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THE | MAGE OF EUROPE | N EGYPTIAN LI TERATURE: TWO RECENT SHORT

STORI ES BY BANW TAHIR ON A RECURRENT THENME,

Under the heading "This is the issue" (tilka hiya al~gadiya) the
Egyptian |iberal philosopher Zaki Nagib Mahrmud sunmari zes the

principal question in Egyptian intellectual debate during the

| ast 150 years in the epitome "what should be our attitude
towards the West" (m3dhi yaklnu mawgifund mn al-ghafb)lb The
article is provoked by a contribution by anis Mansur in the daily

Akhbar al-vaum, in which he relates an encounter between some

Egyptian witers, including hinself and Ahnad Baha al -Din, and a
visiting Russian poet to Egypt in the 1960's, The poet asks them
about the issue which has nost preoccupi ed Egyptian nen of
letters. They were enbarrassed by the realization that Egyptian
witers {udaba) had no such commom nmatter, wites Mansur. After
sone hesitation they find no better reply than "sccialist

realisn (al-ishtirdkiyya ai-wigi iyya).

Exasperated by such lack of insight fromsome of the |eading
intell ectual s of today, zak: Nagib Mahmud strongly asserts that
the issue of hawto relate to the West, with all its

i nplications, underlies the great controversies in nodern
Egyptian political and cultural life. He claims that distinctive
dividing lines may be drawn all the way between two main
tendenci es: on the one hand those who reject the West (and all it
stands for), on the other hand those who accept Western inpul ses,
provided they are integrated into the national cul tural

tradition. A third, westernized {mustaghrib), group is

numerical Iy insignificant and without any inpact, Mahmud all eges,



SO it needs not be brought into the general picture.

Undoubtedly, the "challenge of the West", with all its
i mplications, has been a nost central issue in Egyptian intel-

| ectual debate. Representing well-ordered, affluent and educated

soci eties, Europe would stand forth as a nmuch-coveted nodel, a

synbol of human progress. On the other hand, the experience wth

European powers as occupants, suppressors, and exploiters,

rendered the relationship with Europe at best a |ove-hate

relati onship. Egypt's economic and political survival, as wel

as the nation's dignity, was at stake for many years. Besides

the struggle for econom c and political control, there was the
struggle for national cultural identity. The "challenge" was
responded to in different ways, largely reflecting the interests
and orientations of various social classes and groups. Roughly,
we may distinguish four sets of responses:

1) The conservative apol ogetic response, unconditionally
defending traditional (lslamc) social and cultural structures
and val ues.

2) The noderni zi ng apol ogetic response, claimng that the idea
of human progress is inherent in the national (Islamc)
culture, and that necessary reforns may be based on this
nati onal heritage.

3) The liberal nmodernizing response, aspiring to borrowthe
best of European civilisation and integrate it into the
national culture (as expressed by aI-CAqqad: "I may eat an
American apple... but in ny body that apple is transfornmed to
Egyptian bl ood" (and 3kul tuffdhan amrikiyyan... 13kin h&dha

t-tuffdh yatahawwal u f1 jismI 113 danrnin misri)

4) rhe marxi st response, aspiring to |liberate and produce a new
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Egyptian identity inmbued with socialist culture.

The i mage of Europe in fictional literature

The young Egyptian going to Europe, usually for educationa

pur poses, and the cultural conflicts he thereby experiences, is a
recurrent thenme in Egyptian fiction2. It is a drama in which the
civilizational conflict between East and west rages on a persona
level. The qualities which are usually contrasted in this
conflict are the alleged materialismof the West vs, the
spirituality of the East, the unbelief and arrogant pride of the
European vs. the faith, trust and humlity of the Oriental,

Eur ope' s human and physical col dness vs. the warm at hnosphere of
Egypt, the egoism cynicism and decadence of European society vs,
t he naive innocence and generosity of Oriental society. But also
positive "Western" qualities as education and scientific

achi evenent vs. ignorance and superstition haunting Oiental

soci eties, individual freedom and denocracy vs. the burden of
tradition and despotism affluence vs, poverty, are frequently
comrented upon by some witers, The evaluation of certain
qualities may vary: to some the contrastive set of activity vs,
passivity as typical of Western vs, Eastern societies, is
associated with concepts of energy and vitality vs. inertion and
| ethargy, to others it is associated with aggressivity,
exploitation and sexual prom scuity (especially in females) vs,

pati ence, endurance and (femal e) nodesty, respectively,

The appreciation of these contrastive qualities and the val ue

judgments passed on them by Egyptian witers have oscillated in

accordance with shifting political and cultural trends in nodern
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Egyptian history, as is anply denonstrated by Rotraud Wel andt in
her highly perceptive study "Das Bild der Europaer in der moderne

"5, Roughly summari zed,

arabi sche Erzahl - und Theaterliteratur
the image of European society as expressed in literary

contributions, reflects an awareness of consi derabl e cul tural

di fferences. However, up through the first couple of decades in
this century, European society and cultural values were not
necessarily considered inferior to, nor totally inconpatible
with, the culture and val ues of Egyptian/Oriental society. It
was rather considered a matter of good and bad aspects of both
societies, and contributions often reflect a sense of a
potentially useful conplenmentarity of the two cultures. Wth the
ascendancy of an educated Egyptian m ddl e class (as opposed to
the predom nantly westernized, at |east Western educated, upper
class intellectual elite of the previous decades), the
intellectual climate shifted in the 1930's towards an
accentuation of traditional (Islamc) culture and val ues as
superior to Western culture and values. This also reflected a
general anti-colonialist (anti-British) political nmobilisation in
Egypt, conbined with the political and econom c unrest and

desintegration characterizing Europe in this period.

"The return of the spirit" (awdat al-rah, 1933) and "Bird of the
East” (Usfir min al -sharq, 1938) by the prominent Egyptian writer
Tawfi g al - Haki m are novels in which the cultural conflict is
rendered in an unconprom singly anti-Wstern bias. 1In "Bird of
the East'' which is said to be based on the author's persona
experiences as a young student in Paris in the late 1920's, the

Egyptian hero falls victimto the intrigues of a young Pari sienne

W th whom he falls desperately and genuinely in love. She



ruthlessly exploits his feelings and enters into a sexua
relationship with himonly to provoke jeal ousy in another nan,
whom she really wants. She is the prototype of European woman,
and a synbol of Europe itself: intelligent and beautiful she may

appear, but she lacks spirit and soul, and at heart she is cold
and cruel. \Wile European society is inbued with "the poison of

utilitariani snt, Egyptian society is presented as one in which
man and nature live in synbiotic harnmony, its people inbued wth
natural social solidarity (sha®b ijtiméci bi-I-fitra)4. Fant asy

and enotion reign - not cold intellect?®.

In Yahya Haqgi's novellette "The lanp of Um Hashim" (Qindil Urm
Hashim 1944), the cultural conflict is presented in nmuch the sane
manner, enploying the stereotypic contrasts of materialismuvs.
spirituality, cynicismyvs. innocence, egoismyvs. conmuna

feeling. However, with its inpressionistic and lyrical style,
its tone is | ess aggressive, less crude, and besides, it is nore

sensitive towards positive aspects of Western civilization.

The central theme is simlar to "Bird of the East": The young
Egypti an student, Ismail, goes to Europe (England). He becones
involved with a girl, who enbodies the standard cliché of the

Eur opean wonman: independent, active, sexually I|iberated,

sel f-conscious and esthetically educated - qualities which Ismail
(and the author) considers admrable and attractive, On the

ot her hand, she exposes herself as an egocentric, cynical and
rut hl ess person when it serves her interests, being enotionally
so unconplicated that it anmounts to call ousness and nora

irresponsibility.



ismail becones influenced by Western thinking and values: it is a
sophi sticated man of science who returns to Egypt after 7 years
abroad. The encounter with the poverty, ignorance and
superstition of his native environment becomes extremely painful

He is torn between loyalty and disgust, between his old and new

identity. Followi ng a deep personal crisis, he arrives at a
personal solution, a reconciliation consisting of synthesizing
the best aspects of the two cultures: the scientific achievenent
of the West with the warm spirituality and confidence of the

East .
The contemporary context

The young Egyptian intellectual in Europe is the thene of two
novel s by Baha' Tahir published in 1984: "Yesterday | dreaned of
6
)

you" (Bi-Il-ams halumu bik and "In an unusual park" (FI hadiga

ghayr Cédiya)7,

For many years Baha Tahir worked at the Cultural Progranmme of
Cairo Radio. Following a dispute with the authorities he was
renoved fromhis position in 1975. Since 1977 he has worked for
vari ous UN organi zations, which has brought himto |ive abroad
for several periods, The two short stories are thus based on
personal experience of living in Europe, and may be said to
represent a kind of exile literature (adab mahjar). However, we
shoul d al so bear in mnd the general political and cultura
climate in Egypt during this period, which Baha Tahir as an
intellectual is highly sensitive to. Egyptian society in the

post - Nasser period is characterized by a process of political and

cultural reorientation - noving froma prevailing offensive,



socially progressive nationalist-secularist orientation towards a
basi cal | y defensive, though increasingly aggressive, islamicizing
orientation, notably conservative with regard to inherited soci al
val ues. The conflict of values, this tinme perhaps nore than ever

pronounced in ternms of Eastern vs. Wstern civilization, flares

up, vehenently anti-Wstern. The search for authenticity (asala)
and the cultural heritage (al-turdth) are once again key concepts
in the political and cultural debate. While the 1960's and early
1970's focused on the econom c and political aspects of the East

vs. West confrontation, the focus nay be said to have shifted to

I nherent cultural values with clearly apol ogetic undertones,

The climate thus may be said to favour a relapse into what the
Syrian intellectual Sadiq Jalal al-aAzm has designated
"Orientalism in reverse"S. He warns agai nst the tendency anong
Arab witers to apply the same kind of "netaphysical abstractions
and ideol ogi cal mystifications" which exponents of Orientalism
have been heavily criticized for in their studies of Oiental
societies: "(They) sinply reproduce the whole discredited
apparatus of classical Orientalist doctrine concerning the

di fference between East and West, Islam and Europe, only to
favour Islamand the East in its inplicit and explicit

judgnents". This self-assertive tendency to uncritically
accentuate "Arab" and "Islam c" qualities as superior, has as its

counterpart a tendency to depreciate European society in equally

crude terns.

This politico-cultural trend bears a striking ressemblance to the

dom nating trend in the period which produced the abovenenti oned

wor ks of Tawfi g al-Hakim and Yahya Hagqi. We shall nov proceed



to Baha Tahir's two contributions and consider how they relate to

the tradition and to the contenporary setting.

"Yesterday | dreamed of you?

The protagonist (who also is the narrator in both stories) gives
the inpression of being an intellectual, sensitive,
young/middle-aged (| would guess in his late thirties or early
forties) person, reserved of nature, polite and softspoken in his
conduct. This is not the tale of the open-m nded, naive,
unsophi sti cated young Egyptian to be destroyed by the cynicism
and decadence of Western society. He seens to have |lost his
"innocence", his belief in mankind, well before he left Egypt for
Europe. W are brought to suspect that he has a past there that

he wants to elimnate fromhis nind®.

In "Yesterday | dreaned of you" the setting is "the big city in
the north" (one suspects London, but any North-European city nay
evoke the atnosphere). The protagonist's everyday life is
characterized by isolation and nonotony, in fact absence of any
formof vitality, energy or enthusiasm One senses a silent
desperation underlying the attitude of resignation, the

| ow- pi t ched description of the nonotony and futility of

exi st ence.

We neet two other Arab expatriates: Kamal is a distant friend of
the protagonist, he lives in another city, but calls himevery
evening on the phone. Kanmal has settled and married a woman of

the country, he has worked in a bank for ten years. However,

Kamal is uneasy and unhappy, constantly conpl aining of the



enpti ness of existence, the barrenness of society. He feels as
if he lives in a desert, his appartnent being a bedouin tent.
Long since he has given up getting involved wth people. His
nervous and psychosomatic sufferances increase. H's work at the
bank agonizes him - after all, it represents a formof riba
(usury or interest on noney forbidden by the Quran). In a dream
he is thrown in jail by Mu®awiya (the first ummayyad khalif),
where he neets Taha Husayn (a prom nent Egyptian witer who in
the 1930's provoked traditional circles by critically exam ning
the origin and authenticity of the pre-islamc odes, and who

ot herw se cl ai med Egypt's adherence to European, or rather,

Medi terranean, culture), His whole existence, inreal life as
well as in his dreans, appears as nothing but a series of defeat
and deceit. Wwen we |ast hear of Kamal, he has resigned from his
work in the bank and is preparing to |eave for Egypt, to retire
toa life of contenplation in the desert, in harnony with the

celestial G ace.

The other Arab is Fathi, the protagonist's colleague: "W were a
group of Arabs enployed in an Arab firm the director and nost of
t he enpl oyees were Europeans. Under such circunstances Fathi
became involved with sufism(lslamc nmysticism" the author
remarks laconically. Fathi tries to nove the protagoni st through
hi s nessage of opening up one's soul, of the wandering of souls
and spiritual contacts, of the beautiful Truth behind the real.
world. In glinpses the protagonist actually feels both attracted
to and frightened by this nystical vision of ulterior fornms of
contact, he obstinately refuses, however, to becone involved, in

spite of his colleague's incessant appeals.



The inpression of a cold society is conveyed through concrete

i mges and observations: the snow, the frost, the cold weat her
outside. Cold interiors with glaring white tabl ecloths and
curtains. People turning away, faces kept in rigid, unexpressive

fornms, unapproachabl e, reserved, conposed. In contrast to this

northern European rigidity, glinpses involving people of another
cul tural background: the easygoing, friendly |aughing and joking
style of two young Africans, the spontaneous remark from a
stranger sitting next to the protagonist in the bus, - "I knew he
was a foreigner |ike nyself, because people in this country do
not speak to anybody”. A general, pervading, usually unspoken,
aninosity vis a vis foreigners, occasional outbursts of unmasked
racism But also glinpses of friendly concern, of

strai ghtforward synpat hy.

Significantly, the episodes in which the protagonist is
confronted with racial prejudices, involves the ol der generation,
and their ungracious stupidity has a certain pathetic touch. The
aut hor appears to be sensitive to the inportance of soci al
background for the formation of prejudices and nuances in their

mani f est ati ons:

There is a scene at a |laundry where an elderly, typically

wor ki ng- cl ass wonan feels passed over by two young Africans in
the line waiting for a vacant washing machine. She then bursts
out in an indignant remark about negroes and respect for |aw and
order. The Africans react sharply, and the woman mnust
reluctantly give in to them after having in vain appealed to the

| aundry assistant, a young girl, for support. The scene reflects

a "poor White" reaction - a conflict-of-interest situation, in



which the old woman's frustration takes an outlet in

si nmpl e- m nded racial prejudice.

This is different in kind from the reaction of the elderly woman

of educated m ddl e class background (the mother of the young

wormen the protagonist gradually beconmes involved with, a
relationship to which | shall shortly return). She addresses the
young Egyptian with a formal, polite curiosity, as a
representative of a strange, exotic and backward culture: "From
Africa, really? | nodded. She pointed at two Sudanese masks

whi ch were suspended on the wall with a wooden cross in the

m ddl e, and said: | actually love African handicraft. She
pressed her white, winkled fingers together and waved her hand,
saying: It has such strength. Then she opened up her hand,
moving it in undulating novenents, and said: And such el egance
and grace, Then she asked: And which part of Africa are you
from then? In a loud voice | said: | amfrom Egypt. She raised
her eyebrows somewhat surprised and said: Egypt? | always vanted
to visit Egypt. My husband travelled to Egypt in ... in ... ,
oh, | don't remenber. We were not married yet, but | still have
the pictures. She leant her hand on the table and intended to
get up, then she hesitated for a nonment: but | do remenber ny
husband told me that in Egypt they are good at sorcery? She
nodded, while | tried to laugh, remarking: That was maybe at the
time of Moses? Keeping her hand on the table, she said: Oh, ny

husband did see quite a lot. | said: Perhaps he did,"

Later on she brings out pictures from Egypt - the classica

posture with the smling (British?) gentleman/colonial

master/tourist on canel back in front of the pyramids. “In front



of hima man was standing, holding the reins of the canel,
wearing a gal abiyya (traditional Egyptian man's dress), the |ean
arm protruding fromthe w de opening of the gal abiyya. | stared
at himand at the mustache over his broad nmouth, at the sad,

gl oony face. He ressenbled ny father."

The superior European fascinated by the "nystique" of the Oient.
The protagoni st sees "his father" and he sees hinself perceived
inafolkloristic frame, as the oriental object. Far fromthe
vul gar raci sm of "poor white", but equally inprudent and
denmeaning. The old | ady's predi sposed notions of Egyptians as
exotic primtives produces, at the end of the story, a nost
repul si ve accusation of him having used evil magic on her

daught er,

The relationship with Ann Mary (or Anne Marie if the setting were
not Engl and, but Scandi navia or a German- or French-speaking
society) is the central theme of this short story. Ann Mary is a
young worman whom t he protagoni st nmeets at the bus stop nearly
every norning on his way to work. She never |ooks straight at
him nor does she denonstrate in any way that she recogni zes him
when by chance he finds her sitting behind the booth at the post
of fice (where he has gone to send a gol den-decorated book about
Sufism (Islam c nysticism which Fathi has given him to his
friend Kamal, who has expressed interest in the matter).

However, one night they run into each other outside the cinemns,
she approaches himand wants to talk with him and they agree to
have a cup of tea together in a cafe. 1In the course of their

conversation she exposes herself as a hypersensitive, unbal anced

young wonman, in nental agony, desperately in search of "the



meaning of life". Apart fromher extrenely agitated condition,
she is also representative of the young generation's alienation
fromthe values of her (Western) society, with its international
awar eness, though in a vague, unpolitical sense. She wants to go

to Africa to make herself useful to poor people, which reflects a

sense of comm tnent (though we suspect it is notivated by a need
to "save her own soul" as much as by altruismand righteousness+,
Her attitude towards himis devoid of any references to their

et hnical differences, and she openly defies the glances fromthe

nei ghbouring tables at the "m xed coupl e".

Rat her, her interest in himstens froma feeling that he has
entered her life to convey sonething she cannot grasp. He has
possessed her m nd, she fears him even hates him she tells him
Still she feels attracted to him because he may be capabl e of

hel ping her in her agony. He stays calm and reserved,confronted
with this torrent of enotion, but we understand that he is
touched by her confidence and cl oseness, H s feelings are,
however, devoid of any erotic attraction, as he perceives her as

a child rather than a woman,

After a week she invites himhome to the appartnent where she
lives with her nother. 1In the neanwhile, they have net several
times at the bus stop. She has apol ogi zed for her very enotional
behavi our at the cafe, blamng it on the personal crisis she is
goi ng through, and that he sonehow rem nds her of a young man she
| oved and who deceived her. But as soon as they are alone in her
room she accuses himof interfering with her life, by constantly

entering her dreans in a significant way. She pleads for help,

he can only reply that he hinmself has no illusions, no belief,



that he has no sense or neaning of life to offer her, however
much he wants to help her. Desperately she starts taking off her
clothes and throws herself into his arms: "Cone on, if this is
what you want. .." But that is not what he wants, he picks up her

cl othes while she sobs. "How can | help you when | cannot even

hel p myself?" he says. She calnms down, and staring out in front

of her she says, as if to herself: "I understand"

This is the last time he sees her. She does not show up at the
bus stop any nore, but she is constantly in his mnd, She has
triggered a crisis within him touched the enotions he has
suppressed, the lack of sense and neaning in his own life. 1In a
dream he sees her running by the seaside, desperate, in agony.
Alarned at this, he goes to her house only to hear that she has
commtted suicide. He flees in panic, having been accused by the

mot her of causing her death through black magic.

At night he is back in bed: "Did | sleep or was | awake when t hat
wing flapped in ny roon? Was it a falcon or a dream that which |
saw? | stretched out ny hand. | heard a rustling and I
stretched out ny hand. Suddenly lights and colors welled out,
had never experienced such beauty. The rustle of the wi ngs all
around ne. | stretched out ny hand. | was weeping silently and

wi thout tears, but | did stretch out ny hand."

This mystical vision/dream |links together several elements in the
story. It integrates a dreamthat ~Ann Mary had previously, of a
fal con beckoning at her wi ndow, but which she dares not let into

her room The falcon - al-saqgr - is the ancient Egyptian figure

of the Sun good (Horus), and thus, by extension, symbol of



vitality, of strength and freedom Ann Mary perceives it as a
threat, she does not let it touch her, he in the end lets hinself
be enbraced by it. Al -saqr is also associated with after-1life,
as the protector of souls, and directly to the ancient Egyptian
myth of Isis/Osiris, in which Isis in the shape of a she-falcon
guards Osiris' body'®. g ii ann Mary reaching himfrom
after-life? An encounter of the souls, to which Fathi urged him
to open his mnd through Sufisn? He did open up his soul, his
feelings, through the relationship with Ann Mary, he did |et

hi nsel f be touched: He now experiences the overwhel m ng beauty
that rFathi mentioned associated with the recognition and

experience of the hidden, or ultimte Truth.
"In an unusual park"

In the second story we recogni ze the sane thenes, only in a nore
strictly realistic frame. It is essentially the same main
character that reveals hinself through the "I" of the story:
polite, reserved, sensitive, expatriate Egyptian. Lonely and
bitter, he has behind him a broken nmarriage to a European wonman
"I don't believe that a person can really have friends outside
his own country. It just isn't so that a man in a foreign
country establishes real friendships or really |oves soneone.
Your feelings change. Sorrow feels nore heavy, joy rapidly
evaporates." Egypt, however, seenms no alternative: the
protagonist feels like a stranger and a visitor to his home and

nati ve environnent.

The theme is again the encounter between two |onely people: a

pitiable old European woman and the young Egyptian, They



accidentally neet in a park especially designed to accommodate
t he needs of dogs. He becones entangled in a rather com cal
situation: Far from harbouring any affection at all towards dogs,
in fact he is afraid of them he nakes up a story that he has
lost his dog in a car accident. His intention is not to hurt the
feelings of the old woman, to whomit is sinply inconceivable

t hat sonmeone does not |ove dogs, and who, given the dog-like
environment, sinply assunmes he has one. However, instead of
representing an easy way out of a conversation which, at the
outset, he is not interested in, this lie |leads to an unexpected
fl ow of synpathy and pity fromthe old woman - and ironically an
at hnrosphere of intinmacy and cl oseness grows up between them a

kind of unity fromshared grief.

In-this short story criticismof European society stands out nore
sharply: the protagonist's disgust at the grossly exaggerated
concern for the well-being of dogs, while children in his own
country hardly have enough to eat, Alienated relationships,
solitude due to lack of communication. The old woman conpl ai ns
about the enotional distance separating her from her daughter

The loving care for the dog is a substitute for human

conmuni cati on.

Agai n, our Egyptian is confronted with the sinple-m nded, bl unt
raci smof the ol der generation: the m serabl e scape-goat syndrone
which | referred to above as "poor-white" reactions: the old
worman' s i nmedi ate response to being told of the pretended
accident which killed "his" dog, is: "How terrible. But what can

you expect when the city has becone filled up with all these

foreigners and their cars." Faced with the fact that this nice



young man i s Egyptian, however, she hesitates: "Ch, Egypt.

Egypt, Of course.. |et ne see.. you are from Egypt.. when | speak
of foreigners, | nean..." He kindly, but sarcastically, helps
her out of her enbarrassnent. And again an instance of the
sentinmental nystification of "the Orient", conbined with

i gnorance of contenporary Thirld Wrld realities: Talking

ent husi astically of the enchantment of Egypt and its nonunents,
she exclainms: "lImagine they could carve all that in stone,

wi t hout utensils. = They nust have had utensils. =1 mean

machi nes... hoists and such things, She shook her head in
wonder, saying: Strange how this people was w ped out.

- Who was wi ped out? - The Egyptians. - But they were not w ped
out. - Pardon? | smled as | said: W consider ourselves to be

their descendants. The expression on her face changed: Oh,

really well, of course... If one |ooks at it that way, |
suppose, well, why not?"
Still, our Egyptian tolerates her pathetic bluntness, for the

confi dence devel oping out of their conversation is real, a rare

i nstance of true communi cati on between two victins of an i nhumane

soci ety.

Shortly after they have parted, he finds her |ying unconsci ous on
the pavenent. She is taken away in an anbul ance. And however
strong his dislike for dogs, he cannot but accept the silent
appeal, the pathetic attachnent of the abandoned dog, as it

hel pl essly lingers behind and follows himas he wal ks away.
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Lost illusions - and a humani st response

In these texts by Baha Tahir we discern an underlying criticism
of Europe: the traditional concept of a cold, dehumanizing

society. The tone, however, is quite different fromthe earlier

contributions by Tawfiq al-Hakim and Yahya Haqqgi. Above all, the
nearly programmtic cultural dichotomy applied by al-Hakimand
Haqqi, is absent in Baha Tahir's text. Baha Tahir, to ny m nd,
reveal s intellectual maturity and honesty by not falling into the
pitfalls of "orientalismin reverse". The text reflects the Arab
"indentity crisis", which extends to the Arab comunity in exile
(and which, of course, may be even nore acutely experienced
there), but the author does not idealize this in terns of East

vs. West.

Baha Tahir's main character rejects his Arab friends' escape into
Islamic mysticismor literally back to Egypt. And, on the other
hand, the European characters are not purely rational,cynical and
sel f-assured persons, but human beings, suffering, l|ike hinself,
from loneliness, alienation and |longing for sonething else. Sone
may be inhibited in their outlook by ignorant prejudices and

m sconcptions, but so are his Arab characters. dinpses of
communi cation and of synpathy, occur regardless of racial or
cultural dividing lines: the European in the drifting snow

conpl aining to the Egyptian about his conpatriots's unreadi ness
to assist others; the young girl in the laundry taking the
Africans' side against the old woman's raci st accusations; the
director of the conpany who awkwardly enpl oys some poor Arab

phrases in order to be friendly (though admttedly with the added

moti vation of showi ng off), and who otherw se shows serious



concern about his health condition,

To Baha Tahir, neither a romanticizing of and whol esal e
conmtnent to "Egyptian/Oriental™ culture and values, a la Tawfig

al - Hakim nor a harnoni zing and reconciliation of different

cultures and values, a la Yahya Haqqi, make any sense. |
believe this is so because to the author's generation of Egyptian

intellectuals Egypt sinply has "lost its virtue".

Baha Tahir is associated with a group of witers often referred
to as "the generation of the seventies" (gil al-sab®indt). Many
of them surfaced in connection with the appearance of "Gallerie
-68" - an Egyptian underground literary journal which brought
together poets, witers and critics on the political left, in a
period in which it had becone increasingly difficult to cooperate
with the institutions of official culture, the literary
establishnent. They have in common an experience of trauma from
what Edward al - Kharrat, prom nent Egyptian witer and critic,
designates as "the great defeat of hopes" (hazimat al-amil

al -kabira). He refers, of course, to the disillusionnment
resulting fromthe defeat of nasserite Egypt in the June war of
1967 agai nst Israel, which represented a political turningpoint
for nost young intellectuals. They grew up with the new reginme
of the 1952 revolution, were inbued with its slogans of a better
future, a just society, of freedomfrom local and international
oppression. The aftermath of the war represented a "nonent of
truth": the dam of idealismwhich had hel d back creeping

uneasi ness, second thoughts and frustrations over political and

social reality in Egypt, was broken. There ensued a crisis -

political in nature, but with threatening existentialist



di nensions. Forner conceptions of active social and political
conmtnent (iltizam) seemed neani ngl ess, connected as they were

w th adherence to the policies of the Nasser regine.

The literary trend which had clainmed to correspond to the
political commtment ci cultural |life was socialist realism
(al—quiCiyya al-ishtirdkiyya): representing the l|iving

condi tions of the popul ar classes, with an unequi vocal underlying
cl ass struggl e perspective. The new literature (al-adab
al-jadid), which was called for, turned away fromthe direct
style, the concrete realistic description of class society. It
emerged introspective, in search of perspective in an

exi stentialist sense, and using correspondi ng poetic and synbolic
nmeans of expression, techniques as "stream of consci ousness”
(majra al-macy), or short sentences heavily | oaded w th meaning
and association a 1a Hemingway. |t represented a departure from
the broad narrative style of realism with its tendencies of
rhetoric, and a breakthrough for "the new sensitivity"
(al-hassasiyya al-jadida). This new style, comments Edward
al-Kharrat, is "fluent, light, subtle, masked in the essence of
the wording. The logical narrative style is no |onger necessary,
it is rather the details of this absurd reality which are | oaded
wth significance....

The very careful selection of words and di al ogue is decisive in
the style of writing"ll. This description applies very well to
Baha Tahir's prose, He is a nost sophisticated and careful
witer, with a sinple, soft-spoken style, one does observe the

poetical precision in the selection of words and synbolism

Alienation (al-ightirdb) and the sense or athnosphere of



absurdity (al-manakh al-“abathi) are central concepts in the
presentation of the new literature. The absurd worlds of Kafka
and camus nmet with deep resonance anong the generation of | ost

i llusions. The Egyptian literary critic Sabri Hafiz describes

the typical (anti)-hero of this literature as a person who "finds

hi nsel f subnerged in constant surprise and inconprehensibility,
This urges himto take refuge to the banks, of fear of

di sappearing into the whirls of the stream feeling that he has
lost the ability to fight the waves, to the point where he
withdraws into isolation, and resigns hinself to a very nmarginal
role, in spite of a constant inner refusal to play such a role

and an ardent longing to transcend it"12.

Baha Tahir's short stories reflect the alienation of man in
contenporary society. They describe the |oneliness of existence
in exile, but also the loneliness of individuals belonging to the
ot her society. Alienation and |oneliness seemto be the
“condi ti on humai ne" of contenporary society. This nay inply
social criticismof nodern Western society, but there is no
"Oriental” renedy to deliver it, no safe "Oriental"™ haven to take

refuge to.

However, | believe Baha Tahir in these texts suggests one way of

relief fromapathy and despair: to open up for enpathy, for
nonents of true human conmuni cation. This human touch transcends

cultural differences; it does not necessarily eradicate them but

it definitely transcends them

hhkhkkhkdh

by Gunvor Mejdell



See MM Badawi: "The |lanp of Umm Hashim: The Egyptian

I ntell ectual between East and West", Journal of Arabic

Literature 1, 1970 and |ssa Boullata: "Encounter between

East and West: A Thene in Contenporary Arabic Novel s",

M ddl e East Journal 30,1 (1976)

Bei ruter Texte und Studi en, Band 23, Beirut 1980.

Caudat al-ruah.

It should be mentioned, however, that Tawfiq al - Haki m on the
ot her hand produced penetrating and witty criticism of social
conditions and bureaucratic practices in the Egyptian
countryside: "The diary of a deputy public prosecutor in the
countrysi de" (Yawmiyyadt nd'ib fT al-aryaf, 1937)

In the collection of the same title, in the series

Mukhtarat Fusul, 4, The General Egyptian Book Organization,

Cairo 1984)

In the literary journal 1Ibda-, vol 2, 12,dec. 1984.
"Orientalism and orientalismin reverse", in Khansin, 8
(1981), pp. 5-26

One key to understanding this attitude of disillusionment, to
what he wants to forget, mght be found in reading Baha
Tahir's earlier short stories from Egyptian context, These
al so express alienation in human relations, sonetines rather
Kaf ka- esque nightmares of distorted reality. On earlier
short stories by Baha Tahir see Sabry Hafez M, Abdel-Dayem:

The Ri se and devel opnent of the Egypti an Short Story

(1881-1970), unpubl. Ph.D. thesis at the University of

London (School of Oriental and African Studies) 1979,
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11.

12.

These associations of al-saqr were suggested to me by
Safinaz~Amal Nagui b.

"Mashahid mn sahat al-qissa al-gasira fi al-sab®inat", in
Fusul 4 (1982).

Al-ugsusa al-misriyya wa al-hadatha” Gallerie 68, Cct. 1969.





