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Between Commitment and Marginalization:  
The ‘Generation of the Sixties’ in the Sadat Era 

Stephan Guth 

Post-World War II Egyptian history before Mubarak can be roughly divided into two main 
eras: The sixteen years of the presidency of Gamal Abdel Nasser (in office 19541–1970), 
and the eleven years during which the country’s destinies were reshaped by his successor, 
Anwar El Sadat (Muḥammad Anwar al-Sādāt, president 1970–1981). Both leaders had a 
considerable and lasting effect on the situation inside Egypt, across the Middle East, and on 
the world as a whole, and just as Nasser had tried to establish a completely new type of 
politics and initiated massive change by doing away with the monarchy and the old feudal-
ist order of society, so too his successor made in turn a volte-face, implementing a set of 
measures that, again, were to completely change Egypt’s major political orientation and the 
country’s social structure. 

In order to understand the notions of commitment Egyptian writers propagated, and/or 
implicitly applied in their writings, during the Sadat era, the focus of my considerations 
here, it is necessary to firstly briefly recapitulate what the writers had gone through during 
the Nasser years, for them their formative period. In a second step, I would like to quickly 
sketch the emergence of the so-called New Sensibility movement, seeing it here in terms of 
an answer articulated in the literary field to the shock of 1967; from this background we can 
move to the Sadat era itself, giving a brief outline of the historical facts that characterized 
this era before proceeding to some examples of narrative texts written during this time, ask-
ing what kind of notion of commitment is discernible. I will argue that although many writ-
ers applied the postmodernist techniques developed by the New Sensibility from the late 
1960s onwards, the notion of commitment continued more or less unchanged into the Sadat 
era. The predicament writers thought their country was entangled in—resulting from eco-
nomic and political ‘liberalization’—made them stick, though with new narrative devices, 
to the same patriotic mission that has informed creative writing ever since the nineteenth 
century reform movement. 

Historical Background: The Interim Period, 1967–1973 

Until the early 1960s, the regime in Egypt can be characterized as “a form of semi-populist, 
state capitalist, developmental nationalism” (Cooper 482). Following the coup/revolution of 
1952, the regime initiated a process of “comprehensive political, economic and social trans-
formation [...], marked by far-reaching agrarian reform, the nationalization of banks, key in-
dustries, commerce and transport, massive industrialization, welfare policies and great ex-
pectations towards freedom, social justice and Arab unity” (Stehli-Werbeck 159). It did not 
take long, however, for political and economic failure to become evident, and the defeat in 
the war of June 1967 rapidly accelerated the death throes of Arab socialist ideology and the 
breakdown of pan-Arab dreams.2 Nasser lost his credibility, leading to his legitimacy being 
increasingly questioned, and as rising public protest made clear, the regime’s earlier “absorp-
tive, expansive etatist policies had failed to create a sound political base” (Cooper 515). In 
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an attempt to turn around the political and economic crisis while simultaneously shoring up 
support for his regime, a set of “strongly class-biased” (ibid.), i.e. liberalizing, political and 
economic reforms was implemented with the March 30 Program in 1968. The measures 
launched in the last two years of Nasser’s presidency were then continued—in a more radical 
form—in the Sadat era and after 1973 labelled, more candidly, the political and economic 
infitāḥ (‘openness,’ or Open Door policies). 

In the cultural sphere this was accompanied by an intellectual and artistic crisis. As 
Stehli-Werbeck has aptly summarized:  

Since the early fifties the spirit of the age had been literary ‘commitmentʼ (iltizām): The belief in 
the writer’s political role and the effectiveness of the literary word. Literary ideas of socialism on 
the one hand and of French existentialism on the other had been adopted, the latter fused with 
Pan-Arabism. During the sixties, by the 1967 defeat at the latest, the situation changed: The hith-
erto prevalent aesthetic conventions of realism and ‘socialist realism’ could no longer cope with 
the contradictions and the complexity of the post-revolutionary society and the feeling of disillu-
sion, despair, self-doubt and alienation. (159–60)3 

It is out of this situation that the so-called Generation of the Sixties (jīl al-sittīnāt) emerged: 

Politically shaped by the struggle for independence and the spirit of optimism after the revolution, 
several of them experienced repression and imprisonment as leftists critical towards the govern-
ment. Also because of their critical literary presentation of reality and their experimental modes of 
expression, they were not supported by the official institutions [...], only verbally by the estab-
lished authors of the older generations, and therefore they faced great difficulty publishing in 
Egypt and finding employment. (161) 

Literary Background: The New Sensibility 

Raised with noble, sublime ideals and nourished by the belief in a better future, to whose 
shaping literature had a duty to contribute and to which it must thus commit itself, the Gen-
eration of the Sixties reacted to this situation, in particular to the shockwaves of the 1967 
defeat,4 by developing a new aesthetics—the writer and critic Edward al-Kharrat (Idwār al-
Kharrāṭ) called it a “new sensibility” (ḥassāsiyya jadīda, as in al-Kharrāṭ Al-ḥassāsiyya)—
that sought to identify new foundations for a post-1967 literature. 

Here is not the place to describe the group’s discussions, findings and ‘solutions’ in de-
tail.5 What is important, rather, is to understand that the new insights they gained and the 
new approaches they developed were “fundamental re-alignments” (as Stehli-Werbeck has 
called it, see 159), albeit not in every respect. 

The most fundamental aspect of the ḥassāsiyya jadīda aesthetics was its attitude towards 
language and reality. The ‘reality,’ spread via state-controlled media, of steady progress, a 
bright future lying ahead, and near victory had turned out to be a fatal lie, a mere fiction, and 
what is more this lie was created and perpetuated by employing a beautiful, literary, rhetori-
cal, i.e., ‘poetical’ language, combined with the belief in a correspondence between reality 
and how it was represented. In what elsewhere has been described as a ‘postmodern turn’ 
(Neuwirth, Pflitsch and Winckler), writers began to see parallels between their own previous 
way of depicting ‘reality’ in literature (and their belief in the possibility of this essentially 
mimetic realist approach) and the way ‘reality’ had been presented to the people, and them-
selves, by the regime: Similarly to those in power, authors had also been creating images of 
what had seemed to them, or what they had wanted to be, an objective ‘reality,’ and the con-
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sumers of these images had believed in the representative correspondence with reality, i.e. 
the truth, of this fiction. In other words, literature itself had until then been an authoritarian 
discourse that, despite all good intentions, had tried with the help of language to impose a 
certain—necessarily subjective, but believed to be objective—vision of reality on the reader 
and, by way of political extension, the Egyptian citizen. Most of the new styles and writing 
techniques developed by the New Sensibility were acutely aware of the seductive power of 
language and the type of ‘reality’ they wrote about. Poetical—which in most cases did not 
mean beautiful but, first and foremost, highly dense and expressive—language came to be 
restricted to the sub-current that al-Kharrāṭ termed the “internal-oriented, organic, inner-
vision trend” (al-tayyār al-dākhilī, al-ʿuḍwī, tayyār al-tawarruṭ),6 a way of writing that drew 
its legitimacy from the fact that writers here did not claim to talk about an objective outside 
world as it ‘really’ was; rather, the only objective world they could know something ‘true’ 
about was their own subjective way of experiencing their surroundings. In this approach it 
was self-evident that every statement about ‘reality’ outside the individual subject had been 
‘processed,’ i.e., somehow fictionalized, when passing through the filter of the latter’s per-
ception in a process we may call intellectual and emotional ‘data processing.’ Poetical lan-
guage could also still be justified as a means for fathoming the historical dimensions of an 
Arab/Egyptian identity that the regime’s modernist ideology until then had obliterated or ob-
scured, or aspects of current-day life and society hitherto neglected, marginalized, or crimi-
nalized, aspects which were undeniably there and thus constituted part of a much wider, 
much more comprehensive and complex reality than had previously been considered worthy 
of literature’s attention. In contrast to the inner-oriented trend, another approach, called the 
“external-oriented, things-in-themselves mode of writing” (tayyār al-tashyīʾ, aw al-tabʿīd, 
aw al-tajrīd) by al-Kharrāṭ (see above, note 6), a trend of “estrangement” or “detachment/ 
abstraction” (ibid.), resembling the notion of reification (French chosification, German 
Verdinglichung) encountered in the French nouveau roman (ʿUthmān 91; Farīd 199–203), 
did describe the outside world, but without the narrator commenting on it in any way, show-
ing nothing but its surface as it appeared to sensory perception. This approach underlines the 
disconnection between subject and object, the narrator’s feeling of estrangement vis-à-vis, 
and utmost alienation from, a world that no longer obeys the previously believed rules of an 
intelligible reality. For all their differences, both techniques shared a main structural princi-
ple however: The creation of a contrast (mufāraqa) between outside and inside, the common 
idea of a ‘knowable,’ objective world and its actual limited knowability, its appearance to the 
observer and the latter’s way of processing this data (or their refusal to do so). This principle 
served “as a means of inciting in recipients an active questioning of the realities presented by 
fiction and thus transferring interpretative authority from writer to reader” (Guth, “Novel” 
149). 

Yet, however deeply the relationship between fact and fiction, between reality and lit-
erature and, with this relationship, the very foundations of the previously current mimetic 
approach were being questioned, the old convictions of the writer’s mission as a critical in-
stance and writing as a tool at the service of the nation—this belief and, with it, the idea of 
literary commitment and, ultimately, the whole project of modernity as initiated during the 
nahḍa—were never abandoned. The modernist aspects which the ‘postmodernism’ of the 
New Sensibility thus retained, even after the enormous modernist ‘bubble’ created by the 
regime had been so brutally burst, were stressed even more and indeed strengthened when 
Sadat took over as president after Nasser’s death. 
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Sadat and Political-Economic Liberalization (infitāḥ) 

In the years between 1967 and his death, Nasser had already begun to see the need for an 
economic and political reorientation and had initiated a number of changes.7 This reorienta-
tion continued under his successor and was radicalized after 1973 as soon as Sadat had con-
solidated power. Sadat then set out to systematically empower reform-friendly groups and 
continued to prepare the fundamental turn that he thought would help the initiatives of the 
post-1967 interim period to take hold and become effective on a large scale. In short: The 
new rayyis succeeded in reorganizing, and eventually abolishing, the Arab Socialist Union in 
1978, the icon of the era he was eager to leave behind; he began to work towards a disen-
gagement from, eventually breaking with, the country’s former main ally, the Soviet Union, 
and forced the military advisors, numbering between 17 and 20,000, still based in Egypt to 
return home; on the other hand, he increased efforts to improve relations with the West, in-
troduced so-called ‘free trade’ zones, allowed for certain Egyptian-foreign joint ventures, 
granted a tax payment deferral for foreign investors (in addition to the access granted earlier 
to Arab capital from the Gulf), and proceeded to completely open the country for foreign en-
terprises, taking advantage of the successes gained in the 1973 war with Israel, which had 
bolstered his prestige and lead to him being acclaimed as the baṭal al-ʿubūr, the “hero of the 
[Suez Canal] crossing.” A whole package of infitāḥ measures from 1973 to 1977 brought the 
final breakthrough. The new laws granted further tax exemptions and reductions, allowed the 
transfer of profits abroad, and granted foreign banks the right to also operate inside the coun-
try, without even having to guarantee their Egyptian employees the job security and salaries 
they had attained under Nasser. Existing state monopolies were consistently cutback or abol-
ished, and the task of developing the country was increasingly transferred from politics to 
the dynamics of a more or less uncontrolled free market economy. These measures designed 
to attract investors from abroad while mobilizing the country’s economic potential were par-
alleled by the process of rapprochement that eventually led to the Camp David Accords of 
1978 and the 1979 Egypt-Israel Peace Treaty: After diplomatic relations had been resumed in 
1973, President Nixon visited the country the following year; Sadat distanced himself from 
anti-Western Arab regimes and worked to establish a Cairo-Riyadh-Teheran axis, entering 
into collaborative and exchange partnerships with two former archenemies, and this was 
topped by the alliance with the onetime prime archenemy, Israel, forged after he had traveled 
to Jerusalem in November 1977 and held a speech in the Knesset. 

But while Sadat was being celebrated as a bringer of peace in the West (awarded the No-
bel Prize for Peace, together with Menachem Begin, in 1978), opposition to his politics was 
gathering, both inside and outside Egypt. Most Arab states broke off diplomatic relations with 
Egypt and imposed an economic boycott, leaving the country regionally isolated; the upshot 
was however that Sadat had to rely even more on the new ties with America. With their influ-
ence in the Middle East decreasing after the Iranian Revolution and the Soviet invasion of Af-
ghanistan, the US not only welcomed Egypt as a new ally but also made it the main platform 
for the military maneuvers and missions of its Rapid Deployment Forces. Inside the country, 
the unwelcomed side effects of the economic infitāḥ, in tandem with the peace agreement 
with ‘the Jews,’ triggered massive protests, for the economy was failing to develop the way 
Sadat had hoped it would. For the broader population, the liberalization of the market brought 
only disadvantages. Towards the end of the era Sadat, roughly two-thirds of the population 
was living close to, or below, the breadline (as compared to ca. thirty percent at the end of 
Nasser’s presidency). The infitāḥ also led to a shrinking of the upper class, making it even 
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more exclusive and significantly widening the gap between this group and the rest of society. 
The middle classes were also among the losers. During Nasser’s reign two-thirds of this group 
had been among those who profited most from the system, while under Sadat this number fell 
to only a third. The loss of status and privileges was all the more painful for this group since 
they could only look on helplessly while the newcomers ‘took over’: Alongside clever oppor-
tunists, who had managed to continue in office during the transition from Nasser to Sadat, and 
the old feudal upper-class, whom Nasser had already started to reinstall in good positions, 
there was now a new class of ambitious self-made men, former street traders, small-scale im-
porters and others of this ilk who thanks to their business instinct, good relations with certain 
politicians, and a boldness in the speculative dealing of goods and foreign currency succeeded 
in climbing the social ladder, some even becoming respectable financiers and contractors. 
These groups made a lot of money quickly, mostly in the non-productive branches of the terti-
ary sector which were booming thanks to liberalization: Investment companies, new private 
banks, tourism, the construction industry, importers of consumer articles. While the market 
was flooded with all kinds of Western-style goods and new tourist hotels, office towers and 
luxury apartments were mushrooming everywhere, agricultural and industrial mass produc-
tion stagnated, and along with it the export of Egyptian goods, housing construction for the 
broader population, and the creation of new jobs. The gap between the ‘rich and beautiful’ and 
the less affluent and prosperous increased steadily and resulted in a striking polarization in so-
ciety. This was a time when inflation soared to levels of ca. twenty-five percent while the in-
come of the majority of the population had already begun to stagnate under Nasser. For many 
it became difficult, or indeed impossible, to live the life that ‘befitted their rank.’ The worsen-
ing of the situation of these classes triggered a massive wave of labor migration, mostly to the 
oil-producing Arab countries of the Gulf region. On the cultural level,8 Sadat’s ‘Open Door’ 
politics brought with it the state’s withdrawal of support from socialist or modernist projects. 
This led to shrinking employment possibilities—and hence forums for expressing their 
views—for many intellectuals and writers of the 1960s generation, while concurrently new 
types of cultural functionaries and newspaper editors etc. emerged. On the other hand, a new, 
more conservative religious tone was introduced into the public discourse, an effect of the la-
bor migration to the Gulf States and the rise of oil-funded media, but also due to the changes 
in cultural discourse promoted by the state. Constitutional amendments such as making the 
sharia a major component and source of inspiration for legislation in 1971, or Sadat’s pious 
declaration to be a believing president of a Muslim country in the same year, as well as a dif-
ferent attitude towards the Muslim Brotherhood and the Islamic movement—all this departed 
from the modernist and developmentalist rhetoric of the preceding period. 

Both Sadat’s economic and cultural politics generated an internal opposition that grew 
stronger towards the end of his presidency: the Bread Riots in 1977, Muslim-Coptic clashes 
on an unprecedented scale, a major crackdown and massive wave of arrests of internal op-
position in September 1981, and finally the assassination of the ‘pharaoh’ on October 6, 
1981, by radicalized members of the Islamic movement. 

The Writers’ Perspective: Five Examples 

What did Sadat’s political reorientation and his economic ‘open door’ policies mean for the 
notion of commitment that had been so important throughout the post-World War II period? 
And what impact did the infitāḥ have on the new aesthetics that had begun to develop as an 
answer to the shock of 1967?9 
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Most writers of literature found themselves in an extremely difficult situation: While 
still struggling to cope with, and recover from, the demise of 1967, the educated middle 
class, to which most of them belonged,10 was facing marginalization and, as a consequence 
of economic liberalization and rampant inflation, almost extinction. At the same time, they 
were witnessing the emergence of a modern entrepreneurial class11 and a consumerist soci-
ety in which all key values of the preceding period, the values with which they had grown 
up, were turned upside down. Moreover, the polarization in society became so pressing an 
issue that it, too, virtually forced any writer to take a political stance. It was clear that the 
insights the ḥassāsiyya jadīda had engendered on the relationship between reality and fic-
tion could not remain on a purely aesthetic and epistemological level—they had to be put in 
the service of a critique of what was happening in the country. Even though mimetic real-
ism was over, reality—the harsh reality of a ‘liberalized’ Egypt—was undeniably out there, 
and it had to be documented, understood, criticized, explained, exposed, and represented in 
a way that made it imperative to rebel against. The new writing techniques developed with 
the aim of critically questioning a past in which one had been lured into dreams of grandeur 
were now used to critically comment on a situation in which all previous idealism had been 
replaced by laissez-faire and the logic of the free market. For the middle-class writers, most 
of the great ideals of the Nasser era—promoting common welfare such as housing, food, 
medical services and education for everybody, equality in dignity, national pride—remained 
basically untouched. What was questioned was the way one had been made believe in the 
possibility of realizing the country’s dream of a better future—not the ideals themselves. 
These remained the principle lines of orientation and the moral values it was still impera-
tive to work for. 

There is a broad variety of narrative styles in the literature from this period. This variety 
is due to the manifold approaches the ḥassāsiyya jadīda had begun to experiment with and, 
in the course of time, had developed further, while at the same time the older styles were 
still adhered to by many authors. And yet, all of them refer to the depressing realities of 
infitāḥ, and moreover do so to such a degree that the topics the writers of the ‘Generation of 
the Sixties’ address did not differ fundamentally from those writers of an older generation 
dealt with, although the latter were less concerned with the postmodern epistemological 
turn and the problematic relationship between fact and fiction. The following overview is 
based on a selection of texts I made for an earlier, and much more detailed, study of literary 
writing about the infitāḥ and its consequences (Guth, Zeugen). The choice—which I hope 
can claim a certain representativity12—comprises three novels that can be seen as belonging 
to three of the major sub-currents of the ḥassāsiyya jadīda as identified by al-Kharrat, and 
three other texts (one novel, two longer short stories) by ‘traditional’ mimetic realists (who, 
I will argue, nevertheless display a highly similar world view and pursue a notion of literary 
commitment that is akin to that of their younger colleagues). 

Najīb Maḥfūẓ 

To start with the most prominent, and also the oldest, among the ‘traditional’ realists, Najīb 
Maḥfūẓ (already aged sixty when Sadat became president), who addressed many aspects of 
life during the 1970s in his fiction. Al-ḥubb fawqa haḍbat al-haram (Love on the Pyramids’ 
Plateau, 1979) (Guth, Zeugen 74–81), published only five years after the major infitāḥ laws 
were implemented, is the story of a young middle-class couple who cannot afford a flat of 
their own but marry nevertheless. Finding no other place where they can live out their love, 
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they choose what many like them chose in real life: To come together at night in the desert 
close to the pyramids where they pay a small sum to someone who assigns them a place in 
the dunes. Taking up one of the most pressing problems resulting from economic liberaliza-
tion and the concomitant inflation—the difficulty young couples have in finding affordable 
housing—the story ends with a sarcastically pointed expression of helplessness: “And from 
above the pyramids, the centuries looked down upon us, clapping one hand in the other,”13 
i.e., the onetime witnesses of a great civilization and icons of national pride are now the 
witnesses of a national shame and disgrace.14  

In another story, “Ahl al-qimma” (“The Upper Crust,” 1979),15 an upright petty police-
man becomes privy to the activities and lifestyle of the nouveaux riches who have made a 
fortune by exploiting the ‘crazy’ opportunities granted by infitāḥ legislation. Maḥfūẓ here 
stages a meeting between a typical member of the educated middle class and those endan-
gering their “source of livelihood, social status, and identity,” namely the rising new infitāḥī 
group, which has begun to “[erode] the existing economic and socio-cultural system” 
(Shechter 23).16 The story’s main structural principle, very similar in its pointed sarcasm to 
that of Love on the Pyramids’ Plateau, is its play with ironical inversion. Nothing is as it 
seems to be at first sight any more: The criminals, from whom the policeman should be pro-
tecting society, actually turn out to be very noble-hearted, while those who seem to have 
clean records and present themselves as generous donators to charitable causes in the media 
are the real thieves. The absurdity—ʿabath, a widespread key term, as we shall see17—of 
life in the times of infitāḥ is that activities which were once illegal and morally unaccept-
able only a few years ago are now protected by law; the average citizen is forced to choose 
between two alternatives which are in fact no genuine alternative at all: Either give up one’s 
principles and humanity in order to lead a life in dignity; or stick to these principles and so 
abandon all hope of gaining adequate housing, of being able to educate one’s children, ful-
fill the possibility of a love marriage, and so on. 

Fatḥī Ghānim 

Though more than a decade younger than Maḥfūẓ, Fatḥī Ghānim (1924–1999) can still 
count as another representative of ‘traditional’ mimetic realism. The title of one of his ma-
jor novels on the infitāḥ years—Qalīl min al-ḥubb, kathīr min al-ʿunf (1985)—is already 
highly telling: The period is qualified as one of “Little Love... [and] Much Violence.” The 
chain of events is full of complicated details and multiple entanglements, and accordingly 
rich is the inventory of characters.18 The main conflict in the novel, however, can be seen as 
taking place between the old, established upper class (with a background in pre-
revolutionary feudalism, represented in a public prosecutor-general, nāʾib ʿāmm) and the 
group of nouveaux riches entrepreneurs (embodied by a man who had started out as an ap-
prentice in a garage, but is now a millionaire and head of a giant business empire—an ex-
emplary rags-to-riches story). The conflict is shown to be, basically, one about social pres-
tige: Unable to compete in terms of affluence with the new parvenus, the old upper class is 
afraid of, and indeed also truly threatened by, a loss of status and influence, imminent due 
to their (relative) impoverishment, while the former ‘rags’ seek acceptance into the ranks of 
the “respectable people” (asyād al-nās), the “high society” (asyād al-mujtamaʿ). The battle 
is fought on several levels and with a number of weapons. While the millionaire tries to 
bribe the prosecutor-general and his wife, by holding out the prospect of profiting from his 
riches, into marrying their daughter to his son, the couple, though not really negative about 
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the idea, have to keep up appearances (maẓāhir is a key-word here), but this turns out to be 
difficult because the millionaire’s son is in fact already married. (Here the gendering of the 
social prestige needs to be noted, with the daughter representing the old upper class, so too 
the corruptibility of these values, given the daughter’s readiness to consent to the proposal 
and give up her own plans of higher education.)19 Ghānim assigns the role of defender of 
true values to the prosecutor-general’s son, a cultured young engineer working for one of 
the American-Egyptian joint venture companies, so typical of infitāḥ. His direct counterpart 
is the millionaire’s son, whose major motive for wanting to marry the nāʾib’s daughter is in 
fact his wish to crush the old upper class’s arrogance and humiliate them. The novel depicts 
the upholder of true values (who also represents the forces of love as announced in the 
novel’s title, and, with them, humanity) as rather shy and somewhat unassertive, while the 
counterforces are portrayed as essentially raw and brutally violent. Although the author un-
derlines that the actions of the latter stem from past experiences of deep humiliation, before 
they rose to the ranks of a social group that demands to be—and needs to be—heard, little 
sympathy is shown for these sons of millionaires. In contrast, in a carefully balanced paral-
lel thread, the nāʾib’s son falls in love with, and eventually marries, the former wife of the 
‘rag’ as soon as she is divorced, neither caring about her low social status nor about the 
blow this ‘misalliance’ deals on the “respectable appearances” his father the nāʾib and his 
mother are so eager to uphold. 

Ṣunʿallāh Ibrāhīm 

Although once again more than a decade younger than Ghānim, Ṣunʿallāh Ibrāhīm (b. 
1937) is the ‘veteran’ among the three authors who in my selection belong to the ‘Genera-
tion of the Sixties.’ He was fifteen when the Revolution took place, thirty in the year of the 
naksa, and forty in 1981 when Sadat was assassinated. In the same year, the novel Al-lajna 
(The Committee), Ibrāhīm’s desperately biting satire on the infitāḥ period, was published 
(Guth, Zeugen 114–49). Al-lajna shares features with two of the four main approaches iden-
tified by al-Kharrāṭ as undercurrents of the New Sensibility. Like large parts of the author’s 
famous novella Tilka l-rāʾiḥa (How It Smells!, 1966), Al-lajna displays, to a certain degree 
at least, the characteristics of the “things-in-themselves” mode of writing that derives its 
narrative power from merely showing, but in minute detail, the surface of reality (scandal-
ous, or seemingly unspectacular and boring), provoking the reader’s indignation and seek-
ing to incite in him/her a readiness to actively take a stand. In Al-lajna, however, this tech-
nique is not driven to its extremes, for there is a first-person narrator, himself the main 
protagonist, who processes his observations and findings in front of the reader. The lack of 
commentary offered by the “things-in-themselves” mode and the absence of emotional re-
actions to the scandalous surface are replaced by something different yet similar: A repro-
duction, extending over large parts of the text, of the official infitāḥ discourse. This dis-
course—which praises the ‘civilizing achievements’ of the new times and paints economic 
liberalization and the political rapprochement vis-à-vis the West in the brightest colors—is 
not at all consistent with the annoying realities of the narrator’s everyday life and the tire-
less efforts undertaken by those controlling and steering this discourse to prevent the hero 
from disclosing the scores of contradictions and finding the truth behind the façades. Like 
Maḥfūẓ in “Ahl al-qimma,” Ibrāhīm builds his narrative on the principle of an ironical con-
trast, juxtaposing surface discourse and underlying truth.20 The analytical technique, recall-
ing a detective novel, that the author uses in this context—solving step by step the “riddles” 
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(asrār) of the serious crimes which, as all evidence points to, have obviously been commit-
ted—produces an effect that closely resembles Maḥfūẓ’s technique of pointed inversion. 
Both exploit the sharp contrast (mufāraqa) between appearance and reality21 for an essen-
tially educative mission, which testifies to how the messengers of this mission, the authors, 
still belong to the old type of ‘teachers’ writers in the Middle East have been ever since the 
nahḍa and the start of the great modernist project, where they fulfilled exactly this same 
function as an intellectual and moral guide. Ibrāhīm’s attitude differs however from that of 
Maḥfūẓ in two respects. Firstly, in spite of having managed to overcome all obstacles and 
disclosing all the secrets behind the façades, achieving at least a moral victory, in the 
novel’s very last sentence Ibrāhīm’s hero starts to “consume [him]self” (wa-badaʾtu ākulu 
nafsī, Ibrāhīm, Al-lajna 154)—confronted with this powerlessness and desperation, a scan-
dal of obscene proportions, the reader is to be provoked into protest.22 Secondly, the author 
makes extensive use of allegorical abstraction. Events and protagonists in his novel have 
been deprived, for the sake of generalization, of their individuality (except for the narrator 
himself perhaps, but he also remains nameless throughout the story). The higher degree of 
abstraction underlines, by virtue of its Kafkaesque character, the absolutely grotesque, i.e., 
ridiculous and at the same time terrifying nature of what is happening.23 (The absurdity of 
reality [ʿabath] we encountered also in Maḥfūẓ’s two stories is thus raised to a higher 
power again.) But abstraction also gives the narrative a more coherent logical and greater 
representative value: The “committee” and its members, the duktūr (“the most brilliant 
Arab personality of our times” [Ibrāhīm, Al-lajna 34], a representative of the new entrepre-
neurial class), and the intellectual narrator-protagonist, function like variables in a mathe-
matical formula which in its simplicity and lucid clarity contains much more truth than the 
limited number of concrete special cases from which it has been abstracted. This is what al-
Kharrāṭ meant when he talked about the “rigor,” “precision” and “sharp edge” that made 
this trend, among which he ranked Ibrāhīm and he called the “neo-realist” undercurrent  
(al-tayyār al-wāqiʿī al-jadīd) of New Sensibility, “qualitatively different” from earlier real-
ism, instigating “a questioning of social relationships that goes deeper than has been done 
before, to the point of posing a challenge to the established order of values” (“The 
Mashriq” 192). 

Jamāl al-Ghīṭānī 

A different approach again is followed by Jamāl al-Ghīṭānī (b. 1945), Ṣunʿallāh’s junior by 
almost a decade, but at the same time also a close friend of Najīb Maḥfūẓ. The style of most 
of his fiction falls, though only in a wider sense, into al-Kharrāṭ’s category of the “contem-
porary mythical” sub-current of the New Sensibility, a current that in the literary critic’s 
definition is often characterized by the “use of elements from fairytales and legends, bor-
rowings from the grand folk epics and the inspiration of folk religion, magic, folklore and 
mysticism, as well as the inclusion of the subcultures of marginalized groups” (al-Kharrāṭ, 
“Al-adab fī Miṣr” 4).24 In al-Ghīṭānī’s case, however, the sources he draws inspiration from 
are to be primarily found in classical Arabic literature.25 Like other writers, for al-Ghīṭānī 
this ‘neo-classicism’ was a way to search, after 1967, for ‘the authentic,’ to open up litera-
ture to aspects of Arab history and culture, i.e. an Arab identity that had been hidden, sup-
pressed, neglected, and denied over the course of the modernization process, the intense 
striving to become like the West and achieve Western-type ‘progress,’ propagated ever since 
the nineteenth century but had now culminated in the most shattering defeat imaginable. 
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The more obvious it became after Nasser’s death that Sadat was about to in fact intensify 
Westernization and embrace ‘globalization,’ the essentially postmodern “contemporary 
mythical” trend mutated and shifted modes, from exploring one’s identity to asserting one’s 
‘authentic,’ non-Western identity.26 

This is more than obvious in The Epistle of Insight into the Destinies (Risālat al-baṣāʾir fi-
l-maṣāʾir, 1989).27 While critics usually approach it as a novel, the title of the work identifies 
it as a risāla, a word best rendered as “epistle” in this context since the title possesses both a 
rhyme and the ‘X fī Y’ form typical of classical Arabic book titles. The author also imitates, 
over long passages, the style of a medieval historian, using many expressions that make the 
narrator appear, as in many classical texts, to be a pious, devote believer who has placed his 
life in God’s hands. The chapter headings, too, break with the standards of modern literary 
Arabic both in vocabulary and syntax. Most importantly perhaps, the text itself clearly contra-
dicts the norms of modern Arabic fiction: There is no coherent end-to-end thread but a large 
number of very different, self-contained (though sometimes interlinked) plots. In total, how-
ever, they are too loosely connected to let the whole pass as a novel, while, on the other hand, 
they are too interrelated with each other to be considered independent stories (by means of 
these cross references but also, first and foremost, through their narrator, who remains the 
same over the whole book and who always functions as a kind of narrative bridge between 
one told “destiny” and the next, adding his own comments, explanations, ideas, fears, etc., and 
repeating, again and again, that each of the stories told here is yet another example of what 
happened in the period he feels he must report about). Emulating a pre-modern narrative dis-
course or vernacular, all these elements underline the narrator’s Arab, non-Western identity, a 
narrator who breaks with the conventions of modern (i.e., largely Western-style) Arabic fic-
tion as it has developed since the late nineteenth century. 

At the same time, however, the text is also very modern. Unlike in Al-Zaynī Barakāt 
(1974), an earlier novel of al-Ghīṭānī in which the author had taken the reader back to the 
Middle Ages, place, time, characters and events in Risālat al-baṣāʾir fi-l-maṣāʾir are all very 
contemporaneous. This creates a discrepancy between a seemingly classical, ‘antiquarian’ ti-
tle, style and narrative attitude on the one hand and the topics broached by the text on the 
other. 

At the same time, creating such a discrepancy also means constructing a contrast be-
tween an ‘Arab(ic)’ form, or appearance, and a ‘non-Arab’ content—a documentation of how 
Egypt and its people lose their identity in a process of Westernization inevitably accompany-
ing economic liberalization. All the stories have a ‘before-and-after’ structure. They grant 
“insights” (baṣāʾir), as the book’s title has it, into how life had been before the 1970s, how it 
then changed during this period, and what it then became afterwards. Not one single story 
tells of joyous events, all we read about are tragedies, stories of moral decay, exploitation, 
humiliation, etc.—an almost limitless suffering, both at home and abroad (the second part of 
the Risāla is dedicated to the situation of Egyptian labor migrants28). 

In the face of all these tragedies, al-Ghīṭānī has his narrator take on the attitude of a wit-
ness, who with eyes sharply peeled has observed all that has gone on but feels impotent vis-
à-vis the work of the almighty powers, whether Time or God, and therefore cannot do any-
thing but record what happened. As we know however, the narrator has to be distinguished 
from the author, and this naturally also pertains to the narrator in Risālat al-baṣāʾir fi-l-
maṣāʾir. Like Maḥfūẓ and Ibrāhīm, al-Ghīṭānī relies heavily on the mobilizing power of con-
trast or discrepancy (another possible translation of the keyword mufāraqa). He employs 
this contrast on several levels: 
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– In all reports “about what happened to X” (fī-mā jarā li-..., a frequently recurring head-
ing), the deplorable events are told as if they were maṣāʾir, “destinies/fates”, i.e. caused 
by something beyond the reach of humans and human action, something decreed by al-
mighty God or brought about by omnipotent Time; on the other hand though, the details 
told in the stories and the protagonists named in them leave no doubt that—of course—
people are responsible for the appalling suffering and the blatant injustice inflicted on al-
Ghīṭānī’s heroes. In this way, the victim-heroes’—as well as the narrator’s—devotional, 
acquiescent, passive attitudes are contrasted with a scandalous reality. It is just not a high 
degree of sympathy with these fates that the author invokes in the reader by means of this 
contrast between the stark reality of the infitāḥ and how people (fail to) deal with their 
predicaments; moreover, the reader is also led to question the resignation on display, 
aware that the cause of their plight is a set of very specific political-economic circum-
stances, a primordial capitalist mentality, and unscrupulous infitāḥīs. 

– Highlighting the discrepancy between the narrator’s dolefully lamenting attitude and the 
man-made nature of the deplored reality entails a contrastive relationship between the 
contents of the narrative and the form in which it is narrated. As mentioned above, this 
form, labelled a risāla, “epistle,” by al-Ghīṭānī himself, is reminiscent of a pre-modern, 
classical style and thus an assertion of Arab identity against alienation and foreign domi-
nation. The novel thus demonstrates, on the one hand, that an old ‘Arab’ style is abso-
lutely capable of fulfilling the duty of reporting about, documenting, and commenting on 
contemporary realities. At the same time, however, as the mode of expression of a fatalis-
tic narrator, it is shown to be the style belonging to a representative of a culture of the 
past, a culture that has obviously proven to be impotent in face of the changes unleashed 
by infitāḥ—otherwise it would have been able to prevent what happened, or at least to al-
leviate its consequences, and the book would have turned out differently. As it is, how-
ever, the book, while successfully asserting ‘authentic’ Arab counter-identity against the 
identity-destroying forces of infitāḥ, also bears eloquent witness to the failure of this very 
same project: Not only the fatalist narrator is, in a way, a tragically naive, almost ridicu-
lous figure, but also all the good, innocent protagonists who, like him, try to uphold tradi-
tional human values against the mighty tides of ‘progress’ sweeping over them. 

– But it is exactly this dilemma that, on another level, makes al-Ghīṭānī’s way of dealing 
with the realities of infitāḥ an absolutely modern text, for it creates a tragic irony: While 
the assertion of one’s own authentic Arab identity is absolutely imperative from the point 
of view of political and human ethics, this identity does not have, in its traditional, au-
thentic forms, the potential to resist the aggressive forces of the new era and is doomed to 
fail. This is a bitter though necessary insight, and the extreme tension or polarization in 
the contrasts, discrepancies and ironies which al-Ghīṭānī’s narrative technique creates is 
certainly to be seen as a means designed to ensure that this bitter truth reaches the reader. 
Seen in this light, the word risāla in the title not only signifies the genre of an epistle, 
thereby marking the text’s Arabness, but it can, and probably should, also be read in con-
junction with its other meaning, “message,” and the reader may well feel that the author, 
as a kind of messenger, and perhaps even a ‘prophet’ (the prophet Muḥammad’s mission 
is also traditionally called a risāla), is addressing the public with such a prophetical mes-
sage. 
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ʿAbduh Gubayr 

What was evident in the stories dealt with so far—the fact that the infitāḥ invoked in the au-
thors a notion of commitment that is rather traditional in its goals (social-political criticism 
for the sake of the nation) even though often employing avant-garde narrative techniques—
holds true also for the last text in the present sample, Taḥrīk al-qalb (Getting the Heart 
Moving, 1982) by ʿAbduh Gubayr (ʿAbduh Jubayr) (Guth, Zeugen 82–113). Born in 1948, 
Gubayr is the youngest and also most experimental among the writers discussed here. 
While al-Ghīṭānī’s Risāla could count as a representative of al-Kharrāṭ’s “contemporary 
mythical” trend, Gubayr’s text for the most part displays features that would fall in the “in-
ternal-oriented, inner-vision” category, where a poetic language is employed for a detailed 
description of the inner worlds of the characters, which in turn have to be read as a mirror, 
however distorting, of the outside, for they are its repercussions (Guth, “Novel” 149). 

There are scarcely any events in Taḥrīk al-qalb which could be connected to a continu-
ous storyline following a chronology and the unfolding of a ‘drama.’ Instead, the reader is 
presented with pieces of a jigsaw given in form of interior monologues that reflect the 
thoughts, memories, feelings, or imaginings of the protagonists. Even the more objective 
passages that talk about a house and have an implicit third-person narrator are told in this 
mode. Thus, even if the novel seems to follow the course of one day—it opens with a morn-
ing atmosphere and closes with some evening scenes—, this is no specific day, nor can one 
distinguish its exact hours, or decide whether one hour perhaps does not belong to this same 
day but to another in the past or the future, nor is the chronology the natural chronology of 
the outside world; rather, it is time as a lived and felt experience. As the literal repetition of 
some chapters suggests, this ‘inner’ time is tantamount to a monotonous flow, to boring 
repetition, and much stagnation while outward time passes as regularly as the reader pro-
ceeds from one chapter to the next. 

Yet, in spite of its highly experimental avant-garde literary form, Taḥrīk al-qalb, exactly 
like the other texts discussed so far, relies heavily on the principle of mufāraqa, “contrast, 
discrepancy.” It is made up of two types of chapters that alternate regularly: 

1) On the one hand, there are chapters in which a third-person narrator describes what 
happens, or may possibly happen, in, on, above, close to, or with a typical middle-class 
house. The common denominator in these sections is the house’s persistent decay and, in a 
central chapter, its (real or imagined) forced sale at a public auction to one of the “merchants 
(tujjār) who come from everywhere,” at a humiliatingly low price.29 These ‘house’ sections 
are characterized by a strange combination of third-person narrative (which creates a certain 
distance and ‘objectivity’) and the above-mentioned interior monologue-like style, a fact that 
could be interpreted as if it was a kind of ‘inner voice of the community’s home’ that was 
speaking here, its emotional side, so to speak, or the expression of a collective consciousness 
and feeling. What happens in the ‘house/home’ chapters is told mostly in the past tense, a 
fact that adds to the ‘objective’ character of these chapters. The visions and fantasies that ap-
pear every now and then do not contradict this ‘objectivity’: Although expressed in the 
seemingly very subjective stream of consciousness-like form, they too have the quality of 
objective facts since they form part of a psychological reality. Moreover, they are not mere 
fantasy but seem only all too realistic assumptions and well-founded fears about the house’s 
imminent collapse or its future sale. 

2) The ‘house’ chapters are always followed by sections consisting of the interior mono-
logues of its inhabitants, the seven members of a middle-class family. In these sections 
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there is no ‘objectivity’ at all. Purely subjective, they reflect the individual worlds of think-
ing and feeling of the family members who live, or used to live, under its roof: Each pro-
tagonist talks to her/himself, recalls events of his/her own or the house’s past, comments on 
what s/he is doing just now, etc. The fact that in these chapters a present tense narrative 
prevails adds to their immediateness. 

The regular alternation between the ‘house’ and personal chapters contrasts the reality 
of what happens or may happen to the house with the inner reality of the individual psycho-
logical experiences of this reality. The personal chapters can also be read as a kind of reac-
tion to the overall decay taking place in the ‘house’ sections. With its—uncommented—
juxtaposition of collective history and fate on the one hand and individual reactions to it on 
the other, the novel is clearly another example of a text employing contrast (mufāraqa) as 
its major structural principle. As such, it supports my argument that the period in question 
was experienced mainly in terms of contradictions, of things previously experienced and 
understood as coherent and unified now falling apart, with aspects once integral parts of a 
greater whole (i.e. the nation) now disintegrating and no longer fitting together. 

Like in al-Ghīṭānī’s Risāla, the objective events of decay, ruin, and overall bankruptcy 
are experienced as if they were a fate that could not be influenced or altered by the protago-
nists. A feeling of impotence prevails in the personal chapters, and not only with the older 
generation but also with the youth. But while al-Ghīṭānī’s protagonists ‘only’ suffer from 
the circumstances, Gubayr also shows that a common mode of reaction to the changing liv-
ing conditions of the 1970s was frustration and the retreat of the individual into his/her own 
world, in a desperate attempt to adjust to the situation and make the best of it. The ‘solu-
tions’ each family member finds for him/herself are therefore not really viable—and the 
house continues to disintegrate.30 

Unlike al-Ghīṭānī, however, Gubayr does not heroicize the victims of the period he por- 
trays, nor does he deplore the loss of an ideal ‘Arab’ identity or try to counter its imminent 
loss by ostentatiously creating an ‘authentically Arab’ style. Instead, Gubayr ‘only’ con-
fronts the reader with uncommented ‘facts’ and lets these speak for themselves. The only 
way in which he ‘influences’ or ‘imposes’ his view on the reader lies—apart from the 
choice of topic, events, and protagonists—in the arrangement of the material, and he does 
this in a way that exposes the contrast between the collapse and ‘sellout’ of the collective 
(family, middle class, nation) and the reactions, or rather non-reactions, of the members of 
these collectives to this collapse and sellout. Thus, unlike al-Ghīṭānī’s Risāla, the effect in 
Gubayr’s novel is not tragic irony but a rather ‘neutral,’ and yet perhaps all the more accus-
ing and challenging, assessment and almost scandalizing exposure of contemporary reali-
ties. Gubayr’s style is deeply inspired by the French nouveau roman and, like the latter, has 
to be read as a radical translation of the authors’ diagnosis of their own times as a period of 
(over-)individualization, of individuals immuring themselves, or being imprisoned, in their 
own solipsistic universes, cut off from dialogue with each other and therefore also failing to 
make an effort to save the collective, and indeed they are devoid of any sense of commu-
nity. Despite their fundamentally different styles, the approaches of both al-Ghīṭānī and 
Gubayr reflect the high degree of theoretical discussion on narration after the shock of 
1967; compared to pre-1967 literary theory, aesthetical questions were discussed, as we 
have seen above, with an intensity and heightened (politically informed) theoretical aware-
ness typical of the time.31  

Irrespective, however, of what is contrasted with what, the structural principle of con-
trast itself still serves very similar ends in both Gubayr’s and the other texts under discus-
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sion here: It is employed with the aim of exposing blatant discrepancies, inadequacies, im-
proper responses, etc. in order to create awareness and mobilize the reader. In this sense, the 
title of Gubayr’s text, Taḥrīk al-qalb, “making the heart move, mobilizing the heart,”32 is 
symptomatic and could indeed aptly serve as a title or subtitle to the other works. 

Conclusion 

It is no wonder then that the samples discussed above, despite the considerable differences 
in their authors’ ages and individual aesthetic solutions, are united in their portrayal of the 
infitāḥ as a period in which things are falling apart, characterized by often ‘crazy’ contra-
dictions, blatant discrepancy, or even absurdity. While the political system itself is only 
rarely dealt with as straightforwardly as by Ibrāhīm in his Al-lajna, the disastrous impact of 
infitāḥ politics on society is addressed in its multiple forms in virtually all texts from the 
period. The prevalence of social over political criticism (as literary topics at least) can be 
explained from the fact that the infitāḥ obviously was experienced, physically and in every-
day life, first and foremost as a consequence of the economic opening rather than as a po-
litical event, and as something the most drastic effects of which were felt primarily in the 
changes, brought about by the liberalization of the markets, in the make-up of Egyptian so-
ciety and its value system. Of the texts discussed here, it is only Ibrāhīm who organizes his 
text as a clash between an intellectual and the political-economic oligarchy, representatives 
of the ruling elites, or ‘the system.’ All other texts focus on and are built mainly around so-
cial problems, such as the imminent demise of the middle class and/or clashes between the 
latter and the emerging nouveaux riches,33 and the way the individual experiences and re-
acts to these problems, changes, clashes, and contradictions. While the older generation 
(Maḥfūẓ, Ghānim) still adheres to a more or less traditional mimetic realism, others (Ibrā-
hīm, al-Ghīṭānī, Gubayr) make use, though in varying degrees, of the new narrative tech-
niques developed in the critical interim period between 1967 and the infitāḥ. However, the 
swiftness and force with which infitāḥ hit the vast majority of the population, shaking the 
very foundations of its value system—a system until then largely dominated by traditional 
middle-class values—, prevented the avant-garde from further elaborating, or ‘philosophiz-
ing,’ on the implications of the post-1967 political and aesthetical discussions, so that they 
were forced to draw on the notion of commitment that had informed public writing ever 
since the fusion, after World War II, of the Sartrian idea of littérature engagée with older 
concepts such as “national literature” (adab qawmī), “realism” (wāqiʿiyya), and “social 
criticism” (naqd ijtimāʿī). Even though the concept of ‘reality’ and the hitherto prevailing 
mimetic realism were thoroughly questioned immediately after 1967, the writers did not 
give up the idea of literature as a useful tool and continued to see themselves as critical ser-
vants of society and the nation. Thus, in the end, although many writers applied postmod-
ernist writing techniques, the notion of commitment remained an essentially modernist one: 
It was still informed, though perhaps with an intensity diminishing under the sheer persis-
tence of the infitāḥ mentality, by a belief in the meaningfulness of literature’s contribution 
to the grand project, which had emerged during the nahḍa, of reforming society and, 
through pointing out its deficits, weaknesses and evils, of showing the nation a way out of 
its present crisis and helping to guide it towards a brighter future. The literature of the 
1970s and early 1980s has therefore still preserved—with due modifications but unaltered 
in its very essence—the old belief in the knowability of reality and, consequently, in the de-
scribability of these realities, or the many dimensions of reality. And it is because of the 
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continuity, in its essential traits, of pre-1967 notions of literary commitment into the Sadat 
era and because of the polarizations in society brought about by infitāḥ that much of the lit-
erature of this period has retained, and often also regained, a highly moralist character.34 
The conviction, produced by the post-1967 discussions, that literature should do everything 
to avoid being authoritarian and instead encourage the reader’s own cognition and ethical 
judgement, made the writers choose narrative techniques which were geared to fostering 
exactly this ‘democratization’ of the reader. At the same time, however, all the authors con-
sidered in the above essay had recourse to the more subtle ways of equipping their texts 
with a high degree of moral(ist) urgency and with messages that were hard not to get. 
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cussed in Shechter 23. The fact that economic pressure often makes marriage impossible is also central in 
many other films studied by Shechter (27–30). 

15  For a detailed analysis see Guth, Zeugen 65–74. The story has been turned into a film (1981) with the same ti-
tle, discussed by Shechter (e.g. 26), who however seems to be ignorant of the Maḥfūẓian story that served as 
the film’s model. 

16  Shechter calls the nouveaux riches the “ultimate nemesis” of the middle class (25). 
17  Cf. in this context esp. the studies by Ballas, S. “Le courant expressionniste dans la nouvelle arabe contempo-

raine.” Arabica 25.2 (1978): 113–27. Print; Farīd, Māhir Shafīq. “Tajribat al-ʿabath bayn al-adab al-gharbī 
wa-l-qiṣṣa al-miṣriyya al-qaṣīra.” Fuṣūl 2.4 (1982): 223–38. Print. 

18  Detailed synopsis in Guth, Zeugen 26–34, analysis 35–64. 
19  Education or, rather, its deterioration and the corruptibility of this “pivot of the Egyptian modernization pro-

ject” are “the most prevalent theme” in the cinematic social dramas studied by Shechter (24). 
20  On irony as the basic structural principle in four Egyptian writers of the period, cf. Draz’ enlightening study: 

Draz, Ceza Kassem. “In Quest of New Narrative Forms: Irony in the Works of Four Egyptian Writers: Jamāl 
al-Ghīṭānī, Yaḥyā al-Ṭāhir ʿAbdallāh, Majīd Ṭūbyā, Ṣunʿallāh Ibrāhīm (1967–1979).” Journal of Arabic Lit-
erature 12 (1981): 137–59. Print. 

21  This contrast, typical of “highly ideologized policy,” had made political analysis difficult already in the post-
1967 Nasser years where, as Cooper stated, “form and content tend[ed] to diverge drastically” (495). Judging 
from the prevalence of mufāraqa as a main structural principle of representation in the texts studied here, the 
gap evidently has become a major characteristic of life under infitāḥ conditions (as experienced by the edu-
cated middle class, at least). 

22  For a slightly different reading of the closure of the novel, cf. Alkodimi and Omar 60: Alkodimi, Khaled A., 
and Noritah Omar. “Satire in Sonallah Ibrahim’s The Committee: An Allegory to Ridicule Capitalism.” GEMA 
Online Journal of Language Studies 10.3 (2010): 53–65. Web. 25 July 2014. 

23  Because the infitāḥī is often ridiculed on account of “flashiness and bad taste (esthetic and social)” (Shechter 
29) the figure is also a late reflection of the Francophile fop (mutafarnij) of early nahḍa narratives. (On the 
mutafarnij, cf. Guth, Stephan. Brückenschläge: Eine integrierte “turkoarabische” Romangeschichte [Mitte 
19. bis 20. Jahrhundert]. Wiesbaden: Reichert, 2003. Print. 10–47 and 262–63, with further references). The 
mutafarnij, however, still lacks the terrifying aspect that is so prominent in the infitāḥī. 

24  On elements of old myths in narrative prose cf. Munīr, Surūr and Khafājī. On the use of ‘inherited’ stylistic 
elements in general, cf. Walther, Wiebke. “Traditionsbeziehungen in der modernen arabischen Prosaliteratur.” 
Hallesche Beiträge zur Orientwissenschaft 7 (1985): 63–90. Print; for recent decades esp. 80–90. 

25  On the attitudes of this period’s writers towards the literary ‘heritage’ in general, cf. the studies by Boullata, 
Issa J. “Contemporary Arab Writers and the Literary Heritage.” IJMES 15 (1983): 111–19. Print; Malṭī-
Dūglās, Fadwā. “Al-ʿanāṣir al-turāthiyya fi-l-adab al-ʿarabī al-muʿāṣir: Al-aḥlām fī thalāth qiṣaṣ.” Trans. ʿIffat 
al-Sharqāwī. Fuṣūl 2.2 (1982): 21–29. Print. 

26  Implicitly, the trend of course also ‘subverts’ Islamist readings of the cultural heritage. But such a reading was 
probably not intended by al-Ghīṭānī here, otherwise he would have provided, with all probability, some hints 
suggesting such a reading. In his Waqāʾiʿ ḥārat al-Zaʿfarānī (The Incidents in Zaafarani Alley, 1976), at least, 
such hints are quite obvious (topic, setting, parodistic imitation of fundamentalist discourse, etc.). 

27  For a detailed analysis, see Guth, Zeugen 150–99 (in German) as well as the more concise presentations in 
Guth, Stephan. “Authenticity as Counter-Strategy: Fighting Sadat’s ‘Open Door’ Politics: Gamal al-Ghitani 
and The Epistle of Insights into the Destinies.” Arabic Literature: Postmodern Perspectives. Ed. Angelika 
Neuwirth, Andreas Pflitsch and Barbara Winckler. London: Saqi, 2010. 146–57. Print. 

28  Labor migrants also populate the cinematic social drama of the same period, cf. Shechter 25; 30. 
29  The fact that the chapters containing the house’s public sale are placed exactly in the middle of the novel sug-

gests that the text is organized around this worst-case scenario as its very center. 
30  For an overview of community narratives in modern Egyptian fiction since the early twentieth century, cf. 

Guth, “Between ʿAwdat al-Rūḥ”. 
31  For details cf. esp. Barrāda, Muḥammad, ed. Al-riwāya al-ʿarabiyya: Wāqiʿ wa-āfāq. Beirut: Dār Ibn Rushd, 

1981. Print; Fuṣūl 2.2 and 2.4 (1982); Kendall; al-Kharrāṭ, Al-ḥassāsiyyah; Mabrūk, Murād ʿAbd al-Raḥmān. 
Al-ẓawāhir al-fanniyya fi-l-qiṣṣa al-qaṣīra al-muʿāṣira fī Miṣr, 1967–1984. Cairo: Al-Hayʾa al-Miṣriyya al-
ʿĀmma li-l-Kitāb 1989. Print; Munīr, Surūr and Khafājī; Stehli-Werbeck. 
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32  The fact that Gubayr placed the ‘house’ chapters that contain the public sale incident right in the middle of the 
text (cf. above, note 29) gives sufficient proof of the dramatic, emotionalizing, ‘heart-moving’ character of the 
novel: the auction is organized, structurally, as the novel’s point of culmination. Emotion and pathos are fur-
ther enhanced by the poetic, often almost surrealistic language, cf. Guth, Zeugen 91. 

33  Writing more than fifteen years after my PhD thesis on the infitāḥ narratives (Guth, Zeugen), but obviously 
ignorant of the existence of this study, Shechter, who looked at cinematic representations of the period, came 
to more or less identical conclusions (see 33–35).  

34  Shechter even speaks of “the establishment of an oppositional orthodoxy to the infitāḥ” (24).  
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