 195.
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the wounds of history lingering, and the present all-consuming.*’ I argue, though, that the
barrenness of the future in this temporal logic and the political defeat it expresses should not be
overlooked simply because commitment to truth is more responsible or honest than Arab
Nationalist ideology and earlier aesthetic forms of iltizam. The formal inventiveness of the
Sixties Generation’s New Sensibility is, historically speaking, occasioned by a major setback for
the political stakes of Egyptian literature: political disillusionment, military defeat, and the end
of Egypt’s socialist project coincided with the exposure of individual freedom as an urgent and
neglected issue. Valorizing individual freedom does not alter the fact that socialism and national
liberation were/are no longer futures to be made but defeats to be mourned.

From this perspective, we might legitimately critique the ideological dogma of pre-1967
iltizam and its overt links to the Nasserist regime. However, we should also interrogate the
ideological ambivalence — so characteristic of neoliberal literature — of the retreat to a present-
focused liberal individualism not just as a principled commitment to human dignity but also as
submitting to the historical and political defeat of socialist and nationalist projects, i.e., as the
triumph of a neoliberal order. The turn to neoliberalism, reflected in the scaled-back stakes of
literature, have had disastrous consequences for politics and culture alike. As Ilyas Khiirt
describes, the post-1967 ascendance of liberalism amongst Arab intellectuals marked the retreat
from the Arab Nationalist project and left political Islam as the only viable alternative.>® The Left

was sidelined while religious fundamentalism waxed ascendent. In effect, these altered stakes of

57 Faysal Darraj, 195.
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literature marked a retreat from socialist future-building in politics and literature alike, a double
defeat captured in Nizar Qabbani’s biting line,
00y oall Gl N

Twice you’ve lost the war.

The central argument of Left Behind emerges from the idea that the literary Left did not
simply surrender to the neoliberal triumph. There are works of literature that move beyond
neoliberalism, see through it, and critique it. Thus, despite the political capitulations,
disillusionment, and rents that emerged in the fallout of the 1967 defeat, the notion of iltizam in
socialism and national liberation was not abandoned by all. Iltizam did, however, shift from
forms of commitment associated with institutions of power and influence to forms of critique
associated with dissent and resistance. In its critical afterlives, iltizam animates a major literary
countercurrent in the works of Sixties Generation icons Sun‘allah Ibrahim and Baha’ Tahir,
Seventies Generation Student Movement activists Salwa Bakr, Arwa Salih, and Ahdaf Soueif,
and writers who have emerged in the aftermath of 2011 like Nadiya Kamil and Muhammad
Rabi’, among others.

The critical afterlives of iltizam developed in a dramatically changed political context, a
context fundamentally shaped by defeat and despair. This reality shapes the form and function of
the critical and literary writings in Left Behind. The relationship between the literary Left and the
Nasserist state — which despite its tensions resulted in a flourishing of Leftist (and at times
propagandist) literature and culture — was pushed to the brink by the late 1960s and fully broken
under Sadat. Sadat’s infitah and promotion of conservative political and social orthodoxy pushed

the literary Left decidedly into a critical position of opposition to the state. Many Leftist writers

59 Nizar Qabbani, “Hawamish ‘ala daftar al-naksa.”
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and journalists were purged from newspapers and cultural posts in Sadat’s swift crackdown on
the Left. This Leftist opposition was largely based upon objections to the neoliberal opening
(infitah) that began in 1973. The Camp David Accords of 1978 further clarified the extent to
which Sadat’s policies were a reversal of Nasser’s engagement with the decolonizing, Cold-War
world. Sadat was abandoning Arab Nationalism on all fronts by embracing American-led
capitalism and ‘normalizing’ relationships with Israel. During the 1970s, in the context of this
grand geopolitical reset, Sadat encouraged Islamists as a way of weakening the Left by proxy.%°
The Islamicization of public culture in Neoliberal Egypt alongside the state’s retreat from the
socialist policies that supported the urban working class and peasants — two trends that mutually
reinforced one another — created a major rupture in the demographics of the Left and Egyptian
politics at large. During the 1970s, urban Leftist intellectuals grew increasingly alienated from
the masses of workers and peasants they claimed to represent,®! a trend that intensified as
secularism and Islamism opened up further rifts in Egyptian culture. Meanwhile, some Leftists
jumped ship to Islamism, a phenomenon explored in Makkaw1 Sa‘1d’s Taghridat al-Baja ‘a
(Cairo Swan Song, 2008). That Sa‘1d’s former Leftist turns to a politicized Islamism is an
important development from, for example, the Leftist-turned-Sufi who withdraws from politics
in Mahfuz’s al-Shahhadh (The Beggar, 1965) or the impotent malaise of Sun‘allah Ibrahim’s
autobiographical protagonist — a communist just released from Nasser’s prisons — in Tilka al-
Ra’ha (1966). This is to say that the political-cultural landscape of Neoliberal Egypt was and

remains markedly different from the Nasser era. The neoliberal state is antagonistic to socialism

50 Salem, Anticolonial Afterlives in Egypt, 185.

61 Gennaro Gervasio, “Marxism of Left-Wing Nationalism? The New Left in Egypt in the 1970s,” in The Arab Lefts:
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while Islamism threatens to derail the class-political core of the Left’s critique of neoliberalism
by forcing the issue of secularism.

The issue of secularism has posed immense challenges for the critique of neoliberalism in
Egypt. The secularism-Islamism prism of political debate that was prominent in the 1990s and
into the 2000s — a result of neoliberal sociopolitical and economic transformations — was framed
by the Egyptian state (and in academic studies) as enlightenment (tanwir) vs. obscurantism
(zalam), thus pitting secular liberals and their statist allies against Islamists.®? This framing
further sidelined class-political critiques of Neoliberal Egypt by producing an ‘enlightened’
nationalist cultural alliance between the authoritarian state and a wide sector of the secular
intellectual elite.®® The neoliberal paradox at the height of the Mubarak presidency was
continued privatization, an ascendent cultural liberalism alongside an undercurrent of religious
fundamentalism, and state control over culture, information, and civil society.®* The reality of
Islamists’ growing cultural influence in neoliberalism has pushed liberals, seculars, and even
some Leftists into an uncomfortable alliance with the authoritarian state, which they view as the
lesser evil and protector from further Islamicization.% It should be emphasized that these

‘enlightenment’ cultural politics buttress the state’s authoritarianism and all but give up on class

62 Elizabeth Suzanne Kassab, Enlightenment on the Eve of the Revolution: The Egyptian and Syrian Debates (New
York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2019).

53 The state’s role as protector of ‘enlightened’ culture was promoted in such projects as the Bibliotheca
Alexandrina (built 1995-2002), the pet project of President Hosni Mubarak and especially First Lady Suzanne
Mubarak.

64 Richard Jacquemond, Conscience of the Nation: Writers, State, and Society in Modern Egypt (Cairo: American
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critique by redirecting political and intellectual energy toward discussions of national identity,
religion and secularism, etc. The Left lost ground as intellectuals were drawn into these debates
on terms amenable to the authoritarian state. Secular intellectuals found themselves pantomiming
the Left’s old dance with Nasser but this time with a shared enemy (Islamists) instead of a shared
goal (socialism). All the while, the military was inserting itself into every corner of the private
sector, such that a tremendously wealthy corps of “neoliberal officers” dominated swaths of the
economy and deepened the regime’s investment in the neoliberal order, further fueling
inequality, fracturing society, and alienating many.®¢

In this context of an increasingly unequal and fractured society, an entrenched army-
backed neoliberalism, and the retreat from class politics, the 1990s saw the emergence of young
authors whose work turned inward and disengaged from the major political struggles that had
defined Egyptian literature until then: nationalism, socialism, commitment, and disillusionment
with state authoritarianism. This Nineties Generation was led by women including Niira Amin,
Mayy al-Tilmisani, Miral al-Tahawi, Sumaya Ramadan, and Iman Mirsal. Despite their success,
they faced criticism from the literary establishment for shifting politics toward the personal.
They neglected “the major issues” (al-qadaya al-kubra) and their work was received pejoratively
as “girls” writing” (kitabat al-banat).®” The political and aesthetic shift these writers made
centered upon the role of the body, especially the female body. For this reason, their literature
was described controversially as “writing the body” (kitabat al-jasad).® This type of language

cast these authors as central to the ongoing gendered debates surrounding religion, secularism,
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and social conservatism, while diminishing the way they meaningfully contributed to the broader
project of reframing the theories and aesthetics of iltizam’s critical afterlives.

At issue in these debates was whether these women’s often semi-autobiographical writing
constituted a meaningful literary project despite its disengagement from broader class or national
politics. In truth, this generation’s approach to literature fit within the broader post-defeat
iterations of iltizam in Neoliberal Egypt — iterations which were not always critical of the
neoliberal turn or the retreat from class and national politics. The stakes and ambitions of
engaged literature were rerouted toward concerns for truth and human dignity. The controversy
surrounding this literature was surely in part because these were women — not men — writing
about the female body. But it was also due to Sixties Generation authors and critics — now the
literary establishment — failing to acknowledge a new approach to literature and politics
pioneered by writers for whom Neoliberal Egypt was not a political pivot away from socialism,
but the only Egypt they had ever known. The Nineties Generation was the first to come of age
after infitah, and their notion of politics was built upon this experience — markedly different from
the socialism and anti-colonial nationalism of the Sixties Generation. By the 1990s, politics was
already in ideological retreat, so this generation’s disengagement from ‘the major issues’ was not
really shocking. What separated them from earlier generations was how their personal-is-
political approach assumed — in a way that affirms neoliberal logic — the failure of past
ideological politics as accomplished fact rather than a loss to be mourned or a cause to revitalize.
Their focus on the body as a locus of politics also fit well within an ascendant feminist

vocabulary that speaks the discourse of human rights.®

8 See, for example : Niira Amin, Fann al-mutalaba bi-I-haqq: al-masrah al-misri al-mu ‘Gsir wa-hugqiiq al-insan
(Cairo: Markaz al-gahira li-dirasat huqiiq al-insan, 2000).
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Niira Amin is exemplary of this generational shift. She develops the notion of embodied
feminist politics in her literature, critical writing, and theatre. Amin credits her training as a
dancer with her early awareness of the body’s role in mediating her social experience as a
woman.”® Given this background in an embodied approach to artistic expression, it is not
surprising that she has gone on to a successful career in theater. Her debut novel, Qamis wardi
farigh (An Empty Pink Shirt, 1997) is a self-aware reflection upon the process of writing about
love and transgressing gendered social norms. The importance of the novel lies in Amin’s
attempts to push beyond idealized conceptions of masculinity and femininity in writing about
love. Amin does not shy away from the shift in aesthetics and politics she makes in her literature.
She describes the politics of committed literature (adab al-iltizam) as a “trap” (fakhkh).”!
Moreover, she argues that historical, political, and social circumstances have changed so
fundamentally that “collective commitment” (iltizam jama'T) or any form of “commitment
toward the collective” (iltizam nahwa al-jama‘a) no longer informs the writing process.”” The
author is no longer moved by his/her “vanguard responsibility” (al-mas iiliyya al-tali‘iyya), but
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The author has become merely an individual who only embodies his or her
individuality in the face of other individuals.

7 Nora Amin, Video Interview: Nora Amin, 2016, https://www.geisteswissenschaften.fu-
berlin.de/en/v/interweaving-performance-cultures/fellows/fellows_2017_2018/nora_amin/Video-Interview-Nora-
Amin/index.html.
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For Amin, laying claim to rights as an individual and to sovereignty over one’s body is an
inherently subversive political act in a neopatriarchal and authoritarian context. The body as a
site that takes upon socio-political dimensions in literature — often as an expression of gendered
alienation — is also portrayed in Miral al-Tahaw1’s a/-Khiba’ (The Tent, 1996), which explores
the gendered confines of Bedouin society, and Mayy al-Tilmisani’s Dunyazad (Dunyazad, 1997),
which looks at the womb as an alienating site of life and death through the experience of
miscarriage and stillbirth.

I argue that the Nineties Generation cohort of authors was central to reframing iltizam’s
aesthetics by centering the immediacy of the body as a contested field of politics in their
literature. Their writing marks an important development in the relationship between sex,
politics, and embodied affect in Egyptian literature. These are central aspects of iltizam’s
aesthetic and symbolic vocabulary. More importantly, these very aesthetic and symbolic
dimensions are animating aspects of the literary critiques of neoliberalism explored in Left
Behind. Even though these authors have a largely ambivalent rather than critical relationship to
neoliberalism, they represent an important node in Egypt’s literary history beside which I situate
other authors’ more direct critiques of the neoliberal order. Arwa Salih and Nadiya Kamil reject
the political symbolism of the female body, which is a simple yet significant departure from the
literary history of iltizam. Salih, in particular, treats the individual and her embodied experiences
as a source of critical knowledge in al-Mubtasariin (The Stillborn, 1996). Her scathing Marxist
critique of bourgeois marriage should be read in the broader context of the Nineties Generation’s
gendered interventions. Therefore, while I frame the gendered aesthetic, symbolic, and formal
dimensions of the Left literary critique traced in Left Behind as emerging from the lineage of the

literary Left stretching back to Nasser-era iltizam, the same gendered dimensions might be
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viewed alternatively in the specific context of neoliberalism. The Nineties Generation’s role in
articulating the (gendered) body as a field of politics (largely separate from class politics)
demonstrates how these gendered dimensions of literature, with their varied political and critical
orientations, offer a rich snapshot of the literary aesthetics of neoliberalism.

Not all authors made the aesthetic shift toward a body-conscious politics of the personal.
Older politically engaged authors maintained their insistence upon the centrality of the ‘major
issues’ of socialism and national liberation, issues made more pressing given the political and
cultural shifts that resulted from infitah. One example is Salwa Bakr, a communist and student
activist in the Student Movement of 1971-72 who was also imprisoned for her role in the steel
workers’ strike of 1989.7* Bakr’s fiction pays attention to the way political shifts — namely the
neoliberal turn of infitah - have harmed the poor in particular.” She portrays poor and working-
class women’s alienation as fundamentally linked to class. As Hoda Elsadda notes, these
characters possess an “awareness derived from the wisdom of experience and an instinct that
manages to escape unscathed from the distortions and falsifications that have touched broad
segments of society, especially the middle class.”’® For Bakr, the class consciousness of the poor
illuminates the forms of oppression women face.

Perhaps no author has continually reinvented the aesthetic critique of neoliberalism as
successfully as Sun‘allah Ibrahim. For Ibrahim, the 1990s — precisely when much of Egyptian

literature was migrating away from a political critique of infitah and its consequences — were a
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crucial decade in his literary trajectory of insisting upon politics’ enduring relevance. During
these years he published Dhat (Zaat, 1992) and Sharaf (Honor, 1997). Sharaf, especially, is
notable for its use of sexual symbolism as an overt political critique. These works mark a shift in
Ibrahim’s oeuvre from depictions of disillusioned Leftists and critiques of authoritarianism — as
in Tilka al-ra’iha (That Smell, 1966) and al-Lajna, (The Committee, 1981), for example —
toward a more direct critique of the consumerism and neoliberal capitalism of post-infitah Egypt.
Dhat — meaning ‘self” — follows the life of its eponymous anti-heroic protagonist whose life is
marked by apathy, despite the newspaper headlines of corruption and scandal that literally
interrupt the narrative. Yoav Di-Capua reads Dhat’s character as emblematic of an ahistorical
traumatized subjectivity whose roots are obscured.”’ At issue in Dhdt is not a disillusioned
intellectual in an alienating and ambivalent society as in Tilka al-Ra ha. As Di-Capua states, “In
Dhat the entire social body and the protagonists’ environment are infected by trauma.””’® Sabry
Hafez has described the 1990s Egyptian novel as “the novel of the closed horizon,” for the way
neoliberal economic policies have created the “intolerable condition” of social and subjective
alienation.”® Dhat expresses this closed horizon not through the inward turn and embodied
politics found in Amin’s Qamis Wardi Farigh and al-Tilmisani’s Dunydazad, but by literally
injecting the political (in the form of newspaper headlines) into the text of a traumatized subject
and thereby historicizing the trauma that Dhat herself cannot. Just as Dhdt’s narrative is framed

“within the broader picture of neoliberal global politics,” the international commodities and
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brands of Neoliberal Egypt’s consumerism litter the text of Sharaf and anchor the novel’s

political thrust.’°

Sharaf — meaning ‘honor’ — is another eponymous protagonist. His struggle to
defend his honor after he inadvertently kills the British tourist who attempted to rape him is
stymied by his (and Egypt’s) dependent position in global capitalism and the state’s need to
sacrifice Sharaf (the protagonist and his honor) lest Egypt appear unwelcoming to wealthy
international tourists. The geopolitics of Sharaf’s plight is signaled by the litany of foreign
brands and consumer products, thus figuring consumer capitalism as a geopolitically charged —

and unredressed — rape. Here the body is not a cite of social resistance, but the locus upon which

capitalist inequality and authoritarian violence manifest upon the individual subject and citizen.

Iltizam in Left Behind

Left Behind traces an aesthetic genealogy of Left literary critique of Neoliberal Egypt.
The relevance of iltizam to this genealogy may seem either self-evident or strained. On the one
hand, in the aftermath of the 1967 defeat, iltizam has come under attack for its defense of and
dependence upon the Nasserist state, so invoking it conjures up this burdensome baggage of the
state-cultural apparatus, the state’s repressive functions, and a generation of compromised
collaborating intellectuals.®* On the other hand, iltizam is perennially revitalized in scholarship

even when the aesthetic and political connections between the historical theory and praxis of
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Middle East Critique 28, no. 1 (January 2, 2019): 61, https://doi.org/10.1080/19436149.2018.1549202.

81 The following serve as examples of how, to varying degrees and ends, scholars emphasize the relationship
between iltizam and state hegemony: Kendall, Literature, Journalism and the Avant-Garde Intersection in Egypt;
Ramadan, “The Emergence of the Sixties Generation in Egypt and the Anxiety over Categorization”; Di-Capua, No
Exit; Robyn Creswell, City of Beginnings: Poetic Modernism in Beirut, Translation/Transnation (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2019).
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iltizam and its reincarnations are not always evident.®? These two scholarly attitudes toward
iltizam — first that it has been discredited, second that it has taken on vital new lives and forms —
suggest divergent understandings of how literature and aesthetics intersect with politics and
history. The dismissive perspective sees clearly in hindsight the political compromises inherent
in iltizam and frame it as a state-sponsored aesthetic ideology, whereas the revitalizing
perspective seeks to lay claim to a lineage of political engagement despite its baggage. I take cue
from both perspectives.

To situate my approach vis a vis the dismissive camp, I will explore Robyn Creswell’s
2019 monograph, City of Beginnings: Poetic Modernism in Beirut. Creswell focuses on
modernist poetry in Cold-War Beirut and argues that abstract poets like Adiinis and Ysuf al-
Khal of the Shi r journal formed something of an opposite pole to Idris’s committed al-Adab and
the theorists and practitioners of iltizam. As outlined above, that modernist and abstract poetry
should stand in contrast to adab al-iltizam, which was dominated by the novel, points to the
contemporaneity of multiple literary movements whose contours and points of divergence were
intertwined with issues of genre.® Yet the points of divergence between modernist poetry and
committed literature went beyond genre alone. Creswell argues that their contrasting literary
forms expressed different orientations to the nation and Arabic literary heritage: the modernists

looked expansively beyond both, whereas the committed novelists were constrained by the

82 Two edited volumes serve as examples of theoretical revitalizations of iltizam and its legacy: Tahawwulat
mafhiim al-iltizam f1 al-adab al-‘arabt al-hadtth, ed. Muhammad Barrada (Damascus: Dar al-fikr, 2003); Friederike
Pannewick, Georges Khalil, and Yvonne Albers, eds., Commitment and beyond: Reflections on/of the Political in
Arabic Literature since the 1940s, Literaturen Im Kontext = Literatures in Context, vol. 41 (Wiesbaden: Reichert
Verlag, 2015).

8 |t is interesting to note that the issue of genre — and the distinction between prose and surrealist poetry in
particular —is a major focus of Sartre’s theorization of littérature engagée. He argues that the poet does not utilize
the written word in the same way as the prose writer. The poet does not share the same goal of communication.
Therefore, the poet does not ‘commit’ in the same way as the engaged writer of prose.
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nationalism of state culture. In such a framing, Creswell reads the weak Lebanese state and its
laissez-faire policies as a refuge from the political overreaches of Nasserist Egypt: “In many
histories, Lebanon in these two decades before the civil war was an oasis in the midst of an
authoritarian wasteland.”®* This statement belies a notion of the postwar Arab world which
completely elides the Maghrib (and its most prominent critic of iltizam, Tunisian Mahmiid al-
Mas ‘ad1) and reduces the various Arabic literary cultures to the state-dominated monoliths of
Nasserist Egypt and Ba‘athist Syria. Despite this, Creswell’s framing of Beiruti modernism in
terms of Cold-War politics invites welcome literary debates regarding artistic freedom, the state,
and covert campaigns of influence, e.g., the CIA’s Congress for Cultural Freedom. Creswell
finds fault with iltizam because it was weaponized politically, but he celebrates the artistic
freedom and globally legible poetic modernism of contemporaneous Beirut-based writers whose
work he frames in the explicitly ideological terms of Cold-War liberalism:

The works of Arab modernism are heavily marked by this midcentury liberal

imagination. In their poems and critical writings, abstract individualism is

heroized, figures of collectivity are eschewed, local landscapes are sublimated or

ignored, and the state is figured as a source of permanent threat. As if often the

case of liberal art, the ideological content of Arabic modernist poems is most

present where it is most strongly denied.?
Creswell asks us to overlook the ideological aspects of the Beiruti modernists’ poetry and their
international institutional backers,® but he treats the same ideological and institutional concerns

in Egypt as proof of Nasserist Egypt being “an authoritarian wasteland” and the literature of

iltizam tarnished.?

84 Creswell, City of Beginnings, 4.
85 Creswell, 10.
86 Creswell, 10.

87 Creswell, 4.
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It appears that this double standard expresses not only a political preference for liberalism
over the mix of nationalism and socialism underpinning iltizam; it also expresses an unspoken
aesthetic taste that values poetic modernism over the symbols of iltizam. This aesthetic taste for
modernism is contextualized by Creswell’s framing this poetic movement almost exclusively
with theoretical writing on European and global modernisms. Creswell’s account of what he
tellingly terms ‘late modernism’ versus state-sponsored literary commitment valorizes forms of
poetic modernism that speak to an already established global (read: Western) literary canon and
aesthetic vocabulary. He uses ‘late modernism’ to refer to “the historical moment — roughly, the
quarter century following World War II, the earliest and most intense period of the Cold War —
in which artistic modernism was formalized and made global.”®® Later he clarifies that late
modernism’s ideology of literary autonomy was paradoxically linked to the implicitly Western
aesthetic standards of world literature:

The claim of poetic autonomy would help [the modernists] radically alter the

definition of Arabic poetry, in part by subjecting it to the standards of what the

Shi ‘r poets called ‘world literature.” Late modernism is thus a moment of

contraction, in which modernism is narrowed by virtue of its formal and

ideological specificity but also of vertiginous expansion in geographical terms.%

Stated otherwise: modernist European poetic forms went global. Finally, Creswell’s approach to
Arabic ‘late modernism’ relies heavily on Adiinis’s poetic oeuvre yet rejects his signature and
unorthodox thesis of modernity/modernism (al-hadatha) emerging from translation and cross-

cultural exchange as being an animating characteristic of Arab-Islamic history and literary

heritage, a thesis that would challenge the Eurocentrism of ‘late modernism.’*° I invoke these

88 Creswell, 7.
89 Creswell, 9.

%0 Creswell, 5n5.
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details of how Creswell frames City of Beginnings to highlight divergent literary developments
under way simultaneous to the rise of iltizam and to illustrate how unspoken aesthetic tastes can
direct scholarship in particular directions, while obscuring or foreclosing other modes of reading,
inquiry, and theorization. The potential of an approach grounded in the links between aesthetics,
critique, and theories of literature is precisely why centering aesthetics in Left Behind has
ramifications on literary movements — like poetic modernism — beyond the immediate issue of
iltizam and its legacies.

I wish to make clear that while iltizam is partly a translation of a European theory
(littérature engagée), my use of the term in Left Behind seeks to attend to its movement between
languages by tracing iltizam’s theorization, contours, and critical afterlives in the Arabic
(specifically Egyptian) literary tradition. In turning to iltizam as a critical frame, I do not seek
merely to force an outdated theoretical frame upon new literary works. I am interested in the
ways iltizam outlives itself and permeates the forms, approaches, and literary critiques of the
neoliberal era. As few readers long for the committed socialist-realist literature of iltizam’s
heyday, Left Behind is not driven by an aesthetic appreciation for the literature of iltizam. The
critics and authors who seek to reframe and revitalize the intellectual and literary histories of
iltizam are essentially united in rejecting the aesthetic and symbolic hegemony of this literary
tradition as dogma. Ilyas Khiirt even writes of “post-iltizam culture” (thaqafat ma ba‘d al-
iltizam).?* The writers who continue to wrestle with iltizam are instead concerned with the issue
of committed literature broadly defined, the post-defeat trajectories of committed literature, and
specifically situated notions of commitment, e.g., personal, to truth, feminist, etc. This critical

and theoretical literature of the revivalist trajectories of iltizam informs my approach to literary

91 |lyas Khuiri, “Thagafat ma ba‘d al-iltizam,” Bidayat, no. 7 (2014), https://www.bidayatmag.com/node/159.
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texts in Left Behind. Of more immediately importance, however, is how the aesthetics and
symbols of iltizam — its network of sexual-political symbolism first and foremost — continue to
permeate Arabic literature and modes of reading it, despite the fact that iltizam no longer
maintains the ideological grip on Arabic literature that it did during the Nasser era. [ am
specifically invested in the aesthetic and symbolic purchase of iltizam in the neoliberal era. I am
concerned with the modes of political critique iltizam offers the authors who integrate, distort,
and disturb the modes of writing and reading marked by its legacy.

[ltizam is a rather uneasy literary theory and form from which to draw inspiration and
claim critical and aesthetic lineage. I refer here, of course, to the state’s hegemony during the
Nasser era, which extended to literary and cultural production. Given the intense
authoritarianism in present-day Egypt, I do not invoke this legacy lightly. Yet, it seems
undeniable that the debates about political commitment and realism in literature alongside the
innovations in narrative literary form in the 1950s that gave way to the aesthetics of iltizam
forged a sexual-political symbolic vocabulary that endures through the present. I refer especially
to romanticized and nationalist forms of masculinity,®* feminine sacrifice,” and the masculinist
visions of the female body as representing the nation.*® These symbolic forms continue to shape
modes of reading and writing Arabic literature. By this I mean that even the literary works — such
as those studied in this dissertation — that stage critical breaks with the idealized representations

of masculinity, femininity, romance, the nation, and the symbolism of the body do so as critical

92 E.g., Yasuf al-Siba‘T’s Rudda galb1 (1954), which was made into a film in 1957 and broadcast annually on the
anniversary of the Free Officers’ Coup (see Samah Selim, The Novel and the Rural Imaginary in Egypt, 147); and
differently ‘Inayyat al-Zayyat’s al-Hubb wa-1-samt (1967).

%3 E.g., Latifa al-Zayyat’s al-Bab al-maftith (1960).
9 E.g., ‘Abd al-Rahman al-SharqawT’s al-Ard (1952), Yusuf Idris’s al-Haram (1959), and differently Najib Mahfiiz’s

Miramar (1967).
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deformations of such ideals. Even in its rejection and critical deformation, the symbolic
vocabulary of iltizam is given a second life, if only as referent. Moreover, given the extent to
which the female body has been made into a nationalist political symbol (almost exclusively by
male writers), even literature which conjures the female body to ends seemingly unrelated to the
political concerns of iltizam is burdened by allegorical modes of reading. Therefore, I see the
legacy of iltizam most clearly in sexual-political symbolism and allegorical modes of
interpretation. This aesthetic legacy is quite different from the revitalizing impulse to read
politically engaged literature through the political-critical legacy of iltizam, which — as stated
above — is complex and compromised.

A central ambition of Left Behind is to robustly attend to literary aesthetics, symbolism,
and modes of interpretation. There are several reasons this is important. Firstly, the scholarly-
literary critical apparatus continues to be dominated by European and Eurocentric critical
approaches that valorize particular aesthetic forms that speak to a world-literary tradition
dominated by Europe. I do not believe this is merely an issue of aesthetics but also one inflected
by politics that shapes our historical and cultural narratives and critiques of modernity. Secondly,
and on a related note, the endurance of Fredric Jameson’s Third-World allegory casts a haunting
shadow over the literature of iltizam. While scholars have taken Jameson to task for collapsing
the histories and literatures of the Third World, for conflating socialism and anti-colonial
nationalism, or for privileging Western sites of reading, his article’s core ambition remains
productive: to read the sexual-political symbolism of national allegory through a lens explicitly

concerned with political economy, i.e., multinational capitalism.® In today’s parlance we might

9 Fredric Jameson, “Third-World Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism,” Social Text, no. No. 15 (Autumn
1986): 65—88; Aijaz Ahmad, In Theory: Nations, Classes, Literatures, Radical Thinkers 25 (London ; New York: Verso,
2008).
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call this a lens concerned with globalized neoliberalism. With Jameson in mind, I turn to the
critical legacy of iltizam — its literary aesthetics, symbolism, and interpretive modes — as a source
for theorizing and critiquing neoliberalism in Egypt.

Finally, given the gendered nature of the intellectual and literary histories of iltizam, Left
Behind is necessarily invested in sex and gender as sites and modes of critique. Sexual-political
symbolism is a primary inheritance of iltizam, which I trace through its critical deformations and
intensifications in Sun‘allah Ibrahim and Muhammad Rabi". The gendered legacy of iltizam is
also operative in less overt yet perhaps more critically weighty ways. Here I refer to how the
gendered logic of iltizam’s symbolic and aesthetic vocabulary almost invariably belies a male
subject. Left Behind traces epistemic and linguistic interventions in iltizam’s literary aesthetics
and forms, interventions by Arwa Salih and Nadiya Kamil that stage critiques of iltizam and
Egypt’s neoliberal era driven by gendered affect. I read these innovative and gendered critiques
as rejections of the inherited symbolic approach to the female body in Egyptian literature. The
contours of these literary critiques of neoliberalism are broad: gendered political and historical
critique and innovative gendered literary form. I read them through the contested aesthetics and

symbolic forms of iltizam, which still shape how we read, write, and critique literature.
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Chapter 2: Collapsed Time and Critical Affect in Sun‘allah Ibrahim’s Tilka al-ra iha and

67

Introduction

Sun‘allah Ibrahim’s novella Tilka al-ra’‘iha (That Smell, 1966) tells of his disaffected
relationship with Nasserist politics following his imprisonment, an experience shared by a large
swath of the Egyptian Left in the early sixties. The novella inaugurated a new — particularly
Egyptian — generation of Arabic literary aesthetics of despair and disgust. Central to this project
were the dysfunctional sexual symbolism and exhausted affect of political alienation and
disillusionment. Ibrahim’s second novella, 67 (written 1968, published 2017), furthers this
project, this time addressing the social reverberations of the 1967 Arab defeat. These first-person
narratives with their dry, straightforward language are intensely centered around the immediate
present of the narrator. Indeed, their language is so compressed upon the narrator’s present that
past memories emerge only as fleeting appendages to the hyper-present narrative stream. The
future has been completely excised. The erasure of the future, both narratively and ideologically
—1.e., as the hallmark of a progressive or revolutionary political project — contextualizes the
disgusting bodily, sexual, and social behaviors and descriptions that stand out in both works. For
Ibrahim, masturbation, sexual harassment, and bloody bug-bites are physiological manifestations
of social and political stagnation and corruption. Disgusting aesthetics and an exhausted
narrative stalled out in the present combine to form Ibrahim’s portrait not only of a society which
has lost its direction, but also of a political reality so desperate that its critique is not found in the
revolutionary and progressive future-oriented visions that marked the previous decades of

national liberation. Rather, the symbolism and exhausted aesthetics of Ibrahim’s works force us
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to confront how literary forms of commitment (iltizam) and critique might function in the

absence of a progressive promise of futurity.

Sun ‘allah Ibrahim and the Sixties Generation

Sun‘allah Ibrahim’s debut novella, Tilka al-rd’iha is virtually devoid of a plot. It is the
story of a political prisoner on parole who visits family and meanders through Cairo seemingly
without emotion. Tilka al-ra’iha is widely considered to be an early example of a Sixties-
Generation mood of disenchantment in Arabic literature, a mood that would rise to prominence
in the wake of the 1967 defeat (al-hazima).* As many critics have already argued in English and
Arabic, this Sixties Generation (jil al-sittinat) ushered in a turning point in Egyptian literature,
marking a break with the social realism of the 1950s and developing an avant-garde style that
would dominate the second half of the century.? Idwar al-Kharrat outlines five major currents of
the New Sensibility: reification, interiority, revitalizing heritage, magical realism, and neo-
realism.?® While these currents span a broad scope of literary approaches, they point to a
generational reimagining of literary commitment and critique beyond the forms of socialist
realism and iltizam that had come to dominate the Nasserist literary sphere. This generation’s

complex relationship to these dominant literary forms in addition to the politics of the 1950s

! paul Starkey, Sun‘alléh Ibrahim: Rebel with a Pen, Edinburgh Studies in Modern Arabic Literature (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 2016), 11.

2 See: Sabry Hafez, “The Egyptian Novel in the Sixties,” Journal of Arabic Literature 7 (1976): 68—84; Elisabeth
Kendall, Literature, Journalism and the Avant-Garde Intersection in Egypt (Oxon; New York: Routledge, 2006);
Yasmine Ramadan, “The Emergence of the Sixties Generation in Egypt and the Anxiety over Categorization 1,”
Journal of Arabic Literature 43, no. 2-3 (January 1, 2012): 409-30, https://doi.org/10.1163/1570064x-12341242;
Yasmine Ramadan, Space in Modern Egyptian Fiction, Edinburgh Studies in Modern Arabic Literature (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 2020); Idwar al-Kharrat, al-Hassasiyya al-jadida: maqalat fi al-zahira al-qassasiyya
(Beirut: Dar al-adab, 1993).

3 |dwar al-Kharrat, al-Hassasiyya al-jadida: maqalat fi al-zahira al-gasasiyya (Beirut: Dar al-adab, 1993), 15.
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were ambivalent and unresolved. We might read Ben Hammed’s assessment of Ibrahim’s
alternating identification and disenchantment with the Nasserist state in Tilka al-rd‘iha as
emblematic of this ambivalence: “The novel delivers its critique of repression and political
stagnation in the later period of the Nasserite state without, however, disputing its ideological
capital.”* We could take this statement further by arguing that the Sixties Generation’s discontent
with the state’s repression and stagnation extended to literary institutions. As Sabry Hafez writes,
“During this decade, there was no public activity not subject to official control.”® As I showed in
Chapter 1, theorizations of iltizam, especially in 1950s Egypt, were explicitly linked to socialist-
realist form and Arab Nationalist politics. Therefore, the Sixties Generation’s break with the
aesthetics of iltizam and socialist realism carried profound political weight.

In 1959 Nasser’s increasingly authoritarian regime arrested a huge swath of the
communist Left, including Ibrahim. He and his comrades remained imprisoned until they were
released en masse in advance of Krushchev’s visit to Egypt in a bid to secure Soviet favor and
funds to build the Aswan High Dam. Nasser’s popularity soared in Egypt and throughout the
Arab world during this time. Charismatic and socialist, Nasser was not a natural enemy of the
communists. However, Nasser’s authoritarian tendencies proved stronger than any potential for
Left-regime political unity. Nasser’s imprisonment and sometimes torture of the Egyptian Left
created a lasting ambivalence: Many communists were ‘appropriated’ by the Nasserist state,
employed in the Ministry of Culture or offered other positions in the bureaucracy. Others stepped

away from the increasingly confined space of independent politics, disaffected, or joined a

4 Mohamed Wajdi Ben Hammed, “Heterotopias of the Neoliberal Egyptian State in Sun‘allah Ibrahim’s Narratives,”
Middle East Critique 28, no. 1 (January 2, 2019): 56-57, https://doi.org/10.1080/19436149.2018.1549202.

5 Hafez, “The Egyptian Novel in the Sixties,” 68.
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professional cadre of culture-industry and NGO-industry types. In any case, a profound
compromise, disaffection, or disengagement followed the communists’ release from prison. At
issue for Ibrahim and his peers was their frayed relationship to Nasser’s Arab Nationalist state,
state culture and institutions. This caused them to rethink the aesthetics and politics of literature,
dominated by the debates and practices of iltizam, and to innovate alternative modes of
representing and critiquing social reality through literature. Indeed, in the introduction to the
1982 reprint of Tilka al-rd iha, Ibrahim acknowledges that the novella emerged out of the
political and ideological contradictions of the Nasserist regime, between Nasser’s vocal anti-
colonial socialism and the torture Ibrahim experienced at the hands of the very regime that
should have been his ideological ally.® It is important to situate Tilka al-ra’iha in the aftermath
of this confrontation between Nasser and the communist Left several years before June 1967
because it emphasizes the Left’s drawn-out process of losing political faith in Nasser’s Arab
Nationalist state — faith that was not suddenly shattered with the Arab defeat in 1967 but which
unraveled in an increasingly authoritarian political atmosphere. Parallel to this, the theories and
practices of engaged socialist realism were growing increasingly out of touch with the
experiences of the political and literary Left, even before 1967. When theorizing engaged
socialist realism in 1955, Anis justifies his and al-°Alim’s engaged approach on the grounds that:

V) delia (e Jead s i 4 5 cAlifinny Gasi s GludY) s o yiad ) s gl 5 ki) 4 o2a
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This is the only approach which respects the life of man and believes in his
future. It is an approach which forms a message out of literary production and out
of an author a responsible messenger.’

6 Sun‘allah Ibrahim, Tilka al-ra’iha: wa-gisas ukhra, al-tab‘a al-khamisa (Cairo: Dar al-huda li-I-nashr wa-I-tawzi",
2019), 13-16.

7 ‘Abd al-‘Azim Anis, “F1 al-Adab al-waqi‘1,” in F1 al-thagafa al-misriyya, al-tab‘a al-thalitha (Cairo: Dar al-thagafa al-
jadida, 1989), 34.
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The experience of Ibrahim and the imprisoned communists — brought into provocative fictional
form in Tilka al-ra’iha — points to a profound personal and political crisis stemming from the
painful confrontation with the reality that Nasser’s regime whose socialist vision of the future
they embraced did not in fact ‘respect the life of man.” Nasser imprisoning the Egyptian
communists marked a turning-point in the political and literary relationship between iltizam and
individual freedoms. This crisis of faith and commitment reached a wider swath of the Egyptian
and Arab public with the 1967 defeat, but it was evident earlier. The urgent question for this
generation and, indeed, the question this dissertation revives remains without a definitive answer:
Is committed literature possible after the imprisonments of 1959-64 and the defeat of 19677 If so,
to what does literature commit and in what forms? The fact that this question evades closure and
that attempts to answer it lead to discussions of critique rather than commitment is, I think, proof

of iltizam’s dynamic role in driving innovations in Arabic literary form.

Deconstructing National Allegory

I have so far framed Ibrahim’s Tilka al-ra’‘iha as an intervention into the politics and
aesthetics of socialist realism and iltizam. I seek to mobilize theorizations of these literary forms
to approach a rather specific phenomenon that exists at the core of socialist realism and iltizam
and animates a dominant mode of reading and interpreting Egyptian and, more broadly, Arabic
literature: the progressive sexual-political symbolism of the national allegory. Overtly gendered
and sexualized allegories of the nation, national progress and liberation are a backbone of
committed socialist-realist works like ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Sharqaw1’s al-Ard (The Land, 1954).
They also inflected multiple novelistic genres and forms rooted in the realism of the late Nahda

and nationalist periods such as bildungsroman, autobiography, and historical romance. Indeed, it
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is not an exaggeration to say that gendered and sexualized allegory formed one of the dominant
aesthetic-symbolic currents in the Arabic novel during the first half of the twentieth century, a
period whose influence upon political consciousness, public culture, and literature is still felt
today. Therefore, while the political implications of Ibrahim’s aesthetic innovations are clearest
in terms of their break with the committed socialist realism of Nasserist state culture, the formal
and aesthetic aspects of these same innovations are starkest when viewed in relation to the
progressive temporal logic of the sexual-political symbolism that runs through not just socialist
realism but also the bildungsroman.

Indeed, there is a clear autobiographical bent to Tilka al-ra ‘iha: the first-person narrator
has just been released from prison on parole. Though not stated explicitly, we understand him to
be a Leftist political prisoner like Ibrahim. After the narrator denies a wide range of potential
offenses, we assume political offenses landed him behind bars.® In another instance, the fiancé of
the narrator’s sister includes him in his ‘you guys’ (antum) when criticizing the socialists and
their aspirations for the country’s political economy:
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You guys want to spread poverty, he said. There’s no way for me to make
money. If I build something, the government will take it away.®

This autobiographical aspect of the novella, made plain by Ibrahim’s own statements, has
informed its reception and strengthened critics’ politically inflected readings.'® Additionally,

critics like Paul Starkey point to Ibrahim’s narrator as an anti-hero, the anti-hero being an aspect

8 |brahim, Tilka al-raiha, 30.

% lbrahim, 45; Sonallah lbrahim, That Smell: And Notes from Prison, trans. Robyn Creswell (New York: New
Directions Pub, 2013), 39.

10 For example: Firas ‘Ubayid, al-Insan al-maghiir f adab Sun‘allah lbrahim: ru’iya siisiyiiliijiyya nassiyya (Acre:
Mu’assasat al-aswar, 2001).
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of what Hafez calls “the new Arabic novel’s” aesthetic response to a transformed reality.* While
keeping in mind the historical context of Tilka al-rd’iha’s publication driving Starkey and
Hafez’s analyses, i.e., the in-between of Ibrahim’s release from prison in 1964 and the Arab
defeat in 1967, I wish to point out the important juncture Tilka al-ra‘iha marks in terms of the
bildungsroman and autobiography in the development of the Arabic novel.

The Arabic bildungsroman, which often contains vaguely autobiographical elements,
often follows a common plot arc of the young Arab male student whose cultural and intellectual
awakening is sparked by study and sex in Europe. Faysal Darraj frames the linear and
developmentalist temporal structure of these coming-of-age novels as being defined by “the
promising young man (al-shabb al-wa‘id).”** Notable examples include Suhayl Idris’s Latin
Quarter (al-Hayy al-Latini, 1953) and al-Tayyib Salih’s Season of Migration to the North
(Mawsim al-Hijra ila al-Shamal, 1966), though the progressive march of Season — published in
1966 like Tilka al-ra’iha — is interrupted by racist and patriarchal violence. Together, Season and
Tilka al-ra’iha show how the progressive veneer of the sexual-political symbolic economy was
cracking on multiple fronts during this time. The feminine corollary to this trend tends to frame
the promising young woman — who doubles as the figure of the nation — in need of social
liberation though her sexual desires are often left unfulfilled. This formula lends itself to a rather

specific interpretation of national allegory whereby women'’s liberation is partial, bittersweet or

11 Starkey, Sonallah Ibrahim, 41; Sabry Hafez, “The Transformation of Reality and The Arabic Novel’s Aesthetic
Response,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London 57, no. 1 (1994): 110.

2Faysal Darraj, al-Dhakira al-qawmiyya fi al-riwaya al- ‘arabiyya: min zaman al-nahda ild zaman al-suqiit (Beirut:
Markaz dirasat al-wahda al-‘arabiyya, 2008), 13-14.
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postponed.** Examples here include Emily Nasrallah’s September Birds (Tuyytr aylil, 1962)
and Latifa al-Zayyat’s Open Door (al-Bab al-maftih, 1960). Tilka al-raiha offers a stark
contrast to the progressive temporal logic of the bildungsroman and its related sexual-political
symbolic economy. Moreover, the breakdown of progressive unity of time and sexual-political
symbolism in literature — i.e., the representation of sex as a way to discover the self and the
other, as being linked to political progress and national sovereignty — is intimately bound to the
political and aesthetic exhaustion of Arab Nationalism and state-sponsored forms of literary
commitment, i.e., iltizam. This aesthetic and political exhaustion is precisely what Ibrahim
inaugurates with Tilka al-ra’‘iha and later 67.

To make this temporal relationship between aesthetics and politics clear, let us turn to
Ibrahim’s notorious narrative style. Critics are quick to discuss Ibrahim’s short sentences, his dry
telegraphic style, and his dull yet direct descriptions of daily life. Mahmiid Amin al-‘Alim refers
to the language as “detailed reporting language (al-lugha al-taqririyya al-tafsiliyya).”** Starkey
describes the narrator’s relationship to his environment as “almost totally mechanical or
mechanistic” and Ibrahim’s narrative style as “de-emotionalised.”?* In fact, Ibrahim seems to
announce this de-emotionalized style in the novella’s opening page, the narrator pondering:

d);::“xsssu;u:wu\,_x;iexé‘udw\ja;ej@é‘gif})ﬁ&@sugﬁwj

13 For a well theorized study of this phenomenon from a historian’s perspective, see: Sara Pursley, Familiar Futures:
Time, Selfhood, and Sovereignty in Iraq, Stanford Studies in Middle Eastern and Islamic Societies and Cultures
(Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2019).

4 Mahmiid Amin al-‘Alim, Thulathiyyat al-rafd wa-I-hazima: dirasa naqdiyya li-thalath riwayat li-Sun ‘allah Ibrahim
(Tilka al-ra’iha / Najmat aghustus / al-Lajna) (Cairo: Dar al-mustagbal al-‘arabi, 1985), 48.

15 starkey, Sun‘allah Ibrahim, 41.
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I searched myself for some feeling that was out of the ordinary, some joy or

delight or excitement, but found nothing. People walked and talked and acted as if

I’d always been there with them and nothing had happened.
Here the narrator alludes to the lack of social response to his imprisonment and his own lack of
emotion. This sheer lack of emotion is perhaps achieved in part by what Starkey sees as the
narrative’s chronological sequence coming at the expense of its logical coherence.?’ His
observation underscores the senseless routine of daily life, which the novella frames as the starts
and fits of individual pleasure seeking, essentially a capitalist rhythm.

In a very attentive literary analysis, al-‘Alim sees Ibrahim’s narrative style as dual: two
styles run in parallel with the alternating roman and italicized typeface. The first style is the
‘detailed reporting language’ which al-‘Alim ascribes to the narrator’s rejection of literary
aesthetics more beautiful than the reality of life.'® This is an assessment al-‘Alim links to the
disgusting sexual descriptions that permeate the novel, a point to which we will return later.
Ibrahim’s second narrative style, according to al-*Alim, takes the form of a mental reaction and
consideration of the first, a sort of “language of dreams and memories (lughat al-ahlam wa-1-
dhikrayat).”*® Narrative time in Tilka al-rdiha is also articulated through this bifurcated
narrative style. Without chapter breaks, the shifts in typeface — between roman and italics —

become temporal markers, though not necessarily of any linear progression in time. Again, al-

‘Alim sees a duality in the novella’s time: horizontal time (al-zaman al-khatti al-ufuqi) and

18 \brahim, Tilka al-ra’iha, 27; Ibrahim, That Smell, 19.
17 starkey, Sun‘allah Ibrahim, 41.

18 Al-“Alim, Thuldthiyyat al-rafd wa-l-hazima, 48.

9 Al-‘Alim, 51.
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vertical time (al-zaman al- ‘umidi).? Horizontal time, associated with the ‘detailed reporting
language,’ presents events in a chronological sequence, proceeding toward the horizon of the
future. Vertical time, on the other hand, is “the time of memories, dreams, and meditations
(zaman al-dhikrayat wa-l-ahlam wa-1-ta’ammulat),” always a reaction to the more repetitive and
routine horizontal time.?* Additionally, al-‘Alim reads this horizontal-vertical temporal duality
not merely as a structural narrative feature, but as key to the contradictions the narrator lives. He
writes:
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It does not merely form a duality in the structure of the novel’s time; it cleaves

open a contradiction in meaning between the [novella’s] external temporal

reference and [the narrator’s] lived internal temporality.??

In short, he points to a clash in time between the novella’s social-political context and its
narrator’s inner world, a clash pushed to further extremes in 67.

This clash of temporalities in Tilka al-rdiha reflects the rupture of the notion of coherent
progressive historical time, which had animated the Nahda and the very origins of the Arabic
novel’s biographical-biological temporality underpinning its sexual-political symbolic economy.
Progress, coming of age, revolution, maturation, discovery, development, and liberation all
require a seizing of the future or, at very least, a confident progressive march toward it. They

evoke and depend upon a confident, even determined, notion of progress and development. This

progressive temporality makes social and political projects like national liberation and socialism

20 Al-“Alim, 40.
21 Al-“Alim, 40.

22 Al-“Alim, 41.
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coherent, logical, and even inevitable. But when this progressive temporality breaks down,
future-oriented political visions stall out. David Scott describes the sort of ‘rupture,’ to borrow
his term, with which Ibrahim’s novella grapples,

I believe that a deep rupture has occurred in this form of experience. There is, |

think, a profound sense in which the once enduring temporalities of past-present-

future that animated (indeed, that constructed, even authorized) our Marxist

historical reason, and therefore organized and underwrote our ideas about

historical change, no longer line up so neatly, so efficiently, so seamlessly, so

instrumentally — in a word, so teleologically — as they once seemed to do. That old

consoling sense of temporal concordance is gone.*
In Europe, the World Wars may have marked the beginning of this rupture in historical time, but
the Arab experiences were different. Though the Maghrib and Mashriq did experience violence
and occupation during World War II, the defining political and intellectual movements in the
wake of the War were not tasked with coming to terms with the Enlightenment’s collapse or
Europe’s barbarity, for that was quite apparent from the experience of colonization. Rather, the
postwar period saw intensified momentum toward the progressive and revolutionary projects of
national liberation and socialism. In the Arab world and the Third World broadly, history was
being made tangibly and dramatically throughout the fifties and sixties.* In Egypt, Arab
Nationalism drove this march. The temporal logic propelling humanity toward the horizon of
history was certainly alive, not yet ruptured. This historical context only underscores the gravity
of the temporal contradictions and dualities that al-*Alim describes in Tilka al-raiha. It seems

that Ibrahim’s imprisonment alerted him to the fact that all was not well, that Arab Nationalism

had in some significant way ceased to be a liberating force, and that the march toward a socialist

2 Scott, Omens of Adversity, 6.

24 |t is tempting to except Palestine from this historical trajectory, however the victories of the Zionist project in
constructing the state of Israel in the postwar era suggest that a particular political future was being radically
remade in Palestine — at a terrible cost to Palestinians.
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future had stalled out. It is essential that we understand the temporal duality in Tilka al-ra’‘iha in
the politicized terms that al-‘Alim and Scott formulate. It is neither a private response to the
trauma of prison nor a structural problem of memory. Indeed, Ibrahim acknowledges his
narrator’s (and own) past as a political prisoner, but never recalls the communist political vision
that occasioned his imprisonment. He refuses to even pantomime the narrative motions of
remembering his would-be trauma — a trauma which is neither the crisis at hand nor the cause of
his disgust. Rather, as I will argue later, his imprisonment is framed as a moment of realization.*

Tilka al-rd’iha’s break with the bildungsroman’s logic is not merely on the level of its
narrative form but also the level of the sexual-political symbolism produced by the stalling out of
progressive historical and narrative time. One much-debated sequence in Tilka al-ra’iha shows
the critical punch of Ibrahim’s austere style, mechanical rhythm, and disgusting aesthetics taken
in tandem: After overstaying his curfew, the narrator bribes his parole officer. Then he reads an
article about Moupassant’s argument that an artist’s creation ought to be more beautiful and
simpler than the real world. After that, the narrator attempts to write, but fails. In an abrupt twist,
he imagines the beautiful young woman he saw through the window the previous day, stares
blankly at the piece of paper, and masturbates. The next day (but only a few lines later), his
brother makes a comment expressing his disapproval of socialist economic changes:

) Gallae 8 Jlandl al dia ¢ i JS (S
Everything’s ruined since the workers joined the Administrative Committees. 2

Several pages later, the narrator notes:

25 This is in contrast with later trauma-inflected trends in Arabic fiction, especially prominent in response to the
Algerian War of Independence, the Lebanese Civil War, and further developed in response to wars in Iraq and
Syria.

26 \brahim, Tilka al-ra’iha, 50; Ibrahim, That Smell, 44.
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The traces of my pleasure looked like black spots on the floor.?”’

(It is worth reiterating that the tone of the entire novella is utterly devoid of emotion, and this
scene is no difference. Thus, we should resist any inclination to read actual pleasure into
Ibrahim’s euphemism for masturbation.) This sequence is a good example of how Ibrahtm’s
commitment to chronological sequence over logical or emotional coherence creates rather
remarkable juxtapositions. The masturbation scene is obviously the attention-grabbing incident
that provoked Yahya Haqqt’s biting disapproval. He saw it as excessively tasteless, needlessly
revolting, low-brow, and ugly.?® However, al-‘Alim sees the juxtaposition between Moupassant’s
call for beauty, the narrator’s inability to produce writing of that kind, and his offensive
masturbation as a sort of defiant rejection of the respectable literary aesthetics invoked by the
article on Moupassant. He reads it as a way of labeling such beautiful literary aesthetics a

masturbatory practice:
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These lines are on the verge of implying not his inability to write in the style
Moupassant speaks of, but his rejection of that style and his symbolic
condemnation of it as a form of masturbation!?®

For al-*Alim, masturbation here functions symbolically as a form of refusal. If we extend

al-‘Alim’s view to the wider sequence of the novella’s events, we might see this sort of

symbolic rejection not just of idealized literary aesthetics but also rejection of the

27 \brahim, Tilka al-ra’iha, 53-54; Ibrahim, That Smell, 48.
28 |brahim, Tilka al-ra’iha, 12.

2 Al-“Alim, Thulathiyyat al-rafd wa-l-hazima, 48.
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corruption of the parole officer and the capitalist disdain for workers shown by the
narrator’s brother, the two events which bracket the Moupassant-masturbation scene.
Again, the absence of any logical sequence in Ibrahim’s narrative style allows us to make
these connections between juxtaposed events even if they appear logically distant at first
glance.

After this sequence, two of the narrator’s friends bring home a prostitute. Despite his
friends’ goading encouragement, the narrator cannot muster the will or ability to have sex with
her. He spends some time alone with her, but ultimately cannot perform. Interestingly, while
critics like Haqqi were particularly disturbed by the masturbation scene, Egyptian censors were
bothered by the narrator’s apparent impotence.® The inability of the narrator to perform a basic
socio-sexual function of masculinity seems to have struck a nerve. As Joseph Massad argues,
echoing al-Alim’s language of refusal (rafd), the narrator “refuse[s] the social dimension of sex,
limiting it to autoerotic activity,” showing a sort of social breakdown or dysfunction.3!
Moreover, Massad continues, referring to the notorious masturbation scene, “His indifference to
his spilled seed is an indifference to his future. Imprisonment and torture by the postcolonial
state was such that the postcolonial citizen refuses to generate, indeed leaving himself open to
degeneration.”** Here, Massad draws our attention to the refusal of the social dimensions of sex
and an indifference or contempt toward the future, both of which he frames in the political terms

of Sharabi’s neopatriarchal postcolonial state.** What I would like to highlight is the way the

30 Sonallah Ibrahim, “The Experience of a Generation,” trans. Marilyn Booth, Index on Censorship 16, no. 9 (1987):
20.

31 Massad, Desiring Arabs, 307.
32 Massad, 307.

33 Sharabi, Neopatriarchy.
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very elements animated in sexual terms above — the social and the futurist — are central to the
temporal logic of Leftist politics and utopian visions. Their refusal, especially in a work by
Ibrahim — imprisoned for his communism — speaks to the extent of crisis he sees in the Nasserist
state.

When Massad argues that the neopatriarchal postcolonial state pushes Tilka al-ra’iha’s
narrator to degeneracy, he is pointing to the use of ‘degenerate’ sexual behavior (masturbation)
to symbolize a degenerate sociopolitical state. He situates this argument within the changing
temporal and political dynamics of sexual symbolism and allegory in Arabic fiction. The shift at
hand is from the developmentalist use of classical national allegory, i.e., progressive and
‘functional,” common in socialist realism and especially the bildungsroman, to the use of
dysfunctional or degenerate sexuality to symbolize a troubled sociopolitical reality. It also entails
the construction of new national allegories based in symbolic castration and deviant sexuality,
e.g., the nation as emasculated and emasculating, defiled, degenerate, etc. Tilka al-rdiha is an
important inflection point in this shift, i.e., the transition between the classical national allegory’s
progressive sexual-political symbolism and its challenge and deformed reconstitution. The social
dimensions of this transition are further developed in 67. When Muhammad Badaw1 states:

34 ) @l may gl (lay ye uin 67 (B uin])

Sex in 67 is diseased sex, not signifying human actualization,
he is pointing to the shift from the progressive, healthy vision of the national allegory to
‘diseased’ or deformed allegories in Tilka al-ra’iha and 67. This symbolic shift belies the

shifting temporal logics of allegory. Maturation, liberation, progress, and discovery all proclaim

34 Ahmad Jad and Muhammad Yahiya, “Riwayat ‘67’ li-Sun‘allah lbrahim,” Kharij al-nass (al-Jazira, June 7, 2020),
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UN3luOJH3fc.
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and await a decidedly better future. But when that future disappears, the progressive allegory’s
logic collapses and sex as a national symbol is deformed and critically remade.

67, whose narrative style follows the example set by Tilka al-ra’iha, consists of twelve
chapters which recount the twelve months from 1967. In fact, the entire book, which despite its
title only references the June defeat in cursory terms, revolves around the open secrets of
symbolic sexual (read: political and social) degeneracy that permeate mundane social life. For
example, the narrator maintains a half-secret affair with his brother’s wife. The fact that he lives
in his brother’s home only emphasizes the notion that the most intimate and foundational
relationships in Ibrahim’s depiction of Egyptian society are built upon lies, betrayals, and poorly
kept secrets. This need not necessarily be read as reflecting social reality for its political
corollaries — corruption, compromise, willful and dogmatic delusions — to resonate. Perhaps the
most striking example of deformed sexual-political symbolism is the never-ending litany of
instances of sexual harassment on public transportation. Beyond the descriptions of groping, we
are stunned by the way the public fails to react to these visible and public attacks on women:
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There was a young woman trying to get off. I saw the young guy ahead of me

reach out his hand and squeeze her breasts brutally. The bus started to move as the

young woman was trying to get off to no avail as guy was squeezing her bosom.

Horror appeared on her face, and she shouted that she wanted to get off. Then she

cried. She finally managed to pass the guy, so he went around behind her and

reached his hand toward her back. We were all staring at his gentle face and at the
girl’s horrified face.?

35 Sun‘allah Ibrahim, 67: riwaya (Cairo: Dar al-thagafa al-jadida, 2017), 108.
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The overwhelming image Ibrahim paints here is a society that does not say ‘no’ to harassment, a
society complicit. I argue that like the other scenes in Tilka al-ra’iha and 67 charged with
sexual-political symbolism, we needn’t read this one through the lens of realism for it to bear
weight. Yes, this is a scene of sexual harassment, but in the context of Ibrahim’s fiction it is also
a scene about a harassing state apparatus and a society compromised by the social and political

distortions such harassment produces.

Exhausted Aesthetics
Aesthetically, Tilka al-ra’iha and 67 are similarly disturbing. They translate Ibrahim’s
political alienation and despair into disgusting descriptions that go beyond dysfunctional and
degenerate sexual-political symbolism. Ibrahim’s aesthetics set the tone of both works and
critique reality in arresting fashion. I mean to clarify that Ibrahim’s aesthetics are not simply a
representation of reality but rather usher in a critique of it through their disturbing excesses. |
view this critical function of Ibrahim’s aesthetic style, which is revelatory more than it is
representational, as part and parcel of his reputation for commitment to truth. The foremost non-
sexual example of these aesthetics — bloody bug-bites — is repeated between the two works,
highlighting the thematic and stylistic coherence between the two novellas. Tilka al-ra’iha opens
with the narrator at the police station,
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There were many men there and the door kept opening to let more in. I felt a prick

on my neck. I reached my hand to my neck and felt something wet. I looked at my
hand and found a big patch of blood on my fingers and in the next moment saw
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swarms of bugs on my clothing. I stood up. And I saw for the first time the big
patches of blood that stained the walls of the cell, everywhere.?*

The scene is plainly gross. Ibrahim illustrates an infestation in the prison, alluding to moral and
political corruption. We can only imagine whether the blood staining the walls is from the
crushed blood-filled bodies of the bugs, remnants of human violence or torture, or merely an
extraneous aesthetic feature of the filth the narrator finds in prison. Two points deserve
explanation here. First, the bug bite prompts the narrator’s realization of the blood on his hands
and the blood smeared on the cell walls. It is a moment of clarity and discovery (not a trauma),
however darkly gross it may be. We ought to read Ibrahim’s own prison experience as a sort of
bite to the neck, drawing his attention to the realities of the Nasserist state. Second, blood is
physiological. Responding to Yahya Haqqt’s scathing criticism of the revolting aesthetics of
Tilka al-ra’iha, particularly those of a sexual nature, Ibrahim explains the need to aesthetically
address the reality of torture, which — if portrayed clearly — entails its own revolting imagery and
descriptions of the grotesque physical and psycho-social affront to human dignity it inflicts. He

writes in the 1986 introduction:
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Wasn’t a bit of ugliness necessary to expose an equivalent ugliness in
‘physiological’ acts like beating an unarmed man to death, or shovint a tire pump
up his anus, or electric cords into his penis? All because he held a contrary
opinion or defended his freedom and sense of nationalism? Why is it stipulated
that we werite only about flowers and perfume when shit fills the streets, when
sewage water covers the earth and everyone smells it? Or that we write about

36 |brahim, Tilka al-r@’iha, 28; Ibrahim, That Smell, 20. | have revised Creswell’s translation for accuracy and
rhythm.
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creatures seemingly without genitals, so that we don’t violate the supposed
decency of readers who actually know more about sex than we do.?*

For Ibrahim, plain yet revolting physiological descriptions are central to describing the human
violence he witnessed in prison and which he sees in various forms throughout public and private
life.

In 67, the bloody bug-bites make a return on the day of the June defeat, an incident
Ibrahim alleges happened to him.* Here, through repeated symbolism, Ibrahtm draws an
intertextual link between the torture he witnessed in prison and the Arab defeat in 1967, both
painful moments of awakening for the Egyptian Left. Ibrahim writes,
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I felt something prick me on my arm, so I scratched it with my finger. But the
sting increased. I thought it was a flea, so I shook out my hand at a distance. I
waited in horror for it to reveal itself somewhere else on my body as always
happens. I felt a prick on my leg. I didn’t move; maybe I was deluding myself.
The prick repeated, so there was no longer any doubt. I wet my finger and reached
it cautiously under my trousers, nearing the sting. Then I pressed my finger upon
it but grasped nothing. I felt a new prick on my chest, so I stood slowly, opened
the door, and went, stiff, to the sitting room where there was a candle. I stood in

37 \brahim, Tilka al-ra’iha, 16; Ibrahim, That Smell, 71.

38 In an interview with BBC Arabic (11 August 2017) Ibrahim claims that this bug-bite incident happened to him on
the day of the 67 defeat as a physiological response to his inability to adequately respond. Perhaps that is true.
However, as he had already written the strikingly similar bug-bite episode in That Smell, in 1966, we might have
reason to be skeptical of this particular autobiographical detail. Or, perhaps these bugs dogged lbrahim chronically.
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front of it and removed my shirt cautiously, hoping the flea hadn’t moved from its

place. I started to look for it in the folds of the shirt. I stared at my bare chest and

found large red blotches like those flea bites make except bigger. I also felt every

part of my body itch. I itched my leg and chest, but the itchy feeling increased and

moved to my face and head and my entire body. I carried the candle into my room

and stood in front of the mirror. I raised the candle and pondered my face in

detail, finding the prominent red blotches spread across its surface. I tried to

ignore the issue, but my whole body was burning. I proceeded to my brother’s

room carrying the candle, and I knocked on the door. I entered and pulled out my

shirt without speaking. Then I raised the candle in front of him. My brother got up

from his bed and examined the red blotches by the candlelight. Then he asked me

to sit and calm down. He said it was nothing. *°
Beyond the significance of this episode’s simultaneity with the 1967 defeat, there are several
important new developments since the bloody bugs of Tilka al-rd iha that require explanation.
First, the bugs are no longer in prison cells, but have infested the private dwellings and bodies of
ordinary Egyptians. The wide and embodied spread of the infestation is unavoidable. If
imprisonment and torture were wake-up calls for the Egyptian Left, the June defeat would force
a society-wide political reckoning. Examples of this post-1967 reckoning include Syrian poet
Nizar Qabbani’s scathing poem “Hawamish ‘ala daftar al-naksa” (Footnotes to the Naksa, 1967)
and Syrian philosopher Sadiq Jallal al-°Azm’s al-Naqd al-dhati ba ‘d al-hazima (Self-critique
after the Defeat, 1968). This broadening from the collective but contained experience of the
Egyptian communists to the whole of society is also reflected in the narrator’s response. He
looks himself in the mirror and then shows the bloody bites to his brother, who responds with
utter denial. If these bug bites point to a sociopolitical rot, the narrator of Tilka al-ra’iha seems
to be the only person who sees and acknowledges them, and he does so only in passing, without

emotion. In 67, however, the narrator inspects himself in the mirror and forces his brother to

come face to face with the bloody evidence of the rot, which is now in Egyptians’ homes and on

* Ibrahim, 67, 82-83.
95



their bodies. Moreover, throughout 67 Ibrahim implicates a broader swath of Egyptian society in
the political failings that were perhaps easier to overlook in Tilka al-rd‘iha, emphasizing the
blow the defeat dealt to the whole of Egyptian society. The bug bites were made undeniably
visible in defeat, whether or not the characters of 67 wish to acknowledge them.

The scenes of the bug bites in Tilka al-ra’iha and 67 evoke a sense of physiological
exhaustion and embodied defeat that is a common aesthetic feature of both novellas. Neither
narrator exhibits pleasure. This holds true for the sexually impotent narrator of Tilka al-ra’iha
and the noxiously and antisocially virile narrator of 67. Just like the strange bloody bug-bites, the
narrators’ sexualized exhaustion creates a sense of resign and detachment because the cause of
their embodied experiences of pleasureless monotony (and mysterious bug bites) are so absurdly
removed from their overtly political context: prison, Arab Nationalism’s collapse, and the 1967
defeat. Gilles Deleuze’s concept of ‘the exhausted’ expresses this detachment and estrangement
which Ibrahim’s narrators experience. Deleuze is specific regarding the subject-object relations
of exhaustion: while one grows tired of something, exhaustion does not take an object.
Exhaustion is affective. We might deploy Deleuze’s notion of exhaustion to describe the
condition of embodied social and political alienation in Ibrahim’s fiction. Just as Ibrahim
obscures the obvious political context of 67 in favor of disturbing aesthetic and affective
descriptions, Deleuze’s exhaustion centers affect rather than its logical cause. This comparison
between Ibrahim’s narrative aesthetics and Deleuze’s exhaustion becomes more salient in light
of Deleuze’s notion of “the exhaustion of the possible,” which is explicitly political.** Through

this political strand in Deleuze’s thought, we can marry the political context of Ibrahim’s

40 Gilles Deleuze, “The Exhausted,” Parallax 2, no. 2 (September 1996): 116,
https://doi.org/10.1080/13534649609362029.
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aesthetics to their seemingly detached physiological and affective manifestations. Indeed, this
link between exhausted politics and the exhausted body is central to Ibrahim’s works and his
aesthetic innovations.

These aesthetic and political links, which I have introduced through Deleuzian
exhaustion, also place Ibrahim in dialogue with theorists of abjection, revulsion, and disgust. The
bug bites and smeared blood from Tilka al-rd’iha and 67 are images of confused and violated
physiological boundaries. Bugs pierce human flesh, extract human blood. Human and/or insect
blood covers the walls in the prison of Tilka al-rd’iha. Does the blood on the narrator’s finger
belong to him or another? This type of boundary transgression in Ibrahim’s novellas is central to
Julia Kristeva’s theory of the abject. She describes the abject as “What does not respect borders,
positions, rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the composite.”** As a point of contrast, in
Sianne Ngai’s theory of disgust, she is careful to distinguish between disgust and the language of
desire and jouissance that articulates Kristeva’s concept of the abject.*? For Ngai, disgust is
neither confused about subject-object boundaries nor ambivalent about its object, distinguishing
her from both Deleuze’s exhaustion and Kristeva’s abjection.* Ngai makes an important gesture
toward the critical horizons of disgust: she ultimately sees the exclusionary revulsion of disgust
as ripe with potential for a principled politics of refusal.** We should note that Ngai’s invocation
of a principled politics of refusal resonates with the critical vocabulary of refusal (rafd) and

defeat (hazima) al-‘Alim uses to describe Ibrahim’s fiction.

41 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 4.

42 Sianne Ngai, Ugly Feelings (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2004), 332.
43 Ngai, 335.

4 Ngai, 344.
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The tension between this principled disgust and the literary history of iltizam (with its
acquiescence to and reinforcement of state power) is the critical space Ibrahim opens up but does
not quite pursue in these two early works.*> Notably, the complicity Ibrahim portrays throughout
Egyptian society prevents the righteous and principled disgust Ngai discusses. Ibrahim’s
narrators are left pondering where the boundaries lie between them and the rotten state. The
attentive reader’s inevitable questions ‘Whose blood?’, ‘On whose hands?’, and ‘Why are the
bloody bugs so pervasive?’ demand a personal and social reckoning before the politically critical
horizons of disgust and refusal might be fully pursued. This is not necessarily a shortcoming, for
Ibrahim makes the need for critique and refusal uncomfortably obvious through his disgusting
aesthetic project. Moreover, Ibrahim invites the reader to a more urgent task of self-critique,
similar to how 67’s narrator looks himself in the mirror and reflects upon the red blotches
covering his face.

Even on the level of Ibrahim’s narrative aesthetics, self-critique and political refusal are
linked. Both are reactions to and expressions of disgust. The subject-object boundary confusion
present in the two bloody bug-bite scenes (and the masturbation scene) — the fact that the bloody
bites (and wasted semen) are at once self and other, external and internal — prompts the
autocritical question of the individual’s role in society: how do I belong to the sociopolitical state
around me? This sort of playing with transgressed physiological boundaries in the context of
stalled revolution and decolonization is also the form of “excremental postcoloniality” Joshua

Esty ascribes to Irish modernists Beckett and Joyce and African authors disillusioned with

4 The attentive reader will note critical similarities between the principled disgust in Ibrahim’s fiction and
principled despair in Arwa Salih’s affected analyitical approach explored in Chapter 3.
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postcolonial progress.“® It is on the one hand gross and disturbing, and on the other precisely the
aesthetic disruption Ibrahim puts forth as a necessary form of sociopolitical self-critique in the
wake of Arab Nationalism’s exhaustion. Thus, the physiological acts as a link between the self
and society, pushing the reader to confront the grotesque reality of Nasserism’s suffocating
authoritarianism and leading Arwa Salih (1951-1997), Leftist activist and writer, to describe
Ibrahim’s fiction as a journey in discovering the truth and through it, the self:

(e Al allell BLaSiul AV aguiany die ey g oAl GaLEST) Ala ) QUSI (2any die Gauall Jing
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Honesty for some authors is a journey of discovering the self, and for others it is

discovering the other (al-‘alam al-khariji, the external world); for Sun‘allah

Ibrahim, this journey takes the route of discovering the truth.*’
Aesthetics and Critical Affect

I have argued that Ibrahim’s temporally stagnant and exhausted aesthetics force a visceral
confrontation with the truth in the reader, which is articulated physiologically and personally in
Tilka al-ra’iha and with a more developed social dimension in 67. The political-aesthetic horizon
opened up between principled disgust and iltizam gets to the heart of the debates surrounding the
possibilities and forms of literary commitment and critique after defeat, whether that be
understood as the 1959-64 imprisonment of the communists or the culture-wide defeat of 1967.
The urgency of these debates is even more prominent in the context of entrenched authoritarian
neoliberalism. Lying beneath these debates and at the center of the impasse of disgust is the

reality that the future no longer promises progress or an opportunity for revolutionary change.

46 Joshua D. Esty, “Excremental Postcolonialism,” Contemporary Literature 40, no. No. 1 (Spring 1999): 22-59.
47 Arwa Salih, Saratan al-riih (Cairo: al-Nahr li-I-nashr wa-I-tawzi', 1998), 65.
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With the future closed and stagnant, does committed literature lose its historical telos, its raison
d’etre?

In a 2003 collected volume on the transformations of the understanding of iltizam in
modern Arabic literature edited by Muhammad Barrada and featuring several giants of twentieth-
century Arabic literary criticism, Faysal Darraj addresses the notion of post-June (i.e., June
1967) literature’s (adab ma ba‘d huzayran) relationship to iltizam in an essay titled: “What is the
meaning of iltizam in destroyed time?”’*® His sustained reference to the 1967 defeat’s upending
of temporality — he later refers to post-1967 time as “collapsed time (zaman mutadahwir)” — is
central to his critique and my argument in this chapter and dissertation.* Darraj traces two forms
of iltizam that emerge out of emerge out of Arab Nationalism’s defeat: commitment to defend
human dignity (karamat al-insan) and commitment to truth despite the ambiguity or obscurity
(iltibas) of its meaning.*® Ibrahim is a key figure for Darraj, particularly inasmuch as he
exemplifies the trend of ‘commitment to truth’ (al-iltizam bi-1-haqiqa). Ibrahim’s writing, with
Tilka al-rd’iha as the literary text which would propel him to infamy and literary celebrity, is
perhaps the example par excellence of this all-consuming approach to the present captured in the
Darr3j’s notion of ‘collapsed time.’

Darraj’s focus on the narrative compression of time upon the present is just one among of
a mélange of critical diagnoses regarding temporality’s dysfunctions in post-1967 Arabic

literature and Arab culture more broadly. In 1967, Abdallah Laroui framed the lived Arab

48 Faysal Darraj, “Ma ma‘na al-iltizam fi zaman maqud,” in Tahawwulat mafhim al-iltizam fi al-adab al- ‘arabi al-
hadith (Damascus: Dar al-fikr, 2003), 194.

4 Darraj, 195.

50 Darraj, 194.
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temporality as a ‘futur antérieur,” a received past and anticipated future, which causes a constant
change in historical orientation.”* As Laroui sees it, this notion that the future has already been
lived elsewhere (Europe) poses a Catch-22 scenario of either calling for a backwards-looking
and fixed notion of authenticity or acceptance of capitalist modernity’s inevitability, which — if
inevitable — is not really a choice. By contrast, Iliyas Khiir1, writing in in 1982 in the shadow of
the Lebanese Civil War, frames the Nahda’s incomplete attempt at modernity as a crisis between
a lost past and the search for a future, which — most importantly for our purposes — collapses the
present away.>? For him, the challenge is to begin criticism from this erased present and to
recover a lost, inventive language to express in and of the present. For him, innovating a
language of the present is a way out of the binary bind between authoritarian modernization and
Salafism, with al-salaf (forebears) expressly connoting the past. However, it is ‘Abd al-Rahman
Munif who is perhaps most aligned with Darraj’s argument surrounding ‘commitment to truth,’
when he argues that the reality of the Arab present is so obscure (because of state ideology and
official media, uneven petro-modernity, and the contemporary disjunctures of the postcolonial
present) that the state’s modernity and Salafism seem to grant protection from a total loss of
direction, identity, or grounding. Thus, for Munif, the flee to memory — a hallmark of secular
nostalgia and religious fundamentalism alike — is proof of the despair of the present.>?
Confronting the reality of the present with clear eyes is central to alleviating the temporal crises

that each of these critics formulate.

51 Laroui, L’idéologie Arabe Contemporaine, 66.
52 |lyas Khiri, al-Dhakira al-mafqiida : dirasat naqdiyya (Beirut : Mu‘assasat al-abhath al-‘arabiyya, 1982).

53 ‘Abd al-Rahman Munif, Dhakira li-l-mustagbal (Beirut : Mu’assasat al-‘arabiyya li-I-dirasat wa-l-nashr, 2001), 346.
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What I seek to achieve by considering Ibrahim in light of these Arab critics’ concern for
time generally and the present in particular is to show how he maintains important critical
functions of committed socialist realism as theorized by Anis and al-‘Alim’s in terms of literary
form and content. In particular, I mean how form and content (which Anis and al-‘Alim
understand politically) shape and reveal each other dialectically. Ibrahim creates this dialectic
relationship between form and function in literary works that lack the future horizon of socialist
realism. As Darraj, Laroui, Khur1, and Munif remind us, locating the present — the temporal
plane of Ibrahim’s novellas — is a remarkable feat in and of itself. As such, it would be a
misrepresentation of the literary field in which Ibrahim intervened (which was saturated in
various forms of realism) and its social and political contexts (which were obscurantist) to read
Tilka al-ra’iha and 67 through the lens of realism or exposing reality, strictly speaking. Rather,
Ibrahim’s works reveal the obscured truths of the present, though not necessarily in a literal
sense. By this I mean, that we shouldn’t read Ibrahim’s novellas as evidence of a sexually
degenerate 1960s Egyptian middle class. Rather, I contend that the content of truth and the
means by which it was politically, ideologically, and aesthetically obscured in literature and
public culture explicitly shape the aesthetic forms of Tilka al-rd’iha and 67, which are at once
disgusting, exhausting, and absurdly mundane.

To return to Ngai’s theory of disgust as an aesthetic of principled commitment, we should
note that her account of disgust lacks the progressive temporality central to theories of
committed socialist realism. Her theory of disgust complements reformed notions of iltizam
(commitment to the individual, to truth, etc.) developed after 1967 that have largely ceded
futurity. Importantly, Ngai’s notion of disgust seems to explicitly accept political defeat as its

proper context. I return to this point to highlight how affect — in this case disgust, but also
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exhaustion as explored above — takes on the critical function of socialist realism’s progressive
sense of time when the horizon of futurity is cut off and time collapses upon the present. This is
nothing short of a paradigm shift in literary aesthetics and their relationship to political critique,
which perhaps explains part of the notoriety Ibrahim acquired in the wake of Tilka al-ra’iha’s
scandal-riddled publication. Part and parcel of the critical punch of affect in Ibrahim’s writing,
i.e., why his quotidian yet repulsive and vulgar aesthetics register as political critique, is the
immediate context of political impotence in the face of authoritarianism. This is the difficult
paradox of Tilka al-rd’iha and 67: Readers’ enduring identification with aspects of Ibrahim’s
aesthetic and affective world — exhaustion, disgust, impotence, insatiety — is integral to his
literary critique’s sustained relevance through the neoliberal era. At the same time, the longevity
of Ibrahim’s aesthetic project of critical affect points to the durability of authoritarianism and the

complicities and compromises it fosters.
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Chapter 3 — Arwa Salih and the Horizon of Critique

Introduction: The ECWP, the Student Movement, Arwa Salih, and al-Mubtasariin

In the wake of the 1967 defeat and the global student protests of 1968, Marxist student
groups formed across Egyptian universities. Some were folded into the Egyptian Communist
Workers Party (ECWP, hizb al-‘ummal al-shuyti ‘T al-mist1). The ECWP was not a state-
sanctioned political party but benefitted from the university campus’s status as a space from
which students might openly challenge Sadat’s authoritarianism, his slowness to reclaim
sovereignty over Sinai (which prolonged mandatory youth military service), and the dire
economic reality of a state retreating from social welfare programs.* Given its origins and the
importance of the university as a site of political organization and demonstration, the ECWP was
made up primarily of student members. The ECWP was the most intellectually influential and
radical of the parties of the third-wave Left. (Genarro Gervasio describes the first-wave Left as
the labor organizing of the early twentieth century; the second-wave Left came in the postwar
period and the Nasser era.) > Throughout the 1970s, the ECWP circulated publications offering a
strong Marxist critique of the Sixties Generation’s compromises with the Nasser regime,
especially the decision to dissolve the independent Egyptian Communist Party (ECP, al-hizb al-

shuyii ‘1 al-misr1) and the Democratic Movement for National Liberation (HADITU, al-haraka al-

1 Hanan Hammad, “Arwa Salih’s ‘The Premature’: Gendering the History of the Egyptian Left,” The Arab Studies
Journal 24, no. 1 (Spring 2016): 123.

2 Gennaro Gervasio, al-Haraka al-markisiyya fi misr (1967-1981), trans. Basma Muhammad ‘Abd al-Rahman and
Carmine Cartolano (Cairo: al-Markaz al-gawmi li-I-tarjama, 2010), 337.
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dimugratiyya li-I-taharrur al-watan) into Nasser’s Socialist Union (al-ittihad al-ishtirakt) in
1965.3

Among the writers for ECWP’s publications was Arwa Salih, a student of English
literature at the University of Cairo. Salih and her comrades transformed the ECWP and its
student activists into a political movement that briefly demanded national attention. Their
movement was known as the Student Movement (al-haraka al-tulabiyya). In 1971-72, Salih
played a leading role in escalating student protests on campus. She was arrested when police
stormed campus in December 1972. In late December 1972 and early January 1973 the Student
Movement occupied Tahrir Square. Their demands for social justice, an end to authoritarian rule,
and war with Israel to reclaim Sinai won them popular support. The call for a war to reclaim
national sovereignty exemplifies how dominant the national cause remained on the Egyptian
Left, even among the ECWP which was critical of the previous generation’s compromises with
the Nasserist state. As Gervasio notes, this marked the second time when the Left elevated the
national cause at the expense of ‘the social cause,’ i.e., class struggle.> When Sadat did wage a
limited war to reclaim Sinai, he effectively neutralized a major aspect of the Student
Movement’s popular appeal. Moreover, he — the head of state and the military, not the students —
reaped the political benefits of the limited nationalist victory. Tragically for the Left, Sadat
seized the moment to reorient Egypt toward the capitalist Cold-War camp, make peace with

Israel, and set Egypt upon a path of neoliberalization with his infitah, the so-called Open Door.

3 Samah Najib, “al-Haraka al-shuyii‘iyya al-misriyya: tarikh min al-furus al-da’i‘a,” al-Adab, December 12, 2017,

http://al-adab.com/article/a3Uall- o yall-(ye-Fes)B-45 naall-dic guid) &Sy,
4 Hammad, “Arwa Salih’s ‘The Premature’: Gendering the History of the Egyptian Left,” 123.

5 Gervasio, al-Haraka al-markisiyya fi misr (1967-1981), 254
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After the 1973 October War and infitah, Salih’s activities with the ECWP were pushed
further underground as Sadat cracked down on the Left and arrests escalated throughout the
decade. These arrests increased after the 1977 Bread Intifada, a spontaneous popular revolt
against the economic pains caused by infitah and neoliberal restructuring pushed by the IMF and
World Bank. While the ECWP did play a role in the Bread Intifada, it was an unorganized
expression of popular rage and economic despair rather than the ‘communist conspiracy’ Sadat
used as grounds to arrest scores of ECWP members and other Leftists.® After Sadat shocked
Egypt and the Arab World by travelling to Jerusalem to address the Knesset in 1977 and then by
signing the Camp David Accords in 1978, the ECWP doubled down on the national issue. Sadat,
growing increasingly sensitive to dissent, intensified arrests and repression of the Left —
including the ECWP — and openly supported the Islamicization of Egyptian public culture as a
counterweight to the Left. Mass arrests in 1980-81 and the conservative turn in public culture
and politics were existential threats to the ECWP.

Because of the increasingly clandestine and insular nature of the ECWP, the record of
Salih’s political writings is regrettably inconsistent. By the mid-1980s, Salih had grown deeply
frustrated with clandestine politics, the Left’s toxic interpersonal relationships, and her peers’
casually sexist behavior toward women. These experiences offered little support in her lifelong
struggle with depression and schizophrenic episodes. As a result, Salih withdrew from political
militancy and left Egypt for Spain for several years in the mid-1980s. While there, she wrote a
memoir, but then lost the manuscript. In 1991, she published an Arabic translation of Tony
Cliff’s 1984 book Class Struggle and Women'’s Liberation. In 1996, her sweeping and deeply

personal critique of her own Student-Movement generation of Leftists, a/-Mubtasariin (The

6 Gervasio, 345.
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Stillborn), was published. The bulk of the book’s text was written in 1991, however this core is
framed by a 1996 preface and an appendix containing two letters written in 1985 and 1988. This
textual layering offers a glimpse at the genealogy of her thought and helps us understand how it
evolved in the context of the deepening neoliberalism of the Mubarak era and the global waves
of disenchanted Leftists surrounding the collapse of the Soviet Union. The 1980s-1990s saw the
development, in Egypt and globally, of body-conscious liberalism and feminism conversant in
the discourse of human rights. The layers of al-Mubtasariin highlight Salih’s concerns and, at
times, uneasy convergence with aspects of this shift from defeated Leftism to ascendent
liberalism. Perhaps because of how directly Salih addressed the changing postures of the
Egyptian Left during these and preceding decades, al-Mubtasariin’s publication cost Salih
dearly: she was dismissed from her job and denied another job offer, in both instances by former
Leftist comrades disgruntled by her book’s critical depiction of their generation and its political
movement.” In 1997, just months after al-Mubtasariin’s publication, Salih committed suicide.
Her friends hastily published a collection of her writings after her death under the title Saratan
al-Rith (Cancer of the Soul, 1998). That book includes several short journal entries and personal
reflections, a rather long poem from which the book draws its title, and essays of literary
criticism on the novels of Sun‘allah Ibrahim. Her friends reveal in the introduction to Saratan al-
Rith that some of Salih’s writings that remain unpublished: literary translations, literary criticism,
poetry, autobiographical writing, letters, and a third introduction to al-Mubtasarin criticizing her
own Seventies Generation’s views of the national cause.

Access to Salih’s writings remains sorely limited. This fact underscores how marginal a

figure Salih was to the literary Left, despite her political engagement. She published with minor

7 Hammad, “Arwa Salih’s ‘The Premature’: Gendering the History of the Egyptian Left,” 132.
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Leftist publishers, staying removed from the state-cultural apparatus. Unlike so many of her
colleagues, she never made the career compromises that brought much of the Student-Movement
Generation into state-backed cultural institutions and internationally funded NGOs. Her marginal
and oppositional position to this post-infitah inheritance is an important aspect of her critique,
evoking Edward Said’s discussion of secular criticism, which he describes as oppositional to
both ideological dogma and the “quasi-theological” order and influence of the state.® Salih’s
example of what Said calls “critical consciousness” is not critique from afar, but a manner of
critique structured by the gendered affect that comes from her personal experience of political
militancy.’ By this I mean that Salih’s embodied, gendered experiences and emotions are not
excluded by an idealized masculinist logic or vulgar Marxism. She treats her lived experiences
and affect — her anger, resentment, regrets, and doubts — as sources of critical knowledge. Thus,
gender is neither the central object of Salih’s analysis nor a mere afterthought. It is part and
parcel of her critical methodology. In this way, Salih addresses key gaps in the historiography of
the Egyptian Left, which has been dominated by male partisans interested in theoretical and
organizational factions.!? Gender inflects the tone of principled despair that dominates her work
and 1s integral to her epistemological project. This principled despair clarifies the horizon of her
critique and search in communism for the “ethical knowledge (al-ma‘rifa al-akhlaqiyya)” of how

to exist in a cruel and unjust world, which is how she describes her project in the 1996 preface. '

8 Said, The World, the Text, and the Critic, 10-11.
° Said, 5.

10 Joel Beinin, “Book Review: The Communist Movement in Egypt, 1920-1988.,” The American Historical Review 97,
no. 1 (February 1992): 258, https://doi.org/10.2307/2164676.

11 Arwa Salih, al-Mubtasariin: dafatir wahida min jil al-haraka al-tullabiyya (al-Duqqt: Dar al-nahr li-1-nashr wa-1-
tawzi', 1996); Arwa Salih, The Stillborn: Notebooks of a Woman from the Student-Movement Generation in Egypt,
trans. Samah Selim, The Arab List (London: Seagull Books, 2018), 15.
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In al-Mubtasariin, Salih’s analysis focuses upon the legacy her generation inherited from
the Sixties Generation of Leftists — their political compromises, Cold-War political map,
nationalism, and sense of their own historical role. Most notably, Salih’s analysis also draws
upon extensive analysis of the affective and social experiences of militancy in this transitional,
intergenerational context. Salih’s juxtaposition of an embodied and gendered analysis of
individual and collective affect and a strident Marxist analysis of class formation and bourgeois
morality shed light on the lived experience of political militancy, historical change, and class
relations across the decades between the Student Movement and the solidly neoliberal Egypt of
the 1990s. The layered nature of the al-Mubtasariin is fundamental to assessing how Salih’s own
understanding and critique of the major issues she addresses — the defeat of the Left, the Left’s
compromises, the thorny question of a militant’s personal motives, and the nation and
nationalism — changed over time. Her 1996 preface on militant kitsch (al-kitsch al-nidali) is a
particularly significant layer of al-Mubtasariin because in it Salih critiques elements at the core
of her 1991 text. By critiquing her past commitment to the nation and by introducing the concept
of militant kitsch as a way of approaching the personal and social experience of militancy (and,
by extension, militant art forms like iltizam), Salih offers us analytical tools to read her book

explicitly “within the parentheses of history.”*?

Political Maps, Political Inheritance

12 Hassan Khan, “Archetypal Intellectuals, Devastated Revolutionaries, Kitsch Mythologies, and a Writer Who Dared
to Look at Herself: The Disenchanted,” Bidoun, no. 9: Rumor (Winter 2007),
https://www.bidoun.org/articles/archetypal-intellectuals-devastated-revolutionaries-kitsch-mythologies-and-a-
writer-who-dared-to-look-at-herself.
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A major concern of Salih’s 1996 preface is how to grapple with and situate the haunt of
the national struggle in her earlier writing. This amounts to a redirection of the historiographical
intervention she made in the core chapters of al-Mubtasariin and invites a critical reading of the
entire book as a layered, dynamic text. As Salih wrestles with the national issue in her writing
and in the history of the Egyptian Left, she employs the metaphor of the shifting Cold-War
political map of postcolonial Egypt and the decolonizing — then neoliberalizing — globe. Her first
reference to the map comes with her introduction to the Student-Movement Generation of
Leftists (to which she belonged) and the sense of geopolitics they inherited from the Sixties
Generation. She writes of her own generation:
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It was the first ever generation of the left that all of Egypt applauded; ‘the

generation that was rewarded for its nationalism before it had paid the price for

it’, as an old Marxist who had witnessed Nasser’s purge of the communists in

1959 bitterly told me. Even more importantly, this same generation was never

able to imagine itself escaping the borders of the established political map that it

eventually came to see as a pipe-dream: to the east the socialist camp, to the west

the capitalist one, and in the middle, at the very beating heart, the national

independence movements of the third world.™
This statement shows the extent to which Salih and her peers saw their world and their place in

history through a nationalist lens — this despite being communists. She coins her generation’s

historical-political worldview:
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13 Qalih, al-Mubtasariin, 6-7; Salih, The Stillborn, 3.
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contradictory consciousness, simultaneously Marxist and nationalist.*
While this worldview makes sense in the historical context of the Cold War and decolonization,
it also belies the marginality of the Marxist Left and the extent of its political debt to nationalist
populism, which was dominated by the state. Indeed, Salih directly confronts this situation in her
1996 preface:
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But in reality, we were nothing but bonded inhabitants of the Cold War map. We

stood at its margins though — a communist opposition that built its one moment of

glory on a transitional regime’s inability to resolve the national question, a tiny

Marxist faction on a political map whose broader leadership and goals were

nationalist. In spite of all our Marxist nattering then, the language which we chose

to read our world (or which history chose for us) was nationalist, as was our

historical consciousness.*
The ‘transitional regime’ Salih references here is, of course, Sadat’s. His regime transitioned
from Nasserist socialism to U.S.-backed capitalism. Sadat’s infitah, which inaugurated this
geopolitical and economic shift, was made on the heels of the October 1973 War with Israel. In
this way, Sadat’s response to the Student Movement’s demands for war with Israel over the Sinai
ushered in the geopolitical and economic realignment (infitah) that would rewrite the map of
Egyptian politics and render the communist Left irrelevant.

Moreover, Salih emphasizes how fundamentally misplaced the Left’s nationalist

nostalgia was. It was one thing for the Sixties Generation to play a marginal role on the Cold-

War map to which they properly belonged. It was quite another for the Student-Movement

14 Salih, 14; Salih, 14.
15 Salih, 7; Salih, 4.
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Generation of the seventies to fancy themselves marginal players on a map that had dissolved
and been made over. Comparing her generation to the Sixties Generation, Salih describes the
difference though her map metaphor:
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It was as though we found ourselves standing in the same marginal spot, on the
same map, only in reverse, like a ghostly negative image.*®

This place on a political map so ahistorically conceived distorted the Student-Generation Left’s
sense of politics and history, a sense which properly belonged to the previous generation. Not
only was their conception of the Nasser era a vision through rose-tinted glasses; it also skewed
their sense of belonging to history — both the political history of Egypt and the specific history of
the Egyptian Left. Their nostalgia for Nasser’s nationalism, whose prisons they — unlike the
Sixties Generation — never saw from the inside, blinded them to the ways nationalism could (and
would) be used to shift Egypt’s politics to the right and consolidate authoritarian military rule.
For Salih, confronting the remade political map entails confronting the process of
historical change and questioning the relationship between intellectuals and the state. Salih
condemns the vision of history that places militant political activists and intellectuals at the

center. She argues that history is
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not some spirit that floats in the ether and passes judgement, applauding militants
who move the wheel forward and threatening those who impede its progress.
History is constructed by human beings who are not ‘made of different clay,’ as
the communists once described Stalin, and its course is most often determined by
the worst of them.’

16 Salih, 8; Salih, 6.

17 Salih, 9; Salih, 7-8.
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This statement amounts to a critique of the political activists and urban intellectuals who
overvalued their own historical role and sway with workers and peasants as well as a critique of
their slowness to see the regressive nature of the state’s nationalism. In castigating her
generation’s failure to confront the way history was being constructed before them, Salih offers a
caveat to her critique, a caveat that ultimately reinforces her point: she too writes as
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an intellectual on the margins who merely observes events and cannot affect their
outcomes. '

To illustrate the ineffective insularity of militant intellectuals, Salih makes clear how the activist
class’s alienation from the masses was both part of their sense of self-worth and superiority that

they derived from militancy and central to their political failures. She writes in her 1988 letter:
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There are people of whom nothing is left once you’ve subtracted the militant.
That’s because their relationship to the human beings on whose behalf they fight
is corrupted, and so their ‘struggle’ falls to pieces in spite of their sincerity. I’ve
seen people who kept on going despite having hardly any real contact with flesh-
and-blood human beings. For them, the struggle is a form of condescension.?
This portrait and its attention to political class in tandem with the affective and interpersonal

dynamics of the lived experience of militancy are central to Salih’s gendered critique of the

committed intellectual and the aesthetic dogma of iltizam.

18 Salih, 9; Salih, 8.
19 Salih, 99-100; Salih, 121.
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Gendering Iltizam

In this chapter, I seek to clarify the stakes of Salih’s critical methodology by reading her
project alongside the literary history of iltizam. Though nowhere in al-Mubtasariin does Salih
explicitly reference iltizam, I contend that her critical method and search for ethical knowledge
frame iltizam as a form of militant kitsch that prized dogma and ready-made answers over ethical
and political curiosity. In literature, this kitschy strain of iltizam produced an aesthetic ideology
with gendered metaphors and aesthetics that colored how the Egyptian Left of the Nasser era
(and, to some extent, beyond it) represented their world and understood its politics: as linked to
the state.?’ As explored in Chapter 2, the Sixties Generation had a markedly ambiguous
relationship to the state, often supporting its socialist and/or nationalist vision but objecting to its
authoritarianism. We should see Salih as fitting into this lineage of Leftist writers renegotiating
their relationship to the state through innovations in critical method, style, language, and form.?!
I will show how the form, method, and content of Salih’s critique interrupt further inheritance of
iltizam’s political and literary kitsch. Salih’s critical and epistemological intervention offers an
alternative lens through which we might theorize the shifts in the literature, culture, and politics
of Egypt’s transition from Nasserism to neoliberalism.

While Salih’s discussion of the individual’s experience of political militancy and the
(ex)militant’s compromises with the state undeniably sits in a decades-long line of literary and
political theory inflected by the central concerns of iltizam, I seek to push the critical impact of

Salih’s critique beyond these rather self-evident and broad theoretical connections toward a

20 See Di-Capua, No Exit, 108-19.
21 See Selim, The Novel and the Rural Imaginary in Egypt, 1880-1985, 145-51.
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specific, less overt aspect of iltizam’s literary legacy: its gendered aesthetics and symbolic
economy. That is, I seek to connect Salih’s distinctly gendered critical method to gendered
elements of iltizam’s literary history and aesthetic legacy such as national allegory and its
political-sexual symbolism, committed and socialist realism and their gendered ideals of heroic
masculinity and sacrificial motherhood, and their critical deformations in the wake of Nasser’s
mass arrest of Egyptian communists 1959-64 and, more broadly, the 1967 military defeat. Salih’s
relationship to iltizam’s politics and gendered aesthetics is not straightforward. Her experience as
a militant did not leave her simply “disillusioned,” a term she despises and views as a way to
avoid confronting the sincerity of defeated convictions or, alternately, confronting how one has
compromised principle.?? In a similar vein, Salih’s relationship to the Nineties Generation’s
personal-is-political turn away from ‘the major issues’ (al-qadaya al-kubra), i.e., class and
national liberation, toward a gendered ‘writing the body’ (kitabat al-jasad) is also uneasy.?’
Because the various gendered interventions made by Salih and the Nineties Generation alike
were central to the broader aesthetic shifts in the half-century of literary history in Neoliberal
Egypt, al-Mubtasariin, a political-historical critique at face value, offers an insightful model for
rethinking the gendered aesthetic and political legacy of iltizam in literature, the arts, and public
culture. Gender and affect lie at the heart of these aesthetic transformations and Salih’s analytical
method alike. By reading her historical-political critique in terms of gendered literary symbolism
and aesthetics, I seek to make clear the resonance of her analytical method in the field of modern

Arabic literature — especially Egyptian literature — on the one hand, and to point out the way

22 Arwa Salih, al-Mubtasariin: dafatir wahida min jil al-haraka al-tulabiyya (al-Duqqt: Dar al-nahr li-l-nashr wa-I-
tawzi’, 1996), 112. Salih uses the English term here without a translation.

23 E| Sadda, Gender, Nation, and the Arabic Novel, 145.
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literature and critique are implicated in the very social and political changes that forged and
solidified Egypt’s neoliberal era on the other.

Al-Mubtasarin is primarily an account and critique of the fall and aftermath of the
Student-Movement Generation of the Egyptian Left. The major literary context of that history is
the legacy of iltizam and its undoing. While Salih does not once explicitly address iltizam as
aesthetic ideology in her work, the terms she repeats — munadil (militant), multazim (committed),
al-waqi” (reality), al-haqiqa (truth) — evoke iltizam’s theoretical vocabulary. Salih’s use of
multazim and al-waqi® are particularly innovative and subvert the intellectual history of iltizam.
Salih often refers to the committed (multazim) intellectual or artist sarcastically to rhetorically
discredit his pretensions. This is evident from the very first instance the word appears in al-

Mubtasarin, in Salih’s opening portrait of the male intellectual:
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From his solid ground of bourgeois morality, he leaps up into the open air of
freedom, only to find that he has gathered into himself the moral corruption of all
classes. So he grows his beard and declares himself to be ‘alienated’ (mughtarib).
Then, thanks to his native intelligence, he finally succeeds in securing a
respectable position in society. From his comfortable armchair on the set of some
television talk show (if he happens to make it that far), he might announce that he
is a ‘committed (multazim) artist’, and the audience is rightly bored to tears.*

Salih’s use of al-waqi‘ (reality) and al-waqi‘iyya (realism) amounts to a more dramatic
critique of iltizam’s lexicon. She departs from notion of reality that belonged to the committed
realism of the mid-twentieth century. As Samah Selim writes, such committed realism grew out

of a shift away from bourgeois first-person narrators in favor of dialogue expressive of a wider

24 Qalih, al-Mubtasariin, 25; Salih, The Stillborn, 22-23.
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range of social classes and relations.? Salih also departs from the socialist realism rigidly
theorized by Mahmiid Amin al-‘Alim and ‘Abd al-‘Azim Anis, who saw reality as the object and
starting point of literary critique - “the source of literature (masdar al-adab)”.?® For them, reality
was understood as moldable and open to radical change. However, the critical use and potential
of reality shifted dramatically from the quasi-Stalinist literary ideology of Nasserism’s heyday
with the series of Leftist defeats that paved the way for Neoliberal Egypt: Nasser’s imprisonment
of the communists in 1959, the 1967 Naksa, and the 1973 infitah. In these defeats, reality was
made static, impervious to socialist future-building projects or ideals. In the neoliberal turn of
infitah, reality became a weapon to snuff out Leftist aspirations and calls for change. The reality
of Neoliberal Egypt is capitalist markets and authoritarian military rule. Thus, reality ceased to
be a term from which and upon which we might imagine a more socially just future. It became a
term that forces us to forgo progressive change — those dreams need a reality check! Reality grew
bitter and constraining as in al-waqi‘ al-murr (bitter reality) and amr al-waqi‘ (status quo or fait
accompli). Salih incorporates this changed sense of reality and realism and addresses it directly

when chronicling the bourgeois morality of the Nasser era:
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The political climate was one in which Marxism and Marxists were ‘tolerated’ as
harmless dreamers. The regime would nevertheless occasionally steal bits from
the language of Marxism to make up for the poverty of the bourgeois thought
which was its real — not borrowed — ideological basis. The language of the
international bourgeoisie at the time of Nasser’s rise to power was not fitted to

25 Selim, The Novel and the Rural Imaginary in Egypt, 1880-1985, 139—-45.

% ‘Abd al-‘Azim Anis and Mahmiid Amin al-‘Alim, F al-thagafa al-misriyya, al-Tab‘a al-thalitha (Cairo: Dar al-
thaqafa al-jadida, 1989), 21.
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people’s dreams of changing the world. It was this same bourgeoisie that invented

the ‘pragmatism’ (al-wagqi‘iyya) that chokes us to death today. The Nasserist

vision got all tangled up with Marxism, and it became increasingly difficult to

distinguish between the two until well after the flood waters had receded.?
In this passage, ‘al-waqi‘iyya,” which Samah Selim has strategically translated as ‘pragmatism’
but which literally means ‘realism,’ is a clear reference to the opportunistic pragmatism of the
Nasserist state intelligentsia and the intellectual histories of iltizam and socialist realism. A
similar transformation can be seen in Salih’s use of al-haqiqa (truth). Truth shifts from a
revolutionary inspiration to a limiting factor — the bitter truth, the hard truth. Defeat becomes
integral to truth. Salih makes this link explicit in her 1996 preface when clarifying her driving

question of the truth of who she and her generation used to be:
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In this book, I’ve tried to sketch this first part of the truth. Who were we? What
was our experience? In other words: How did we come to be defeated?*

These twin shifts in the lexicon of Salih’s critique belie how the horizon of engagement
has been redrawn in Egypt’s neoliberal turn. Engagement is reoriented from a committed act that
changes social reality and shapes lived experiences in a deeply material and political sense, to an
individual act of struggle and critique to grapple with truth — of politics, self, and collective — and
reconcile it with defeated but not altogether lost political ideals. In response to the question of
who Salih and her comrades truly were, she writes,

Ll 5258 e adayla

27 Qalih, al-Mubtasariin, 28; Salih, The Stillborn, 27-28.
28 Qalih, 13-14; Salih, 13.
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I think that everyone must simply shoulder his own burden on this.*
For the Left, absent independent political community, recovering truth and reality from the
collective dogma and compromises of the Nasser era and its literature of iltizam must be
undertaken individually. The type of critique this would entail is practically challenging given
how truth itself is fleeting and precious in a society continually seeking to justify, normalize, and
obscure the profiteering and deeply antisocial and inhumane relations of the authoritarian market
logic that drive it. The same fragility holds true for socialist ideals — to say nothing of politics —
given how relentlessly they are portrayed as unrealistic, naive, or dangerous. Salih’s writing
stands out as an example of Left critique precisely because she pursues truth and political ideals
— two rarities in Neoliberal Egypt — in dialectical tandem. This is the fundamental challenge and
necessity at the heart of her “quest for ethical knowledge.””*°

The major critical gestures Salih puts forward in al-Mubtasariin also speak the legacy of
iltizam. Iltizam is implicated in three aspects of Salih’s critique in particular: her critique of
nationalist politics, her notion of militant kitsch, and her gendering of the committed intellectual.
The first two lines of critique are found in her 1996 preface, while gendering the committed
intellectual male is a backbone of her 1991 core text. With these major lines of Salih’s implicit
critique of iltizam, we might read a/-Mubtasariin as something of an antidote to iltizam’s
dogmatic aesthetic ideology. I argue that Salih repudiates the dogma and aesthetic of iltizam as
emblematic of the compromises that poisoned the Leftist legacy her generation inherited. Salih
describes the compromised role of Marxist intellectuals in Nasser’s regime — especially after the

1959-1964 imprisonment of communists:

29 Salih, 13; Salih, 13.

%0 Salih, 15; Salih, 15.
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In the sixties, the intellectual’s role was scripted by the Nasser regime: a
reasonable prison sentence, discharge, then a job in one of the regime’s bustling
bureaucracies. The Marxist intellectual had one of two choices: he could either
sing from behind the bars of his cage or wither away in a crushing tomb of
solitude.

For the Marxists, their compromise was multiple. On the political level, they settled for a
nationalist regime whose socialism was based less on class politics than the Cold-War political
map that centered Nasser as the father of the liberated nation. Indeed, Salih understands this
keenly when she describes how Marxist opposition to Nasser’s regime — had it succeeded —
would have alienated the Marxists from the masses whose political investment was in the
national struggle, not socialism.
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If the militant of the sixties had actually managed to oppose the regime
thoroughly and completely, the only good it would have done would have been to
isolate him totally from the only struggle in town, the only one of real interest to
the masses. This is why part of him was always attached to the regime — a regime
that constantly alternated between rallying and persecuting the people in the name
of the nation.*

On the personal level — the specter of private motives being a recurrent haunt of Salih’s account

— the Marxists who “settled down to sing half a song (iktafa bi-nisf ughaniyyatih),” i.e., who took

31 Salih 25-26; Salih, 23.
32 Salih, 27; Salih, 26.
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jobs in Nasser’s state-cultural industries and government ministries, compromised because the
alternative was an alienated and impoverished irrelevance.*’

These compromises pushed the Nasser era toward a Soviet-style hegemonic conception
of culture, literature, and politics dominated by the state and by Nasser as its “benevolent
patriarch (rabb al-‘a’ila).”** In the literary arena, the practitioners and theorists of iltizam were
overwhelmingly men. They produced a gendered symbolic and political schema that elevated
heroic masculinity and feminine sacrifice and supported a social reality of neopatriarchal state
authority. It is because of the endurance of this gendered symbolic language in Salih’s writing
that Hanan Hammad argues that “Salih uncritically uses gendered language throughout her
narrative and contradicts her own critique of mainstream masculinity.”* Hammad continues,

Mocking the failure of her old comrades under Nasser, she writes that they ‘failed

to be real men.” To her, when bourgeois men had to face life’s realities, they

experience ‘losing’ and even violation of virginity (bakara). She uses the Arabic

term fadd al-bakara, which literally means hymen removal, a process that only the

female body can undergo. Such expressions echo traditional understandings of

masculinity and a sexual regime that equates failure with femininity and virginity

with a pristine female body.*®
I disagree with Hammad’s reading. Given the literary legacy of iltizam and the pervasive
nostalgia among large sectors of the Left for Nasser as the so-called ‘benevolent patriarch,’
Salih’s use of gendered language is, in fact, smartly critical. We should consider her gendered

language as responding to the progressive sexual-political symbolism of iltizam’s allegories and

its critical deformations in the New Sensibility. As is evident in Salih’s literary criticism on the

33 Salih, 26; Salih, 24.
34 Salih, 36 ; Salih, 41.
35 Hammad, “Arwa Salih’s ‘The Premature’: Gendering the History of the Egyptian Left,” 137.

36 Hammad, 137.
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fiction of Sun‘allah Ibrahim,>’ she writes with an awareness of how deformed sexual-political
symbolism offered a literary critique of state torture in the 1960s and the corruption of post-
infitah society beginning in the 1970s.3® Thus, she does not merely reproduce this gendered
symbolic language but satirizes and disturbs it. The specific instances Hammad references as
examples of Salih’s supposedly uncritical use of patriarchal language are rather exemplary in
showing how she weaves gender into her critique of the bourgeois morality and social relations
of Neoliberal Egypt. Salih’s ‘mocking’ reference to the Sixties Generation Leftists comes as part
of a broader discussion of the relationship between that generation and her own Student-
Movement Generation, a relationship she pointedly critiques for passing on a toxic inheritance.

A fuller quotation captures this context:
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Instead of leaving us to our own devices — of giving us the space to work out our
living reality and to let experience sift out left from right — they nursed us on their
poisoned milk. These prior and internecine conflicts had devastating
consequences. The student movement inherited them before the real world could
shape its growth, before certain individuals deliberately moulded a handful of
people into material with which to settle old scores. These individuals were
shameless enough to treat their ‘disciples’ as though they were a contested family
legacy: dunce apprentices for ready-made teachers who had never learnt how to
be men.*

While some might fault Salih for mixing gendered metaphors in this passage, the images of a

mother breastfeeding poisoned milk and a father who never learned to be a man cut at the heart

37 Arwa Salih, Saratan al-rith (Cairo: al-Nahr li-l-nashr wa-I-tawzi‘, 1998), 105-61.
38 See Massad, Desiring Arabs, 334.
39 Salih, 49; Salih, The Stillborn, 60-61.

122



of the gendered symbolism of the nation. By reading Salih on her own terms, we see that
learning how to be men has less to do with gender in the Arab cultural context and more to do
with social and political values. She later bemoans the loss of what Nouri Gana has posited as a
gender-neutral notion of manhood (rujiila), which carries personal, social, and even political

virtues available to men and women alike.*’ Salih writes,
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There was, in what we call our ‘backward’ values, a finer conception of manhood,

one that was based in a rich legacy of ethical striving. Our generation simply

dropped the nobility of the ideal and kept the backwardness.*!
By integrating this language into her critique — especially within the immediate context of her
book, which is a scathing repudiation of bourgeois family values and social structures — Salih
simultaneously criticizes the harmful relationship between the Sixties and Student-Movement
Generations of militants and discredits the idealized gendered symbolism she ascribes to the
bourgeois morality of the Nasser era.

The same can be said of Salih’s unconventional description of the bourgeois male being

deflowered or losing his virginity upon confronting the fact that

plic ) gl adi Y A5 5 sall aghl el (ol e e snd (il gy yneny L) o3 () g ) callal) 130
Lt AS LAl (e

this world — this natural inheritance of his — turns according to the rules of a
savage game and that his inherited privileges are merely conveniences that do not
exempt him from playing this game.*?

40 Nouri Gana, “Bourguiba’s Sons: Melancholy Manhood in Modern Tunisian Cinema,” The Journal of North African
Studies 15, no. 1 (March 2010): 106-7.

41 Qalih, al-Mubtasariin, 88; Salih, The Stillborn, 110.
42 S3lih, 74; Salih, 95-96.
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(The game Salih refers to here is the self-interested attitude toward marriage and sexual mores
that centers property and status accumulation.) The broader context of this statement matters; the
fact that it precedes Salih’s critique of the “triangle of goddess, wife and whore” that traps
women in a bind with its sexist equation of a woman’s morals with her sexual behavior should
inform our understanding of Salih’s figurative use of virginity.** Moreover, that

4518 i) Ziinl) S e

If he knew the full truth it would deflower him**

does not make literal sense when gendered male is precisely Salih’s point. Just as with her
mixing of gendered parental metaphors, Salih’s playful notion that the bourgeois male being
deflowered by truth is not merely a way to sully his moral reputation with distinctly feminine
shame. Salih’s unconventionally gendered expression subverts the sexist and capitalist moral
underpinnings of that very shame. Her critique here is more robust than merely recycling
patriarchal language in order to criticize it. Salih confronts a more engulfing condition in
Neoliberal Egypt — with economic, political, and gendered dimensions — which implicates men

and women.

Political Compromises
On a political level, Salih describes the constraints of iltizam as the prescribed aesthetic
form of the Nasser era:
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3 Salih, 89; Salih, 112.

44 Salih, al-Mubtasariin, 74. My translation.
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During the Nasser era, leftists with real talent engaged in a circumscribed literary

movement whose parameters were defined by the regime. It forced them to speak

in symbols and metaphors.*
The progressive sexual-political symbolism of iltizam was built upon a national allegory that
hinged in large part upon the era’s Cold-War political map focused upon anti-colonial national
struggles. Though often inflected with a veneer of socialist class-consciousness, this political
frame and its corresponding literary forms were rooted in the nation and, therefore, easily
associated with the state and with Nasser himself. The Student-Movement Generation inherited

this compromising posture toward the regime and its nationalism — even if they fancied

themselves beyond it:
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We had imagined that we were the children of a new era, an era in which the
people would finally declare their independence from the Nasser regime, but we
were wrong.*®
This legacy was found in the overt nationalism — not socialism — behind the demand for war with
Israel over Sinai, a position that only makes sense in the framework of the Cold-War political
map that Nasser had so thoroughly dominated but which was shattered in 1967. When Salih
writes of the masses’ support for a war to reclaim Egypt’s national sovereignty, she also
implicates the Student-Movement Left:
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The impoverished masses had not yet severed their ties to the regime. The people
wanted the regime to go to war. It never occurred to them that anybody else could

4> Qalih, 45; Salih, The Stillborn, 54.

% Salih, 28; Salih, 27.
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wage the battle against colonialism (the regime had trained them to believe this).

They themselves certainly couldn’t do it — and all alone no less! Nor did it occur

to the students whom we set out to persuade of the necessity of fighting a popular

war of liberation, that we were asking them to part ways with the regime.*’

It becomes clear in Salih’s account that the strategic compromise with the regime, i.e., the
decision not to part with it in a clear way, went hand in hand with the political compromise
surrounding nationalism’s place ahead of socialism. This is in part a result of the specific
demand of the Student Movement: war — a military function of the state. Moreover, the fact that
war was central to this transitional moment in Egyptian political economy and the Egyptian Left
shows how central the militarized state remained despite the geopolitical shifts.

The seeds of the Left’s failures in the wake of the October 1973 War and infitah were
thus sown in the Nasser Era with the Left’s compromises with the state’s militarized nationalism.
In them Salih sees major lines of continuity despite the geopolitical and economic transitions
from the Nasser era to the Sadat era. Even when the Student Movement succeeded in goading the
Egyptian nation to war, it lost the struggle to redefine the post-1973 agenda because it never

mounted a challenge to the centrality of the state and its military. Summarizing the extent of the

blunder whose path was littered with political compromises, Salih writes:
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‘The preservation of the regime’ against the evil conspiracies of colonialism
became equivalent to the liberation of Sinai, nothing more — and that, at any price,
including the price of selling off our national economy. Sinai was returned, the
regime emerged from the crisis unscathed and the economy was sold off on the
cheap as the regime’s ransom.*

47 Salih, 28-29; Salih, 28-29.
8 Salih, 37 ; Salih, 44.

126



The costs of compromise for the Student-Movement Left had grown more severe under Sadat.
After the October 1973 War, the imperative to struggle in defense of the nation had lost its Cold-
War smokescreen; Sadat’s pivot to the capitalist West was out in the open. This led to a profound
experience of personal, social, and political alienation on the Left.

For the political and cultural elites who had climbed Nasser’s bureaucracy, this
geopolitical pivot could have proven costly. As Salih shows in her analysis of this ascendant
class, however, their compromising and opportunistic approach to changing political winds made
for continuity in their class’s hold on power and projection of morality. Salih is attentive to the
calculating private motives of a class that sought social advancement in Nasser’s state-cultural
apparatus. As such, when profiteering was explicitly centered in Sadat’s post-infitah Egypt, the
existence of those same dynamics under Nasser’s veneer of Arab Nationalism were made clearer
in retrospect. Salih’s account of this class is telling:
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Their only edge was the ‘principles’ that gave the cover of legitimacy to their

thieving. They had hitched their social climbing to an ambitious nationalist-

capitalist project (‘socialist’ according to Nasser) but then they just washed their

hands of the whole affair and of Nasser himself as though both were a kind of

scabies (and they know that they can’t deceive history for ever). They even

‘discovered’ that their antagonism to wards colonialism had been the source of all
our miseries, since it had turned out to be so costly.*

49 Salih, 60 ; Salih, 77.
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As Salih continues, she emphasizes the rightward swing of the state’s nationalism (and that of its
intellectual client class) once Sadat managed to facilitate his Cold-War economic and
geopolitical realignment on the heels of the October 1973 War — a moment of nationalist fervor.
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I don’t find it at all surprising that they themselves pulled down the whole edifice

that had propped them up as a class in the first place. They executed Sadat’s

orders to the letter, as his ‘socialist’ predecessor had trained them to do, at all the

fateful moments. Even the dissidents didn’t forget to take their money with them

to invest abroad.*

We understand from this account of the class of statist intellectuals the long-term political
implications of privately motivated compromises with the regime:
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Far and wide they announced the end of great dreams and the beginning of the

age of ‘realism’, where there are no dreams, no purpose, no meaning to life apart

from material gain — the source of safety and security, the grand prize in a

nightmarish collective struggle to survive.*!

This self-preserving realism of the statist intellectual class was a legacy the Student-
Movement Generation inherited to disastrous personal and social effect. Indeed, the older Sixties
Generation’s accumulation of wealth and status provided the family-based class structures of
support upon which the Student-Movement Left could rely. This had the pernicious effect of

imbedding hierarchies of class and social status within the social networks of the 1970s Left. In

practical terms, by the 1970s — especially for those whose families were enriched by the

50 Salih, 60 ; Salih, 77.

>1 Salih, 60-61; Salih, 77.
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neoliberalizing infitah - the politically compromising mantra of social advancement (now the de
facto modus operandi of the state) afforded the defeated militants of the Student Movement the
means to cultivate social status outside of militant politics. For those who remained politically
active, their relationships grew increasingly alienating and toxic — marked by pervasive self-
preserving bourgeois realism — while their politics grew further removed from both the right-
wing political reality and the increasingly religious masses. Salih describes these class dynamics
thus:
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Property was their lifeline. These former militants found the same institutions
they had rebelled against waiting to embrace them with open arms: a family to
protect them and give them financial support, a close-knit patronage network
offering all kinds of opportunities for work and travel, the comfort and respect
guaranteed by belonging to a flourishing and prosperous social group and
countless little luxuries to make up for the past. But this process unfolded on a
different basis than it did for their parents. In the lives of these young men and
women, social distinction came to replace political distinction.>?

At the heart of this shift is the collapse of the political ideas that had brought the Student-
Movement Generation together. All that remained was the mantra of “self-realization (tahqiq al-
dhat),” relationships built upon class and status, and the complex of private motives that drove

people to militancy in the first place.>?

Post-Infitah Gender: Sex, Marriage, and Profit

52 Salih, 61; Salih, 78.

>3 Salih, 65 ; Salih, 83.
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Salih threads the gendered symbolism of iltizam through her overriding concern with the
Left’s compromises with neopatriarchal state power of “the July-revolution regime,”** by
gendering the committed intellectual male — which she does on the first pages of a/-
Mubtasariin’s 1991 core chapters, labeling him “muthaqqaf” and “multazim.”* Indeed, Salih
understands the continuities of the class of state intellectuals between the Nasser and Sadat eras
as expressing a bourgeois morality, which was rooted not only in the class concerns explored
above but also in fundamentally conservative notions of gender and institutions of family. This
gendered bourgeois morality is implicated in the affected portrait of the Student-Generation Left
that Salih paints. To begin, Salih draws an important distinction between the Sixties Generation
and her own Student-Movement Generation when it comes to women, sex, and gender. The
Student-Movement Generation espoused egalitarian principles in the realm of sexual relations

and drew many young women into its political movement:
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The student-movement generation was the first generation of leftists that really
believed in the dream of freely chosen relationships stripped of social calculation,
relationships built on love and on non-coercive forms of commitment.>®

This was a marked shift from the Salih’s description of the Sixties Generation’s sexual mores:
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54 Selim points out that Salih’s use of “the July-revolution regime” insists upon military and political continuity
between the Nasser and Sadat regimes: Salih, 17.

55 SQalih, al-Mubtasariin, 25.

56 Salih, al-Mubtasariin, 67; Salih, The Stillborn, 87.
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There was no radical questioning of sexual politics in their time. The Nasser
regime made sedate calls for the integration of women into the workplace, but
only in the context of its vision of the family’s social mobility — a vision in which
women were enjoined to struggle alongside their husbands with the ultimate aim
of rising into the ranks of the bourgeoisie. It was the only ambition that made
sense.”’

Salih’s account here makes plain the fundamentally conservative social binds inherent in

Nasser’s limited vision of women’s liberation. Therefore, when the Student-Movement

Generation’s egalitarian idealism collapsed in the aftermath of the October 1973 War and infitah,

the goals of social mobility and wealth accumulation that had constrained the Sixties

Generation’s attitude toward women resurged. For the disappointed Leftists in post-infitah

Egypt,
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There was no longer a common dream, only a shared fear of the void, of
economic insecurity and of the loneliness that afflicts a society in which people
turn inward, having once and for all lost the thread of the issues at stake — a
society in which there is nothing to give and take but suspicion occasionally and
utility, always, and in which thinking becomes a strange kind of vapid luxury.>®

In short, the social and political alienation of infitah alongside new anxieties and pressures of a

neoliberalizing economy mounted a challenge to the Student-Movement Generation’s previously

egalitarian and rebellious approach to sexual relations.

Salih frames her analysis of her own generation’s retreat to bourgeois marriage as

symptomatic of their retreat from the egalitarian political (and sexual) ideals they once held. This

was a form of surrender to the material anxieties and opportunities of infitah, an elevation of

57 Salih, 67; Salih, 86.

%8 Salih, 68-69; Salih, 88.
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private advancement at the expense of collective social ambitions. Moreover, it is important to
note the conflux of personal, social, and political-economic motives that occasioned this retreat
to a logic of crass pragmatism. Salih traces this retreat to the loss of a collective political project
in the wake of the October 1973 War and infitah - the public clearly not politicized along class
lines, the state’s nationalism having turned decidedly right-wing, and Islamism growing
ascendant. Additionally, by 1975 Sadat had begun arresting communists on a scale that would
reach new heights in the wake of the 1977 Bread Intifada. This drove communists underground
and removed holdover Leftist elements of the Nasserist era that had sacrificed and compromised
their way into the Sadat regime.* It was in this context of compounded political defeat and
retreat that the conservative institutions of property and marriage — to say nothing of religion,
which provided a new call to duty for some ex-Leftists — offered the appearance of material and
moral security. However, the accumulation of wealth and status in marriage acted as a weak
stand-in for the lost raison d’etre of these former militants. It did nothing to assuage their
alienation. It merely introduced an alienating capitalist logic of competition and sense of
precarity into the home. Contrary to marriage’s promise of material and moral security, Salih
describes spousal relationships as being warped and poisoned by the shifts — toward competition,

material self-interest, and feelings of political impotence and defeat — that took hold in the 1970s:
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The relationship falls back on dominant social norms and turns into an institution
inside which husband and wife take shelter from the brutal world outside as well
as from their private anxieties — anxieties constantly fueled by feelings of

9 Samah Selim, “Translator’s Introduction,” in The Stillborn: Notebooks of a Woman from the Student-Movement
Generation in Egypt (London: Seagull Books, 2018), xvi.
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impotence and deception, by the knowledge that the thing that unites them has
nothing to do with what first brought them together.®°

She means here that self-interest and the quest for material and moral security took over
marriage, obscuring any pretense of freely chosen love or mutual support. Competition was
internalized such that husband and wife viewed each other as a tool for self-advancement. In this

way,
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Marriage becomes an impersonal affair. The person is only important insofar as

they can play the role of husband or wife within the frame of the other’s

calculated self-interest. Marriage becomes an alienated relationship.®
Salih’s account of this transition stands out for its attention to the twin roles of class relations and
bourgeois morality. Because Salih thinks through each of these aspects in tandem, she manages
to inflect her account with attention to gender and affect to class-critical ends. This is, of course,
in contrast to traditional Marxist historical analysis often blind to the particularities of gender on
the one hand,® and social or intellectual histories that emphasize the conservative ideological
and cultural shifts of the 1970s without attention to the dramatic neoliberalizing economic
transformations of infitah and its context of authoritarianism on the other.% Herein lies Salih’s

historiographical intervention. By positing that bourgeois morality is an inextricable aspect of the

class shifts inaugurated by infitah - an aspect with uneven consequences for men and women -

60 Salih, al-Mubtasariin, 69; Salih, The Stillborn, 89.
61 Salih, 70; Salih, 90.
62 For example: Ghali Shukri, al-Thawra al-mudadda fi misr, al-Tab‘a al-thalitha (Cairo: al-Ahali, 1987).

83 For example: Elizabeth Suzanne Kassab, Contemporary Arab Thought: Cultural Critique in Comparative
Perspective (New York: Columbia University Press, 2010).
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Salih unpacks the compounded gendered alienation of these shifts within post-infitah Egypt and
the institutions of marriage and family.

For example, Salih argues that marriage was reduced to a market transaction under the

thin veneer or distinctly gendered bourgeois morality:

3kl diuAﬂiaA.u: ‘_5';1\ ¢y ) ga ) Loa MEaaalIN 5 g 4l ‘_ﬁﬂ‘ aa gl ucj‘)nu AL s e
Ao 2 Y A O el i aga s (B @B s o sendl sladl an g ol )50 G s

Property is the only truth in the world of the bourgeois, the fetish through which
all roads cross. A well-contracted marriage is part of the necessary, if unpleasant,
order of things.*

On its face, this description of the calculating logic behind marriage should apply equally to men
and women alike if both parties to a marriage enter with their self-interest centered. Upon
elaboration, however, Salih exposes how bourgeois morality is applied unevenly on men and
women, creating a markedly unequal experience of marriage despite the husband and wife’s
shared calculating and self-interested motives. She writes:
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It appears that the ‘respectable’ nature of sex in marriage doesn’t satisfy the
bourgeois male (though respectability in itself is of course de rigueur). And yet
the bourgeois male is the fiercest champion of monogamy in marriage — and with
good reason too, for he must be sure of his heirs after all. Whoring is the only real
alternative to the castrated pleasures of marriage (though ‘whoring’ is usually
what women do; men ‘conquer’). Whoring is the bourgeois male’s practice of the
thing he names ‘freedom’ (much like his petty-bourgeois brother), an oddly
neutered kind of whoring, because it is a form of theft.®

64 Salih, al-Mubtasariin, 80; Salih, The Stillborn, 100.

¢ Salih, 80; Salih, 100-101.
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Here we ought not forget that Salih traces the issues of monogamy and ‘whoring’ to the self-
interested well-contracted nature of marriage, which leaves no room for love or egalitarian
ideals. As such, the relationship between husband and wife is unfulfilling and alienating on an
interpersonal level. The double standard of monogamy lays bare how the bourgeois morality of
marriage Salih discusses produces inequalities that only serve the bourgeois male. And yet, Salih
does not idealize the male experience here. She reminds us that his freedom and pleasure are
‘castrated’ and ‘neutered’ by his calculated compromises. This is an important point because
Salih’s argument is not just that this bourgeois morality surrounding sex and marriage has
mistreated and confined women, but also that it does a disservice to men. When addressing how
personal responsibility is held as a constraint against women, Salih makes passing reference to
past conceptions of manhood (al-rujiila). This is the same comment that resonates with Gana’s
argument that al-rujiila should be understood as a gender-neutral term — as opposed to
masculinity (al-dhukiira) and femininity (al-uniitha) — to connotate personal, social, and even
political virtures.® Salih writes:
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As for the man, his personal responsibility becomes an affirmation of his virility,
and he struts and preens for all comers (literally and not jokingly). There was, in
what we call our ‘backward’ values, a finer conception of manhood, one that was

based in a rich legacy of ethical striving. Our generation simply dropped the
nobility of the ideal and kept the backwardness.

%6 Gana, “Bourguiba’s Sons: Melancholy Manhood in Modern Tunisian Cinema,” March 2010, 106-7.

67 Salih, al-Mubtasariin, 88; Salih, The Stillborn, 110.
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As Salih sees it, the man’s futile attempts to affirm his virility shows the castrating loss of
manhood (al-rujiila) — which we should consider in relation to the egalitarian political ideals that
marked Salih’s generation.

Salih then threads her gender-conscious analysis of bourgeois (and masculine) morality
through her Marxist analysis of the dynamics of marriage. She points out how men are granted

the economic power to buy off sexual pleasure and social status through marriage to a woman:
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The erotic experience is his private little fortress of freedom, built on the mutually
agreed exploitation between man and woman, a dependable relation that takes a
variety of complex and well-established forms. For example, he provides financial
support and she provides pleasure and distraction. She is like a court jester. It’s
her job to entertain him, to provide relief from a long and profitable day’s work.
Now he naturally wants to spend money and amuse himself. She goes along with
this, and how much he spends will be determined by the degree of her social value
and utility.®®

Salih elaborates on the woman’s mindset here writing,
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She’s used to the idea that her femininity has an exchange value. The mere fact of
being a woman gives her the right to a price, and it’s doubtful whether she’s ever
asked herself why this should be so.%

Thus, Salih shows how the market functions of marriage, which deal in property, sex, and status,

treat men and women differently. Deniz Kandiyoti’s notion of the “patriarchal bargain,” whereby

68 Salih, 80-81; Salih, 101.

% Salih, 81; Salih, 101-2.
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women — especially in periods of economic transition and anxiety like post-infitah Egypt —
negotiate their interests within patriarchy rather than revolt against it, speaks to Salih’s point
here.” The gendered distinction in the terms of this sort of negotiation that Salih highlights is
part and parcel of bourgeois morality. It being impossible to thrive in such conditions, and
women facing twin burdens of economic dependency and the double standards of bourgeois
morality, Salih does not mince words:
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It all comes down to the same thing in the end: marriage or prostitution.”

In the context of iltizam’s aesthetic legacy and the legacy of political opportunism and
compromise with the regime, Salih’s affected and gendered analytical approach in al-
Mubtasariin serves a her broader and more robust epistemological project whose sights are set on
understanding Marxism not as an aesthetic or political dogma but as ‘the quest for ethical
knowledge.” As the above discussion of Salih’s critique of the male intellectual and the sexist
double-standards of bourgeois morality and attitudes toward sex and gender shows, she views
gender as a particularly telling lens through which the ethical vacuity of her generation’s
compromising attitudes is exposed. Salih’s attention to the intimate emotional and social
experiences of individuals — men and women alike — is a methodological feature of her critical
analysis that seeks ethical knowledge. It is not accessory but central to her repudiation of the

compromised legacy her generation inherited and the aesthetic ideology of iltizam.

Militant Kitsch

70 Deniz Kandiyoti, “Bargaining with Patriarchy,” Gender and Society 2, no. 3 (September 1988): 274-90.

7Y Salih, al-Mubtasariin, 81; Salih, The Stillborn, 102.
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I have begun to frame Salih’s quest for ethical knowledge, as it evolves through the
textual layers of al-Mubtasariin, in opposition to iltizam and the compromised inheritance of the
Egyptian Left. The foil for this quest that Salih introduces in her 1996 preface is her theory of
militant kitsch, which she borrows from Milan Kundera, an example of how the evolving layers
of her thought resonate with post-1991 Leftist self-critiques globally. Salih cites Kundera’s
existential vocabulary to explore how kitsch mediates the militant’s experience of the world. She
writes,

Maladl o laill" (y Galaill Aads die Japally ady (g2l 5 ¢ ESH Galad) 48 o3 (V) s g5l A8 ol
Al (3 g1 o g 1) e Al (3L I AS) Lad o8l sy A (pa g cAbl) adl sall (g (e 5l el )
lanY Ladla oS — allall pa s gl o (318511 pany Jasally (95 ey (el e 48 jma 42 S

S Tl oLl 5 ¢(Jaiad ¥ A i Ly ) (i) ST (8 Lo go al€) iy 55 g la]
gﬁ)ﬂ\&ﬁc(ﬂﬂ\MQQQY\@\}A&EJAMAE%\J\JAL»\@J} c‘J}thﬂ\)
i — 4ie ol g Al (35l 8 Q) G — @81 gl g alall L i s e ) ¢l 3 sl

A pally Jadl s Lla) gl sl JS Ll 5 63l sall

The specificity of Kundera’s definition of kitsch falls exactly at the meeting point
between ‘the public call’ (or the call to duty) and private motivation. This is what
he calls ‘the categorical agreement of being — the burning desire of those who live
in discord with themselves and the world projected into an abstraction of human
lack and incompleteness (the unbearable lightness of being). They desperately
seek wholeness — a weight to root them in the world, or a sense of continuity in
the face of death. They are obsessed with the crack in human existence that
hovers between dream and reality, hope and impossibility and produces great
genius as well as despair, failure and many varieties of crime.’?

She continues,
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‘The categorical agreement of being’ carries a fundamental contradiction. In order

for it to be generative, it requires a dangerous leap of faith, summoned at a

moment’s notice: the euphoria of transcending the necessity of being. We have all

known — even the worst among us — the sweetness of this moment: a moment of

pure freedom, of unbearable lightness. And this is where the danger lies. Enter the

mythical circle of collective salvation — worship its kitsch and madness beckons.

You will not allow a word spoken against your piety; you refuse the human being

as a world unto herself, alive with contradictions.”?
There are several points to make about Salih’s citation of Kundera in this passage. First, Salih’s
interpretation of kitsch echoes her discussion of communism offering her a way of existing in a
cruel, unjust world. Both kitsch and the ethical knowledge Salih sought in communism mediate

one’s being in the world. Putting it succinctly in that 1988 letter, she declared,

My relationship to communism and my relationship to life are one and the same
thing, and both equally problematic.”*

The problematic element Salih isolates in militant kitsch — and this is the second point to unpack
— is kitsch’s fragility, which is rooted in the leap of faith (in communism, Islamism, etc.) it
requires. In this way, kitsch produces dogmatic conformity and squashes critical curiosity. It is
inhospitable to individual difference. This problem is compounded when this brittleness of kitsch
— the faithful certitude it requires — is exposed in defeat or despair. For the militant, this is not
only an ideological or aesthetic issue, but an existential one that touches on her very mode of
being in the world and among others.

Because Salih views militant kitsch as ideological and existential, she uses it as a prism

through which to addresses the questions she had dismissed in the 1988 letter: Why did she

73 Salih, 12; Salih, 11-12.

7+ Salih, 102; Salih, 124.
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become a communist? What did communism mean to her? In this 1988 letter, Salih divulges that

she had written an answer to these questions to a friend previously:
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What I said then was that communism gave order and intelligibility to a world
that never appeared to me to be just or logical, a place of boundless suffering.
Maybe my problem with politics was finally nothing more than my problem
dealing with everyday life in the real world.”

Writing eight years prior to her 1996 preface on militant kitsch, Salih was already remarkably
attune to the ethical, personal, and social roles of communism. Communism is not a theoretical
abstraction for Salih; communism and its ethics are bound up in quotidian social interactions.
Further on in this letter, Salih poses a related question that sheds light on what she sought in
communism when she became a militant. This is important because it further elaborates upon the
existential relationship between knowledge and action that Salih sees as central to Marxism’s
role in her quest for ethical knowledge. She writes,
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What I’'m really struggling to understand is the basis of my relationship to this
life. What is it that truly connects me to other people? ‘Knowledge’ isn’t enough
here; action — the space of action — is everything. I suspect that my death lurks in
some corner of that space. But all the talk about escapism aside, you can never
truly understand without doing (of this you see, experience makes me sure),
without dirtying your hands in the everyday, without discovering its categorical
meaning, because without this meaning life becomes an equivocal and therefore a
fragile and tenuous thing.”®

75 Salih, 97-98; Salih, 118.

76 Salih, 100; Salih, 122.
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Salih’s language here is abstract, but she is writing in the context of her retreat from militant
politics in the mid-1980s. She is grappling with a new relationship to communism and life, one
detached from militancy. The pretext of her question about relating to others is communism. Her
answer that knowledge must be met with action is an expression of how she sees communism as
a form of ethics rooted in experience. As Salih’s writing reveals, this active ethics is curious,
critical, and engaged. However, the question of why she became a communist haunts her, for it
casts doubt upon the purity of her ethical commitments. By raising Kundera’s notion of kitsch as
that which links private motives and ‘the public call,” Salih frames kitsch with the individual and
social experience of political militancy and leans into her doubts regarding personal motives.
This is notably similar to the gesture she makes vis a vis Marxism as a quest for ethical
knowledge in her 1988 letter. Both kitsch and Marxism are grounded in the individual’s
experience and mode of being in the world.

More than pure ideology, militant kitsch deals with aesthetics as a form of social and
political experience. This is why it proves so fruitful a lens for Salih to think through communist
ethics and why I propose we consider iltizam — an ideological aesthetic theory and praxis — as a
form of kitsch. Salih argues that through militant kitsch — slogans, aesthetics, etc. — theory and
ideology are integrated into the individual militant’s life and made meaningful. Through kitsch,
the collective dream or delusion is made to feel immanent and true. As Salih describes,
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Kundera uses the word in a specific sense, however — as a type of violent
sentimentalism embodied in the collective dream of salvation.”’

77 Salih, 11 ; Salih, 10.
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Though she does not say so explicitly, this specific use of kitsch directly implicates iltizam.
[ltizam was an aesthetic ideology with political and existential weight among its practitioners,
strikingly similar to Salih’s understanding of militant kitsch. In fact, we should consider iltizam a
form of militant kitsch both for the way it made the idealized forms of national liberation and
socialism immanent in literature and for the way it functioned as a form of aesthetic hegemony
amongst the literary Left of Nasserist Egypt. By making this comparison explicit, I seek to show
how Salih’s theory of militant kitsch intervenes in the intellectual history of iltizam’s legacy and
its manifold impacts upon literary aesthetics, politics, and especially the lived experiences of
multiple generations of militants.

When Salih discusses what comes after militancy, in her case as a communist but also for
Islamists, she points to the looming existential crisis whose origins lie with kitsch uniting the
militant’s private motives with the public call. When the public call is no longer certain, kitsch
unravels and the specter of private motives remains. Private motives haunt because they are
unresolved and cast a devastating doubt upon the militant’s committed past. Salih writes,
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I think I can now understand the feelings of the ex-Islamist towards the

theological disputes of his former brothers. Kitsch has fallen away and he stands

face to face with his private motivations. It’s strange to suddenly realize that the

journey you spent your entire life making with no real love for its actual, declared,

shared object (political militancy) but, rather, with the unbearable weight of ‘the

call of duty’ — though the letters [from 1985 and 1988] perhaps say otherwise.

Other meanings lie behind the words politics and history, nation and class,
struggle and the people.”®

78 Salih, 14; Salih, 14.
142



This passage from Salih’s 1996 preface is of central importance to approaching a/-Mubtasariin
as a layered text because it invites us to critically read the political and the personal —

differently, the theoretical and the affected — in tandem, to toggle between the poles of public call
and private motives once united by kitsch. By highlighting the fragility of kitsch and the crisis of
its collapse, Salih clarifies the ethical knowledge she sought in communism by distinguishing it
from kitsch. This ethical knowledge amounts to a project of continuous critique — that gesture
anathema to kitsch. Closing out her 1996 preface, Salih makes the stakes of her ethical project
plain:
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The book is deeply preoccupied with ethics: ethics as the incomplete and impotent
self’s means of regulating the chaos of life, a self that gleans the world’s injustice
— that which must not be — and goes forth on a passionate quest for justice and
that which must be, with the special sensitivity of the wounded...Such treasure!
For this self, denuded of kitsch and standing alone, the militant’s journey becomes
a quest for ethical knowledge, an overcoming that is constantly creative and
penetrating. This is the knowledge that I tried to seek here between the lines,
behind the talk of class and politics, and behind the portraits of individuals
presented as abstractions; knowledge snatched with a kind of ferocity from the
certitudes of the past, a type of justice that I have learned to discover to the extent
that I have pursued it. For this reason, I offer the reader this book — which here
settles into its final form — as something like a crossword puzzle whose solution
lies here in this preface.”

7 Salih, 14-15 ; Salih, 14-15.
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As I have argued above, these stakes of al-Mubtasariin — to pursue ethical knowledge as
a way of understanding, improving, and inhabiting the world — confront the legacy of iltizam as a
form of militant kitsch that prized dogma and ready-made answers to ethical and political
curiosity. These stakes clarify how the aesthetic ideology of iltizam colored how a generation of
the Egyptian Left represented their world and understood its politics, and how this particular
form of militant kitsch was inherited by generations to come, including Salih’s Student-
Movement Generation. I contend that Salih’s theorization of the existential crisis resulting from
kitsch’s collapse holds great potential for considering the aftermath and afterlives of iltizam in
the literary field. This is not only because so many giants of Egyptian literature share a Leftist
political legacy, but more importantly because Salih’s understanding of kitsch insists that we
think the personal and political in tandem — precisely the challenge (still) confronting literature

since the aesthetic hegemony of iltizam began to crack.

Inheritance and Legacy: Language and Genre

Salih’s repudiation of the kitschy legacy of iltizam and her quest for ethical knowledge
display her concern for political-literary lineage and inheritance. These past- and future-focused
concerns direct al-Mubtasariin’s language and questions of its genre, aspects of her writing that
she addresses directly in her 1991 introduction. The nature of al-Mubtasarin’s language and
genre reflect Salih’s objective in writing: to convey and critique her own generation’s experience
that future generations might reject its legacy. Her language belies an embodied and gendered
critical methodology in stark opposition to the male-dominated intellectual symbolism she
critiques and which dominated the literature of iltizam. Preparing the reader for the affected,

personal, and at times didactic tone her writing takes when addressing concerns of history and
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politics, Salih clarifies that the immediate subject of the book is neither history nor politics,
writing:
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Rather, the book traces the experience and trajectory of a generation with features
quite different from those of its political and intellectual predecessors. Various
sections of the book examine the context in which this generation took root, its
vision and understanding of the political circumstances in which it moved, and the
unfolding of personal destinies in the wake of its defeat. For this reason I find it
necessary to clarify here that this work is neither a historical document nor a
political polemic but, rather, a personal view of the events that created and shaped
my generation. %
The fact that al-Mubtasarin is neither a traditional history nor a political polemic perhaps
explains why Salih has lived on primarily as a tragic or delusional character in the Egyptian
Left’s literary imaginary rather than as a writer and theorist who staged critical interventions into
the history and literature of the Egyptian Left.®! The difficult truths of her personal experience in
the Student Movement — the manipulative relationships, the tolerated sexism, the egos, and the
emotions — are discounted as sources of critical knowledge when it comes to telling the
movement’s history and politics, a pushing aside wrongly justified (implicitly or explicitly) by
her mental illness and suicide. To ignore these difficult aspects of gendered personal experience
produces a masculinist historical narrative. It also discounts the role that individuals (not only

women) and groups play in shaping history, to suggest that their actions and choices matter little.

Ignoring the personal experience of history would amount to simply dismissing past political

8 Salih, 21; Salih, 19-20.

81 See: Ahdaf Soueif, The Map of Love (New York: Anchor Books, 1999); Radwa Ashiir, Faraj (Cairo: Dar al-Shuriiq,
2008); Yusuf Rakha, al-Tamasth (Beirut: Dar al-saq, 2013).
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projects and ambitions as illusions, a grave emptying of political and social life from the past.
Thus, Salih’s personal approach to writing adjacent to politics and history stems in part from the
shortcomings of those genres in expressing the difficult affective and relational dimensions of
lived experience in the Student Movement. Her approach carries a political message of
historiographical import. She insists that these overlooked aspects of her generation’s experience

be transmitted to younger generations who never had such radical political ambitions:
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But what’s much crueller, I think, is that the generations that came after ours
never had the chance to know such vast ambition. This is why I’ve chosen to
write about our aborted ambition. Because it was not just a mirage (as many of us
today like to describe it in order to mortify the past, a kind of reaction against our
youthful arrogance, I suppose). It was also a history with real effects, and I find it
strange that we should squander our insights into this history just because we
ourselves were defeated with humiliating ease. The memories I have preserved of
this time bear witness to the vital life-worlds of our people and our intellectuals,
and this in spite of the pain of remembering, I do believe in the end that history is
not quite so dark.®

The issue of intergenerational inheritance lies at the center of Salih’s project and is
inextricable from how her writing’s form and affected quality. These aspects of her writing urge
the reader to critically break with Egypt’s Leftist inheritance. Given how thoroughly Salih
blames her own generation’s failures on their too willing inheritance of the Sixties Generation’s
catastrophic compromises with Nasser’s regime and nationalism broadly speaking, it is not
surprising that she defends her affected tone on the grounds that her account must resonate with

future generations and guide them to reject what she sees as a toxic inheritance. She writes:

82 Salih, al-Mubtasariin, 20; Salih, The Stillborn, 18.
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It may be that the voice of the victim haunts the chapters that follow. Nonetheless,
one of my major concerns in writing the book was to draw for future generations
the portrait of an inheritance that they must repudiate, and in this I am not
prepared to compromise.
Perhaps because of this affected tone, Salih’s language is rather idiosyncratic. On the level of
diction and sentence structure, a/-Mubtasariin is not a simple read. Salih’s sentences often

interrupt themselves and are littered with asides and qualifiers. A previously cited sentence from

Salikh’s 1991 introduction captures this phenomenon:
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Curiously, this self-interrupting cadence evokes speech even as Salih writes in a formal register.
Selim splits some of these interruptions into stand-alone sentences in her English translation.
This is likely a way of following the spoken cadence of the Arabic, which is what makes the
Arabic comprehensible. The result is both faithful to this stylistic aspect of the Arabic and
certainly a more legible English translation than one continually interrupting itself — something
Arabic syntax tolerates more readily than English. Even so, the asides and interruptions in
Selim’s English translation remain a notable feature of the text:
The naivety of this striving now provokes a smile — from my own generation
more than any other. But what’s much crueler, I think, is that the generations that

came after ours never had the chance to know such vast ambition. This is why
I’ve chosen to write about our aborted ambition. Because it was not just a mirage

83 Qalih, 21-22; Salih, 20.
84 Salih, al-Mubtasariin, 20.
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(as many of us today like to describe it in order to mortify the past, a kind of
reaction against our youthful arrogance, I suppose).®

Lastly, the letters in the appendix of a/-Mubtasariin are written in Egyptian vernacular (‘amiyya)
and read more smoothly, offering a clearer sense of the spoken, dialogic tone that lurks behind
Salih’s more formal writing. Even on the level of sentence structure, Salih pushes against the
disaffected conventions of historical writing, introducing aspects of dialogic, interpersonal

speech in order to affect her readers more profoundly and emotionally.

Arwa Salih on Sun‘allah Ibrahim

Arwa Salih’s essays on Sun‘allah Ibrahim’s fiction allow us to see her approach to
literature and criticism as an extension of the fiercely political, personal, and analytical
perspectives she brings to al-Mubtasariin. They also justify and add context to my reading of
Salik’s in an explicitly literary light. Salih’s collection of essays of literary criticism entitled
“Sun‘allah Ibrahtm: Witness to All the Ages (Shahid li-kull al-‘usiir)” was published by her
friends after her death in Saratan al-Rith (Cancer of the Soul, 1998). Despite their posthumous
publication, these essays offer us a window into Salih’s critical mind and her thoughts on
Ibrahim, who, like Salih, avoided the state-cultural apparatus and forged his own path of political
and institutional independence. In terms of understanding the evolution of Salih’s thought, these
essays of literary criticism are especially valuable given that much of her writing was lost before
it could be published. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Salih’s literary criticism repeats key themes from
al-Mubtasariin: confronting reality, Leftist defeats, the Nasserist legacy, estrangement in post-

infitah neoliberal capitalism, and the troubled figure of the Leftist writer and intellectual. Her

85 Salih, The Stillborn, 18.
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reading of Ibrahim’s fiction is rigorous, rooted in political economy and the history of the
Egyptian Left, and deeply critical of the social and political transformations that took place in the
wake of Nasserism and Sadat’s neoliberal opening, infitah. As in a/-Mubtasariin, Salih is
particularly attentive to the gendered dimensions of these transformations.

A recurring comparison that motivates a major line of Salih’s literary criticism is her
juxtaposition of committed (multazim) — and male — socialist-realist authors alongside Ibrahim’s
alienated modernism. Ibrahim’s works were — from the very beginning with Tilka al-ra’iha — a
bold departure from the formulaic socialist-realist representations of a revolutionary society.
Salih astutely notes that revolution had given way to a regime of institutions and ready-made

ansSwers:
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The hegemony of premade answers to these questions, answers that took on the

force of absolute truths unchecked by doubt because they were promulgated by

‘institutions’ which were not long ago ‘revolutions.’
Much of her analysis of Ibrahim’s fiction focuses on how he confronts this reality of state
hegemony in his novels. Indeed, Salih frames Ibrahim as a turning-point in Arabic literature
which had been primarily concerned with discovering the self and the other, or “the external
world” (al-"alam al-kharij1) as she terms it.®” According to Salih, Ibrahim is notable because his

fiction is an attempt to discover truth, specifically the truth of how he relates to the external

world.® This is a subtle but important distinction in her approach to Ibrahim’s literary project, its

8 Arwa Salih, Saratan al-Riih, 86.
87 Slih, 65.
8 Salih, 65.

149



relationship to the legacy and history of the Egyptian Left, and the critical function of literature.
Salih puts her finger on the problematic facing the Egyptian Left in the wake of Nasser’s 1959-
64 imprisonment of the communists (including Ibrahim) and the 1967 defeat: the shattered belief
that the state would deliver revolutionary socialist change. Indeed, Salih articulates the question
that occupied people’s minds:
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Why were [Nasser’s] accomplishments linked to oppressing the people? And why

did the Soviet Union support him anyway? And what was going on in the Soviet

Union, the largest representative of socialism and best friend to the nations?

If writers, intellectuals, and political militants faced this question honestly, understanding the
truth of their relationship with the state, society, and the broader world would become urgent and
potentially implicating. The stakes of this relationship could not have been more existential for
the Left because of their entangled relationship with the Nasserist regime. Moreover, these issues
would only become more fraught — ignored but not resolved — after infitah and the state’s
wholesale retreat from socialism and its pursuit of a neoliberal agenda.

Salih sees Ibrahim’s insistence upon discovering truth through his literature not merely as
shaping the way individuals — especially Leftists — conceive of their relationship to state and
society. She also sees it as driving his literary aesthetics and form. Commenting upon Ibrahim’s
novel Najmat Aghustus (August Star, 1974), Salih contends,
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He does not narrate a story about anyone. Rather, he bears witness to an era
without the pretext of stories from the outset.

8 Salih, 86.

%0 S3lih, 76.
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I’d point out that the plot arc of conventional stories requires conflict, but the Nasser era was
marked by hegemony. This hegemony produced political and aesthetic exhaustion — a recurring
affect in Ibrahim’s fiction — that resulted from political capitulation, not struggle, and
reproduction of the dominant aesthetic forms in literature. Against this stagnation, Ibrahtm
transformed the form and function of literature from being centered around conflict (which was
suppressed in the Nasser era) to exposing the contradictions of state-driven consensus. Salih sees
Ibrahim as disrupting the dominant Nasserist illusion of consensus
51y s genl Cam s ol e e e IS
wherein everything is fine and everyone is castrated.

He does so by exposing the contradictions at the heart of one of Nasser’s greatest achievements,
the Aswan High Dam, which extended Egypt’s control over the Nile while displacing tens of
thousands of Nubians in Egypt and Sudan. One way Ibrahim exposes shortcomings,
contradictions, and dissatisfactions is through interrupting the novel’s dominant “reporting
narrative” (al-sard al-tasjilt) with aspects of affective and political alienation.®” These include, to
quote Salih, an omnipresent invisible heaviness (thuql ghayr mar’1)” that follows everyone, “an
always lingering sexual appetite (al-jaw" al-jinsT al-mukhayyim da’iman),” and the fact
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that satisfaction is lost, that something important is lacking, despite the work on
the great structure [the Aswan High Dam] being completed by leaps and bounds.

31 Salih, 76.
%2 Slih, 70.

% Salih, 70.
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Here Salih reads the supposedly objective reporter’s narrative as being interrupted by the
multiple forms of alienation that animate Ibrahim’s literary critique of the Nasser era, namely
sexual impotence and frustration and the fundamental contradiction between the regime’s grand
socialist projects and rhetoric and the miserable conditions of the workers whose labor built the
Aswan High Dam and who should have been the primary beneficiaries of Nasser’s socialism.
Salih thus links personal-sexual alienation to the social-political alienation of the workers and
highlights how Ibrahim’s journalist-protagonist is left to discover the truth — that core critical
function she identifies in Ibrahim’s literature — of the regime’s contradictions, which she
identifies as:
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the oppressive shadow above everyone, poisoning the celebratory atmosphere and
piercing its credibility.

I wish to underscore the aesthetic and political lines of continuity between Ibrahim’s
earliest writings in Tilka al-ra’‘iha and 67 and Salih’s reading of his works from the 1970s,
1980s, and 1990s. Alienation drives sexual impotence and frustration in Ibrahim’s early novellas
and casts doubt upon the regime’s credibility by asking people to ignore the suffering of the poor
in light of the regime’s accomplishments. This alienation is a socially mediated phenomenon
distinct from the disillusionment Salih loathes. Alienation exists in Salih’s analysis on a variety
of levels. The intellectual’s alienation from a reality — distorted and idealized in state
propaganda, contradictory in its actual incarnation — in conflict with his political ideals causes
him to question his relationship to the supposedly socialist state and his role in an alienating

society. For the writer — or, in the case of Najmat Aghustus’s protagonist, journalist — this

% Salih, 70.
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alienation is made more acute because it challenges his essential function as a reporter of truth.
He risks becoming alienated from his own sense of professional ethics and complicit in the
regime’s distortions. The lack of direction, clarity, and political purpose at the heart of this
alienation is manifest in literature through symbolic castration — a term that appears in Salih’s
criticism to describe Leftists under Nasser® and social relations writ large in the wake of
infitah’s neoliberal opening® — and sexual frustration. The intellectual is uninspired and
unfulfilled. For the workers — a perspective that ironically does not always appear in Ibrahim’s
literature, for the Leftist intellectual is estranged from the masses — their alienation is their
estrangement as wage laborers compounded by the unfulfilled promises of socialist liberation.

Salih’s focus on alienation — a critical position for Edward Said — is distinct from the
disillusionment she loathes.”’” Disillusionment entails seeing the folly of one’s former ways. In
the case of Salih and her fellow Leftists, it would mean relinquishing socialist ideals. Salih, in al/-
Mubtasarin and in her literary criticism in Saratan al-Riih, is careful to emphasize her enduring
belief that socialism might offer the ethical knowledge she needs to confront an unjust world. In
her 1985 letter in al-Mubtasarin, Salih clarifies how her enduring hope in Marxism is related to
her disgust for how quickly her peers donned the mantle of disillusionment and adjusted to —
rather than resisting — Egypt’s neoliberal reality:
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% Salih, 76.
% Salih, al-Mubtasariin, 80.
97 See: Edward W. Said, “Introduction: Secular Criticism,” in The World, the Text, and the Critic (Cambridge, Mass.:

Harvard University Press, 1983), 1-30.
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I’'m still not one of those so-called ‘disillusioned’ Marxists. I despise those people

from the bottom of my heart. It’s not that they were finally disabused of their

fool’s paradise; it’s that they never knew what they were talking about in the first

place. They never felt it or tried to live the truth of it. They never experienced the

hardship of discovery. For them — those dogmatic friends with whom we wasted

the most important years of our lives — Marxism was just an easy key to conquest.

I still believe deeply in the truth of Marxism. In art as in life, it’s obscene to try to

defend the ivory tower. That’s the attitude of a class sated by death: the owners,

enemies of life — may God damn them in every place — hell-bent on their own

extinction and everyone else’s! At the same time, I’'m completely prepared to

commit heresy and rethink Marxism from scratch. I’'m done with the theological

orthodoxy of pseudo-communists whose ignorance of Marxism is equal to their

ignorance of life.%
This passage highlights tensions common among the Left stemming from the incompatibility of
socialist ideals with the reality of political oppression, state propaganda, and an increasingly
consumerist society. These tensions produce the very alienation that Salih analyzes in Ibrahim’s
fiction. Alienation prompts a crisis for those socialists whose convictions demand alternative or
changed way of engagement and being in society, ways that are politically unfeasible in the
present order. For those former Leftist intellectuals who could write off their militant pasts and
make the shift to the neoliberal era, embrace the nihilism of consumption, and view social
relations through a coldly calculating lens of wealth and status accumulation, their ability to
integrate alienation into their compromising way of life rendered its existential crises mute at the

price of emptying their political convictions of all meaning. They might not be dogged — as Salih

and Ibrahim’s protagonists are — by the contradictions of life in an authoritarian neoliberal state

%8 Salih, al-Mubtasariin, 112; Salih, The Stillborn, 136-37.
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so long as they choose to deny or delegitimize those contradictions by wrapping themselves in

disillusionment.

This is the challenge of Ibrahim’s eponymous protagonist in Dhat (1992), who is crushed
in the post-infitah imperative to climb the socio-economic ladder despite the estrangement and

vacuity of middle-class society. Salih describes infitah’s neoliberal transformation of the middle-

class as sending Dhat into
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a coma of not giving a care, drowning herself in consumerism, perhaps forgetting
that her life has ended up without direction and that making a living has become
an end unto itself, perhaps forgetting that she one day had possessed an intimate
life — not reified — a life with distinct and individual features, that she had also

possessed dignity — before being sold wholesale in the Gulf, and that she had been
had been active in a certain sense.

Here we can read into Salih’s literary criticism a level of identification with Dhat, Ibrahim’s
protagonist alienated from self and society in the wake of infitah. Salih explains her feeling of
alienation in her personal writings when her family and friends’ nickname for her as “the miracle
child (al-tifla al-mujiza)” turned into a form of cruel mockery:'%
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Even if I didn’t fully understand it, I knew for the first time that feeling they

spoke about in front of me — alienation — a feeling of direct and total inability to
communicate with others. I spent a lifetime trying to escape that feeling.

% Salih, Saratan al-riih, 104.
100 §3ih, 27.

101 Qalih, 27.
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Salih immediately links her experience of social alienation, which stemmed from her resilient
political commitments despite those around her mocking them as miraculous or childish, to her
experience of being used or “consumed” (istahlakiinT) by her friends.*” We would be remiss not
to also highlight the gendered aspects of Salih’s alienation: the infantilization carried by her
nickname and the sexual undertones of how she was consumed as an object of gossip among the
Left. We consistently see in Salih’s writing — in her introduction to her Arabic translation of
Tony Cliff’s Class Struggle and Women’s Liberation,' in her critique of sex and marriage in al-
Mubtasariin, in her letters in al-Mubtasarin’s appendix, and in her literary criticism in Saratan
al-Riih - the way that capitalist consumption permeates gendered social relations and animates

her understanding and experience of alienation in Neoliberal Egypt.

Secular Criticism

I’d like to explicitly link Salih’s critique of iltizam to a theoretical frame I have
referenced on several occasions throughout this chapter: Edward Said’s writing on secular
criticism. I cite Said to clarify the significance and critical impact of al-Mubtasarin, Salih’s
critical method, and her position toward political and cultural powers. Said’s introduction to The
World, the Text, and the Critic outlines his understanding of secular criticism, and it contains
several important notions that are immediately relevant to how I understand Salih’s writing as a
critique of the Egyptian Left’s legacy. Said opens by insisting upon the worldliness of texts,

writing, “Texts are worldly, to some degree they are events, and, even when they appear to deny

102 G3ih, 27.

103 Arwa Salih, “Nisa’...wa-rijal...wa-thawarat” in Naqd al-Haraka al-niswaniyya by Tony Cliff, translated by Arwa
Salih (Cairo: al-Ahali, 1991), 23-25.
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it, they are nevertheless part of the social world, human life, and of course the historical
moments in which they are located and interpreted.”*** His gesture here is to reassert criticism
into the worldly and the political in response to depoliticizing intellectual trends, namely
poststructuralism. It is a defense of the human subject of history. For the Egyptian literary Left,
this assertion of texts’ worldliness and their engagement in history might seem to go without
saying. However, in light of the Egyptian Left’s major political defeats that paved the way for
infitah’s neoliberal opening and the scaled-back political stakes of literature, it cannot be taken
for granted. Said’s forceful claim of the text’s worldliness is important for articulating a horizon
of critical engagement in spite of — even because of — political defeat. Said’s argument is
especially meaningful given the neoliberal historical and political context of the urges to
withdraw criticism from the world of politics. In light of the near contemporaneity of the
neoliberal turn in the United States (from where he writes) and Egypt, Said’s emphasis upon this
political and historical context is tellingly relevant to our own understanding of critique in the
Egyptian context. He writes,

It is no accident that the emergence of so narrowly defined a philosophy of pure

textuality and critical noninterference has coincided with the ascendancy of

Reaganism, or for that matter with a new cold war, increased militarism and

defense spending, and a massive turn to the right on matters touching the

economy, social services, and organized labor. In having given up on the world

entirely for the aporias and unthinkable paradoxes of a text, contemporary

criticism has retreated from its constituency, the citizens of modern society, who

have been left to the hands of ‘free’ market forces, multinational corporations, the
manipulations of consumer appetites.'®

104 said, The World, the Text, and the Critic, 4.
105 5aid, 4.
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Criticism must then engage the world in this humanist yet political-economic sense that Said
articulates.

Said’s second assertion, potentially weightier as it pertains to the Egyptian literary Left,
relates to alienation and exile. Said characteristically privileges exile and alienation as providing
the perspective and distance necessary to cultivate what he terms “critical consciousness.”* The
critical function of exile and alienation lies in one’s simultaneous belonging and unbelonging to
the object or culture of critique. We see a version of this sense of exile in the authors who
constitute the literary Left of Neoliberal Egypt. Some lived periods of physical exile, especially
during the Sadat years.*® More important, however, was their shared experience of alienation vis
a vis Egyptian culture whose power — as Said reminds us — is articulated by the “quasi-
theological” order and influence of the state.'®® The literary Left of the 1970s waging its critique
in opposition to, rather than in collaboration with or allegiance to, the state’s politics and cultural
apparatus was a major break from Nasser’s hegemony. It was also distinct from the secular state-
intellectual alliance that would (re)emerge in the 1990s in opposition to Islamism. Salih stands
out for having never made the political compromises with the state that were commonplace
among the secular Left of the 1990s, when she was publishing. Indeed, career-driven pragmatism
and compromise with an authoritarian, right-wing regime were major reasons for Salih’s disgust
with her own generation and her former colleagues. Even after Salih retreated from militant

politics, her writing — as we read in al-Mubtasarin — remained aligned with Said’s conception of

1% Said, 5.

17 These include Mahmiid Amin al-‘Alim, Salwa Bakr, Alfred Faraj, Ahmad ‘Abd al-Mu‘t1 Hijazi, Sun‘allah
Ibrahim, Lutft al-Khiili, Raja’ al-Naqqash, Nawal al-Sa‘dawi, and Ghali Shukri.

108 Said, 10-11.
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critique being defined by opposition. Moreover, Salih’s sustained critical opposition to the state
and its projection of an almost sacred culture is a major reason why her intervention upon the
lineage of Egyptian Left is so important to the intellectual, political, and literary history of
modern Egypt. What emerges out of this opposition is a sort of confrontation — a coming face to
face — with the state and state culture. Said captures this relationship in his description of the task
of criticism. He writes, “To stand between culture and system is therefore to stand close to —
closeness itself having a particular value for me — a concrete reality about which political, moral,
and social judgements have to be made and, if not only made, then exposed and demystified.”**
The oppositional perspective of Said’s secular criticism demands the same freedom and
independence which lie at the core of iltizam’s source of theoretical inspiration — Jean-Paul
Sartre’s littérature engagée. Littérature engagée was grounded in the freedom (and, thus,
independence) of the writer and his direct line of communication with the similarly free reader.
He writes, “The author writes in order to address himself to the freedom of readers, and he
requires it in order to make his work exist. But he does not stop there; he also requires that they
return this confidence which he has given them, that they recognize his creative freedom, and
that they in turn solicit it by a symmetrical and inverse appeal.”*'° This relationship between
writer and reader, built upon mutual recognition of and dependence upon the other’s freedom, is
the site of creation and meaning. However, this emphasis on individual artistic and intellectual
freedom was severely diminished in the theory and praxis of iltizam, especially in Nasserist

Egypt. Di-Capua writes, “Following its early articulation by Suhayl Idris [the Lebanese translator

199 Said, 26.

110 Sartre, "What Is Literature?, 58.
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of Sartre’s Qu est-ce que la littérature], iltizam emerged as a doctrine of cultural action: a
framework of thought that could organize, systematize, and rationalize the quest for postcolonial
culture.”' Di-Capua argues that Al-‘Alim and Anis “made a deliberate attempt to appropriate
Sartrean iltizam and submerge it in the Marxist-Leninist schema.”**? The result was a more
prescriptive and politicized notion of literature heavily influenced by Soviet socialist realism.
[ltizam became wedded to the Nasserist state (the leading voice of anti-colonial struggle
throughout the Arab world) and functioned almost as a form of propagandist literature. This
development is important for understanding the eventual bankruptcy of iltizam, an aspect that
comes through in Salih’s biting analysis of Egyptian literature and intellectual life. Inextricably
linked to the state, the forms of committed literature (al-adab al-multazim) — and Leftist politics
— were doomed to collapse when Nasserism fell precisely for their closeness to state ideology.
Salih’s critique of the committed intellectual is grounded in her intimate understanding of
political history and her oppositional position. She understands the Egyptian Left as having been
fundamentally ineffectual in post-infitah politics because it blindly drank the ‘poisoned milk’
that was the Sixties Generation’s compromised legacy. Salih suggests that the Left was similarly
impotent under Nasser — they were all too content to sing ‘half a song.’*** The lineage of iltizam,
which was built upon this compromise, entails a belief in literature’s political potential that
cannot be separated from the committed author’s dependence upon the state. Indeed, closeness to

state power fosters such a belief. Whether the committed authors’ belief in their literature’s

111 yoav Di-Capua, No Exit: Arab Existentialism, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Decolonization (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 2018), 78.

112 pi-Capua, 85.

113 3lih, al-Mubtasariin, 26; Salih, The Stillborn, 24.
160



revolutionary politics was justified or delusional is an open question. Regardless, Salih’s point in
critiquing iltizam’s compromised legacy does not hinge on this question of delusion. She is more
upset with the fact that the Left capitulated to infitah and abandoned militant political
engagement. For Salih, to give up politics in one breath and claim political engagement in the
intellectual or literary field in the next is absurd on its face. This is how iltizam became the
aestheticized phantom shell of political engagement, a refuge of sorts. This oversized and
outdated sense of iltizam rings hollow and regressively self-serving to Salih. Overcoming it is a

central part of her polemical critique.

Conclusion: Principled Despair

Arwa Salih lived during an important transition period in Egyptian history: the transition
from Nasser’s state socialism through Sadat’s neoliberal turn. This transition had catastrophic
consequences for the Egyptian Left as the Cold-War political map Salih’s Student-Movement
Generation had inherited from the Nasser era was pulled out from under them. They also
inherited a compromising spirit — compromising class struggle for the national struggle,
eventually compromising political principle for a piece of the post-infitah pie. On the literary
front, the aesthetic ideology of iltizam expressed — in its symbols and state-sponsored institutions
of cultural production — the poisoned inheritance of political compromise that Salih argues her
generation too easily accepted. By positioning herself in critical opposition to this compromised
inheritance of the Egyptian Left and its post-infitah legacy, Salih grounds her writing in the
embodied gendered affect that comes from the personal experience of political militancy. This
perspective allows her to charge her Marxist analysis of class politics and bourgeois morality

with a profound attentiveness to gender. For Salih, gender is neither the central object of her
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analysis nor a mere afterthought. It is part and parcel of her critical methodology. The gendered
affect that colored her experience of political militancy and that lies between the lines of her
writing is a form of knowledge that guides her critique. Gender inflects the tone of principled
despair that dominates her work and is thus integral to her epistemological project. This
principled despair is how she keeps her gaze focused on the horizon of critique, her quest to

discover in Marxism the ethical knowledge of how to exist in a cruel and unjust world.
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Chapter 4: The Language and Politics of Nadiya Kamil’s Intergenerational Storytelling in

al-Mawliida

Introduction

In this chapter I explore how language and intergenerational storytelling in Nadiya
Kamil’s al-Mawlida: riwayat Na'ila Kamil al-mawliida Mart It Rizintal (Née: The Story of
Naela Kamel née Marie Elie Rosenthal, 2018) intervene in politics. I begin from Kamil’s notion
of home and show how her intergenerational narrative storytelling produces a sense of home
which is both expansive enough to cross the international boundaries of her mother’s political
and family networks across the Mediterranean region and intimate enough to engender a sense of
familial and local belonging. I contend that Kamil’s artistic choices — language, form, and
especially her robust commitment to intergenerational dialogue — become political choices in
how they produce this sense of political and familial home. Specifically, her choice to write al-
Mawliida in her mother Marie’s Egyptian-Arabic voice offers a mode of dialogic storytelling
charged with intimate familial bonds. Given Marie’s lifelong communist commitments, this
familial bond is also political, offering a sense of belonging to the Egyptian and international
Left. Rooted in commitment, Marie’s account of twentieth-century Egypt stands starkly against
the nostalgia for colonial cosmopolitanism. Instead, Marie’s Egyptian-Arabic voice proclaims an
anticolonial politics of class and national liberation while simultaneously destabilizing the
contours of the nation. This is achieved by Kamil’s displaced and intergenerational narration, use
of Egyptian ‘amiyya, and by virtue of Marie’s position as a working-class khawaga (resident
‘foreigner’) of Jewish and Italian parentage. Moreover, the intergenerational impulse of Kamil’s
project — an impulse which is inseparable from the book’s narrative voice and form — invites

readers, through the figure of Nabil (Marie’s Palestinian grandson), to mourn Marie’s (and the
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Egyptian Left’s) political commitments and grapple with how to move forward from decades of
successive political defeats. Kamil invites a contemporary readership to find a home in Marie’s

political commitments and imagine a future through them.

An Intergenerational Story about Home

Nadiya Kamil introduces her 2018 book al-Mawliida by clarifying how and why she
came to write her mother Marie’s life story from her mother’s perspective, how she tried as best
she could to put her mother’s Egyptian-Arabic voice upon paper. Marie lived a remarkable life;
she was born in Cairo in 1931 to a Jewish father and an Italian Christian mother, survived the
Second World War, became a communist, was imprisoned on several occasions, and pursued a
lifelong engagement with Egypt’s cultural and political Left. However, despite the vibrancy of
her story, she had tried and failed to write her memoir countless times before. Kamil tells us that

each year,

e Bl Y glae el Sha (iS5 o ama 58 A e LIS 5 iy g caall alall 5 Sy ol dlsas
oAl coylaal Ly ellia Ul cdl ) ) S5 e b Vil 61803 St g e

My mother holds the new year’s notebook and with a look of complete
determination, she resolves once more to write her memoir. Short, unfinished
attempts, repeated like any ritual. There is no harm in continuing to try, because
in theory there are always different outcomes.
This time, however, with Kamil as listener, interlocutor, and writer, the mother-daughter pair
were able to jointly chronicle Marie’s life experiences. Kamil sets the scene, writing:

zéﬂ\w@h)uﬁuh%ﬁkiﬂ\m}c\};\ ‘%‘}J@W\O}g\w‘}:‘di}%ﬁ)ﬁ}

But it seems that the forces of the universe have finally harmonized with our
story, and the signs of a tsunami of storytelling have started to appear.

! Nadiya Kamil, al-Mawltda: riwayat na’ila kamil al-mawliida mari 1li riizintal (Cairo: al-Karma li-l-nashr, 2018), 8.

2 Kamil, 8.
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Marie was an aging grandmother; the year was 2001; and the world was falling apart. Referring
to Marie’s Palestinian grandson, Nabil, Kamil writes:
38U S Lay giie oLl e aaliiall 5 o jn s b e Ja g 5oy ysall Jas (1S

Little Nabil was growing up among scattered and defeated families. The scenes
were falling apart before his eyes. Maybe it was Nabil?

Maybe it was Nabil who caused Marie to finally record her life story, Kamil asks herself. Yes,
she ponders,
# Lealing Ladie &5 5aall" i aag 0 Jal Wibaal Ly

Perhaps we were struck by hope that Nabil might find The Story when he needs it.
From this inception, al-Mawliida is an intergenerational work or, as Kamil calls it in her
introduction:

Sl - "l e g 5 ke

a project about “home” - our home.

Moreover, in al-Mawliida, home is an expansive, always intergenerational concept.

Kamil’s writing in Egyptian ‘amiyya (colloquial Arabic) is the defining formal aspect of
al-Mawliida. This spoken register of language grounds the work in both the intimacy of the
domestic sphere — particularly the orality of intergenerational storytelling — and the locality of
Marie’s twentieth-century Cairo. Marie’s first-person narrative voice, which Kamil pens in
Egyptian ‘amiyya liberally interspersed with Italian, French, and English loan words, is the

beating heart of the book. By writing in ‘amiyya, she chooses to forgo the rhetorical prestige of

3 Kamil, 9.
4 Kamil, 9.

> Kamil, 7.

165



formal literary language in favor of the cultural and personal intimacy most authors reserve for
dialogue. Kamil’s bold break with Arabic literary form and register, i.e., how she forgoes the
learned and standardized language of writing — fusha (Modern Standard Arabic) — in favor of
Egyptians’ spoken mother tongue of emotions, memories, music, and daily life, creates a
profoundly oral and familiar experience for the reader. It renders the entire narrative dialogic.
This narrative register and the Marie’s lifelong political and cultural engagements with the
Egyptian Left have the combined effect of blending the domestic and familial with the public
and political. The intergenerational arc of Kamil’s work carries implicit and explicit critiques of
the nation and twentieth-century politics based on the contours of Marie’s marginal identities as
a working-class woman and a khawaga of mixed Italian and Jewish parentage, her Leftist
politics, and her political and personal life choices: to stay in Egypt, to marry Sa‘d Kamil (a
Leftist from a prominent family), and to embed herself in Egyptian public life when other
khawaga exited Egypt in droves following the regional aftershocks of the creation of the state of
Israel in 1948, the Free Officers’ Coup in 1952, and the Suez Crisis in 1956. I will argue that
language and narrative form in a/-Mawliida reflect and facilitate how Kamil presents political
hopes, defeats, and commitments as part of an inheritance to be reanimated and reimagined by
later generations.

Beyond the emotional way al-Mawliida’s language affects readers, it also creates a
unique relationship between Kamil as author, Marie as narrator/protagonist, and the reader as
active witness. The orality of Marie’s narrative voice allows the reader to imagine her as the
actual author of the book and serves to elide Kamil’s authorial role. This produces the impression
of fidelity to Marie’s words. I find it helpful to consider the author-narrator-reader relationship

through several illustrations. The first illustration, narration as documentary film, emerges from
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Kamil’s own career as a filmmaker and her documentary film, Salata Baladi (2007), whose
content overlaps with that of a/-Mawliida and shares the themes of family history, Egyptian
identity, and intergenerational storytelling. We might even follow Kamil’s own description of a/-
Mawliida as a “documentary novel” with Marie as its primary subject.® Notably, this framing is
natural not only given Kamil’s profession as a documentary filmmaker but also her process in
writing the book: she recorded hours of interviews with her mother and others, referenced books,
articles, photos, and her own memories to craft Marie’s narrative voice and story.” In this way,
her authorial role is akin to the filmmaker who arranges others’ images and voices in a
compelling sequence, cutting and layering perspectives and narrative arcs. The reader fills the
role of viewer, of course. While this documentary comparison might be fruitful for theorizing the
nature of authorship in al-Mawliida, 1 do not find it particularly illuminating for understanding
the reader’s role, which is rather distinct from that of the film viewer. Given the idiosyncrasies of
al-Mawluda’s narrative voice, the reader wrestles with each word, has the freedom to read
slowly or quickly, and creates a unique sound for Marie’s narrative voice in his or her mind — all
much more difficult tasks for the film viewer.

The second illustration, narration as recounting family memories, is more productive for
theorizing how al-Mawliida’s language invites an active role for readers. It would be tempting to
imagine al-Mawliida as a grandmother’s (Marie) account of her life stories to her daughter

(Nadiya Kamil) or grandson (Nabil), however this framing gives perhaps too much authorship

6 Nadia Kamel, “Communism in Style,” trans. Brady Ryan and Essayed Taha, Words without Borders, March 2020,
https://www.wordswithoutborders.org/article/march-2020-womens-life-writing-in-arabic-communism-in-style-
nadia-kamel.

7 See: N2’il al-Tawkhi, “Nadiya Kamil: hakadha jara ihya’ sawt al-Mawliida,” Mada Masr, June 18, 2018,
https://www.madamasr.com/ar/2018/06/18/feature/83 ¢} gall-C guo-s - (§ yo- 1382~ o8 -duaU- ] g1/ 81431,
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and autonomy to Marie (our narrator) and discounts the actual authorial role played by Kamil.
Therefore, I would like to propose a more complex scenario of intergenerational family memory
and storytelling by which our (deceased or absent) grandmother’s stories are told by her daughter
to the grandson. If we readers position ourselves as the grandson, the receiver of these stories, we
might respond to them with questions, comparisons, and complex emotions that grow out of the
knots of intergenerational family relationships and the passage of history. Confronting the knots
of received and retold memories, we question where Marie’s voice ends and Kamil’s begins. It is
impossible for us to untangle the life story of our grandmother from the tongue of her daughter.
These layers of authorial ambiguity and active reception decenter the individual agent — whether
she be author or narrator — and foreground an active reading practice rooted in familial (social,
collective) dialogue and remembrance. I contend that this active, dialogic response from the
reader is the result of al-Mawliida’s intergenerational narrative form, i.e., Marie’s displacement
and Kamil’s intermediary authorial role hand in hand with the social, intimate, and oral qualities
of ‘amiyya. These formal and aesthetic aspects of al-Mawliida’s narrative language (alongside its
provocative real-life plot) invite the reader to make a social, familial, and political ‘home’ in this
chain of transmission. Kamil transmits a domesticated and novel account of Leftist political
history to the next generation of readers who in turn might imagine an alternative and liberated
future through this narrative political inheritance.

Just as language and form intersect in al-Mawliida with implications for how we
approach the above questions of authorship, narration, and readership, their intersection also
weighs upon the question of the book’s genre. There are many aspects in which al-Mawliida
resembles autobiography: Marie’s narration of her own life, elements of an “autobiographical

pact” established with readers, and concern for the intersection of Marie’s personal life with the
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broader story of the Egyptian public and its collective politics.® The major break with
autobiography, of course, stems from the fact that Nadiya Kamil, not Marie, is the book’s author.
Thus, al-Mawliida talls between what Philippe Lejeune theorizes as autobiographical and
fictional pacts.’ Because Nadiya Kamil is clearly the author, while Marie is the protagonist and
narrator, the book announces a fictional pact. Yet, Kamil’s introduction, which she wrote in her
own voice, announces her fidelity to Marie’s voice and perspective on her life and times.
Moreover, Marie’s first-person narrative voice, which occasionally addresses Nadiya Kamil as
“you,” reminding us now and again of Kamil’s in-between listener-author role, colors the text
with a strong sense of the autobiographical. The fact that this “contractual effect” of
autobiography is “a mode of reading as much as it is a mode of writing” invites us to take
seriously the fact that al-Mawliida is read with autobiographical investment from reader and
author/narrator, even if Kamil’s process of writing required elements of biography to animate the
text with her mother’s voice. !

Kamil is not the first author to write from this involved and in-between perspective.
Natalia Ginzburg was a twentieth-century Italian writer whose work — especially her 1963
Lessico famigliare (Family Lexicon) — similarly disrupts boundaries of authorship, narration, and
readership and links the domestic and familial spheres to public Leftist politics. Ginzburg

scholars argue that this mode of narration is a way of recovering and reconstructing historical

8 Philippe Lejeune, On Autobiography, ed. Paul John Eakin, trans. Katherine Leary (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1989).

% Lejeune, 14-15.
10 Lejeune, 30.
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memory,'! giving way to what Versuka Cantelli describes as a “family historical novel.”!?
Several points should be made straight away in applying Cantelli’s work on Ginzburg to Kamil.
First, it is worth noting that the term novel, however it may be qualified, is a strange descriptor
of Lessico famigliare and al-Mawliida alike. Nevertheless, Kamil seems to invite something of
the sort by including riwaya (the Arabic term that has come to mean novel but which also evokes
a broader tradition of narrative storytelling) in al-Mawliida’s subtitle. The second point is that in
the case of al-Mawliida, intergenerational narration is not merely of a historical or memorial
quality; it also explicitly recovers and reconstructs past politics. With this said, Cantelli’s frame
is quite helpful for exploring the implications of these questions of genre. She contends that the
familial and intergenerational aspects of this mode of narration subvert the individualism of
autobiography, rendering the story inherently social and publicly shared.!® Teresa Picarazzi, for
her part, sees these aspects as proper to women’s autobiographical writing at large, arguing that
the subgenre “considers intersubjective and relational gender and voice, and embeddedness in an
other.”'* Indeed, in Kamil’s case, Marie’s narrative voice is matrilineal in the literal sense that
the line of narrative transmission passes from mother to daughter and ultimately to the reader. I
posit that the intimacy and familiarity of this line of transmission allows Kamil to root Marie’s
politics in a space — the home — which is at once shared by all Egyptians and perceived as lying

outside or beyond politics. In this sense, her blurring of authorial, narrative, and generic

11 Veruska Cantelli, “The Maternal Lineage: Orality and Language in Natalia Ginzburg’s Family Sayings,” Journal of
International Women'’s Studies 18, no. 2 (2017): 184.

12 cantelli, 196.
13 Cantelli, 181.

14 Teresa Picarazzi, Maternal Desire: Natalia Ginzbourg’s Mothers, Daughters, and Sisters (Fairleigh Dickinson
University Press, 2002), 26.
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boundaries makes space for even the apolitical reader to discover a political lineage in the most
private and intimate of spheres.

I have so far focused on Kamil’s intergenerational narrative form and expansive notion of
home as intervening in the political history of Egypt’s Left. It merits explaining the gendered
linguistic aspects of this intervention. While gender may seem self-evident as Kamil writes in her
own mother’s voice, gender permeates al-Mawliida’s language and politics in more fundamental
ways that are only indirectly related to the author and narrator’s sex. The matrilineal narrative
and generic disruptions of historical and political memory explored above are permeated by
gender, specifically by the mother-daughter bond that drives the narration. In a related way,
gender also inflects the very language of Kamil’s intervention. Fusha is nobody’s mother tongue.
It is instead the learned standard language of literature, formal media, and academia. The Arabic
mother-tongues are the colloquial varieties (‘amiyya or darija, the dialects or vernaculars), which
vary tremendously depending on region, social class, etc. To follow the gendered phrase ‘al-lisan
al-umm’ (mother tongue), we might consider ‘amiyya — the dominant narrative language of al-
Mawliida — explicitly feminine, as opposed to the masculine fusha.!> This is, of course, not to say
that women do not write in fusha or that men do not speak ‘amiyya — of course they do. But the
realms of education, news media, and literature have been historically dominated by men to an
extent that justifies gendering as masculine the discursive language of these fields. By the same
token, we might gender as feminine the domestic, emotional, and intimate aspects of spoken

Arabic for the way women have been tasked with domestic life, moral and emotional

15| follow Yasir Suleiman’s very productive rethinking of Arabic diglossia through Arabic speakers’ perceptions of
their language, what he terms ‘Arabic folk linguistics.” He labels ‘@miyya ‘the mother tongue / al-lisan al-umm’ and
fusha ‘the native language / al-lugha al-umm’. See: Yasir Suleiman, “Arabic Folk Linguistics: Between Mother
Tongue and Native Language,” in The Oxford Handbook of Arabic Linguistics, ed. Jonathan Owens (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2013).
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development, and solidifying familial and social bonds. From this starting point, it is not difficult
to see how Kamil’s use of ‘@miyya to narrate her mother’s memoirs might be read as an artistic
choice to avoid the masculinist tenor and epistemology of formal history, politics, and literature.
Her narrative language introduces an alternative manner of approaching these genres of writing,
one which emerges through the emotional, relational, and memorial investments of
intergenerational dialogic speech. This is a distinctly feminine — even feminist — approach to
literary language that intervenes not just in the content of historical and political memory and
inheritance but also in the method of telling — and thus knowing and creating — history. For
example, Marie recounts her childhood memories of learning about Garibaldi’s Redshirts from

her mother, not as textbook history but as part of a familial and political lineage:
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My mother reviewed history for me with love. We’d sit on that couch for many
long hours after school. I'm reading. She’s cooking. With time, the history lessons
turned into a source of inspiration for her. They reminded her of the situation in
Italy before she came to Egypt. She started telling me stories about the wars of
independence and unification — inspired by the curriculum, but from her own
point of view; her big hero was Garibaldi. Her father was a soldier in Garibaldi’s
army — Le Camicie Rosse — the Redshirts — that’s what they’re called. And he
joined Garibaldi’s Socialist Party in his village. The history book didn’t say that
Garibaldi was a socialist. At school they called him ‘a nationalist hero who defied
the occupation.” We were in the days of Fascism in Italy, and Mussolini’s rule
abhorred socialism and was fighting it at every turn.

Kamil’s narrative relies on multiple iterations of familial and political bonds between mother and

daughter to tell a situated history of the Left, first in Italy and then in Egypt. These familial and

16 Kamil, al-Mawliida, 35.
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political bonds, in al-Mawliida’s twin contexts of Marie’s life and the contemporary inheritance
of twentieth-century Egyptian and Leftist histories, also stitch together individuals and
communities in national and international political contexts. In short, Kamil’s gendered and
intergenerational narrative approach to history and politics reverberates upon the present and
future. It reroutes the bonds and boundaries of the Egyptian nation through the least likely of
characters — a working-class Leftist khawaga — and invites readers to see themselves and their

future in this lineage, and to move forward from decades of successive Leftist political defeats.

Politics across Generations

Beyond language, the intergenerational quality of a/-Mawliida is most pronounced (and
complex) in politics. Marie, like so many Egyptians of her generation, was politicized after the
Second World War. First in an anti-fascist Italian youth group, then — after virtually all her
Italian comrades left Egypt in the aftermath of 1948 — in a communist cell of HADITU (al-
haraka al-dimugqratiyya li-I-taharrur al-watani, The Democratic Movement for National
Liberation), Marie’s teenage years of political militancy and eventually imprisonment were the
prelude to her lifelong engagement in Egyptian public life. Her earliest political convictions —
national liberation and socialism, which she learned first from her Italian mother’s stories of her
family fighting with Garibaldi’s Redshirts — might in hindsight seem peculiar for a khawaga. The
khawaga of various European origins are often seen as having profited from the colonial-
capitalist system of Capitulations and Mixed Courts which constituted a parallel system of law
and taxation for foreigners. While this is true in an aggregated and abstract sense, such
generalities can obscure the reality of working-class khawaga like Marie and her family. This

narrative also covers over important aspects of history like the fact that the earliest trade-union
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and communist organizing in Egypt was led by disproportionately Jewish khawaga workers and
organizer-intellectuals.!” As Marie narrates in al-Mawliida, HADITU and other early communist
organizations, were firmly aligned with the Egyptian nationalist cause. They saw national
liberation from colonial-capitalist rule as a necessary step toward class liberation. Marie narrates:
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They let me in HADITU, and I learned that it’s an acronym for “al-haraka al-

dimugratiyya li-I-taharrur al-watani.” The word ‘communism’ isn’t in the name,

but they explained to me that they are “a communist organization first and

foremost, but the stage in Egypt is one of national liberation from colonialism.”

What I want to say is that they couldn’t have tugged at my heartstrings any more

than that. National liberation — that’s what I used to study in the history book with

my mother.

Much changed in Egyptian politics after Marie’s teenage years. The Free Officers’ Coup
in 1952 brought Nasser’s nominally socialist and Arab nationalist government to power. Marie’s
relationship with this political shift was fraught on multiple levels. Like other Leftists, she
viewed Nasser with a level of admiration for his anticolonial policies, but she struggled to come
to terms with his authoritarianism and early assaults on organized labor (in Kafr Dawwar) and
communists, which ultimately resulted in her imprisonment and that of her entire social circle on
multiple occasions, spanning many years. Marie describes the political debates and crises on the
Left during the early Nasser years:
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17 Joel Beinin and Zachary Lockman, Workers on the Nile: Nationalism, Communism, Islam, and the Egyptian
Working Class, 1882 - 1954, Princeton Studies on the Near East (London: Tauris, 1988), 313.

18 Kamil, al-Mawliida, 73.
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I’'m noticing as I tell this story that I was deeply skeptical of forming factions

against each other based on political positions. The fracturing of the communist

movement resolved around questions like “Is he a nationalist or pure Marxist?”’

and “The army: nationalist revolutionaries or conspirators?” and “Should we

support the regime despite being in prison, or do we struggle against them and

consider them agents of imperialism?”” But our differences over these questions

led to factions and accusations, and I naturally tried to avoid that.
Similarly, Marie supported Egypt’s national liberation from British colonial rule and lingering
military occupation. But the state’s campaign of deporting khawaga, especially Jews and
politically active khawaga like Marie, was an ongoing existential, social, and familial crisis for
her. (Her quest for Egyptian citizenship is a major sub-plot of the book.?’) Amidst these
profound political and personal reasons for Marie and her comrades to reject the Nasser regime,
her criticisms are remarkably ambivalent and indirect — characteristic of her generation of
Leftists. That Sa‘d’s role in Nasser’s Ministry of Culture comes after Nasser’s mass arrests of the
communists (including him and Marie) is not lost on the reader. Yet, any ambivalence or
compromise marking the Left’s relationship with the Nasser regime was quickly replaced by
pure antagonism during the Sadat years and his neoliberal opening of infitah. Marie recounts
how this hostile relationship was driven by politics but was articulated in personal ways, such as

Sa‘d being blacklisted from publishing and journalism:
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19 Kamil, 207.

20 Marie’s struggle on this front was twofold: First, she — like many Egyptian Jews — struggled to prove that her
parents and grandparents were born in Egypt. Second, the Egyptian government (under the monarchy and Nasser
alike) regularly deported Jews who were arrested as political prisoners. Marie was spared this fate because she
lacked citizenship to any country, so there was no clear place to which she might be deported.

21 Kamil, al-Mawliida, 377.
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Among the first actions Sadat took relating to the press when he came to power

was a memorandum that Sa‘d Kamil is forbidden from writing...and that ban

lasted until Sadat passed away, until they assassinated Anwar Sadat.

In tracing these historical shifts, al-Mawliida follows a series of what David Scott calls
historical “aftermaths” of anti-colonial and socialist politics that aligned with Marie’s life and
convictions.?? Nadiya Kamil (b. 1961) came of age amidst the collapse of these projects and the
beginning of the neoliberal post-infitah era, which realigned Egypt with US-backed capitalism,
capitulated to Israel, and inaugurated an era of ascendent Islamism and conservative, militarized
nationalism. A second aftermath — this one unspoken — occasions a/-Mawliida’s narrative as
Marie’s death in 2012 coincides with the unravelling and undoing of the Egyptian Revolution of
2011. Thus, what I seek to make plain is the tension — familial and political — inherent in
remembering Marie for her political convictions while also offering her story to Nabil and his
millennial generation, whose world wants little to do with Marie’s politics. In this sense, Kamil’s
work grapples narratively with these intergenerational political tensions captured in Scott’s
notion of aftermaths and “the temporal disjunctures involved in living on in the wake of past
political time, amid the ruins, specifically, of postsocialist and postcolonial futures past.”?*
Kamil’s intergenerational narrative impulse is part and parcel of domesticating the major
political questions of Egypt’s twentieth century and Marie’s life: how to move forward from
unceasing Leftist defeats?

Like virtually everything in al-Mawliida, this issue of outliving the viability or relevance

of one’s commitments is articulated through relationships, especially family relationships. This is

22 Scott, Omens of Adversity, 2.

23 Scott, 2.
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a major aspect of Kamil domesticating politics, by which I mean bringing politics within the
scale of the home and into the emotionally charged dynamics of familial relations. Take the
example of the major social rupture in Marie’s adolescence: the fallout of 1948 and the departure
of the khawaga, especially the Italian and Jewish communist communities to which she
belonged. Centrally, their departure was driven by their belief that khawaga could no longer
work for socialism or national liberation in Egypt because, as Marie tells it,
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Whatever they might say about themselves being nationalists and Egyptians, they
had no legitimacy after what had happened in Palestine. So, they decided at the
conference that everyone would go to the country of their origins to continue the
struggle where it would have an impact — not just struggling in vain. Whoever had
Italian origins would go to Italy, French origins to France. But there were
Armenians, for example — where should they go? Maybe to the Soviet Union
because part of Armenia was in the Soviet sphere? And then there were Egyptian
Jews without European origins — where were they supposed to go? Even the
people with Greek origins, for example, they had a problem because there had
been a Fascist coup in Greece led by three army generals, so it was dangerous for
the Greek-Egyptian communists to go to Greece. In any case, the Italians decided
to leave Egypt, and they started getting their papers in order.

Marie’s teenage loss of her social and political community was occasioned by a geopolitical
force far greater than their activities organizing against fascism and fighting cholera in Cairo’s

poor neighborhoods. In her recollection of the event, she explains staying in Egypt as a decision

24 Kamil, al-Mawliida, 76.
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of conviction, a way of persisting despite what her peers understood as a historical impasse and
defeat:
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From the moment I told our Italian friends, ‘I’'m Egyptian, and I’m staying in

Egypt. ’'m not leaving,” that was it. It was a decision I made, and I haven’t

changed my mind for one second since 1948. And throughout all that’s happened

since then, that conviction has stayed deep in my heart all the way to the end. And

the government deporting the foreigners and the khawaga wasn’t on my mind at

all. I would say to myself, ‘That doesn’t apply to me. I don’t have Italian

citizenship or any other citizenship. I was born in Egypt, my father was born in

Egypt, and my parents live in Egypt’.

While here Marie retrospectively glorifies her decision to declare herself Egyptian and remain in
Egypt, we ought not belittle the sea change this marked in her social world. Indeed, at this
moment she was transferred from the Italian HADITU cell to the Egyptian one because she was
the sole Italian left. Shortly thereafter she was imprisoned, and her world turned upside-down
once again. Thus, Kamil does not present historical-political shifts only as ideological or political
changes but as emotionally weighty family events and social ruptures.

A second aftermath, this one more faithful to Scott’s notion, is found when Sa‘d, Marie’s
husband, comes to terms with the 1967 defeat, which ushered in a dramatic shift in Egyptian
political culture and terminated his ascent through Nasser’s Ministry of Culture. Sadat’s
presidency was particularly catastrophic for the Kamil household. Sa‘d’s career in journalism —

to say nothing of his bureaucratic post — was upended by changing political winds. He was

blacklisted from publishing in newspapers and pursued by secret police for his outspoken

2 Kamil, 152.
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politics. Kamil records the massive political shifts in Marie’s narrative, but most touching for the
reader is how she frames this period in terms of familial relationships and emotions. Sa‘d’s

uncompromising positions were, what Kamil (through Marie’s narrative voice) describes as:
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One of those moves I’d call getting stuck on principle, our ideas as they are,
without any plan to engage with the reality of the circumstance.

Standing on principle pushed Sa‘d further into social, professional, and political isolation. Sa‘d’s
troubles morphed into a depression spanning the Sadat years. Kamil describes Sa‘d’s depression
as a response to the political malaise and the collapse of the revolutionary socialist project that
had defined his political and cultural engagements until that point. Importantly, however, this

account is mediated through Marie’s relationship with Sa‘d. Marie narrates:
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It reached the point where he’d start to cry. He’d come to me in the afternoon crying, ‘I
don’t know what to do, Marie. I don’t know what to do.’

Ultimately, she says,
2B amiay pany oni Ul a5 Joaa

A cooling off occurred between me and Sa‘d. We stopped loving each other,
really.

Kamil articulating Sa‘d’s depression through their home’s family relationships emphasizes not

only the depth of his despair toward the increasingly hopeless political situation in Egypt, but

26 Kamil, 389.
27 Kamil, 395.

28 Kamil, 402.
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more importantly the way political disappointment and despair were domesticated and brought
into family life. Sa‘d’s depression took over the family home and became the atmosphere of
Kamil’s youth. This is a central aspect of how I understand Kamil’s work generationally: she
transmits her parents’ generation’s experience of political vision, struggle, hope, and defeat to a
generation that has known mostly political despair.

The chain of transmission from Marie, through Nadiya Kamil, and ultimately to Nabil
and the reader, begs the question: how does Nabil — how do we — inherit this loss across
generations? One consequence of Kamil’s narrative perspective, i.e., giving voice to her
mother’s view of Egypt’s twentieth century, is that the energy, hope, and disappointment of her
parents’ political struggles are not taken for granted or elided from the story. On the contrary,
they — more than the events themselves — are the story and are celebrated as such. Despite
Marie’s objective marginality in Egyptian society — a poor khawaga and a woman without much
social or political capital — her lifelong engagement with Egyptian public life injects her family
history and unique perspective on Egypt’s twentieth century with the energy of her generation’s
political commitments. Such a politically engaged perspective is in tension with the often
apolitical commemorative tendency of memory and remembrance, whereby we commemorate
victims whose political struggle is already defeated rather than honoring them by seeing their
politics as historically contingent and ongoing.?’ By invigorating her family’s story with their
political commitments, Kamil highlights the resilient politics of the margins. In recognition of
the marginality of the Egyptian Left after 1967 and especially after 2011, Kamil illustrates the

necessity of political struggle — even in defeat — to her family’s sense of being and belonging.

2 Enzo Traverso, Left-Wing Melancholia: Marxism, History, and Memory, New Directions in Critical Theory (New
York: Columbia University Press, 2016), 57.
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It should be emphasized that the depressive post-infitah environment is the domestic
atmosphere and political-historical context of Nadiya Kamil’s childhood. There are fleeting
moments in a/-Mawliida when we glimpse a soft-spoken or oblique recognition between Marie
and Nadiya Kamil — mother and daughter, narrator and author — that this was a dark time which
perhaps harbored shared difficulties not directly of a political nature but having to do with Sa‘d’s

all-consuming depression. For example, Marie addresses Nadiya Kamil:
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You were the one who was good [at handling Sa‘d’s depression]. At a certain
point you talked to your friend Amani al-Rashidi — I think in the eighties — and
Amani, for the first time, got him treatment for depression, not just sleeping pills
and relaxants. But after what? Not less than twenty years without any help. He’d
fallen so low.
And later:
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You [Nadiya and Dina] were there for our fights. We would fight a lot, he and 1.
These are among the few moments in the text when Marie’s narration references Kamil as the
receiver of her story and a member of the family who witnessed many of these events first hand.
Thus, in reading between the lines of narrator and author, mother and daughter, we ask: with
which of Kamil’s own investments — political, emotional, familial — has she perhaps inflected
Marie’s narration? It is in these poignant moments when Kamil’s presence as a member of the

family and participant in this family history is referenced that our awareness of how al-Mawliida

transmits familial and political commitments through generations is most focused and attuned to

30 Kamil, al-Mawliida, 395-96.

31 Kamil, 403.
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the fact that the narrative we read is not pure autobiography but mediated by an author intimately
invested in the story.

This intimacy is part of al-Mawliida’s appeal and strength. Beyond the pleasure of
reading an emotionally complex, intergenerationally mediated narrative of such depth, this
narrative form functions critically by transmitting political commitments from one generation to
the next. The narrative we find in al-Mawliida is transparent about its own investments, which
are precisely what render Marie’s story so compelling and profoundly affecting. Because of al-
Mawliida’s autobiographical air — and Kamil’s personal investments in Marie’s narrative — the
reader cherishes the potentially distorting effects of narrating history in the first person, even and
especially because this narrative passes through a daughter’s authorial filter. Arguably this
familial narrative may be preferable to the faults of mainstream (often nationalist and masculine)
historical narrative: false notions of neutrality, focusing on a narrow set of historically ‘relevant’
actors and events (what Hoda El Sadda chronicles as the masculine and national ‘major issues’
[al-qadaya al-kubra]) *2, and marginalizing the voices of defeated political and social movements
and classes. What is perhaps the most important point of contrast between these methods of
narrating history, from a theoretical perspective at least, is how personal experience, affect, and
commitment produce familial and political history in Kamil’s narrative. What I mean is that the
very lived experiences of political engagement, complete with the subjective distortions of
memory, affect, and a range of emotional-temporal lenses through which they might be
processed, e.g., doubt, regret, pride, etc., are utilized to articulate an engaged understanding of
history and transmit it across generations. Moreover, it is precisely the invested and partial

aspects of this narrative which render its commitments transmissible intergenerationally. Simply,

32 E| Sadda, Gender, Nation, and the Arabic Novel, 145.
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history which affects, pulls at conviction, and moves our sense of belonging is uniquely
compelling.

Given Marie’s lifetime of profound political commitments and the affected aspects of her
narrative voice rooted in personal experience and relationships, we might expect her perspective
to be marked by partisanship or ideological slant. Instead, without ceding Marie’s socialist
commitments, Kamil uses the intergenerational and dialogic nature of al-Mawliida’s narrative to
reflect on the political changes that occurred over the course of Marie’s life, most notably the
neoliberal turn of infitah and the collapse of the Egyptian and global Left. These shifts, which are
experienced differently by successive generations (Nadiya Kamil came of age in the post-infitah
1970s and 1980s, while Nabil grew up in the wake of 9/11), serve as openings for Marie (or,
alternatively, Kamil) to introduce retrospective doubt into her political commitments and
personal choices. The issue of Marie cutting off communication with her Israeli family, for
example, becomes a major concern as she looks back on her life and ponders how she will be

remembered by her Palestinian grandson:
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I feel like I need to say these things to him because I want him to love me. I don’t
want him to misunderstand me. And when he grows up, I want him to feel kindly
toward me like with other grandmothers... But maybe Nabil’s feelings won’t be
so nice when he gets older. He doesn’t know that I have Jewish heritage. And he
doesn’t say ‘against the Israelis’ or ‘they’re Israelis.” He says, ‘Jews’ or ‘the
Jews.” And he’s right: those Israelis are Jews. And, true, they’re committing
crimes — and have been for a while — against the Palestinians. So, it’s natural that
when he grows up it would be hard for him to be Palestinian, with his just sense

33 Kamil, al-Mawliida, 544.
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of his rights, and at the same time discover I have Jewish heritage. That’s a shock,
and not a nice one.

More to the point, she ponders whether she will be the politically inconvenient family member

whom he would rather forget:
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If I’d continued to empathize with my relatives in Israel or kept up with them,
perhaps that would have caused a psychological problem for me. So, I went with
the emotions and the opinions of the environment I lived in, and the path I chose,
between prison and struggle. This way I didn’t sense any problem. And that might
happen to Nabil with me.
Implicit in this passage is the question of whether family ought to be held sacred from the
imperatives of political commitment, in Marie’s case anti-colonial and socialist political
commitments. To what extent ought individuals be held responsible for the policies of states to
which they belong and, to varying degrees, support? What is notable in this example is that
Marie does not express doubt regarding the justice of her political principles but regarding the
cost she paid for her fidelity to them. This cost, expressed belatedly, is wrapped up in her role as
a grandmother to a stateless Palestinian (her daughter, Dina, married a Palestinian) in a radically
changed geopolitical moment: Israel is now an established regional power, Palestinian statehood
grows increasingly hopeless, and the Cold War has given way to American-capitalist hegemony.
I posit that Kamil’s narrative accomplishes through this retrospective shadow of doubt
something more nuanced than the post-1991 turn to liberalism experienced by disillusioned

Leftists the world over. What I read in the cracks of Marie’s doubt and in a/-Mawliida’s

distinctly oral narrative voice is an invitation to dialogue, to respond to Marie’s choices and late-

34 Kamil, 545.
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in-life second thoughts. This is a critically important function of a/-Mawliida’s narrative voice,
which actively engages generations of readers who have never held Marie’s political ideals nor
paid such a high personal price for commitment to them yet who have been profoundly shaped
by the political trajectory of Neoliberal Egypt: militarized nationalism, authoritarianism, crony
capitalism, and ascendant Islamism. In short, I believe this doubt regarding the personal

(specifically familial) price of Marie’s political convictions acts as a first step toward narrative

mourning, a process whose political dimensions I will explore below.

Mourning Politics through Intergenerational Narrative

By tracing a genealogy of political commitment from the margins and inscribing it within
her family’s sense of belonging to one another and to their home in Egypt, Kamil offers a way of
thinking politics intergenerationally, even and especially defeated politics. This is crucial in an
era where the global Left is at a loss of direction and vision because the language of class-based
politics seems so out of step with the contemporary politics of identity the world over.
Domesticating politics within a narrative of family belonging and intimate yet expansive notion
of home is important primarily because it allows us to see ourselves not as the products of an
inevitable historical progress, but in a lineage of contingent historical struggle based in
individual and collective commitments and actions. As the world grows more intrenched in
neoliberal institutions, identity politics, and militarized nationalisms, values of equality and
economic justice are increasingly marginalized or ignored by liberals and discredited as Soviet-
style authoritarianism by the right. This is all too plain in contemporary Egypt. Thus, there is
something profound in making Marie’s outdated political struggle part of the family’s vital

narrative of home. If al-Mawliida’s contemporary political relevance seems ambiguous or even
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absent, this indicates the deep crisis the Left faces in Egypt and globally. It is telling that the
inspiring spirit Kamil seeks to plant in rising generations is that of her deceased mother: a
political spirit to be mourned. Evident in this fact is the tough reality that the future of Leftist
politics — especially in Egypt — is at an impasse. The horizons of political action are painfully
restricted. Kamil’s hope rests on us, like Nabil, finding Marie’s story (and politics) when we
need it. Hers is a hope that when the horizon of the future opens, Egyptians will see themselves
as belonging to a lineage of political struggle.

In Scott’s discussion of aftermaths, he turns to Freud to highlight the way political ideals
might be experienced psychically as a loss, prompting the work of mourning: “Mourning can be
a response not only to the death of a person, but also to the loss of ideals that, as [Freud] says,
have taken the place of a loved one.”® Here, Scott highlights the somewhat paradoxical way that
“political ideals are founded on object loss” and are inherently “personified, already invested in
the body of an individual.”* For Egyptians and Arab nationalists, the figure of Nasser is most
relevant to this discussion. His image, charismatic voice, and notorious (and unfulfilled)
resignation speech in the wake of the June defeat — perhaps the most listened-to political speech
in Arab history — are inextricably linked to his political ideals and their decline. Indeed, Egyptian
presidents since Nasser — whether they like it or not — face comparison with him not just because
of his charisma, but because any claims to nationalism are inextricably bound to his person.?’

Similarly, the Egyptian bureaucratic and military state, despite fifty years of neoliberalism, is

35 Scott, Omens of Adversity, 100.
36 Scott, 100.

37 See: Omar Khalifah, Nasser in the Egyptian Imaginary, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2017).
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still a living vestige of the Nasser era. For Scott, the process of mourning, what he also terms
“reparative remembering,” takes place on the field of “memory traces.”*® Mourning is how

the mourner both /lets go and internalizes the lost object. Each such memory trace,

through which the loved person or ideal is imagined with all the complex

associations of hope and disappointment, is called up...to facilitate the withdraw

of desire and, perhaps, even the formation of new personal and political

attachments.’
Critically, this is not a mode of forgetting, but rather a way of actively remembering and working
through political and personal loss. Furthermore, mourning is distinct from melancholia. For
Scott, mourning includes the horizon of a future with new personal and political formations.
Indeed, this future horizon is important; without it the internalization of the lost object Scott
describes would function more like melancholia.

Kamil’s intergenerational impulse and domestication of political ideals dovetail with
Scott’s notion of how mourning bridges the personal and political. Notably, Kamil’s narrative
does not link socialism and national liberation to Nasser, but to the more marginal and quotidian
figure of her mother Marie. This is in keeping with her domesticating gesture of cutting down
political formations and ideals to smaller and looser frames approaching the familial. It is thus
not surprising, though still provocative, that the personal figure of lost political ideals should be
her khawaga mother rather than the towering president who oversaw her imprisonment.
This displacement of attachments from Nasser to Marie — exemplary of how political ideals and
commitments are communicated and transmitted in a family narrative — accomplishes several

rather radical reformations of political lineage and perspective, precisely the future horizon Scott

points to when he references the potential of mourning to form “new personal and political

38 Scott, Omens of Adversity, 101.

39 Scott, 101.
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attachments.”*° First, Kamil identifies political ideals not with the Nasserist state, but with the
class of artists, writers, and activists her parents kept as comrades. The importance of this shift
cannot be overstated in a context where the Egyptian state continues to detain artists, writers, and
activists in the name of the nation’s security and morality. Second, delinking Leftist political
commitments from the intellectual history of iltizam in Egyptian literature and its compromised
subservience to the Nasserist state accomplishes a critically important step in liberating Leftist
politics and aesthetics for future generations’ political and artistic formations. By recovering
Leftist politics from the state and inscribing them in Marie’s person, Kamil makes them
mournable in the present context. This is a countercultural and oppositional gesture because in
the wake of 2011, especially for young people, the history and politics of the fifties and sixties —
with Nasser dominating public life, with politics and culture intertwined with state ideology and
institutions, and with independent politics leading to prison — are not losses to be mourned. By
first documenting her family’s role in Egypt’s independent Left and then linking her mother to
political ideals traditionally claimed by the Nasserist state, Kamil domesticates politics and
prepares even the skeptical reader for the task of mourning and the political horizon of the future.
Lastly, by reframing the history of lost political ideals in the figure of Marie — a deceased
grandmother, a figure particularly well suited to be mourned — Kamil avoids the trap of
melancholic nostalgia. As Scott reminds us, “it is this practice of reparative remembering that
appears blocked or disabled in melancholia,” and therefore, “the melancholic dwells on the past

with pathological nostalgia.”*! While melancholia can in some ways serve to confront the reality

40 Scott, 101.

41 Scott, 101.
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of historical defeat and loss, it becomes unhealthy and unproductive when the subject cannot
move beyond that past loss to confront the present or the future.*? This melancholia is in fact
rather widespread in contemporary Arab and Egyptian cultures: Salafis” embodied identification
with a bygone era of early Islam, some Leftists’ identification with the Nasser era’s
revolutionary politics,** and many secularists’ fixation on the cosmopolitanism of the colonial
era. | argue that al-Mawliida’s domesticating frame at once lets go of and reinvests in the grand
twentieth-century politics that animated Marie’s life. This is precisely the work of mourning. I
want to be careful to distinguish Kamil’s project in al-Mawliida from the significant impasses of
Marie’s life story. Marie’s unresolved relationship with her Jewish family and her repeated failed
attempts to write her memoir run parallel to her and Sa‘'d’s generation’s rather melancholic
political outlook, characteristic of the old nationalist Left. But Kamil’s work is framed
intergenerationally and speaks beyond Marie’s individual or generational position. In this way,
Kamil works through and mourns her mother’s life and politics. Furthermore, Nabil and the
horizon of the future make space for the use of those mourned personal and political attachments
in still unknown formations suitable for the challenges of Egypt’s post-revolution generation.
This is the broader political hope behind Kamil’s desire that “Nabil might find ‘the Story’ (al-

haddiita) when he needs it.”**

A Shifting Nation and Cosmopolitan Specter

42 See: Nouri Gana, “Jihad on the Couch,” Psychoanalysis and History 20, no. 3 (December 2018): 378-79,
https://doi.org/10.3366/pah.2018.0274.

43 See: Sun‘allah Ibrahim, “al-Riwaya al-tarikh wa-I-siyasa fI misr ma‘ Sun‘allah lbrahim,”
August 11, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Dt-LYa2r8TY.

44 Kamil, al-Mawliida, 9.
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As Kamil intimates in her introduction to al-Mawliida, her hope is that if the figure of the
nation is to have any liberatory potential in this generation, it will necessarily find expression in
an intimate yet expansive mode of belonging to home. It is important to note that Kamil’s
narrative redirection of the nation is not a wholly anti-nationalist position. Indeed, for all the
ways that Kamil manages to reroute the Egyptian nation and nationalism through Marie’s life
and person, her authority to do so is buttressed by Marie’s nationalist political convictions (even
if she opens the door to doubting or qualifying them by the end of the book) and her Egyptian-
Arabic narrative voice. Indeed, that Marie narrates her life in her chosen language (Egyptian
Arabic) rather than her natal tongue (Italian) sets al-Mawliida’s tenor and establishes her
belonging to Egypt and claims on Egyptian identity. While some may argue that this linguistic
belonging is properly Nadiya Kamil’s (as the author) rather than Marie’s, it merits pointing out
that the fact that Kamil was born in Egypt and into Egyptian Arabic as her mother tongue is
further proof of Marie’s lived commitment to buck the trends of history and assert her belonging
to Egypt despite concerted efforts by Zionists and the Egyptian state alike to cast the likes of her
out of the Egyptian nation and into the Israeli one.

The nation as articulated in a/-Mawliida critiques the Arabic term ‘umma’ (nation), not
by disputing national bonds but by redirecting them through the near homophones ‘umm’
(mother) and ‘umiima’ (motherhood). I’d like to propose this unorthodox maternal valence of
‘umma’ in keeping with the domesticating, intergenerational impulse I find at the core of al-
Mawliida. Moreover, this maternal lens helps us highlight the social aspects of ‘umma’ that stand
in contrast to terms such as ‘watan’ (nation, homeland, fatherland) and ‘dawla’ (state). Through
my reading of Kamil’s notion of the domesticated nation, my notion of the maternal ‘umma’

conveys shared commitments and bonds before and beyond ties to territory (as with ‘watan’) or
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to a sovereign bureaucratic power (as with ‘dawla’). For Kamil, these bonds reflect domesticated
— or maternal — politics. According to this maternal sense of ‘umma’, belonging is not grounded
in land or sovereign power but shared political conviction and commitment. As the international
network — stretching the Mediterranean basin — of Marie’s familial and political relationships
illustrates, this is simultaneously an order of communal belonging expansive enough to
crisscross national borders and intimate enough to foster a sense of family. By reading Kamil’s
approach to the nation and nationalism through this rather heterodox notion of ‘umma’, I seek to
foreground communal and political bonds and avoid other more conventional terms for the
nation and its violence including ‘al-qawmiyya al-‘arabiyya’ (Arab nationalism) and ‘wataniyya’
(patriotism, nationalism).

This approach to the nation, which is unorthodox and revisionist but not a full-throated
disavowal, is also a critique of cosmopolitan nostalgia. Cosmopolitanism denotes, in its
conventional usage, a bourgeois class position. Perhaps for this reason, Kamil makes no
reference to cosmopolitanism in al-Mawliida. Nevertheless, scholars and readers of Egyptian
literature are consistently invested in this question of cosmopolitan Egypt, implicitly or explicitly
understood as the colonial, pre-Nasser period.*’ There are valid reasons for this scholarly and
political interest, but they are largely reactions to what followed the colonial-cosmopolitan
period and shapes our present: a totalitarian military regime and Islamic fundamentalism. In the
case of the Jews of Egypt (and other Arab states), we might posit that Zionism and later Israeli
citizenship provided a new mode of being and belonging circumscribed by militarized

ethnoreligious nationalism. Thus, Israeli statehood and citizenship also occasioned a Jewish loss:

45 See: Deborah A. Starr, Remembering Cosmopolitan Egypt: Literature, Culture, and Empire, Routledge Studies in
Middle Eastern Literatures 21 (London ; New York: Routledge, 2009); Halim, Alexandrian Cosmopolitanism.
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the loss of a minoritarian and cosmopolitan modus vivendi. Kamil is acutely attuned to this
dynamic, speaking to her Jewish relatives about the days “when you used to be cosmopolitan” in
her documentary film Salata Baladr.*® This comment shows an understanding of
cosmopolitanism rooted in social relations and behavior, not simply time and place. In a similar
vein, the pre-1952 past offers a different Egypt and Egyptian life to readers and critics. This lost
Egypt allows readers to imagine a different way of being. For contemporary Egyptian readers,
this cosmopolitan past plays a critical function in the context of increasing neoliberal hegemony,
authoritarian military rule, and Islamist dominance in many spheres. It acts as an escape, a way
to imagine being in and of Egypt otherwise. In other words, this lost cosmopolitan Egypt plays
its critical function because the total absence of Leftist politics or revolutionary impulse in the
present. Nostalgia fills in where future-oriented political desire is absent.

The case of al-Mawliida is clearly different from the escapist — if understandable —
nostalgia for cosmopolitanism. As I have argued, Kamil offers up Marie’s political commitments
not to be consumed with nostalgia-tinted glasses but to be mourned to yet unknown though
expressly political ends. We find this in al-Mawliida’s intergenerational thrust, which Kamil
introduces in her preface through the figure of Nabil. She highlights its political and familial
trajectories throughout the narrative and reinforces them through Marie’s letter to Nabil at the
end of the book. Marie’s narration (as penned by Kamil) is explicitly concerned with family
legacy and political inheritance, yet her narrative account of the twentieth century goes beyond
family history. Marie’s Leftism is central to al-Mawliida’s intervention in the historiography of
Egypt’s twentieth century, especially where the khawaga are concerned. It is precisely Marie’s

political commitments, which are Leftist yet also rooted in Egyptian nationalism — typical of the

46 Nadia Kamel, Salata Baladi, 2007.
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anticolonial moment — that distinguish her story from narratives of apolitical or patently colonial
cosmopolitanism. This is precisely the historical nuance and situatedness that leads Hala Halim
to push for a conception of cosmopolitanism that grapples with the “phenomenon of radicalism
that is both national and supra- or inter-nationalist without the mediation of states or
international organizations but as underwritten by radical solidarities.”*” It is telling that the
immediate context Halim draws on to make this forceful claim to direct cosmopolitanism
through national political frames — specifically in the Global South — is the global reverberations
of the uprisings in Tunisia and Egypt. 2011 was a moment when political radicalism of a national
yet more-than-national character had tangible effects within nation-states and beyond them. This
recalls the postwar moment of decolonization that swept Africa and Asia throughout the 1950s
and 1960s, when anticolonial politics were national yet decidedly more than national, as is
apparent in examples from Algeria to Vietnam. Given Marie’s belonging to this generation of
national yet beyond-national Leftist politics, Kamil’s recourse to her mother’s life and this past
era of Egyptian history is an avenue to recover and reimagine Leftist politics in the present. This
is a political function which nostalgia plainly lacks.

Despite scholarly critiques of the Eurocentrism integral to many genealogies and
formulations of cosmopolitanism,* the impulse to critique the violence of contemporary
Egyptian nationalism, in its militarist, neoliberal, and Islamist incarnations, remains compelling
and urgent. The difficulty of imagining a radically different future, especially after the 2013
military coup, constrains the critical imagination and pushes us back to history. And so, the

cosmopolitan specter persists. In such a context, recovering past Leftist political and social

47 Halim, Alexandrian Cosmopolitanism, 9.

48 See: Halim, 5-11.
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commitments of socialist internationalism, class liberation, and struggle against empire is urgent.
This is precisely the political and historiographical power of the sense of lineage and home
created in al-Mawliida. With these political commitments centered, Kamil’s intergenerational
narrative forces us to reconsider nationalism, socialism, and our own neoliberal politics of
identity from Marie’s uniquely marginal yet engaged perspective. Her narrative voice invites us
to find a home in Marie’s political lineage, to critically and imaginatively engage in politics
beyond the limits of melancholic nostalgia, and to mourn defeated politics so that they might

serve us in a more just and liberated future.
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Chapter 5: Aesthetics from Hell in Muhammad Rabi’s ‘Utarid

Introduction

Muhammad Rabi"’s dystopian 2015 novel, ‘Utarid (Otared), is a prominent example of
the post-2011 turn toward speculative fiction. In ‘Utarid, Rabi® accelerates the postrevolutionary
violence of Neoliberal Egypt through grotesque and abject aesthetics of political despair and
violence, especially sexual violence. The novel’s aesthetics mark the extreme culmination and
exhaustion of the critical sexual-political symbolic vocabulary inaugurated by Ibrahim’s Tilka al-
ra’iha. In Rabi’, we encounter grotesque symbolic recourse to the body and sex, desire and
despair, disgust and exhaustion as vehicles for his political critique of neoliberalism in Egypt.
My juxtaposition of ‘Utarid and Tilka al-ra iha underscores the continuity of authoritarian
military rule in Egypt (before and after infitah and the pivot to neoliberalism) and its role in
forging the symbolic and aesthetic economy through which neoliberalism was — and still is —
depicted and critiqued. While ‘Utarid is a critical text that goes beyond simply representing
authoritarian violence in the wake of Egypt’s 2011 Revolution, I read its grotesque aesthetic
project as an extreme acceleration of the contours of neoliberalism in Egypt — state violence,
abject inequality, rogue police officers, and the inadequate cover of bourgeois respectability.
Furthermore, by reading Rabi"’s critique of neoliberalism in terms of abject and accelerationist
aesthetics, I place him in conversation with theorists such as Deleuze and Guattari, Kristeva, and
Bataille. I argue that these aesthetic aspects of ‘Utarid render the stakes of Rabi"’s political
critique intelligible in terms of visceral senses and embodied affect. By framing Egypt’s past,
present, and future, as an eternal hell, Rab1" allows us no hope for escape from ‘Utarid’s horrific

onslaught of aesthetic excess.
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Opening

The grotesque opening passage of ‘Utarid, which precedes the novel’s main 2011 and
2025 timelines, foreshadows the abject aesthetics, sexualized violence, and politicized despair
that run through the novel. The first-person narrator, Captain Ahmed Otared, conjures the scene
of a butcher’s shop around Eid al-Adha and describes the blood spattered on the wall as if it were

a work of fine art:
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..the classic profile of airborne liquid, a shape about to be lost forever and then
preserved, a stroke upon the wall.!

This description of gore is excessive. It is also beautiful in terms of language and style. This
tension between grotesque violence and how Rabi® aestheticizes it in descriptive language runs
through the novel. Just after the above description of blood, the narrator injects another almost

parodying description with a dose of the erotic, declaring:
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They say raw meat stimulates the sex drive, or so I’ve heard, and certainly the
rites have something rousing about them: the slaughter, the mingled stench of
blood and dung, the skinning, the carcass hung up and butchered, the sight of
dozens standing waiting for a cut of meat, of kids off to one side eating lumps of
raw liver still hot and soft, of a man rushing off with his plastic bag full of meat
and smiling as he goes...>

! Muhammad RabT', Utarid: riwaya, al-taba‘a al-thalitha (al-qahira: Dar al-tanwir, 2015), 5; Mohammad Rabie,
Otared, trans. Robin Moger (Cairo: Hoopoe, 2016), 1.

2 Rabi', Utarid, 5-6; Rabie, Otared, 1.
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He then transitions from this scene of festive slaughter to a parallel one noted for the human
source of blood:
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On this occasion, it had come from the artery of a sixteen-year-old boy.?

The first details of this crime scene tell us that a father butchered and cannibalized his family.
Given the reference to Eid al-Adha just lines above, we should not overlook the parallel Rabi’
implicitly draws between this murder and the specter of Abraham sacrificing his son (had he not
been called off before completing the deed). This account of familial murder is immediately
followed by descriptions of Captain Otared’s fellow police officer in fear. After comprehending
the other officer’s terrified expressions as a profound fear, Captain Otared concludes that:

Lt Sl sk piaes Ca sl (5 gy ¢ ol G (s 3 i ]

Some of his fear transmitted itself to me and I understood that fear would be with
me for a long time.*

After this foreshadowing of a terrified (and terrifying) police force, Rabi® pens the first of
countless disturbing scenes of abject violence, filth, and abuse of all kinds. He describes a

grandfather’s corpse lying beside his son, who cannibalized his own family:
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The other man [the murderer] was wolfing from his plate with a spoon. The smell
was deadly — rot, and excrement, and cooked meat, and vomit — and I noticed
hardened lumps of shit beneath the dead man, on his chair and the floor at his feet,
even as the other finished his meal, laid the dish down beside him, and went on
watching the film.’

3 Rab1', Utarid, 6; Rabie, Otared, 2.
4 Rabi', Utarid, 7; Rabie, Otared, 3.

5 Rabi‘, Utarid, 7; Rabie, Otared, 3. Translation modified.
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He continues by describing the kitchen:
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The kitchen was in a state of chaos: pots and bowls all over the floor and table, a
putrid stench, patches of dried vomit on the floor, and shit everywhere.®

In this context of fear, abject filth, and violent chaos, Captain Otared begins to lose
consciousness because:
Ll sl glaall s
The nausea was overwhelming.’
As Rabi1" did with the abject crime scene and Captain Otared’s foreboding fear, he again links
Captain Otared’s physical and emotional state to his career as a police officer. The house full of
slaughtered corpses:
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brought back every corpse I’d ever clapped eyes on since starting in this job:
wretched faces, slack mouths, half-closed eyes surrendered to death.®

Then, in something of a dream state, Captain Otared gazes at the night sky and sees the faces and
names of the victims. Shockingly and inexplicably, he also sees himself named as the murderous
father. He interprets this vision in a way that prophesies how his relationship to death, murder,
and policing will change in the rest of the novel’s speculations into post-revolution Egypt.

Captain Otared narrates:

6 Rabi1, Utarid, 8; Rabie, Otared, 4.
7 Rabi, Utarid, 8; Rabie, Otared, 4.

8 Rabi‘, Utarid, 8; Rabie, Otared, 4..
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I knew that this was an item about how I’d murdered them, without the faintest

idea who they were or why I was certain that I’d killed them and had changed

their fate for a better one, even if it had been death. Then I saw that I would kill

many people, and that a great number of people would be killed in whose deaths

I’d play no part. I saw that people would kill their children and eat their flesh, and

I saw that the man sitting, eating and watching television had broken the last of

the seals and set loose everything that would later come to pass. All this I saw and

I understood nothing.’
Several key shifts occur in this passage: Captain Otared identifies as the killer, and killing ceases
to nauseate him and instill fear in him; he views killing as a form of liberation; and his narration
moves into a prophetic and speculative mode set on the future yet to come. Captain Otared
previews the hopeless hellscape that post-revolution Egypt will become and sees himself as a
sort of liberating angel of death. Over the course of the novel, this is a shift that will come to pass
within the security and police forces at large.

The opening passage closes with the trial of the man who butchered his family and the
public’s reaction to it. The man’s explanation of his motive for murder is patently absurd:
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He said that the only reason he had murdered his family was that he’d lost a lot of
money on the stock exchange. !’

And while this explanation is incredible, the public’s shock at his crime is similarly connected to

the murderer’s wealth. Rabi‘ writes:
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% Rabi', Utarid, 8-9; Rabie, Otared, 4-5.

10 Rabi', Utarid, 12; Rabie, Otared, 8. Translation modified.
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People were confounded. They all felt for the killer. This was a man of the

bourgeoisie: comfortably off, a respectable man, didn’t take drugs (just smoked),

owned a large apartment in a classy neighborhood and two cars, his children at

foreign schools and the eldest daughter graduated with honors from a private

university. He was the beau ideal of the contented middle class, a man with a

secure future, envied by many for his stable life and beautiful family.!!
For the onlooking public, his material success in Neoliberal Egypt renders his grotesque violence
dumbfounding. It is only a figure of the lower class, the tea boy, who speaks the truth of the
man’s fall into murder. He delivers Captain Otared his coffee saying:
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That’s a cup of coffee with hope stirred in. Hope’s important. That guy who
murdered his family lost hope, that’s why he killed them...!?

Losing hope is the simple premise that Rabi® takes to the furthest of aesthetic extremes.
What is more, the contexts — narrative, aesthetic, and historical-political — of this hopelessness
are quite significant. Our protagonist and narrator of this opening scene, Captain Otared, bears
the Arabic name for Mercury, the god of commerce and the guide of souls to the underworld.
Both the economic and hellish qualities of Mercury are significant in how I situate ‘Utarid in
terms of symbolism and political critique. As explored above, that the murderer of the opening
scene is a bourgeois father makes his crime particularly incomprehensible for the public. Captain
Otared’s narration signals that he, more than the public, understands the absurd violence that lies
beneath the veneer of respectable bourgeois life. This shift in his understanding accompanies his

growing identification with the murderous father and, notably, his loss of hope. Lost hope results

11 Rabi, Utarid, 12-13; Rabie, Otared, 9.

12 Rabi', Utarid, 14; Rabie, Otared, 11.
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in Captain Otared’s twisted belief that he liberates his victims from the hell that Rabi® describes
as Neoliberal Egypt by killing them. I read this loss of hope and its result of absurd violence in
terms of political economy — the neoliberal logics of inequality and directionless consumption
and the military-led authoritarianism inextricable from the Egyptian iteration of neoliberalism.
In this sense of multifaceted political critique, I place Rabi" in the literary-critical lineage
of Sun‘allah Ibrahim’s hyper-present physiological aesthetics of exhaustion. However, Rabi“’s
project is much more extreme than Ibrahim’s. It expresses the accelerated pace of Egypt’s
neoliberal trajectory since Tilka al-rd’iha. Rabi® writes five decades after the publication of Tilka
al-ra’iha. So, whereas Ibrahim’s critique — centered around the aesthetics and politics of
impotence and the emptiness of bourgeois life — is directed at the still-incomplete pivot toward
neoliberalism in Egypt (which entails authoritarianism and capitalist consumerism), Rabi1’
reveals the profound violence beneath the surface of Egypt’s already established neoliberal-
authoritarian order. The aesthetic language of lost hope that Rabi" introduces in this opening
passage is central to his critique of Neoliberal Egypt’s normalized violence. Indeed, the absurd
gore and aestheticization of violence Rabi" returns to throughout his novel are heightened to
provoke a reaction in the reader who has grown accustomed to the ‘usual’ level of violence and
disgust. By way of abject and revolting descriptions of all manner of bodily fluids and by
desensitizing the reader’s response to violence through descriptive excess, Rabi" makes his
political critique in a lineage of politically symbolic aesthetics — specifically sexual-political
symbolism — in Arabic letters. Indeed, after reading ‘Utarid, Yahya Haqqi’s complaints about
Sun‘allah Ibrahim’s physiological description of masturbation disturbing his sensibilities of taste

seem laughably quaint.
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The aesthetic themes — abjection, disgust, and gory violence — presented in the opening
passage connect the temporally distinct plot lines of the novel. The opening passage of ‘Utarid is
the only section not explicitly dated, though we understand it to foreshadow the violence that
would take place in 2011 and its aftermath. Another stand-alone section lies at the heart of the
novel; it is dated 455 AH and describes the apocalyptic final days of Fatimid Cairo with striking
thematic parallels to the other portions of the novel including a loss of senses, hopelessness, the
invocation of eternal hell, and eating one’s children. This 455 AH central passage is surrounded
by two sections that take place in 2011. In these sections, the hopes of the 2011 revolution are
obscured by violence. The major plot line of these sections follows a schoolteacher, Insal, who
has taken in a young girl Zahra whose father was killed in the street violence surrounding the
revolution. As Insal and Zahra visit morgue after morgue in search of the father, Zahra is taken
by a mysterious condition that slowly erases and closes off the features — mouth, eyes, ears — of
her face, handicapping her senses. Finally, the outer ring (also two sections — one immediately
following the undated opening passage and one at the end of the novel) takes place in 2025 and
follows Captain Otared, who narrates the undated opening passage described above. (Captain
Otared’s 2025 plotline is essentially unconnected to the 2011 plotline of Insal and Zahra.) In
2025, Egypt is occupied by the Knights of Malta and violence and despair reach a gruesome
pitch. Captain Otared joins the resistance, which merely acts to protect and serve the state
through assassinations. With time, his role as a sniper for the resistance loses even this sense of
purpose, and Captain Otared is driven to murder at random, fulfilling his prophetic vision of

liberating souls from the present hell of Egypt by killing them.

An Erotic Economy of Flesh and Desire
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In “‘Utarid’s opening passage, Rabi"’s revolting aesthetics link his novel’s political
critique to Georges Bataille’s economy of eroticism. Our narrator describes the Eid al-Adha

holiday as:
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A fine opportunity to derail your diet, kick back, and find out what’s going on out
in the countryside; to ponder, too, the relationship between flesh and sex. '3

This comment comes in the context of the narrator’s discussion of slaughter and raw meat
stimulating the sex drive, which he characterizes as a mingling of vitality and disgust, blood and
dung. These comments, especially when taken alongside the opening scene of cannibalistic
murder, uncannily evoke Bataille’s discussion of the three luxuries of nature: eating, death, and
sexual reproduction.'* Each of these luxuries passes through the physicality of the human form
or, in Rab1"’s vocabulary, human flesh. The father’s cannibalistic murder in ‘Utarid shatters the
moral boundaries and taboos surrounding these three luxuries — eating, death, and sexual
reproduction — and marks Rabi“’s aesthetic project with provocative transgression. Murder and
physical contact with the corpse are clear transgressions of what Bataille describes as
prohibitions surrounding death.!'> Cannibalism is a double violation of prohibitions surrounding
the corpse and eating alike. What is less immediately clear, however, is how this is a violation of
what Bataille categorizes as limits and prohibitions that distinguish human sexuality from mere

animal impulse and thus grant it moral value.'® Put another way: how is this a specifically sexual

13 RabT', Utarid, 6; Rabie, Otared, 2.
14 Bataille, The Accursed Share, 1988, | Consumption: 33.
15 Bataille, The Accursed Share, 1991, |l History of Eroticism: 79.

16 Bataille, Il History of Eroticism: 54-55.
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transgression? Bataille theorizes that sex and excretion (blood and various bodily fluids and
excreta feature prominently in Rab1"’s disturbing descriptions throughout ‘Utarid) are linked in
that they both point to the human shame toward the physical filth of our birth and origins —
menstrual blood, urine, feces, etc.!” Such excreta are therefore integral to Bataille’s
understanding of human sexuality. The shame evoked in this discussion of sexuality is a negation
of our very corporeal and reproductive nature and is thus linked to the prohibitions that police
eroticism, eroticism being — for Bataille — that which invites us to return to the allure of these
negated natural elements.'® Through the prohibitions surrounding eroticism, Bataille asks us to
consider shame and erotic desire in tandem. Moreover, because sex is inseparable from the
corporeal cycles of life and death, Bataille gestures here toward an erotic economy that unites
death and shame, life and death, beauty and abjection. We should also note the importance of
religion — highlighted in Rabi"’s reference to the ritual sacrifice of Eid al-Adha — in Bataille’s
understanding of sexual prohibition. He sees religion as a giving a “particular form (the
prohibition on nudity) to the general prohibition on the sexual instinct, saying of Adam and Eve
that they knew they were naked.”!® It is this erotic economy forged by the human shame of
prohibition that Rabi® politicizes through violent and aesthetic excess.

Representing grotesque sexual violence in alluring language is a primary way Rabi’
aestheticizes the multifaceted erotic economy discussed above. I view this aesthetic project and
the overt way Rabi’ charges it with political symbolism as drawing upon Sun‘allah Ibrahim’s

aesthetic deformation of progressive, liberatory sexual-political symbolism. In the wake of

17 Bataille, Il History of Eroticism: 63.
18 Bataille, Il History of Eroticism: 78.

19 Bataille, Il History of Eroticism:53.
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Nasser’s imprisonment of the Egyptian Communists and the 1967 defeat, sex lost its logic of
progress and development. Instead of progressive romance, impotence, sexual violence,
prostitution, masturbation, sexual harassment, and homosexuality came to represent the political
and social corruption, deviance, capitulation, and apathy increasingly endemic in post-infitah
Egypt. In ‘Utarid, Rabi"’s gory and excessive descriptions of violent sex acts, prostitution, and
sexualized gore bleed into each other. Descriptions of bodily fluids mingle with descriptions of
destitution, poverty, violence, and pursuit of power. Because of this layering, the politically
symbolic dimension of these revolting aesthetics is made explicit and overt —-more so even than
in Ibrahim’s most obvious symbolic use of sexual violence to critique capitalism and
neocolonialism in Sharaf (Honor, 1997). In one instance, Rabi" describes a scene of Captain
Otared unable to perform sexually with a prostitute, echoing that infamous one from Tilka al-
ra ha. However, the aesthetics of Rabi ’s scene and its political context are markedly more
dramatic and disturbing. Captain Otared has just murdered an officer in front of the prostitute
and 1s covered in the dead man’s blood. He threatens the prostitute at gunpoint and demands that
she perform oral sex on him. He is, however, too exhausted — exhaustion being a key affect for
both Ibrahim and Rabi’. Bored, Captain Otared realizes:

Al cJaa¥) o liga ailed Lo aal Al cdan xgadall Lelad 3 ) sy £ o 3 Lngd adedl L () Jadl o
Aed B B e g da ) 8 ey e AADU S

I couldn’t think of anything to do that might humiliate her further. Now I’d killed
a man and was soaked in his gore, humiliation didn’t seem to mean very much.?°

As he leaves, he catches a glimpse of a café television broadcasting coverage of the new bill to

legalize prostitution. The reader needn’t imagine prostitution being symbolically charged with

20 Rabi', Utarid, 83; Rabie, Otared, 85.
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colonial power relations or remember the context of the occupying Knights of Malta and the
capitulating Egyptian state and public, for Captain Otared’s narration makes the link overt:
G 138 JS and ¢ AV o 138 JS cand 1 3 jale 1 Aigall" Apad Sl AdUad) & S cand,
‘uaj&Ak-lMuM(‘.\a_\ s\J}N\g__x,\u.}\:JA dsea_\ cﬁjjéd\aﬁju\%\& dsea_\ cJaRal (sl
.“BJL&:AJ\ \j\ JA é ‘?*'.'

There’ll be ID cards with ‘Profession: Prostitute’ on the back; it’s all because of

the occupation, see; yeah, all the fault of the limp-wristed army, the reckless

resistance, the ‘reverlooshun’; yes, we’re a nation of pimps; prostitution is the

solution.?!

Links to violence, sex, and abjection are recurrent throughout ‘Utarid’s 2025 plot line,
but they are sometimes disturbing in shockingly creative ways. They paint a picture of a society
severely warped by violence of the most systemic nature and produce a sense of sexuality that is
inextricable from that violence. In one such scene, Captain Otared encounters a new form,
electronic music, which he mistakenly assumes to be the sounds of animals copulating. Instead,
he learns the true nature of the ‘music’:

JEE ) g ) gaal 038

Those are the sounds of animals being killed.?

Captain Otared then reflects upon his misassumption, again drawing out the link between death

and sex:

s sall Gl i (35S o oS Le G 5l 4 %61 S Lay 3 jua] Laiga 1538 &l
sall A jem nda G Euale (S ale Y 5 S leliie (o geall (5o 5 o Laal)

I was amazed by how wrong I’d been. I heard what could have been the screams
of the dying or cries of sexual congress — it seems the two sounds are similar. And
I’m not sure how I knew that these were cries of death.?

21 Rabi', Utarid, 84; Rabie, Otared, 86.
22 Rabi', Utarid, 77; Rabie, Otared, 79.

23 Rabi', Utarid, 77; Rabie, Otared, 79. Translation modified.
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Captain Otared’s unsettling conclusion regarding the nature of the cries proves even more
relevant as he learns that the music was inspired by the notorious slaughter of all Egypt’s pigs
during the 2009 swine flu outbreak. This is a real-world historical detail that Rabi® added to his
fictional account of workers being forced to bludgeon the pigs to death, striking them and

weeping. However, the scene quickly takes a grotesque and darkly erotic turn:

8 53l 305 (e (g 5 ey | 2 Ui T 5 ¢ Jia 5 gl Tl | galcind 5 o\SH) (e (palalall il i o5
(@l ity 3UAl anl s s g atanl (ol 48] bl J8 6,38 S Jalally yy jUad) () saiiy g
ol g3 Ladie 5 canlll g alaall o jd )i g 1a Gl llin (K Al 5 Lol Cadans 38 dienen il
G (Fa Ay calae 38 L) (g Aadiia Dals (O BaaY ¢l ) Sl 5 el e da )
o ile a8 s ol Jas Al iy Al 8 8 38 Ja )l (IS cladll s dandd
o) g pall tadad Jomill agy w8 5 " e | el A ymin Ay yas Lusals 3353 58 5 (a Y

The workers stopped crying and just surrendered to the killing frenzy. And then,
slowly but surely, they started screaming from sheer euphoria — the dirtiest insults
and abuse directed at the pigs. Abadir said he saw one of them hammering at a pig
with the most incredible violence. The pig’s skull had already been completely
smashed in, and there was just no need to go on pulping the flesh and bone. When
the man stopped and turned around, Abadir saw this huge damp patch on his
trousers from his crotch down to his knees, and on his shirt up to the belly. The
guy had come in his pants. Near the end, Abadir recorded a voice muttering in
perfect Arabic, ‘Water...I’m thirsty...,” and he used that recording to end the track
you’ve just heard.?*

The electronic music was made to replicate this experience of erotic violence so that it could be
consumed in ordinary, quotidian settings. Such juxtaposition of senseless violence giving way to
ejaculation and simple thirst is made even more striking by how recording facilitates its
distribution, repetition, and consumption over and over again. This scene immediately calls to
mind Captain Otared’s musings regarding the relationship between sex, violence, and flesh that
opened ‘Utarid and which find echo in Bataille’s writing on eroticism and taboos of sex and

corpses. Moreover, by framing this incident not as a one-off linked to an absurd mass slaughter

24 Rabi', Utarid, 78; Rabie, Otared, 80.
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of swine but as an entertainment commodity recorded and repeated through individual and
collective consumption, Rabi" places the eroticism of this violence (and the violence of this

eroticism) within the frame of production and consumption.

Abjection and Violence

Rabi’ links ‘Utarid’s grotesque and sexualized violent aesthetics to the stark economic
inequalities of Neoliberal Egypt most directly through his depiction of the garbage man who
rapes a young girl, whom we later learn is named Farida, in the 2011 section of the novel.?
Rabi’ prefaces his narration of this sexual violence with descriptions of massive piles of trash
and refuse, symbolic both of the characters’ abject poverty and of the breakdown of systems and
order that emerged out of the 2011 Revolution.?® He writes:

220 S e Laaljaf (30 cae) 5 AN (e a1 sSTcile i) Cay e G 8 (ay pe g LS B
Caaltie b Aass da sS i3S Aol 8 Jaall e 0l 31 el (g Alysha sl i ol Y|
e 36 i3S Jia A Sl i) 5 e sSU) el ) g8l 43 )18 a0 5a OS jla o138 5 cp il
(& Sl Al dasas il g a5 Gallis e A eda & 3 Sl il al aclii )l 8 Al

e el a1 Gl | 5l (e ab agdl Gulill i Lo a5l a1 & s el 5 o JLa Chualiig
Al

In a wide street near Insal’s home, heaps of refuse rose up in piles to form a clutch
of pyramids, the product of the trash collectors’ months-long strike. At first, a
little mound took shape in the middle of the road, and then everyone who threw
out their garbage would launch it to the top of the mound, and the mound grew
taller until it had become a great hill as high as the Giza pyramids. Then a second
pyramid appeared, and a third, and a fourth, and then there were seven pyramids
stacked down the road’s center and it was dubbed Pyramids Street. And for some
reason, people forgot that it had been they who had built them.?’

5 Farida’s character is significant not only because she is the object of the most grotesque sexual violence, but also
because she is the most notable character to cross over between the novel’s 2011 and 2025 timelines. She
embodies the continuity of obscene and sexualized violence Rabi‘ weaves into the fabric of ‘Utarid.

26 There is a similar depiction of heaps of trash being charged with revolutionary sexual-political symbolism in the
Tunisian author Ayman al-Dabbiist’s 2016 novel Intisab Aswad (Black Erection). Al-Dabbiist’s novel is far more
celebratory of the chaotic and liberatory — yet inevitably temporary — state of revolution.

27 Rabi', Utarid, 156; Rabie, Otared, 169.
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We should note that garbage here is not only symbolic of poverty and systemic failure of social
services; it is also a key marker of abjection. Julia Kristeva defines abjection as not simply the
unclean, but that which disrupts the moral and aesthetic system that orders cleanliness and
uncleanliness:

It is thus not lack of cleanliness or health that causes abjection but what disturbs

identity, system, order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules. The in-

between, the ambiguous, the composite. The traitor, the liar, the criminal with a

good conscience, the shameless rapist, the killer who claims he is a savior....Any

crime, because it draws attention to the fragility of the law, is abject, but

premeditated crime, cunning murder, hypocritical revenge are even more so

because they heighten the display of such fragility.?
Piles of trash, the literal refuse of consumption, disrupt order and display the breakdown of
systems. Yet piles of trash are in fact an essential aspect of Cairene life working in its
characteristically dysfunctional way, in this case through the labor of garbage people (zabbalin),
who form an underclass of workers tasked with dealing in the city’s waste.?’ Trash is an aspect
of the city’s environment that Rabi" has specifically cited in reference to his creation of ‘Utarid’s

apocalyptic hellscape. He views the ubiquitous trash on Cairo’s streets as evidence that it is:

5 leie Caal e Ladla

28 Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 4.

2 This phenomenon of a class of garbage people processing Cairo’s massive amount of trash has piqued a
remarkable amount of international interest, resulting in perennial human-interest stories, internationally funded
NGOs, and religiously inflected poverty tourism. (Many of the zabbalin are Christian.) See: Peter Hessler, “Tales of
the Trash: A Neibhorhood Garbageman Explains Modern Egypt,” The New Yorker, October 13, 2014,
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/10/13/tales-trash; “Learning and Earning in Cairo’s Garbage City,
Egypt” (UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning, November 20, 2015), https://uil.unesco.org/case-study/effective-
practices-database-litbase-0/learning-and-earning-cairos-garbage-city-egypt; Sarah Marzouk, “A Brief History of
Cairo’s Garbage City,” Culture Trip, January 26, 2017, https://theculturetrip.com/africa/egypt/articles/a-brief-
history-of-cairos-garbage-city/.
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always a semi-collapsing city.>°
Thus, what is important for our understanding of trash and abjection in the novel is how Rabi’
understands abjection to be a systemic aesthetic aspect of the hell he creates out of ‘Utarid’s
Cairo. No less significant in terms of defining abjection and its relationship to the novel is the
shared occurrence of ‘the shameless rapist” and ‘the killer who claims he is a savior’ in
Kristeva’s definition of abjection and in ‘Utarid’s cast of characters.

After setting the scene of abjection, Rabi" then introduces the reader to the wretched and
disgusting garbage man who lives in the mounds of trash, scrounging them for edible scraps.
Two young girls — perhaps orphaned or abandoned — then join him. Even before Rabi‘ narrates
the scenes of sexual violence perpetrated by the garbage man, the horrid conditions of his and the
girls’ life — rotting garbage and abject poverty — are apparent. It is presumably this destitution
which leads Insal to link the garbage scene at hand to Zahra, the orphaned girl he has taken in
who has been stricken by the mysterious condition that seals off her eyes, mouth, and ears:

S gy IS0 el (s A0 5 5508 55 (o) 8 (5 e SR8

Insal thought to himself that killing these girls, and Zahra, and the garbage man
would not make the world a better place, but it would bring relief to many. !

Here Insal echoes Captain Otared’s notion that killing might offer escape from an unjust and
hellish life. Not only does this reference to killing as a form of salvation hearken back to the
novel’s opening scene of cannibal murder; it also foreshadows the extent of aestheticized

violence to come.

30 Muhammad Rabi‘ quoted in Mahmiid Husni, “Utarid..al-lahiit hayna yakiin ‘adamiyyan,” Mada Masr, June 24,
2016.

31 Rabi‘, Utarid, 159; Rabie, Otared, 172.
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Immediately following this remark, Rabi" describes the garbage man’s rape of a young
girl. This description of child rape beside a pyramid of garbage is significant because it blends
the most extreme example of Rabi"’s deformation of progressive sexual-political symbolism with
his signature aestheticization of violence and abjection. It is unsettling to read:

sLidll il 5 s S el 5 (558 St AL ) s < a3 ISl 8B il el Aa) ) S

28,0 5 Ao gail o3 ity al (U (e Alila ALY Ja ) sl al 63 mial) st in (e il 5
38 Laia o 5% 1 can sl yal (S 0f ing ) (XS (8 (1

There was a powerful stench of rot, the sound of cars overhead on the overpass,

and from beneath his fetid body, the moans of the older girl. The garbage man had

never slept with a child before. Had never experienced such softness and delicacy.

He wasn’t accustomed to have the woman under him give such gentle, muffled

sobs.>?

Part of how this passage — and much of ‘Utarid — disturbs the reader lies in the clash between the
aesthetic beauty Rabi"’s descriptions evoke through his narrative style (especially the almost
poetic thythm of his sentences) and the graphic and violent content he describes. Yasmine Seale
describes this function of Rabi’s narrative aesthetics as “the ennoblement of evil through formal
beauty.”* This aesthetic tension is central to how the seemingly endless descriptions of violence
in ‘Utarid compel the reader further along despite the disgust and despair they produce. This
compulsion to proceed onward despite disgust and despair is acted out by Insal. Insal considers
death as way to relieve Zahra’s suffering yet nevertheless continues to help her find her father’s
corpse and then survive her incomprehensible sense-depriving physical transformation. Through

Rabi"’s narration and the allure of his narrative language, we and Insal are led onward toward

accelerating aesthetic and physical violence.

32 Rabi", Utarid, 159; Rabie, Otared, 173.
3 Seale, “After the Revolution: Three Novels of Egypt’s Repressive Present,” 87.
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Accelerationist Aesthetics as Critique

This sense of acceleration produced by Rabi*’s narrative aesthetics is important in part
because it moves beyond simple representation and is a central aspect of ‘Utarid’s critical
function as a work of speculative fiction. More specifically, despite how the novel can be read as
highlighting “that for many, the world is already a dystopia,” the accelerationist affect and
aesthetics of Otared are precisely what push the novel beyond merely representing the dismal
realities of post-revolution Egypt, toward a more speculative, imaginative, and critical
engagement with violence, neoliberal social and economic fracturing, and the logical
consequences of restoring the police state.>* Therefore, my analysis of Otared focuses less on
how Rab1’ might make legible and thus grievable — to use Butlerian terms — the forms of
precarious life in Neoliberal Egypt,®> and more squarely upon how on the novel surpasses
representation for critique. The aesthetic allure of Rabi‘’s prose and the novel’s accelerating pace
of violence propel the reader onward without ever granting the release or closure that might be
possible through some resolution or even death. How should we understand this accelerationist
aesthetic and how does it offer a critique of Neoliberal Egypt and its violence?

Accelerationism is a relatively new term, which was first coined by Benjamin Noys in
2010 to describe the post-1968 turn in French philosophy among thinkers like Deleuze and

Guattari (4nti-Oedipus, 1972), Lyotard (Libidinal Economy, 1974), and Baudrillard (Symbolic

34 Seale, 85.

35 Judith Butler, Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violence (London: Verso, 2004). This characterizes
Walaa Said’s approach to the novel. See: Walaa Said, “The Metamorphosis of the Significance of Death in
Revolutionary Times: Mohammad Rabie’s Otared (2014),” in Re-Configurations, ed. Rachid Ouiassa, et al.
(Wiesbaden: Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden, 2021), 233-245)
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Exchange and Death, 1976) who engage in a form of la politique du pire that builds upon Marx’s

statement that “the true barrier to capitalist production is capital itself,”°

and posit that
revolution must go through capitalism.?’ In Noys’s formation, these authors conjecture that “if
capitalism generates its own forces of dissolution then the necessity is to radicalize capitalism
itself: the worse the better.”*® He names this tendency accelerationism, though the thinkers he
describes would not have used such language. They were synthesizing the works of Marx and
Freud and were deeply invested in Marxism, even if they came to express it in a heterodox
manner often inflected with the psychoanalytic. Clarifying the accelerationist case, Noys argues,
“What the accelerationists affirm is the capitalist power of dissolution and fragmentation, which
must always be taken one step further to break the fetters of capital itself.”** Noys coins
accelerationism to label a radical Left-wing philosophical tendency he sees as too accepting of
capitalist logic, not adequately confrontational. Others seek to extend this accelerationist political
project into the twenty-first century, most notably Alex Williams and Nick Srnicek, authors of
“#Accelerate: Manifesto for an Accelerationist Politics.”*°

While such intra-Left political debates are increasingly relevant in an era of intensifying

mechanization, capitalization, and algorithmic expansion into vast aspects of life, it is important

to distinguish between accelerationism as a political strategy and accelerationism as an aesthetic

36 Karl Marx, Capital, vol. 3 (New York: Penguin, 1992), 358.

37 Benjamin Noys, The Persistence of the Negative: A Critique of Contemporary Continental Theory (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 2010), 5.

38 Noys, 5.
39 Noys, 5.
40 Alex Williams and Nick Srnicek, “#Accelerate: Manifesto for an Accelerationist Politics,” 2013.
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phenomenon. The scholarship of Steven Shaviro is most clear in this regard. Shaviro reminds us
that the foundational accelerationist texts of the 1970s “can all be read as desperate responses to
the failures of political radicalism in the 1960s (and especially, in France, to the failure of the
May 1968 uprising).”*! Shaviro goes on to identify the political strategy of accelerationism —
pushing the contradictions of capitalism to their limits — with neoliberalism and the policies of
Ronald Reagan, Margaret Thatcher, and Deng Xiaoping. He argues that this accelerationist
political strategy is not viable because “like it or not — we are all accelerationists now. It has
become increasingly clear that crises and contradictions do not lead to the demise of capitalism.
Rather, they actually work to promote and advance capitalism, by providing it with fuel.”** He
concludes that “accelerationism in philosophy or political economy offers us, at best, an
exacerbated awareness of how we are trapped.”* Accelerationist aesthetics like those I identify
in ‘Utarid, which feature intensified horrors, accelerating disasters, and which propel us onward
through disgusting excess, are an example of what Shaviro calls “a form of enlightened
cynicism” — or, conceived otherwise, a form of principled pessimism.* The fact that these
examples of accelerationism in art and literature do not offer escape from disaster functions as a
mode of “aesthetic inefficacy,” meaning that “they do not offer us the false hope that piling on
the worst that neoliberal capitalism has to offer will somehow help to lead us beyond it.”* It is

precisely in this aesthetic inefficacy that accelerationist speculative works like ‘Utarid function

41 Steven Shaviro, “Accelerationist Aesthetics: Necessary Inefficiency in Times of Real Subsumption,” E-Flux, no. 46
(June 2013).

42 Shaviro.
43 Shaviro.
4 Shaviro.

4> Shaviro.
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critically by animating the neoliberal futures haunting the present. By refusing closure or escape
from aesthetic onslaught, Rabi" forces the reader to confront the present disaster. By coloring the
aesthetic world of his novel with despair rather than false hope, he redirects any aspirations of
resolution or resistance from the aesthetic or literary realm to the sphere of politics proper.

There are several important qualifying points I’d like to make regarding my reading of
‘Utarid through accelerationism’s heterodox Marxism, which was born out of a rather particular
historical moment in Paris. First, these politically accelerationist philosophical texts preceded the
accelerationist aesthetic. This is unusual — as theory often describes extant artistic and social
phenomena — and highlights the extent to which accelerationism was a form of philosophical and
political speculation during a fraught historical moment. During the late-1960s and early-1970s,
France and Egypt shared an important political feature: the waning influence of the Left and its
student protest movements (which peaked in 1968 in France, and in 1972 in Egypt). During this
time, Egypt’s situation in its pivot toward increasingly neoliberal forms of capitalism was more
complicated. Following Sadat’s infitah and the Camp David Accords, the consequences of
Egypt’s pivot were as much issues of geopolitics as they were of political economy. Perhaps for
the ways the neoliberal pivot of infitah returned Egypt to a path of dependence upon foreign
capital, foreign invasion and the external/foreign nature of technological and economic
development are outsize aspects of the Arabic accelerationist aesthetic and the broader genre of
Arabic speculative fiction.*® Despite this element of uniqueness in the Egyptian case, there is a

significant parallel between the genealogies of accelerationism in Egypt and France in that the

46 Other examples of this tendency toward emphasizing foreignness or invasion include Mousa Ould Ebou’s
Barzakh | Madinat al-riyah (1994/1996), Wasini al-A‘raj’s 2084: Hikayat al-‘arabi al-akhir (2016), Ahmad Khalid
Tawfiq’s Yatdbiya (2008), and Ahmed Kaki’s short story “Operation Daniel” (2016).
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disappointments of 1968 give way to the accelerationist chapter of French Marxism, while an
even more dramatic series of revolts and disappointments — the Arab Uprisings — brought the
Arabic accelerationist aesthetic into the literary mainstream.*’

Political disappointment colors the Arabic accelerationist aesthetic in slightly different
political hues because the experience of neoliberalism in post-infitah Egypt is inextricable from
authoritarianism and Islamism. The notion that we are all accelerationists because we are all
‘trapped’ in neoliberal spirals needs to be made particular. Our various neoliberal entrapments
differ by context. Authoritarianism and Islamism are not external to Egypt’s neoliberal logics;
they color and accentuate it. Therefore, we should read the seemingly senseless but increasingly
conspiratorial killings perpetrated by ‘Utarid’s protagonist, Captain Otared, as critical of the
ways neoliberalism in Egypt is policed by authoritarian violence.*® Similarly, it is fitting that the
dystopian acceleration of Egypt’s distinct neoliberal logic should feature grotesque depictions of
economic inequality and specters of foreign invasion and occupation by powers like the Knights

of Malta.* Inequality and foreign military and economic influence are key characteristics of

47 In the wake of the Arab Uprisings, there has been a flourishing of Arabic speculative fiction, much of which
boasts the accelerationist aesthetic explored here. Examples range from middle-brow yet commercially successful
and prolific authors like Egyptian Ahmad Khalid Tawfiq, to younger newcomers like Egyptians Muhammad Rabr’,
Ahmad Naji, and Basma ‘Abd al-‘Aziz, Kuwaiti Sa‘tid al-San‘@si, and Palestinian Ibtisam ‘Azim, to well-established
authors like Palestinian lbrahim Nasrallah and Algerians Wasini al-A'raj and Francophone author Boualem Sansal.
Many of these authors’ works have been recognized by international literary prizes, facilitating wider reception
and translations, including anthologies like Irag +100 originally published in English translation.

48 Mitchell, “Dreamland.”

49 sarah Marusek notes that Imil Habibi makes reference to the Knights of Malta in comparison to the Israeli state’s
security forces in his 1974 al-Waqa'i* al-ghariba fi ikhtifa’ Sa‘id Abi al-Nahs al-Mutasha’il (The Secret Life of Saeed:
The Pessoptimist). Habib1 recounts a story from Candide of how the Knights of Malta “thrust their fingers into the
part of our bodies which most women allow no instrument other than a medical syringe to enter...to discover
whether we had concealed any diamonds. This is an established practice since time immemorial among civilized
nations that scour the seas. | was informed that the very religious Knights of Malta never fail to make this search
when they take Turkish prisoners of either sex” to sarcastically joke that the Israeli officers are plagiarizing Candide
when they strip search Palestinians (74).
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Egypt’s post-infitah neoliberal trajectory. What is more, Rabi" distorts Islamists’ backwards-
looking nostalgia for early Islam with his novel’s apocalyptic scene from 455 AH. Instead of
looking to the religious past for an escape or solution to the discontents of the presents (as is
typical of contemporary Salafism), Rabi’ reimagines the past as a hellish eschatology with
striking similarities to his speculative depictions of the present and future. The parallels between
this 455 AH hellscape and that of AD 2025 are multiple and overt, including proclamations like:
Sl Y5 Ja) e 1sile ga Qi
You lived in hope, and hope there is none.>°
And:
panall o all palis Y
There shall be no deliverance this day! We are in hell!"!
Moreover, Rabi® describes this past hellscape with several shared details from his twenty-first
century timelines, most notably the reference to cannibalizing one’s children that opens the
novel. He describes writes in his rendition of the AH 455 hell:
eSell 0 5lSl () gl 3| oKinallia ) 5ISHS () 58 g o OIS Cla (51K () g0 5 o
You shall grow hungry and eat the flesh of dogs, then you shall die and devour
one another’s corpses, then you shall despair and eat your children.>?
Not even the past offers refuge from the totality of Egypt’s neoliberal hell and its accelerating

escalation toward apocalyptic ruin.

0 Rabi1", Utarid, 191; Rabie, Otared, 208.
51 Rabi', Utarid, 193; Rabie, Otared, 210.

52 Rabi‘, Utarid, 196; Rabie, Otared, 213.
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The critique in Rabi"’s accelerationist aesthetic must be understood in the broad context
of speculative fiction and the specific context of postrevolutionary Egypt. In both contexts, we
can easily read ‘Utarid as an example of how Seale describes works of dystopian literature:
“Their implied tense is the future perfect: this is what will have happened, they warn, if we don’t
pay attention.”>® The reality of post-2011 Egypt is already so grotesque (and the state’s aesthetic
dehumanization of citizens already operative in smoothing over acts of state violence like the
2013 massacre of Muslim Brothers at Rabi‘a Square) that accelerating such aesthetics and
violence becomes a way to move beyond merely representing this political violence. The
difference is a matter of intensity and degree.

Another more complex aspect of Rabi"’s critique needs to be situated in terms of
neoliberal aesthetics. In exploring recent dystopian Arabic literature and art, Sarah Marusek
argues that neoliberal policies normalize historical injustice and inequality, neutralize politics
and shift responsibility to the individual, while encouraging escapist consumption.>* We would
be remiss not to associate accelerationist aesthetics with this push toward escapist consumption,
for the propulsion to continue reading ‘Utarid — a form of consumption — despite its aesthetic
violence is part and parcel of the accelerationist aesthetic at play. Rabi"’s critical innovation on
this front is to draw upon a politicized concept of hell as a means to critique the dehumanizing

neoliberalism upon which his accelerationist aesthetic rests.

Hell

53 Seale, “After the Revolution: Three Novels of Egypt’s Repressive Present,” 85.
54 Sarah Marusek, “Tomorrow and Tomorrow and Tomorrow: Social Justice and the Rise of Dystopian Art and

Literature Post-Arab Uprisings,” British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, December 12, 2020, 17,
https://doi.org/10.1080/13530194.2020.1853504.
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Yasmine Seale reminds us in a discussion on the limits of dystopia, “Hell tends to be
another word for ‘dehumanization.’”> This juxtaposition of hell and dehumanization is central
to my reading of ‘Utarid because accelerationist philosophy and aesthetics draw heavily upon
the mechanical, the technological, and the non-human. Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s 1972
Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia introduces an opaque set of vocabulary for
considering desire, politics, and capitalism. This vocabulary — including terms like ‘body without
organs,” ‘materialist psychiatry,” ‘coding flows,” and ‘deterritorialization’ — consistently moves
away from the human as a productive or desiring force, toward understanding production and
desire through mechanized abstractions parallel to the trajectory of capitalist expansion and
intensification.’® The implications of Deleuze and Guattari ascribing desire and production to
capital become evident when they answer their own question, “Which is the revolutionary
path?’>” Not to withdraw from the world market or to confront the injustices of capitalism, they
say, “but to go further, to ‘accelerate the process,’ as Nietzsche put it: in this matter, the truth is
that we haven’t seen anything yet.”>® Deleuze and Guattari do not see hope in human or
proletarian resistance to the mechanizations and deterritorialized flows of capital. They find hope
in accelerating these very functions of capital until they eventually prove liberatory. In a similar
post-human vein, Jacque Camatte, writing in 1973, argues that capitalism has sidelined humanity
and that humans are increasingly irrelevant to both capitalist production and scientific

knowledge. “Capital has run away from human and natural barriers; human beings have been

55 Seale, “After the Revolution: Three Novels of Egypt’s Repressive Present,” 85.
%6 Deleuze and Guattari, Anti-Oedipus.
57 Deleuze and Guattari, 239.

58 Deleuze and Guattari, 240.
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domesticated: this is their decadence...Present day scientific analyses of capital proclaim a
complete regard for human beings who, for some, are nothing but a residue without
consistency.”® Put another way, he describes the proletariat as “merely an object of capital, an
element in its structure.”®® Thus, insofar as hell conjures images of dehumanization, it serves as
warning — rich with eschatological depth — against this accelerationist tendency to forgo
resistance and hasten the capitalist apocalypse.

Characters in ‘Utarid, especially the titular narrator and protagonist, Captain Otared,
make frequent reference to Egypt as a living hell, whether in 2011, 2025 or 455 AH. Rabi“’s hell
is earthly but drawn from the Islamic and Christian conceptions of hell as a punishment for
sinners and nonbelievers. The flashback to a past Egyptian hellscape from 455 AH, complete
with themes and images (hopelessness, cries for death as an escape from hell, eating children,
etc.) linking it to the primary twentieth-century timelines of the novel, illustrates hell’s
permanence on Egyptian soil. Walaa Said argues that this eternal hell-on-earth negates any
impulse to read ‘Utarid as affirming revolution. “This dystopian construction completely
dismantles the uprising’s status as a glorified act of resistance, rendering it absurd, as no
revolutionary acts are expected in a traditional, theological hell.”®! There is a strong and

disturbing resonance between Rabi“’s deployment of hell in ‘Utarid and the accelerationist

%9 Jacques Camatte, “Decline of the Capitalist Mode of Production or Decline of Humanity?,” in #Accelerate#: The
Accelerationist Reader, ed. Robin Mackay and Armen Avanessian (Falmouth, UK: Urbanomic Media Ltd, 2014), 145.

60 Camatte, 145.
61 Walaa Said, “The Metamorphosis of the Significance of Death in Revolutionary Times: Mohammad Rabie’s
Otared (2014),” in Re-Configurations, ed. Rachid Ouaissa, Friederike Pannewick, and Alena Strohmaier, Politik Und

Gesellschaft Des Nahen Ostens (Wiesbaden: Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden, 2021), 239,
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relationship to capitalism: for both hell and capitalism, there is no outside to which we might
take refuge. We are trapped.

In ‘Utarid, the implications of this hellish totality are gruesome. Resistance, like
revolution, becomes absurd. In Captain Otared’s definition, resistance amounts to “safeguarding
the state.”%? By logic that bears striking resemblance to the strategy of accelerating capitalism
until it somehow explodes, Captain Otared and his fellow officers of the so-called resistance plot
to accelerate (through mass murder) Egypt’s fraying post-revolutionary society’s total collapse:

Lilalals | Lida lala (3185 o cangy o ol LAl s (3185 ()15 5all 20

Instead of engineering a fake moral crisis, we must give them the real deal. Pure
. . 63
panic.

The several pages that follow this stated goal of sparking panic contain a very important
narrative of the aftermath of the 2011 Revolution from the officers’ perspectives. (This section
takes place in 2025). This narrative includes the chaotic street violence and deaths during the
days of the revolution itself, the Rabi‘a Square massacre of many hundreds of civilian supporters
of ex-President Mursi by state security forces in August 2013, and fictionalized accounts (in
Alexandria’s al-Manshiyya Square in 2018 and at Al-Azhar Park and ‘Ayn Shams University’s
Faculty of Engineering in 2019) of similar outbursts of citizen protest met by lethal police
violence. By linking historical and fictionalized/speculative accounts of this police violence
against citizens, Rabi‘’s narrative of the revolution and its aftermath is actually a retelling of how
the police forces came to understand their own ability to act with impunity and to devalue

civilian life. Walaa Said smartly notes that Rab1" does not recount revolutionary demonstrations

62 Rabie, Otared, 72.
63 Rabi‘, Utarid, 66; Rabie, Otared, 67. Translation modified.
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or hopes in the sections of ‘Utarid set in 2011.% He focuses instead on the chaotic violence of
the streets and the loss of life suffered. This is an unusual choice that has the effect of portraying
the revolution not as an exception to the hellish and violent light in which he casts Egypt but as a
point of continuity within such an order. We are denied even the word ‘revolution’ (thawra),
which the officers repeatedly deride as ‘reverlooshun’ (sawra), as an object of hope external to
the totality of ‘Utarid’s hell. The officers’ retelling of the revolution and its iterations of state-
sanctioned murder of civilians becomes a call to continual violence, either safeguarding or

reclaiming the state’s order:

aaans b g o sle s pdane | g 5l b llans Yo US Wi sapae A1 5 cilanlia b Ll
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On many occasions, on many days — in January and August, March and
September — we showed ourselves to be heroes, courageous, proved that we were
worth more than the average citizen, that our lives were worth more than his life.
Indeed, we showed that the life of the average citizen was worthless when
measured against the value of safeguarding the state. But rest easy. We’re
planning to take back the state from the occupier, and if killing citizens is
permissible in order to safeguard the state, then it’s a positive duty when you’re
setting out to reclaim it.%

When reading the above passage, it is clear how Rabi’ composes a lineage of eternal
violence from 455 AH, through 2011, and into 2025 — i.e., into the realm of speculative fiction. It
is also clear how conspiratorial this concept of ceaseless violence is, not only because Captain

Otared is part of an elite officer corps meting out seemingly random murder to resurrect the

64 Said, “The Metamorphosis of the Significance of Death in Revolutionary Times,” 238.
65 Rabi‘, Utarid, 70; Rabie, Otared, 72.
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1.6 How

Egyptian police state but also because of the frequent assertion that Egypt is literally hel
is it that an otherworldly notion of hell is brought to life on Earth by a band of rogue police
officers? Mahmiid Husni1 notes that the theme of hell in ‘Utarid and the frequent use of phrases
such as “I learned that...(‘alimtu anna)” and “I saw that...(ra’aytu anna)” suggest that Captain
Otared has access to some hidden element (ghayb ma).®” This almost prophetic quality of
Captain Otared — a quality that is announced at the very opening scene when he sees himself as
the liberating murderer — is indeed a major aspect of the novel’s elevated style. But Captain
Otared is not a prophet in any conventional or meaningful sense, nor does he possess meaningful
access to hidden knowledge of any kind. Rather, the occult aura surrounding him stems both
from the grotesque yet aestheticized violence that permeates the novel and from the sustained
theme of hell. Indeed, Husn1 points out that hell — and, I would add, hellish aesthetics — acts the
“abstract link” (rabt tajridi) between the novel’s disparate timelines.®® Captain Otared, like his
namesake, Mercury, is directly implicated in Egypt’s hellish state in the novel, so it is perhaps in
this sense that he carries something otherworldly about him. What must be emphasized, though,
is that even Rabi"’s recourse to hell is decidedly grounded in Egypt’s earthly post-revolution
politics. He deploys scenes of hell-on-earth to force us into a confrontation with the speculative

future consequences of Egypt’s authoritarian neoliberalism. In this way, ‘Utarid’s dystopian

critique has decidedly worldly resonances.

5 For an excellent recent study on conspiracy in modern Egyptian literature, see: Benjamin Koerber, Conspiracy in
Modern Egyptian Literature, Edinburgh Studies in Modern Arabic Literature (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press, 2018).

7 Husni, “Utarid..al-lahiit hayna yakiin ‘adamiyyan.”

68 Husn.

223



Losing Senses, Losing Critique

The world Rabi® describes in ‘Utarid is sensorily saturated and burdensome. This is, of
course, a major aspect of the novel’s critical force. Abject and accelerationist aesthetics, gore and
sexual violence, and beautiful language in tension with revolting content overwhelm the reader.
‘Utarid is an affecting read in visceral ways linked to the body and senses. We feel revulsion,
disgust, and horror upon reading descriptions that call upon our senses of smell and touch, sight
and sound. It is therefore striking that Zahra, the young girl orphaned and taken in by Insal,
suffers a mysterious affliction that deprives her of most sensory capacity because her facial
features — mouth, eyes, and ears — progressively seal themselves shut. Zahra is notable not only
because of this bizarre and terrifying condition but also because she is portrayed as being
fundamentally innocent — she is, after all, a child — within a storm of terrible and horrific events.
How should we understand her condition and its relationship to Rabi“’s sense-driven critique?

Seale has identified Zahra as the character who, despite her facial transformation,
experiences a rare moment of human connection in the novel, which “comes as a poignant
relief.”® The episode she refers to takes place after Zahra has fully lost her facial features and
discovers that she has an aunt who suffers from the same affliction. The moment of poignant
connection occurs between Zahra and her aunt, as Zahra runs her hands across her aunt’s empty

face:

sie il 5 2 Gaalll 58 Lila i ) Rday il clgine 33 e LES jais il
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Zahra kept running her hand over her aunt’s cheek. Slow, even passes, testing out
her favored sense: touch. At the nasal openings, she stopped, lifted her head, and

59 Seale, “After the Revolution: Three Novels of Egypt’s Repressive Present,” 87.
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stuck the tips of her first and middle fingers into the holes. There was a

momentary lull, then the aunt released a sudden blast from her nose and Zahra

snatched her hand away in feigned alarm. The aunt rocked her head back, as did

the girl, then the two foreheads met once more. They were laughing.”®
While this is indeed a poignant scene, I’d like to offer a reading of it that speaks to my
broader argument about the novel’s aesthetics and critical project. To do so, I will turn to
a much earlier work of literature that also explores the face, the loss of facial features,
and the relationship between the senses and political critique: Syrian Sa‘dallah Wanniis’s
play Haflat samar min ajli 5 huzayran (A Soirée for June 5, 1969).

Haflat samar min ajli 5 huzayran is Wanniis’s most famous play. It, like ‘Utarid,
emerged out of a major political disappointment, the 1967 defeat. The play is a scathing response
to the defeat and a revolutionary call to arms. It exemplifies Wanniis’s theory that theater must
politicize the audience and urge them to take action to change their political fate.”! For him, this
mission demands innovative techniques to engage the audience in the work of theater. In Haflat
samar min ajli 5 huzayran, this entailed planting actors in the audience so that they could
respond to the play as part of the performance, modeling political engagement for the audience.
Wanniis deploys this technique toward the end of the play to communicate the notion of mutual
responsibility for defeat. One actor planted in the audience remarks that he sees himself in the

defeated soldiers on the stage as if it were a mirror:
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70 Rabi‘, Utarid, 228; Rabie, Otard, 252.

1 sa‘dallah Wanniis, “Bayanat li-masrah ‘arabi jadid,” in al-A‘mal al-kamila, al-mujallad al-thalith (Damascus: al-
Ahali li-I-taba‘a wa-l-nashr wa-I-tawzi‘, 1996), 36-39.

72 Sa‘dallah Wannis, Haflat samar mi ajli 5 huzayran (Beirut: Dar al-adab), 112.
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They reflect my face in the mirror. I attack myself in the mirror. I touch my shame

in the mirror. I myself am in the mirror. I am responsible. You are responsible.

We are all responsible. This time, no one can escape responsibility.

This prompts the other actors in the audience to look themselves in the mirror so they might see
themselves in the clarity of defeat. The result is striking if didactic:
Bijsa¥ ans¥ sl ey

Nothing is in the mirror. No face. No image.

The metaphor continues as the planted actors explain how they plugged their ears and cut off
their tongues lest they be called to political action or imprisoned for their political speech.
Instead, they have become “featureless faces” (wujiih bila malamih).”* Clearly, at issue for
Wannts is the dehumanizing effect of authoritarianism. The loss of facial features and senses
expresses this dehumanization, a particularly antisocial dehumanization that separates the
individual from the collective responsibilities and commitments, which for Wannis entail a
Leftist politics, that were part and parcel of pre-1967 forms of iltizam.

Similar to Wanniis’s politically symbolic use of the face, Deleuze and Guattari theorize
the face as sitting at the intersection of the self and the social world of others, or — to borrow
their terms — ‘subjectification’ and ‘signifiance’, ‘the black hole’ and ‘the white wall’.”
However, their framing diverges from my reading of Wanniis in their insistence that the mapping

of social and subjective meaning upon the face, which they call ‘facialization’, is inherently

machinic and inhuman.’® Yet, for Deleuze and Guattari, facelessness would not amount to some

73 Wannis, 114.
74 Wannis, 137.

7> Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1987), 167.

76 Deleuze and Guattari, 190.

226



uncorrupted proto-human form. They write, “Earlier, when we contrasted the primitive, human
head with the inhuman face, we were falling victim to a nostalgia for a return or regression. In
truth, there are only inhumanities, humans are made exclusively of inhumanities.””’ It is this
issue of the human and the inhuman found in Deleuze and Guattari’s writing on the face that I
would like to consider alongside the political dimensions of facelessness in Wanniis’s Haflat
samar min ajli huzayran in our discussion of Zahra’s loss of facial features in ‘Utarid.
Returning to Zahra, I posit that Rabi"’s use of featureless faces incapable of most sensory
activity is linked to Wanniis’s politically inflected expressions of dehumanizing facelessness.
The difference is that in ‘Utarid dehumanization is violent and self-evident at every turn of the
page, not only in Zahra’s loss of her face. It is ubiquitious, not something the audience learns
slowly over the course of watching an entire play. This again highlights the changed pace and
intensity of Rabi"’s aesthetic project as compared to the politically symbolic aesthetics of the
1960s, i.¢., in the works of Wanniis and Ibrahim. The poignant relief Seale identifies in Zahra’s
connection with her aunt is not an escape from dehumanization — a term Seale evokes when
defining hell (and Rabi"’s hell has no escape) — but, more precisely, a reprieve from the violent
aesthetic onslaught that makes up the rest of the novel. Moreover, the exceptional connection
Zahra manages with her aunt (who suffers from the same condition of facelessness) cannot really
be considered an escape from the horrors of ‘Utarid. This is partially because the loss of one’s
facial features and sensory capacity is itself horrifying, albeit not marked by the same gore and
violence found in the rest of the novel. More importantly, the reprieve Zahra and her aunt
manage is achieved by their embodied removal society, which in Deleuze and Guattari’s

language might be expressed as the black whole or self being removed from the white wall of

77 Deleuze and Guattari, 190.
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social meaning. Deleuze and Guattari valorize this process of ‘defacialization,” but it can also be
seen as a turning inward from the social world.”® As Wanniis’s play illustrates, sensory and facial
loss is also symbolic of one’s waning capacity to witness, resist, and critique totalizing political
forces. If this political interpretation seems too heavy a burden to lay on the character of Zahra, a
young girl, then we might consider her in the most generous light possible: Zahra is the only
character to find light laughter amidst the novel’s terrors. Zahra, even despite the loss of her face
(or, by Deleuze and Guattari’s logic, because of it), is the most human figure amongst a cast of
characters dehumanized by the novel’s violent and abject accelerationism. Yet, even in this
reading by which I have striven to cast Zahra as the human amidst dehumanizing figures and
forces, her laughter is possible only because of her profound isolation from the world.

Rabi"’s aesthetic project in ‘Utarid is complex and unsettling. He overwhelms with
visceral and embodied horrors, often sexual, gory, and violent. At the same time, the allure of his
language and the rhythmic clip of his narration draws us in and onward, accelerating the sense of
impending doom yet granting no escape. As I have argued, these aesthetic elements have a
critical function: they communicate political stakes through the senses and embodied affect.
Parallel to this aesthetic overwhelm, Rabi" terrifies us with Zahra’s story of retreating from the
sensory world, from the human connections he casts as obscene. If most of ‘Utarid is a work of
aesthetic excess, Zahra’s story is one of a critical loss. Her story of isolation and becoming less
and less recognizably human is not a form of salvation in solitude. Rather, it is a parallel
speculation. We ought to understand Zahra’s loss of her facial features and sensory capacity
within the intersecting contexts of aesthetics, embodied affect, and political critique that lie at the

heart of ‘Utarid and, indeed, Left Behind. In such a frame, Zahra’s transformation is a self-

78 Deleuze and Guattari, 190.
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debilitating response to this onslaught of horrific excess. She is the exception that proves the

rule. There is no hope of escape from Rabi“’s earthly hell.

Connections and Conclusion

Zahra, with her deteriorating sensory capacity, serves Rabi" as a striking embodied locus
of his political and aesthetic critique of neoliberalism in Egypt. In this sense, Zahra’s character
links Rabi"’s project to those of Arwa Salih and Nadiya Kamil, who address history and politics
through affected and gendered language and critical methodologies. This link is markedly less
overt than that between Rabi and Sun‘allah Ibrahim; nevertheless, it is an important
counterpoint to ‘Utarid’s overwhelming excesses of aestheticized violence, which I have placed
in Ibrahim’s lineage. One salient feature of this aesthetic and critical lineage running from
Ibrahim to Rabi’ (and encompassing much of Arabic literature from the second half of the
twentieth century to the present) is the way in which the sexual-symbolic purchase of the female
body — itself inherited from the literature of iltizam — is objectified and made to face violence.
On the whole, ‘Utarid is a prime example of this tendency. Yet Zahra is again exceptional
because she is the rare female character who is neither sexualized nor made the victim of
(sexual) violence. Her character amounts to a distancing from the dominant sexual-political
symbolic approach to the female body and aligns this aspect of Rabi"’s novel more squarely with
the innovative critical approaches to gender, affect, language, and the body that I have traced in
the writing of Salih and Kamil. While I have been careful not to interpret Zahra as an escape
from Rabi"’s earthly hell, I would like to suggest that the critical potential of confronting

neoliberalism in literature lies not with the violent aesthetic lineage of sexual-political
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symbolism, which Rabi" has exhausted in extreme excess, but rather in the minor strand of

critique inflected by gender and embodied affect, which is so moving in the character of Zahra.
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Conclusion

This study has traced an aesthetic genealogy of Left literary critiques of neoliberalism in
Egypt. I began with a discussion of the literary and intellectual history of iltizam, its aesthetic
and symbolic profile, and its relationship to the Nasserist state (Chapter 1). This acted as the
foundation for the core argument of Left Behind: first, that the literary Left has offered robust
critiques of neoliberalism despite the history of political capitulations; second, that these
involved critical deformations, intensifications, and refutations of iltizam’s gendered aesthetics
and sexual-political symbolic economy; and, lastly, that this genealogy shows how iltizam
shifted from a hegemonic form of literary commitment to oppositional forms of literary critique.
I have striven to show how iltizam haunts — aesthetically, symbolically, and interpretively — this
trajectory of Neoliberal Egypt’s literary Left just as Nasserism haunts its politics. The aesthetic
links to iltizam and its critical deformations are clearest in the trajectory explored through the
fiction of Sun‘allah Ibrahim (Chapter 2) and Muhammad Rabi" (Chapter 5), which can be seen
together as demonstrating how increasingly entrenched neoliberalism and authoritarian military
rule have elicited intensified aesthetic, symbolic, and affective responses so that literature’s
critique resonates as such.

The critical trajectory I have traced through Arwa Salih (Chapter 3) and Nadiya Kamil
(Chapter 4) represents a more complex engagement with gender, genre, and the critical valences
of language and form. I have made the case that Salih and Kamil respond less directly to the
aesthetic afterlives of iltizam and more squarely to the modes of interpretation and engagement
with history and politics it fostered. These authors have rejected the symbolic purchase of the
(female) body and shifted attention to the critical power of the individual’s lived experience of

political militancy and public engagement. By turning away from sexual-political symbolism,
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Salih and Kamil have redirected gendered and affective aspects found differently in the critical
trajectory explored through Ibrahim and Rabi. Instead of producing an affective or aesthetic
overwhelm in their readers, Salih and Kamil infuse gendered and affective elements into their
language, narrative style, and analytical method to direct their historical and political critiques.
Their interventions invite us to rethink political and literary inheritance, the contours of the
nation and nationalism, and the epistemological underpinnings of history, politics, and literature
— and the sense of genre they depend upon — in a manner that explicitly centers questions of
gender and the lived experiences of women. For these reasons, I view Salih and Kamil as
examples of a relatively new frontier of literary critique with much promise to deliver innovative
approaches to confronting neoliberalism in Egypt.

With Left Behind 1 have sought to propose new ways of approaching the legacies of
iltizam; the relationship between literary aesthetics, politics, and gender; and the history of the
Egyptian literary Left in the neoliberal era. It is every scholar’s hope that his or her work creates
intellectual space for further discussion, debate, and breakthrough. I am most hopeful that this is
true with respect to my focus on gender — gendered affect, gendered language, and especially
gendered critique. I have sought to highlight gender in the epistemological, historiographical,
and literary interventions Salih and Kamil (and, to a certain extent, Rabi" through the character
of Zahra) make through their works, for I view these as profound interventions of great
significance to the trajectories of literature and critique in Egypt. I hope that in a small but
meaningful way this dissertation has highlighted the political stakes of these interventions and of
literature writ large. With this aspiration, I have striven to situate Left Behind within the political
history of neoliberalism and military rule, and Left opposition to these intertwined and defining

features of the last fifty years of Egyptian public life.
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When writing about literature and politics as I have in Left Behind, the boundary between
the two — both in terms of understanding the literary texts themselves and my interpretive
approach to them — has at times seemed fraught, as if this relationship between literature and
politics were the essential issue in and of itself. Indeed, this question of the boundary between
the literary and the political is not solely a theoretical issue of scholarship. It is urgent and
inescapable given the ongoing and personal (often gendered) ways the contours of neoliberalism
in Egypt — authoritarian military rule, economic inequality, and austere religious and moral
conservatism — are made manifest in contemporary life and inflect public culture. Through the
course of writing a dissertation rooted in concerns of aesthetics, critique, and gender, it has
become clear to me that the literary cannot be thought apart from the political. With that said, |
have sought to clarify that Left Behind tells the story — aesthetic, critical, and gendered — of a
distinctly literary Left with a history and intellectual lineage intertwined with, yet distinct from,
politics proper, i.e., political militancy and party politics. I have insisted upon the political stakes
of literature while also delineating a decidedly literary analytical approach. This is a point of
scholarly methodology and reflects my understanding of literature as a contemporary productive
and creative field. By this I mean that literature intervenes in Egypt’s past, present, and future
and thereby opens a space — beyond the fraught and inhospitable terrain of politics under
authoritarian rule — for critical thought, reflection, and hope.

Despite this hopeful horizon of critique I see in the literary field, I have framed the
literature of Left Behind with a context of political defeat and failure. This is, to some extent,
inevitable given the history and realities of Neoliberal Egypt. And yet the critical opening
literature offers serves as a way beyond defeat. This is evident, for example, in the principled

despair driving Arwa Salih’s critical method coexisting with flickers of political hope. The traces
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of hope in the works I have examined are few and far between: the desperate hope that comes
from principled candor in Arwa Salih’s al-Mubtasariin, the hope of Nabil’s generation mourning
and reimagining Marie’s political commitments in Nadiya Kamil’s al/-Mawliida, and the
character of Zahra offering respite from the excess and violence of Muhammad Rabi"’s aesthetic
onslaught in ‘Utarid. These traces of hope are inadequate to put it plainly, but they nevertheless
overcome — however slightly — the impasse of the neoliberal present. These traces of hope are
part and parcel of the gendered critical trajectory I traced to Salih and Kamil and view as a
promising frontier in terms of literary critiques of neoliberalism. It is impossible to foretell
Egypt’s future political chapters. Things will inevitably change. I view the sparks of hope in this
gendered critical trajectory as an urgent path forward as Egyptian literature continues to grapple
with neoliberal politics and culture. With the aesthetic and symbolic economy of iltizam
critically deformed, taken to extremes, and exhausted, I expect the intersection of language,
genre, and gender to serve as a site of critical innovation and produce novel modes of literary

critique to confront the future of neoliberalism in Egypt.
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