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This thesis analyses how contemporary Arabic science fiction (sci-fi) can be used to express
social and political criticism in the Arab world. It starts with describing the history of both the
Western and the Arabic sci-fi. It then moves to analyse its case study Ibrahim Nasrallah’s
novel Harb al- Kalb al- Thaniyyah. In doing this it use lan Campbell’s theory on Arabic sci-
fi, that of double estrangement: the first layer of estrangement being the use of allegory for
social or political criticism, and the second refers to the discontinuity between past
technological progress in the Arab- Islamic Golden Age and present stagnation in the Arab
world. The thesis concludes that by using double estrangement and patching the novel
criticizes human nature in the Arab world specifically, and on a global scale more generally.
Its main political and social criticisms are: the human tendency towards violence, polarisation
and post-truth politics, the changing of alliances based on material interests, corruption, and
the similarity of people in the contemporary globalized context. The second layer of
estrangement is formed by technology being used as a tool of dehumanization and (foreign)
oppression rather than a force for advancement. Furthermore, the novel applies a form of
‘patching’ through use of classical language and imagery in its last chapter which cancels the

technological development in the rest of the novel.
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Transliteration System

The Alphabet

l a oS d

< b i sh & m

Ot Uas an

& th oad o/s h/ah
cJ Lt s w/ia
c h Loz ¢ 1y
¢ kh g s a

2 d ¢ gh ¢

3 dh < f

or S q

5z 4 k

Short vowels

&oa & double the radical

This transliteration system is applied to names and titles that are originally in Arabic. In the
case of citing English book or article from an author with an Arabic name, the writing style of

the author him/ herself is used.



l. Introduction

Writers in the Arab world have often served as voices that question, criticise, and evaluate
society. Their literature offers psychological insight and self-criticism in which various
dimensions of alienation, disillusions and disappointment in Arab societies are explored. This
is especially true for periods of hardship and of radical and societal change, something the
Arab world has consistently witnessed from the beginning of the last century. Literature has
also been used in the creation of a shared identity, or collective memory and has functioned as
a refuge from violence and war.

However, these voices have not always coincided with the political and social goals of
various Arab regimes often resulting in a high level of censorship and many writers face
threats, arrests, imprisonment and torture.> A creative way in which many writers have been
able to avoid confrontation is by using allegory. Allegory can obscure the social, political,
cultural and religious message of literature, making it difficult for a regime to accuse the
writer ‘wrong’ and ‘un-loyal” writing. There are different ways in which allegory can be used,
for example through folklore, fables, mythology, historical novels and, the focus of this thesis,
science fiction (sci-fi).

Sci-fi offers a symbolic, hypothetical parallel universe in which writers can think freely
when creating their own world which they can then freely criticise. Furthermore, sci-fi allows
for experimenting with the boundaries of human beings. Third, the genre allows for predicting
the future of humanity. Many technological advances have been anticipated in sci-fi novels.
These advances and their relation to humans have also remained an important subject in sci-fi.

This thesis aims to answer the question: how has Arab sci-fi published from 2000 onwards
reflect on contemporary Arab societies? It thus questions what the important themes are
within Arabic literary sci-fi works and how these themes relate to the social and political
context Arab world? The thesis will start by giving a historical introduction to the genre of
sci-fi. This will be followed by a description of the history of Arabic sci-fi and a case-study

analysis of the Arabic sci-fi novel Harb al- Kalb al- Thaniyyah by Ibrahim Nasrallah.

Defining sci-fi
The genre of sci-fi knows many definitions varying from narrow to broad. The Penguin

Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary Theory defines it as:

! Roger Allen. 1992. “The Mature Arabic Novel Outside Egypt.” In Modern Arabic Literature. eds. Muhammad
Mustafa Badawi. Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 193-223, 220



containing a narrative which is set in an alternative or altered reality. This can either
contain topics that go beyond the confines of the normal human experience such as aliens,
and time travel, but also changes to the familiar human world such as through technology,
future war and ecological change.’

This definition emphasizes the environment in which a certain narrative is set, stating that it
needs to be either radically or partially different from the current environment humans live in
without that change necessarily being ‘technological’. A second definition relates the term
‘science’ with its Latin origin scienta, meaning knowledge.® According to this definition sci-fi
novels present any form of knowledge, whether technological, philosophical or theological
and relates this knowledge on the way society is, was and could be shaped.

When it comes to the relationship between sci-fi and social commentary, Darko Suvin, one
of the most influential Western theorists of sci-fi, offers a more comprehensive definition. He
argues that the genre should achieve cognitive estrangement. * ‘Cognitive’ here refers to the
scientific plausibility of world presented in the literary work while ‘estrangement’ means
making the familiar unfamiliar to criticise the familiar. This latter is based on the works of the
playwright Bertolt Brecht who uses the word Verfemdung to refer to a form of alienation from
the familiar to provoke a new perspective on reality allowing it to be seen more truthful.
According to Suvin estrangement can be achieved by introducing a novum in a narrative that
differs from the author’s empirical environment. The novum, he states, should be an
extrapolation from current science or a rewrite of history using the novum in a time which it
was not (yet) invented. As was the case with an altered environment and knowledge in the
previous two definitions, the function of the novum in Suvin’s definition is to reflect on the
current conditions of a given society. Following this definition, the cognitive value of sci-fi
lies in its relationship to the present rather than its predictive value.

The role of technology becomes clear when defining the difference between sci-fi and
other genres that use similar elements or alternative environments such as works of fantasy,
myths, folktale or even parody. Sci-fi’s novum or alternative reality entails a scientific change

which is so hegemonic in the story line that it determines the whole narrative logic.’

2 J.A. Cuddon and M.A.R. Habib. 2013. The Penguin Dictionary Literary Terms and Literary Theory. 5" edition,
Pengiun: London, 638

 Adam Roberts. 2006.The History of Science- fiction. Palgrave Macmillan : Hampshire, 9

* Drako Suvin. 1979. Metamorphoses of Science Fiction. Kent State University Press: Kent, 10

® Drako Suvin. 1979. Metamorphoses of Science Fiction. 70



Status Quaestionis
In 1998 Hannah Arendt, one of the leading political philosophers of the 20™ century, wrote
when referencing to the first human expeditions out of earth: “newspapers finally brought to
its front page what up to then had been buried in the highly non-respectable literature of
science fiction”... she adds: “to which, unfortunately, nobody yet has paid the attention it
deserves as a vehicle of mass sentiments and mass desires.”®

Although research on Western sci-fi has increased since 1998, Arendt’s statement remains
true when it comes to Arabic sci-fi, mainly because it was not considered to be real and
serious literature (adab). Even though Arabic sci-fi has been published since the 1960s, its
first analysis was only published in 1982. This was done by ‘Isam Baha who argued that sci-fi
was a genre of popular literature coming forth from technological advances and focussing
only on technological predictions that are disruptive of traditional Arabic society and its
values.” Discussing literature in the modern age of technology, Madhat al- Jiyar published an
article two years after Baha stating that sci-fi naturally came to being as a consequence of the
fast developments in the field of technology. Sci-fi, according to him, helps understand and
place these changes. He argues that due to its role in helping to understand the world, sci-fi is
indeed a serious new literary form.® He also analyses two novels from a religious viewpoint.

In 1990 the first book-length analysis of Arabic sci-fi was published written by
Muhammad Najib al- Talawi. He argued that modern Arabic sci-fi is indeed a valid literary
genre and defines it as describing technological developments and their relationship to
humankind. But he also states that the genre is immature due to the lacking technological
developments in the Arabic world in the twentieth century and the lacking narrative
development in Arabic literature itself. This latter he states, is for example shown in the
‘flattened’ characters and the emphasis on technology only.? Analysing a number of modern
Arabic sci-fi novels, he argues that although modern Arabic sci-fi focusses on the future, it
does so by glorifying the past and is therefore related to the Arab traditional rational mind set
and Arabic literary heritage.”® He shows this in two ways: by the links made between
scientific development and past glory, and by the cancelation of the scientific development at
the end of the novel thus returning its setting to the traditional order. This latter he terms:

‘amaliyat al-tarqi “ (patching).

® Hannah Arendt. 1998. The Human Condition. 2" ed. The University of Chicago Press: Chicago, 2

" ‘Isam Baha. 1982. “al- Khayal al- ‘ilmi wa al- r’uya al- mustagbal.” al- fusii/ 2(2): 57- 65, 57

® Madhat al- Jiyar. 1984. “Mushkilat al-hadatha fi- riwayat al-khayal al- ‘ilmi.” al- fusi/ 4(4): 180-184, 180

® Muhammad Najib al- Talawi. 1990. Qisas al- khayal al- ‘ilmi fi al- adab al- ‘arabi. Dar al- Mutanabbi: Irbid, 8
 Ibid., 13



In 1994 Muhammad ‘Azzam defined Arabic sci-fi as a reconciliation between literature
and science in which writers predominantly describe past and possible future discoveries and
inventions.™* His definition of sci-fi is centred purely on technology. A study specific on
modern Egyptian sci-fi was published in 2001 by Maha Mazlim Khidr, describing both the
history of Egyptian sci-fi and a close reading of examples of modern novels. In the case of
history, she emphasizes the role of colonization in the formation of literature on cultural
conflict. After Egyptian independence, she argues, sci-fi was used to imagine a new future for
the country.*?

In these early studies sci-fi has thus been described primarily as related to the role of
technology and less so as a vehicle for future predictions of Arab societies. In 2007, the
literary journal al- Fus:/ published and issue dedicated to Arabic sci-fi."* In it, Muhammad al-
Kurdt reflects on several Arabic sci-fi tropes and their function of estrangement.* The fact
that the genre of sci-fi was the topic of a special issue shows that modern Arabic sci-fi came
to be considered literature.

A study on the construction of character in Arabic sci-fi was published by ‘lsam ‘Asaqala
in 2011. His contribution added to the above mentioned studies because he clearly relates the
definition of modern Arabic sci-fi to issues and problems facing contemporary Arabic society:
to the hopes, fears and desires of its people, and to their future.'® ‘Asaqala also defined sci-fi
as being a new type of literature that describes imagined events by using scientific and
technological innovation.*® Furthermore, he emphasises that sci-fi is not only a Western
literary genre and downplayed its threat as being ‘a Western invention’, stating that through
using specific language, intertextuality and narrative Arabic sci-fi could become very
culturally specific.

In the case of non- Arabic language analysis of Arabic sci-fi, Reuven Snir was the first to
publish an article in 2000 in Der Islam stating that Arabic sci-fi has been ignored because it
was not considered to fit into the ‘serious’ genre of literature.”” Through his analysis of

Arabic sci-fi, he concludes that the genre mixes sci-fi with traditional genres of Arabic

" Muhammad ‘Azzam. 1994. al-Khayal fi al-adab al ‘arbi. Dar talas al-dirasat wa al-tarjama wa al-nashr:
Damascus, 10

' Maha Mazluim Khidr. 2001. Bina’ riwayat al-khayal al- ilm7 fi al-adab al-masri al-mu ‘asir. al-Aahira: Cairo,
23

B al- Fusil 2007. “Milaff al- “‘adad: al- khayal al-‘ilmT fi al- adab al-‘arabi.” 71(3)

" Muhammad al- Kurdi. 2007. “al-khayal al-‘ilm: qira’at li-sh*ariyyat jins adabi.” al- fusii/ 71(3): 20-28

¥ ‘Isam ‘Asaqala. 2011. Band’ al-shakhsiyat fi riwayat al-khayal al-‘ilmi fi al-Adab al- ‘arabi. al-Azminah:
Amman, 11-13

*° Ibid.

" Reuven Snir. 2000. “The Emergence of Science- fiction in Arab Literature.” Der Islam 77(2): 263- 285



literature, especially those related to religious experience.’® He also states that Arabic sci-fi
has not (yet) developed itself as a medium capable of expressing social comment because it is
‘too prone to serve for amusement or didactic aims’.*® Thirdly, he develops the concept if
‘Islamic- sci-fi’, a form of sci-fi in which Islamic concepts and values take priority in future
mankind.

Ada Barbaro published a book in 2013 titled La fantastica nella letteratura araba in which
she provides an extensive analysis of Arabic sci-fi through the ages, including a close reading
of novels through a critical framework she developed herself. This framework centres on time
and space and she states that Arabic sci-fi addresses time in two ways: the quest for
immortality; and the conquest of the future.’’ These two elements are however, dealt with
cautiously in Arabic sci-fi because they challenge the Islamic religious notion that the future
is already written. Space is divided in Arabic sci-fi taking place in terrestrial and celestial
spaces.

Lastly, lan Campbell published a book in 2018 titled Arabic Science Fiction in which he
developed a theory on how to interpret modern Arabic sci-fi and analyses several early novels
through this theoretical lens. He states that due to the use of allegory in modern Arabic
literature in general and the estranging character of sci-fi, Arabic sci-fi functions as a double
estrangement to its readers.”* This theory will be explained more thoroughly in the next
chapters and will be used to analyse the case study of this thesis.

Methodology
The aim of this research is to reflect on how sci-fi in contemporary Arabic literature relates to
the social and political issues in contemporary Arab society. To do this, the thesis will first
provide an overview of the history of sci-fi, both in and outside of the Arab world. It will then
show how contemporary Arabic sci-fi has reflected on the social and political dimension of
Arab societies.

Although literature comprises poetry, short stories, novels, and comic novels, this novel
will primarily focus on novels. The starting date of modern Arabic literature is generally
agreed upon as 1913, when Muhammad Husayn Haykil published his famous novel Zaynab.
This is the date this research refers to when mentioning modern Arabic literature. This thesis

however, uses the word contemporary, with which it refers to the date of 2000 onwards. It

'8 He also describes the existence of ‘Islamic Science Fiction’ which will be described in the section on ‘Arabic
sci-fi and religion’.
19 Reuven Snir. 2000. “The Emergence of Science- fiction in Arab Literature.”, 280
22 lan Campbell. 2018. Arabic Science Fiction. Palgrave MacMillan: London, 82
Ibid., 9



makes this distinction for two reasons. First, because it aims to fill a void in current academic
literature on Arabic sci-fi. Although not much research has been done on Arabic sci-fi, most
of what has been researched are novels from the start of modern Arabic sci-fi (approximately
1950s) until around the 1990s. This thesis, concentrating on the most recent generation of
literary publishing and on the recent social and political developments in the Arabic world,
choses as its starting date the turn of the millennium. Second, the period following the year
2000 has had profound impact on the Arabic world: it re-introduced Western, especially
American, imperialism in the form of occupations and interventions. Although Western
influence in the region dates from the previous two centuries, the 9/11 attacks of 2001
justified damaging and intruding military occupation and in many cases the installment or
support of Arabic regimes that supported the Western interests of modernity and globalism,
not necessarily their own people. The general overview given in the second and third chapter
of this thesis allows for the drawing of a general conclusion how Arabic sci-fi relates to the
social and political context of the Arab world.

The selection of sci-fi works described in the third chapter of this research (on the
development of Arab Arabic sci-fi) is done by taking the examples of the above-mentioned
books on modern Arabic literature, academic articles, and online sources. While the first two
sources are useful for in-depth analysis and description, the latter source allows for this thesis
to include recent publications that have not yet found their way to academic journals.

In the fourth chapter, ‘Case Study’, will look at the novel Harb al- Kalb al- Thaniyyah by
Ibrahim Nasrallah through the theoretical lens developed by lan Campbell in 2018. This
theory entails that modern Arabic sci-fi has two levels of estrangement: the first referring to
the use of allegory in critiquing its social and political environment; and the second in the
tension coming forth from the use of technology and its relation to scientific and
technological stagnation in the Arab world since the glory days of Arab/Muslim dominance.
The theory will be further described in the fourth chapter. The thesis is both quantitative
because it provides an overview of contemporary Arabic sci-fi works, as qualitative because it
provides an in-depth analysis. Harb al- Kalb al- Thaniyyah will be analyzed by looking at
quoted paragraphs from the novel. The quotations will be in Arabic with a translation into

English. All translations are made by the author.



Il.  Development of sci-fi

The history of sci-fi is often a topic of debate seeing as much disagreements exist on its exact
origins. Many different works are cited as ‘the start’ of sci-fi and what one considers to be
correct or not depends heavily on one’s definition of the genre. What is clear however, is that
sci-fi as a literary genre has mainly been developed in the West and has from there expanded
to other regions of the world. It is for this reason that this section of the research will provide

a short history of sci-fi in its broadest sense.

History of Western sci-fi
The author most cited when referring to the history of sci-fi in both the Euro-American as
well as the Middle- Eastern tradition is Lucian (AD 120-190). Two of his works could be
considered proto sci-fi: Ikaromenippos and Alethes Historia which were both written between
AD 160-180. In the first, the hero of the novel travels to the moon where he surveys the earth
beneath him. In the second, a ship is sucked into the sky after which it lands on the moon.?
Literary output in Europe was paused during its ‘Dark Ages’ (5" until 15™ century). But
the emphasis on science in European society during the Renaissance (14" until 17" century)
made way for literature exploring scientific and technological developments. The undoing of
Copernicus of the scientific authority of the Catholic Church when he proposed that the earth
and other planets rotated around the sun, provided an important turning point in this respect.?®
Furthermore, utopian and dystopian novels accompanied the European (colonial) journeys to
other parts of the world in the 17" century. These novels reflected on ‘otherness’ in material
terms: ‘lands that might actually be reached by a voyager, strange but material new forms of
human life and society and so on’.?* John Rieder argues that Western colonialism, the
imbalance of social power and the Social Darwinist ideologies that justified colonialism
present themselves in sci-fi writings.”®> The ‘Other’ that the westerners meet during their sci-fi
voyages are framed to be ignorant natives with low levels of technology are therefore at low
levels of human evolution and power.® 18" century Europe also inspired the emergence of

scientific poetry and prose. 2 Two key texts in this genre were Gulliver’s Travels®® (1726) by

22 Adam Roberts. 2006.The History of Science- fiction. 29

* Ibid., 36

** Ibid., 54

% John Rieder. 2008. Colonialism and the Emergence of Science Fiction. Wesleyan University Press:
Middletown, 2-3

*Ibid., 2

” meaning the 18" century philosophical consensus on the primacy of reason and the importance of
experimental and evidential science which challenges older religious myths and superstitions



Jonathan Swift and Voltaire’s Micromégas®® (1750). Both these texts expanded the field of
imagination far beyond conventional thought and are examples of extraordinary travels which
reflected the emerging Western culture of expansion and conquest.*

The tendency to write about the future and the relationship between sci-fi and colonialism
continued during the 19™ century, a period which was dominated by two Anglophone writers:
Mary Shelley (1797-1851) and Edgar Allen Poe (1809-1849). Shelley has often been credited
with providing the first modern sci-fi novel: Frankenstein, or The Modern Prometheus
(1818).3! Poe’s major work is Eureka: a Prose Poem (1849), a lengthy prose disquisition that
combines contemporary science and astronomical knowledge with a quasi-idealist religious
sensibility.** In second half of the 19" Jules Verne published many voyages extraordinaires
(such as trips to the core of the earth and the moon) and H.G. Wells introduced the movement
away from utopia sci-fi with his many novels, among them The Time Machine (1895).

The 20™ century and its technological advancements brought sci-fi to a cultural
dominance.® Sci-fi was present as both ‘high art’ and popular culture: the former focusing on
the aesthetic of modernism and on form and style while the latter existed out of a large group
of writers providing popular narrative for a new audience created by mass literacy.
Furthermore, a distinction could be made between sci-fi opposing and supporting
technological advances. Opposition feared that the individual would be reduced to a
mechanical element with no spiritual or intellectual value, a fear that was related to the
political developments in Europe that led to second world war. Dystopian novels such as
Aldous Huxely’s Brave New World* (1932) and George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four®
(1949) explored this theme.

The Christian religion influenced sci-fi in this period, despite the 20" century becoming
more secular. Examples include novels on religious figures, novels set in a specific religious
community, or societies dominated by a specific religious structure. Walter Miller’s A

Canticle for Leibowitz (1959) for example, is set after a devastating nuclear war when

% The story of Gulliver who’s desire to travel brings him to strange places where humans take different forms
(such as 12 times their usual size) and embarks on exciting adventures.

# Two aliens find a ship of philosophers on earth who they are surprised to learn, know much about science, but
are essentially ignorant on matters of the soul.

% Adam Roberts. 2006.The History of Science- fiction. 68

*' In this novel Victor Frankenstein creates a creature who mirrors himself, but his creation unintentionally
becomes tragic, malign and murderous because of the way society reacts to him. Through history, the ‘creature’
has come to represent any kind of extra-bourgeois group: a group that has the potential for good but is thwarted
and turned to destructive ends.

% Ibid., 95

% Ibid., 175

** in which human happiness is a defying quality and citizens merely serve the communities’ capitalist interests
% set in a future of constant war between three world states governed by an absolutist regime



civilization has collapsed, and the Catholic Church organizes a spacecraft to travel to create a
new world elsewhere. Furthermore, many superhero comics expressed the role of a ‘saviour’
deviated from a religious (‘Christ-type’) or mythological (for example ‘Hercules’) framework.

The successful launch of the Sputnik in 1957 by the Soviet Union realized what many sci-
fi novels anticipated: travel through space. It was followed in 1969 by NASA’s Apollo
mission to the moon: the future that was so often speculated about was coming true. A sci-fi
trend following these developments was termed ‘New Wave’ and was characterised by a
focus on content and ‘ideas’ rather than form, and avoided the ‘standard’ topics of sci-fi such
as interstellar travel, extra-terrestrial life forms and galactic wars.*® It was also influenced by
the threat of nuclear annihilation during the Cold War, take for example the Algerian/French
writer Robert Merle’s Malevil (1972) which was set in the aftermath of a nuclear war.

From the Russian perspective, the Strugatski brothers published their novel Trudno byt’
bogom (‘Hard to be God’, 1964). It depicts humans from a communist earth helping an alien
world to modernise, but because the humans are considered as Gods by the indigenous
population, they become corrupt.®” New Wave novels also included mysticism and the use of
psychotropic drugs as a passage to a transcendental transformation.

Post 1960s women’s movements led to the creation of ‘feminist sci-fi’, using sci-fi
metaphorically to deal with specific topics such as gender (roles) and sexuality as social
constructs. It has been suggested that the first feminist sci-fi predated this era and was written
by a Bengali Muslima writer and activist, Rokeya Sakhawat. Her short story ‘Sultana’s
Dream’ (1905) takes place in the mythical realm of Ladyland in which women use science to
overpower men.*®

What can be noted on post-2000 sci-fi is the increased attempt at reconciling religious
views with modern developments such as technology and increased secularisation of the
public life. Many parts of the world, including the Arab world as we will see shortly, often

conceived sci-fi as related to Western science and western hegemonic aspirations. Some

% bid., 231

¥ Ibid., 261

% An example is Frank Herbert’s Dune (1963-5), an environmental sci-fi novel in which earth is a desert and the
Dune’s sandworms produce an addictive drug to enhance human capacities. Due to this drug the earth becomes
valuable and the novel portrays a power conflict over its ruling.® The desert setting and the rightful leader of
earth, Paul, reminds of the “Mahdi’ in Islamic tradition. In the sequels to Dune, Paul dies a martyr and his son,
Leto who is shaped as a giant worm, rules the earth in a dictatorial manner, eventually gaining total knowledge
of the cosmos. The novel renders the coming of the messiah in a political context to show how close it can be to
fascism.

% Muhammad Aurangzeb Ahmad. 2017. “Sci-Fi and Speculative Fiction in the Muslim Tradition.” The Wire. 28
June 2017 (https://thewire.in/culture/sci-fi-speculative-fiction-muslim-tradition) .



writers have therefore preferred to focus on their folklore heritage.” In the 20™ century
however, a few African writers are making their mark on the sci-fi literary tradition such as

the Ghanaian writer B. Kojo Laing. Sci-fi is thus increasing its geographical space.

Conclusion
Although Western sci-fi focusses on the future, we can see in the development of western sci-

fi is shaped by three elements: cultural element (such as religion and literary heritage fables);
political developments (such as colonisation and the cold war); and technological
developments (such as space travel and machines). In the next section the definition and
development of Arabic sci-fi is central.

%0 Adam Roberts. 2006. The History of Science- fiction. 344



I11.  Development of Arabic Sci-Fi
Now that the previous chapter has described the general history sci-fi it will take a closer look
at the development of the Arabic sci-fi genre. To do this correctly, it is important to define
‘Arabic literature’ and explain the way in which literature and writing is perceived in the Arab
world. This section of the thesis will start by defining Arabic literature followed by a closer
look at the characterises of writing and reading modern Arabic literature. Finally, it will

describe the development Arabic sci-fi from a historical perspective.

Definition of Arabic Literature

The ‘Arab world’ to which this thesis refers is made up of more than twenty Arabic-speaking
countries that each have their own dialect(s), culture, and political context. To better
comprehend the role of sci-fi in Arab societies, a few comments should be made on what
writing and reading in modern Arab society means. Writing in the Arab world can be
characterized by two elements. First, writers face limitations and censorship, and in the worst
cases also arrest, imprisonment and torture. Second, writers in the Arab world seldom earn
enough from their literary work to make a living. Even Najib Mahfuz, for example, who won
the Nobel prize for literature, had to remain a public servant throughout his live.**

Ambiguity, allegory and symbolism are often used to conceal social and political critique
to provide plausible deniability if confronted by scrutiny. As such, allegory is a dominant
mode in modern Arabic literature.*? For readers unfamiliar with this characteristic of modern
Arabic literature, the literature can seem simple or flat, especially when it concerns a
translation. Its characters are often intended to represent demographic groups within the
society that is being critiqued rather than psychologically realistic individuals.*® Writers self-
imposed censorship and methods of narrative codification also often led to the wider public
feeling alienated from their work.** Arab readers have however, become used to ‘reading
between the lines’.*®
An example of the use is allegory, is by setting a certain storyline in the past but making its

characters or circumstances resemble the contemporary situation. Alfred Faraj’s play Sugiit

*1 A bureaucratic job is not a strange choice, seeing as most of the jobs that permit writers to pursue their craft
are in state cultural bureaucracy (editors of newspapers and journals for example). See Roger Allen. 1992. “The
Mature Arabic Novel Outside Egypt.” In Modern Arabic Literature. eds. Muhammad Mustafa Badawi.
Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 193-223, 220

*2 Hilary Kilpatrick. 1992. “The Egyptian novel from Zaynab to 1980.” In Modern Arabic Literature. eds.
Muhammad Mustafa Badawi. Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 223-270, 254-8

**lan Campbell. 2018. Arabic Science Fiction. 93

* Sabry Hafez. 1992. “The modern Arabic short story.” In Modern Arabic Literature. eds. Muhammad Mustafa
Badawi. Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 270- 329, 325
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Fir‘awn (‘The fall of pharaoh’, 1957), for example, describes the inner conflict of the Pharaoh
Ikhnaton between his new pacifist religion and his duties as monarch of the state, which
involved action and violence. The Pharaoh abdicates the throne to his son and devotes himself
to teaching his new religion. The political message of the play is the need for the state leader
to take responsibility and act.*® Another example is Jamal al-GhitanT’s al-Zayni Barakat
(1985, English trans. Zayni Barakat, 1988). The novel records the disintegration of the
Mamluk Sultanate in the years 1507-18 through the accounts of several characters grouped
around the powerful figure of al-Zayni Barakat. Zayni, by carefully combining Machiavellian
and populist methods, survives the fall of the Mamluk throne and joins the ranks of the new
Ottoman rulers. The novel can be read as a critical assessment of the Nasserist era in Egypt.
Nasser (Jamal ‘Abd al- Nassir) came to power in Egypt after the Free Officers revolution of
1952. He was a pan-Arab nationalist and one of the most important Arab political and cultural
figures of the previous century. While Egypt during the start of his rule looked at its own
future with élan, it eventually became disillusion when Nasser’s regime became more and
more totalitarian. al-Zayni’s preoccupation with internal security and his neglect of the
external threat resulting in the catastrophe of 1517 resembled Nasser’s unpreparedness during
the Six-Day war in 1967.%

Mythology and folklore are also used allegorically. Take for example adaptions of the
Greek story of Oedipus.*® Ali Ahmad Bakathir’s adaption of the play titled Ma’sat Udib,
(‘The tragedy of Oedipus’, 1949), reflects the historical and politically influenced conflict
between Islamists and the growing Marxist movement in the Arab world in the 1940s.
Oedipus, a Marxists in this play, fails to achieve social justice while his enemy, Tiresias, does
succeed by suggesting that social justice can only be reached by the will of God.*® Reading,
that is, the understanding of fiction in the Arab world, thus differs from its Western

counterpart.

*® Muhammad Mustafa Badawi. 1987. Modern Arabic Drama in Egypt. Cambridge University Press:
Cambridge, 171-2

*" Richard van Leeuwen. 1995. “Love and the Mechanisms of Power: Kamal ‘Abd al-Jawwad and Sa‘id al-
Jahayn” in Love and Sexuality in Modern Arabic Literature, eds. Roger Allen, Hilary Kilpatrick, and Ed de
Moor. Sagi Books: London, 91-106, 93- 4: and

Aida O. Azouqa. 2011. “Gamal al-Ghitani’s ‘Pyramid Texts’ and the Fiction of Jorge Luis Borges: A
Comparative Study.” Journal of Arabic Literature 42: 1-28, 4

*® This play was written by Socrates and preformed between 430 and 426 bce. It examines the story of Oedipus
Rex, the king of Thebes who unwittingly killed his father and married his mother.

* Mohammad Almohanna. 2016. “Greek Drama in the Arab World.” A Handbook to the Reception of Greek
Drama, eds. Betine van Zyl Smit. John Wiley & Sons: Chichester, West Sussex, 370



History of Arabic sci-fi

In the 1970s the Arabic term al-khayal al-‘ilmi was developed to denote Arabic sci-fi.
Translated to English the term means something like ‘the scientific imaginary’. What is lost in
this translation however, is the many connotations the word ‘%/mi has, for it is not only
associated with science. The root of the word is -I-m meaning to know, to perceive, or to
learn.®® The word ‘ilm can mean science, as in ‘political science’ but can also mean religious
or mystical knowledge. As such, Arabic sci-fi can not only refer to a rational, secular form of
science, but also holds a religious, mystical association. This will be further developed in the

next section of this thesis.

The Arab-Islamic Golden Age and proto sci-fi

For over 1,000 years after the collapse of the Hellenistic and Roman culture (‘the Dark Ages’,
5™ until 15" century AD) sci-fi in Europe disappeared as a literary form, as did literary
cultural in general (see previous chapter). In this same period, between the 6™ and the 12"
century, the Arab- Islamic world experienced what was later called the ‘Golden Age’. In this
period the Islamic empire spread vastly and eventually included a territory that expanded from
Spain to Italy. Arabic literature reflected the vast array of cultures and people. The literary
output of this period addressed the religious, philosophical and scientific discourses existing
in the different regions and interwove them with fiction narratives. Furthermore, the Islamic
leadership in this Golden Age, the ‘Abbasid leadership, made the uptake of knowledge from
all regions their state policy and many Muslims writing in Arabic undertook their own
scientific developments.

Modern Arabic sci-fi finds its roots in four genres of classical and medieval Arabic
literature: ‘gja’ib or mirabilia and folklore tales, philosophical works, utopian works and
works on technological marvels.>* The first, ‘aja’ib or mirabilia literature, refers to stories of
extraordinary journeys and extraordinary human feats of a semi-mythic stature drawn from
both Hellenist learning, the Qur’an and the religious tradition of Islam and popular fairy-tales
and beliefs.>® The root of ‘zja ’ib translates to “to be astonished, to wonder, to [take] delight’.

An example of an author from this tradition is the thirteenth-century astronomer and physician

e

% The Arabic language is, as are other Semitic languages, organized by a 3, sometimes 4, letter root-system.
Words with the same root have different meanings depending on the arrangement of the vowels or the added
consonants before and after the root.

%! Jan Campbell. 2018. Arabic Science Fiction. 49, he is using Ada Barbaro’s 2013 study La fantascienza nella
letteratura araba. Carrocci editore: Rome

52 Julie Scott Meisami and Paul Starkey 1998. Encyclopedia of Arabic Literature. Routledge: New York, 65



makhliigat wa ghard’ib al-mawjidat (‘Marvellous things of creation and wondrous things of
existence’). His tale Awaj bin Anfaqg (published around 1250), for example, depicts a man who
travels to the earth from a distant planet. This story is set in the fantastic but refers to rational
and cognitive phenomena to expand the reader’s awareness of the complexity and depth of
creation.®® It is the marvellous in these tales that make this genre of classic literature a
precursor to Arabic sci-fi.

Early elements of sci-fi can also be found in folktales and popular literature. These tales
often combine the fantastic with historical details. The tales of Alf Layla wa Layla (translated
to English as 1001 Nights or Arabian nights) are probably the most famous.>* Many of its
tales depict advanced technologies such as ‘The Ebony Horse’, a story about a mechanical
horse capable of flying to outer space.*® Other stories use imaginative communities such as an
underwater civilisation in ‘Julnar of the Sea’ and in ‘Abdallah the Fisherman’. The
estrangement in these tales provide an anchor for modern Arabic sci-fi.

The third category, philosophical works, use voyage and/or unusual places or situations as
a means of posing an argument.”® There are two examples often referred to in relation to
modern Arabic sci-fi: that of Ibn Tufayl (1105-1185 CE) and of Ibn al-Nafis (1213-1288 CE).
The first, an Andalusian philosopher, wrote Risalat Hayy ibn Yaqzan fi "Asrar al-Hikma al-
Mashriqiyya, (English trans. Ibn Tufay!’s Hayy Ibn Yaqzan, A Philosophical Tale, 2009) often
referred to as ‘The Self- Taught Philosopher’. It was translated to Latin in 1671 as
Philisophus Autodidactus and widely read in Europe. The story depicts an infant boy on an
uninhabited island who is raised by animals. The boy, Hayy, uses observation and logic to
achieve a rational and complete understanding of his environment before he is introduced to a
Muslim environment as a grown man by Asal. Asal is subsequently astonished to find that

Hayy has the same understanding of the world as the principles of Islamic theology.®’

%% Jan Campbell. 2018. Arabic Science Fiction. 52

>* Although not originally Arabic but Persian, Alf Layla was translated and adapted for Arab readers. The frame
narrative of Alf Layla consists of Shahrazad telling stories to distract the king Shahriyar to prevent him from
killing her and other women, something he does to revenge his wife’s infidelity

% Bhargav Rani. 2015. “Science Fiction in the Arab World: Tawfiq al-Hakim’s Voyage to Tomorrow.” Arab
Stages 1(2), 2

*® Jan Campbell. 2018. Arabic Science Fiction. 49

> The specific Islamic theology referred to in this work is a combination of the Mu‘tazilah and Ash‘ariyyah
school and the mystic elements of Sufism. Mu‘tazilah (those who withdraw or stand apart) is a school of Islamic
theology that is considered politically or religiously neutral. Influenced by Greek philosophical thought. They
emphasize the unity of God, free will of humans, and the use of reason (‘agl). The Ash‘ariyyah school also
supports the use of reason and rational argument, but they were accused by the Mu‘tazilah school of believing in
predestination because of their claim that the human capacity for action was acquired only at the very moment of
action. Sufism is a mystical belief in Islam in which Muslims seek to find the truth of divine love and knowledge
through direct experience of God Sources: Mu ‘tazilah, Encyclopaedia Britannica
(https://www.britannica.com/topic/Mutazilah, last accessed 24 August, 2018), Ash ‘ariyyah, Encyclopaedia
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Essentially, Ibn Tufayl showed that creation is fundamentally rational and cognitive, and that
inductive reasoning will lead to the same understanding of the world as theological study.>®

Ibn Nafis wrote a fantastical-philosophical treatise titled al-Risalah al-Kamaliyyah fi al-
Sirah al-Nabawiyyah (‘The complete tale of the prophet’s biography’) which is generally
assumed to be a reaction to lbn Tufayl.”® This literary work is considered the first
philosophical and theological sci-fi novel. The story is about Kamil, an autodidact feral child
born on a secluded island who eventually encounters the outside world. Ibn Nafis weaves into
the story discourses on philosophy, theology and medicine and proposes a scientific theory of
metabolism and pulmonary circulation of blood to explain resurrection. He also introduces the
idea that someone’s body can be restored from a single part (like cloning) and ends the novel
with one of the first fictional accounts of the apocalypse.®® This doomsday ending can be
linked the fact that the work was written not long after the Mongol invasion of Bagdad in
1258.

The fourth genre relevant for modern Arabic sci-fi are utopian novels which envisioned the
future of the Islamic empire as being a perfect Islamic society. Implied in these works is the
critique of the society at that time for not being Islamic enough, presupposing a decline in
perfection from the ideal Islamic community existing during with the community of the
prophet in Madia.®* In the 9™ century the philosopher and logician Al- Fabari (872-950/951
CE) in his al- Madina al- Fadila® (‘The virtuous city’) described a perfect society ruled by
Muslim philosophers influenced by Plato’s Republic (dated around 380 B.C.).** In the
virtuous city, it is the structure and development of each of the inhabitants’ happiness that is
key.

The last category of classical Arabic discourse is that of technological innovation, that is,
of ingenious devices that appear to do something supernatural but in fact its functions are
based on gears, water pressure or gravity.>* An example is al- Jazari’s 12" century Kitab fi

Ma rifat al-Hiyal al-Handasiyya (English trans. The Book of Knowledge of Ingenious

Britannica (https://www.britannica.com/topic/Ashariyyah, last accessed 24 August, 2018), and Sufism,
Encyclopaedia Britannica (https://www.britannica.com/topic/Sufism, last accessed 24 August, 2018)
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*° The novel was written somewhere between 1268 and 1277 and was translated as Theologus Autodidactus

% Charlie Jane Anders. 2012. “The Philosophical Roots of Science Fiction.” Gizmodo, 8 August 2012
(https://i09.gizmodo.com/5932802/the-philosophical-roots-of-science-fiction, last accessed 23 March, 2019)
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82 The full title is: Mabadi *Ara’’Ahl al-Madina al-Fadila (‘The Principles of the Views of the Citizens of the
Virtuous/Best City’)
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Mechanical Devices, 1973). These works were not novels but attempted to explain through
drawings and descriptive texts the workings of mechanical devices. They are a forbearer to
modern Arabic sci-fi because they show how the seemingly miraculous is in fact based on
scientific laws and can be understood on a cognitive level.®

While many of the worlds scientific and technological advancements came from the Arab
world in these centuries of the Golden Age, its role on the global stage declined in the
centuries following the Mongol invasion of Baghdad in 1258. Added to this is the fact that
writing in Arab societies has and continued to be subject to strict censorship, making
especially social and political critique impossible. This in combination with the fact that from
the thirteenth century onward until approximately halfway the twentieth century the Arab
world was colonized by different foreign powers, explains why the period between the Arab-

Islamic Golden Age and the Arab Nahda (see below) saw relatively little literary output.

The Nahda and sci-fi translations
The age of the Nahda (the Arabic word for ‘renaissance’) preluded the modern era in Arabic
literary output. It began around the year of 1789 when Napoleon and his French army invaded
Egypt bringing with him modern print technologies. While Napoleon was eventually defeated,
the leader of Egypt, which was under Ottoman rule, Muhammad Pasha, kept the modern
printing technology and used it to spread literature. This period saw the cultural exchange
between the Arab world and Europe. Firstly, many students, mainly from Cairo, travelled to
Europe for educative purposes. Secondly, many European works were translated to Arabic,
including sci-fi novels, which contributed to knowledge of different literary styles and the
development of Arabic literature.®® An example of a translated sci-fi novel is Ibrahim ‘Abd al-
Qadir al- Mazini’s translation of H.G. Wells’ The Time Machine first published in English in
1895. al-Mazint’s translation differs from the original novel because, as it seems, he omits
words for which there were no suitable Arabic translations, interpolates many terms on his
own, and uses words and meanings that differ from the original storyline.®’

Despite the period of the Arab world under the Ottoman rule being one of economic and
cultural decline, there was an increase in available literature. This led to feelings of Arabic
nationalism and pan-Arab sentiments under the Arab population of the Ottoman empire that

started to write and publish on their own cultural heritage. Several utopian Arabic novels

65 H
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based on the utopian novels written in the Golden Age period were published in this period
which dealt with the future of Arabs in relation to the Ottoman empire. An example is the
Syrian ‘Abd al- Rahman al-Kawakibi who wrote Umm al-Qura (‘Mother of villages’, 1902-
3), describing a conference wherein Arab leaders undertake an international effort to

overcome the political, moral and religious decadence of the Arab world.®®

Early Arabic sci-fi

Literature under foreign occupation
Even though the period of the Nahda led to the development of the Arab world, the

introduction and use of Western science and technology and culture was seen by some as a
destabilizing foreign threat.®® From the decline of the Ottoman empire (starting in 1830) until
approximately halfway of the twentieth century many Arab countries fell under the colonial
rule of European states. France for example, took control of a large part of the Maghreb
region and had a strong impact on the Maghreb’s cultural and intellectual life. ° Modern
literary genres took shape under the commanding influence of French culture, a phenomenon
that became known as ‘acculturation’. In some cases, authors continued writing in Arabic but
used European literary tradition, while in other cases they used the French language. By the
1950s and 1960s the Maghreb started to experience the emergence of a copious Francophone
literature. The development of modern Arabic poetry and prose was retarded by the lack of
audience, for many educated Maghribis did not know literary Arabic.”

Utopian novels, as was the case in the Nahda period, kept focusing on the future of Arabs,
but in this case in relation to the European colonizers. The Moroccan writer Muhammad ibn
Abdallah al-Muwaqqit al-Marrakashi published a novel titled ‘Ahl al-Safina (‘People of the
Ship’, 1935). Its story depicts a group of Arabs on a future ocean journey who encounter a
grander ship under European command. A clash of civilizations is the result of this encounter.
Barbaro interprets this novel as a harbinger for dystopian literature, but for Richard van
Leeuwen it is a warning by the author to Arabs to not adopt Western ways because these lead
to a loss in moral values, domination by foreigners, and the fragmentation of Muslim

society.”

% Ibid.
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Arab independence and original Arabic sci-fi
The interwar period saw a substantial change in the political and social situation in the Arab

region. The end of the war led to the demise of the Ottoman period but did not lead to the
promised independence for Arab states. Although nationalistic feelings already existent before
the war, they intensified during the war leading to the nationalist struggle and the rise of
plurality in political thinking and party formation.” It was however only from the 1940s
onward that the novel, evolving from short stories, came to be considered as a serious literary
form: writers had an audience in a new generation of educated people who sought for an
adequate analysis of the social and political order, and writers had more opportunities to
publish their work, such as in magazines.” Paradoxically, modern Arabic literature could
develop more under colonial domination than the decades after colonialization because the
censorship of works written in Arabic was less oppressive than what would later be
experienced under postcolonial regimes.”

In the 1950s and 1960s many Arabic societies became independent. It was also around this
time that original Arabic sci-fi novels started to be published, mostly in Egypt and mostly as
series or mass-market novels. Most of these novels were not completely sci-fi, but fell into
other genres and added many sci-fi elements.”® They focused mainly on the Arab-internal
social and political issues, not with the colonial encounter, but also with the technological
advancements taking place in the Western world.”” Arabic sci-fi using the elements of the
western sci-fi genre, but was rooted it in the classic Arabic literary tradition, in specific the
four literary traditions mentioned above and in the literary styles that developed during the
Nahda.

Examples of early Arabic sci-fi include Tawfiq al- Hakim’s 1958 play Rikla ‘ila al-Ghad
(‘Voyage to tomorrow’) which describes the Convict who agrees to participate in a space
mission to avoid the death penalty. He is placed with a second Convict in a spaceship and
while the first Convict despite being away from earth holds on to earthly morality, the second
Convict insists on a loss of humanity with the loss of the earthly context. It the play’s final

part the two return to earth 309 years after their departure and find the earth completely

In Intertextuality in Modern Arabic Literature since 1967, ed. Willy-Luc Deheuvels, Barbara Michalak-Pikulska,
and Paul Starkey, 13-32. Durham University Press: Durham
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automated. The play questions the balance between technological advancement and the
elements of life that make it human.”

In the years following independence Arab nations looked forward to the future with a sense
of optimism and élan. They pursued a course of social change under the ecstasy of the
collective pan-Arab dream, that had Nasserist Egypt at its center.” This resulted in an
optimistic literary output by a young new generation of writers later known as the sixties
generation. However, despite its euphoric start the 1960 saw a great defeat of Arab states after
the six-day war in 1967 and several civil wars (such as the inter-Arab war in Yemen, 1962)
and inter-Arab hostilities.®** Furthermore, many nations saw their revolutionary new
governments turn into brutal regimes, justifying their rule with the anticolonial struggle and
forbidding any criticism for their failures and methods. It was in these turbulent years that the
Arab world started to see much of their citizens move into exile. Many Arabs became part of
a diaspora group, often in the countries of the ex-colonizers such as France and Britain.

In the case of Egypt, the newly government under Nasser seemed at first to head towards
social justice with its initiatives to break the power of great landowners and intention to rid of
British bases and end foreign domination.®* However, the pan — Arab ideology and the
emphasis on a homogenous and hegemonic national culture in post-colonial Egyptian also
resulted in the marginalization or exclusion of regional identities and cultural forms from the
national imaginary.® It did not take very long before this tendency to authoritarianism created
large-felt disappointment and disillusion and aroused the misgivings of those who valued
intellectual freedom and political pluralism.®® Qahir al-Zaman (‘Conqueror of time’), a 1972
sci-fi novel by Nihad Sharif, can be read as an allegory and critique of the Nasser period in
which scientific and technological development was stagnant and Egyptian society suffered
under its ruler’s totalitarian and despotic manners.?* The novel’s story is about Kamil who
works with a megalomaniac scientist, Halim, who invented a process to cryogenically
preserve and revive animals and, as he later discovers, also secretly applies that process to

humans.
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The Egyptian philosopher, journalist and author Mustafa Mahmid, who is considered as
the ‘Father of Arabic sci-fi’, reflected of Nasser’s politics and the future of Egypt in his Rajul
tait as-Sifr (‘The man with a temperature below zero’, 1965). It focuses on a university
professor, Shahin, who travels to London to give a lecture on his ideas on the future, more
precisely his predictions for the year 2067. Among others, he sees a third world war
happening between the United States and Russia, the ability for people to keep living after
they have been frozen and the ability of the human body to turn into waves. This last process
he himself made possible by creating a machine that turns biological beings into wave forms.
The professor predicts that in the future human life controlled by materialistic interests and
forecasts that people will only be able to turn to God for redemption.®® Through living past
lives, the protagonist of this novel relates ancient Egyptian history to its contemporary

society.

Islamic Sci-fi
Reuver Snir has described Mustafa Mahmiid’s abovementioned novel Rajul takt as-Sifr to fall

within a genre he termed ‘Islamic sci-fi’, which he defines as a genre promoting Islamic
concepts through sci-fi because of its’s ‘great impact on the masses of readers as well as its
‘utopian’ nature’.®® Islamic concepts can entail promoting certain religious views and using
terms common to Islamic theology, two things that were/are viewed as an alternative to
nationalism, liberalism and other dominant political discourses in Arab politics. The “utopian’
nature referred to in this definition is based on the classical Arabic utopian novel envisioning
a future Islamic empire of which Al- Fabari’s 9" century al- Madina al-fadila is one example.
The call for Islamic values in modern Arabic sci-fi can be brought into relation with the
dehumanizing effect the ‘foreign’ technology has on Arab society.

Take for example Ahmad ‘Abd al-Salam al-Baqqali’s al- Tifan al-Azraq (‘The blue flood’,
1976). Its story is centred on ‘Ali, a Moroccan anthropologist living in the west, and Taj, a
famous physicist. It critiques traditional religious and cultural values. Both characters vanish
from a transatlantic flight and eventually meet each other again at a Jabal Jawdi, where, as T3j
explains to ‘Ali, many of the world’s scientists retreat to. However, the artificial intelligence
that has become salient on the oasis started claiming that humanity should be destroyed, a
claim that the scientists secretly conspire against.®” The possible allegorical warning to be

8 Further reading: Walid al-Nu‘aymi. 2015. “Riwayat rajul taht as-sifr li-Mustafa Mahmid”, al-wasas 4830, 28
November 2015

8 Reuven Snir. 2000. “The Emergence of Science- fiction in Arab Literature.”, 272
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read in the novel is that of the danger of replacing traditional or Islamic values with modernity
while also critiquing the patriarchy of traditional society.®® The genre of Islamic sci-fi is not
limited to publications in the Arabic language. The Ethiopian Muslim sci-fi writer Mé&konnen
Endalkaccaw for example portrays “reality” in his stories as both terrifying and awe inspiring
(both workings of Allah). Endalkac¢dw works were mostly published in the mid of the

previous century in Amharic.

Modern Arabic sci-fi and technology
Other modern Arabic sci-fi works frame technology as the means to the future and advocate

its embrace, or at least partial embrace, and the adaption of traditional and/or religious ways.
Nabil Faraq’s sci-fi series titled Milaff al-Mustagbal (‘The future file’, 1980s) resemble a
detective series but included sci-fi elements. They now include more than 100 books and
depict the crew ‘High Command of Egyptian Scientific Intelligence’ which works for the
“protection of the scientific secrets that are the guarantee for the progress of nations”.?
Another example is Sabri Masa’s novel Sayyid min Haql al-Sabanikh (‘The gentleman from
the spinach field’, 1987) which portrays the story of a person living in a 23" century society
wrecked by environmental catastrophe in which the totalitarian leadership provides its citizens
with all necessities of life while at the same time surveilling their every movement. Although
spiritual and intellectual developments of the population are non-existent, a return to nature is
impossible: human kind doesn’t know how.*® The novel thus calls for an embrace of modern

technology.

Twenty-first century Arabic sci-fi
Since the development of original Arabic sci-fi its production has increased, several novels

have even been translated to English and other languages. Furthermore, in the Arab world
itself it has become more and more considered as a form of canonical literature dealing with
questions of modernity and imported technology but has also reflecting on the violence and

conflicts that have tormented the Arab world since the end of the twentieth century.

War, devastation, and foreign interventions
Much of these conflicts stem from foreign interference, a topic popular in much of recent

Arabic sci-fi. An example is Ahmad Khalid Tawfiq’s Utiabia (2008, English trans. Utopia,
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2010). Set in 2023, this novel portrays the present-day Arabic cultural environment in future
Egypt where society is divided in two separate territories: the US Marine protected colony
and land of the rich, Utopia; and the land of the poor ‘Others’. The main protagonist of the
story leaves Utopia with his girlfriend searching for adventure but need to be rescued in the
land of poor by the second protagonist, Gaber.* Furthermore, Hassan Blasim’s initiative titled
Irag +100 is an interesting example reflecting on the consequences of the US invasion of Iraq
in 2003. In it, he collected 10 short works of sci-fi in which different writers describe how
they think Iraq will look like 100 years after the US- led invasion, in the year 2103. The US-
led invasion is also the subject of another often referred to Arabic sci-fi work by Ahmad
Sa‘dawi titled Frankishtayn fi baghdad (2013, English trans. Frankenstein in Bagdad, 2018).
It uses Mary Shelley’s original Frankenstein story to portray the horrors that have wracked
Irag since the 2003 invasion. Hero of the story, Hadi al-Attaj wonders the streets during the
Iragi war looking for body parts of those killed to sew them together and create a terrifying
creature revenging the murders of ‘all his parts’.

When explaining the reasons for war some novels look at human nature and its tendency
towards war and violence. Ibrahim Nasrallah’s Harb al-Kalb al-Thaniyyah (‘Second War of
the Dog’, 2016). This novel will be analyzed as a case study in the next chapter. Other
contemporary Arabic sci-fi literature combines environmental and political issues as being the
reason for conflicts. The Egyptian Ganzeer (Muhammad Fahmy) in his graphic novel titled
The Solar Grid (2016-) addresses water shortages. It is set far into the future, hundreds of
years after the earth has suffered an environmental catastrophe and it is sucked dry by the
inhabitants of the global North. These inhabitants have in the meantime migrated to the plains
of Mars but still control large corporations that mine the clouds of Earth for remaining stores
of moisture. Two children from the Earth planet come across something that will disrupt the
Earth/Mars co-dependency. Ganzeer started publishing his graphic novel online in 2016.

Through crowdfunding the novel will be published in hardcover by June 2019.

Writing sci-fi in the Arab world

Sci-fi, as we have seen previously, is inherently estranging or alienating. Its setting, subjects
and narratives are a scientific alteration of contemporary life and earthly experiences. It is
through this distortion that a mirror is held on contemporary society. Added to that is the fact

that, as described in the previous chapter, modern Arabic literature generally uses allegory.
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This has led to what lan Campbell has termed double estrangement.”? The first layer of
estrangement is thus the socio-political estrangement present in the use of allegory. As
Campbell notes:

ASF (Arabic Science Fiction), (...) tends to engage in this sort of socio-political
estrangement as a means of signalling that it’s intended to be perceived as serious
literature. At the same time, works of ASF often engage in a second later of estrangement
that draws attention to the drop-off in scientific and technological innovation in the Arab
world since the glory days of Arab/Muslim dominance.*®

In this last sentence Campbell refers to the fact that the Arab world between the 6™ and 12"
century experienced a ‘scientific golden age’ the likes of which it never saw again but. He

continues:

The specifics of the first layer of double estrangement will vary greatly from one novel to
the next, as the first layer tends to focus on conditions specific to a given country or
regime; the second later tends to be more consistent in drawing attention to the
discontinuity between past progress and present stagnation.**

Conclusion
As much of the Arab world finds itself at the intersect of many different cultures, religions
and philosophical traditions, it incorporated all of these in the development of its sci-fi. Early
examples of Arabic proto sci-fi are built upon both the European, Arabic and Persian heritage
which was written in five main genres: ‘aja’ib or mirabilia and folklore tales, philosophical
works, utopian works and works on technological marvels. While the rational element in
Western sci-fi only developed after the Renaissance, classic Arabic literature already
combined the fantastic with the rational to reflect on the complexity and depth of creation.

Contemporary Arab sci-fi still addresses these early themes but added to this are novels
dealing with the political, social and economic malaise many Arab countries have faced in
recent history. These include foreign occupation: in the 20" century by colonization and in the
21*" by globalization and foreign military intervention, and the disillusioning and dictatorial
internal political regimes.

Modern Arabic sci-fi is characterised by the element of double estrangement in which the
fist layer criticizes a specific social or political situation often using allegory which is a
characteristic of modern Arabic literature in general due to the censorship policies in many
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Arab countries. The second layer is related to the stagnation of process in the Arab world, or
the conflict between technological modernization and technology being interpreted as both
dehumanizing and foreign (Western) while also associated with the scientific return of the
Arab Islamic scientific Golden Age.

Nevertheless, there is no strict dichotomy between Western and Arabic sci-fi. Not all Arab
writers glorify the past, and not all Western writers do not. The following chapter will analyse
a contemporary Arabic sci-fi novel and look with more detail at the characteristics of modern
Arabic sci-fi described in this chapter by focussing on the case study and analysing three
themes: political and social criticism, Arab cultural and religious heritage and technological

advancements.



IV. Case study
While the previous section of this thesis described and defined modern Arabic literature, the
way it is written and read, the history of Arabic sci-fi and how all of these relate to the
political and social context of Arab societies, this section will take a closer look how
contemporary Arabic sci-fi relates to three themes: political and social criticism, Arab cultural
and religious heritage, and technological advances. As a case study this thesis will analyse the
contemporary Arab sci-fi novel Harb al- Kalb al- Thaniyya (‘Second Year of the Dog’, 2016)
by Ibrahim Nasrallah.®

The Case: Ibrahim Nasrallah - Harb al- Kalb al- Thaniyyah
With his dystopian sci-fi novel published in 2016 Ibrahim Nasrallah won the International

Prize for Arabic Fiction in 2018. The novel has in the two years after its publication already
reached its fourth edition. The writer Ibrahim Nasrallah has written on sci-fi and its use in the
Arab world in an article for the online newspaper al-Quds. In it, he reflects on the question
why the Arab world has not produced much sci-fi, to which he proposes two answers.*®

The first is that the Arab world has not known the same scientific environment that
encouraged the development of sci-fi in the Western world, especially in the 19" century and
the start of the Nahda in the 20™ century. The second point he makes is that even though the
Arabic novel has not lacked imagination it has been used to portray ‘earthly’ issues, such as
the independence struggles of the previous century and the many economic and social issues
present in the Arab world. When asked about his novel Harb al- Kalb al- Thaniyyah,
Nasrallah said that writing a sci-fi novel for the first time made him trigger new areas of his
imagination and made him ask himself questions he never did before.”” With his novel, he
states, he aims to answer certain questions about humanity and its relationship to the future, as
well as questions on the issues humanity is faced with such as wars, love, possession and

greed.
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The novel’s story
Harb al- Kalb al- Thaniyyah is set in a nameless future country in which the ‘qal‘a’, or ‘Fort’

controls society through its agents with enhanced visual power and its technological
advancements such as camera’s that are linked to machine guns. The main plot of the story is
that the inhabitants of this country mysteriously start to look alike which eventually leads to
the Second War of the Dog. The First War of the Dog erupted for the opposite reason: societal
differences in ideology and religion. The main goal of the novel is to reflect in the ‘natural
human tendency to violence’.%®

Hero of the novel is Rashid who used to be an opponent of the totalitarian regime until he
himself became a materialistic and unscrupulous extremist. For in the time-period after the
First War of the Dog, he sets up a business-like hospital enterprise controlling all the
ambulances and allowing patients in only based on the benefits they can offer him. Other
characters in the novel include Rashid’s wife Salam, with whom he has two young children: a
boy and a girl. Together they live in an apartment complex and while Rashid is away much
for his work, Salam seems to primarily life a household-life. Salam’s brother is an officer for
the qal‘ah. He is simply referred to as ‘al- dabit’ (‘the Officer’). The relationship between
Rashid and the Officer is somewhat troubled because, although the Officer respects him in the
present context of the story, he used to torture Rashid when Rashid was still an opponent of
the regime. His gained respect for Rashid’s comes forth from his ability to hold himself up
during torture.

An important role in the novel is also given to Rashid’s secretary (referred to as ‘the
Secretary’) at his hospital office, a woman who he has an affair with and whom he forces to
live in the office for his pleasure and ease, something she has no trouble accepting. Three
other side-roles are the General Director, or ‘al-mudir al ‘amm’, and the Driver, referred to as
‘al- sa’iq’. The first is also affiliated with the Fort and is responsible for the hospital but
mainly spends his time implementing Rashid’s brilliant and profitable plans. The Driver is
Rashid’s driver from and to the hospital, a character that through his many talks with normal
people in the street has a very realistic and wise grip on the world. Rashid finds him one of
the only people he can talk to. The third major side-character is the Weatherman referred to as
‘al-rawasid al-jaww1’, who is one of the first characters begin to look like Rashid. He is the
upstairs neighbor of Rashid, Salam and their two children and presents the weather forecast
on the national news, which is unfortunately almost always wrong. The Weatherman uses his

similarities to Rashid to sleep with Rashid’s wife. Rashid, without knowing that this incident
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took place, tries to hunt him down for the fact that he hugged one of his children pretending to
be Rashid.

Despite the whole city being managed by the latest technology, strange things happen for
no apparent reason one example being the spread of mold in hospitals. More importantly
however, people seem to slowly look more and more alike either naturally, or through a
machine that is located ‘hunak’ (‘over there’). The similarities are both physical and in a
persons’ characteristics. It does not mean that everybody looks alike, but that one group of
people looks more like others, creating social polarization and conflict between those who
‘look like others’ and those who ‘others look like’. The Officer for example, starts to look
more and more like Rashid. The similarities lead to paranoid behavior and lack of trust
between people. One of the things causing this is the intentional and unintentional marital
infidelities. Rashid for example, changes his secretary’s features to correspond to those of his
wife, Salam, so that he can freely have an affair with her. However, this backfires when
Salam starts becoming suspicious after several angry phone calls by her friends asking her
why she ignored them (when her friends in fact saw the Secretary). She pays a surprise visit to
Rashid’s office discovering the secretary. Salam herself accidently makes love to the
weatherman who pretended to be her husband. The storyline also hints at the officer having an
affair with Rashid’s secretary (despite her looking like his sister) after Rashid shifts his
romantic focus to the wife of the Driver. The Driver himself had been murdered for looking
like Rashid, which made Rashid’s job of convincing the unknowingly widowed wife that he
was her husband, much easier.

The similarities between people and the resulting paranoia and polarization eventually lead
to the Second War of the Dog.*® With the eruption of violence Rashid sees a profitable
business opportunity next to his hospital-enterprise. He suggests to the General Director a
project called ‘mashrii‘ usrat al- amal 2’ (‘project prison of hope 1°) which entails building a
prison to where they take those hurt by violence instead of the hospital they expect to go to
when picked up by one of Rashid’s ambulances.'®® The prison thus fills up with people
accused of being a ‘look-a-like’ who are then tortured.

The continuing conflict leads to different gangs taking hold of different parts of the city
and a night-curfew. After a rumor started to spread that the leader’s (referred to as

‘haddratahu’ meaning ‘his Highness’) mirror-image is walking around, the Fort intensifies its
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control on the country. Among others it makes use of its camera/machinegun installation that
fires at any suspicious movement. Furthermore, it installs many ‘check-points’ where people
are mercilessly killed if they cannot prove that they are who they say they are and not
somebody else’s mirror-image. The novel final pages depict total mayhem and the eventual
arrest for Rashid when he is thought to be the Driver posing as Rashid. Rashid at first tries to
use his contacts to get out of going to prison, but it is the Officer who is called and discovers
that Rashid has been cheating on his sister. At first the Officer tries to fool himself by
convincing himself that it is the Driver. He takes ‘Rashid’ to the dungeon and tortures him.
But, as ‘Rashid’ holds strong during the torture, he understands that it is really the real

Rashid, only then it is too late.

Writing style
The story is written with a tone of irony and humor which gives the heaviness of the topic

discussed (war, conflict, torture) a light touch. The relationship between light/ heavy is the
motif of the novel. It regularly refers to fine-line between something being considered an
anecdote, something insignificant on the whole scheme of things, or a tragedy. Take the
following example in which the narrator addresses the reader and critic directly after saying

that it is good to leave them guessing a little bit:
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Of course the knowing narrator hopes that , by considering it an anecdote, and they do not
turn it into a tragedy after reading this novel!

This novel falls within the category of sci-fi because it portrays the future in which
technology plays an important role in alternating the world we know around us at this
moment. Furthermore, its storyline can be used to interpret the current situation in the Arab

world in an estranging manner shedding new light on certain phenomena.
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Analysis
Having described the storyline of the novel taken as a case in this thesis, the following section

will thematically organize quotes from Harb al-Kalb al- Thaniyyah to show how its political
and social criticism, its relationship between Arabic cultural and religious heritage, and its

view on technology.

Political and Social Criticism

Human nature and tendency towards violence
Harb al- Kalb al- Thaniyyah’s main political and social criticism is the human tendency

towards violence. The fact that the First War of the Dog is caused by societal differences and
the second war is caused by the fact that people look alike in their characteristics, believes and
appearance, shows that whatever the case is, humans fight. The novel asks why humans resort
to violence, and answers that it can be any reason, however trivial. Take for example the
following passage from when Rashid watches a forbidden documentary about the first war of

the dog:
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Long was spoken about the signs before the Second War of the Dog, for those who did
not realise, simple fleeting questions, but not really. Nobody knows how the human mind
takes in and collects violent scenes day after day until they become evil killers capable of
launching wars: one of them would shoot at another, or fight another in the main street
because of some dispute over who may cross first, or getting an unsatisfying grade in
school or university, or a fight because of a female student falling in love with someone
else, or the outbreak of a quarrel between friends over who will pay for a lovely dinner

(..)

In another example the novel describes the triviality of the events leading to the first war of

the dog:
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(...) such as one of the representatives pulling out his gun in the television studio during a
live show and pointing it at the face of his colleague because of a difference in opinion.
The program director learned from what happened and in the next episode invited two
donkeys to the studio and held a useful conversation with them.

A television discussion-show titled Kull al- /zijahat (‘every direction’) plays an important role
in the novel as tool to depict the mass emotional tendencies in the country.'® One night,
Rashid and his Secretary watch this program when the show-host presents two professors who
will discuss the war while making jokes to make the tragedy of the war seem like a light

anecdote:

1091 Logd cpagands Ll 5 ¢ adally Jaa) Lo g lusall 130 Wil 55 o s 58

Let’s hope are guests tonight are the originals, and not their look-a-likes!

One of the Professors in the program argues that the violence erupted as a punishment on

humanity because of the way humanity has treated the earth:
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Let’s not forget that the environment is angry, very angry at us: for what we see with
these long nights and short days, and the blending of the seasons, it is all proof. If seasons
blended into one season, what prevents people from blending into one man?!

According to this professor, human nature is not violent, but it is in the human nature to create
the conditions that lead to violence and war. And despite all the technology that the modern
age has brought, this human tendency cannot be erased:
Al e Li) o3a (lali ;<) Wil el ) Aleadl LAY s Ligs olia) Y o JS a2 )5 (L)
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(...) And despite all our attempts to hide our truth behind the beautiful things we claim to
have created, these things are nothing other than an imitation revealed through us to those

beings (...)

And

1% 1hid., 232
1% 1pid., 233
1% 1pid., 235
%7 Ibid., 235
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(...) And in less than a hundred years mankind destroyed much of what it had built.

In a third television program another professor compares humans and animals, concluding
that animals have become corrupt because they have taken on characteristics of humans, an
idea that corresponds with the fact that the first war of the dog started with the disloyalty of a
dog:
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Many animals and insects imitate mankind and their customs and morals in one way or
another. If this is realised all the way, we will see a completely new phenomenon, and
that is nature losing its innocence.

These debate-programmes on the television during the first and the second war of the dog are
a reference to current Arabic discussion programs which are famous for the heated verbal and
sometimes physical fights. One example is Al Jazeera’s al- Itijah al- Mu ‘akis (‘opposite
direction’), a title that resembles the novel’s Kull al- Itijahat. On al- Itijah al- Mu ‘akis current
events in the Middle East and the Arab World are debated. Most of these are political,
economic and social topics but at times they also include religious topics."*° Nasrallah’s
exaggerated and humorous way of describing these programs is thus a criticism of the fact
that real Arab tv programs sometimes indeed lead to livestreamed-violence.

The first war of the dog erupted because a man bought a dog from another man but did not
pay the second half of the price. When the buyer went to collect the remaining money the
noticed the dog turned on him, bit him and killed him. A dispute followed between the family
of the seller and the buyer, which spread into the whole country. While the reason for the first

war were differences, the reason for the second are similarities, leading Rashid to think:
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That to me is the strangest thing, because people do not want differences and do not want
similarity. Someone needs to tell me clearly what it is that humans want!

The human tendency towards violence is thus portrayed in this novel as an unescapable fact of
human nature: if people do not fight for one reason, they will for the other. The question this
poses is: what is it that humans want? Through describing the violence that humans cause and
the all-encompassing war that follows, the novel hints at the danger of the Arab world falling
into complete destruction if its current violent conflicts continue.

Nasrallah himself describes his novel as being a warning for the near future of Arab
countries and the world in general.**? The war described in the novel resembles for example
the situation in Syria and Irag, and the role ISIS played in these wars.**®* However, in an
interview with the writer, he states that he senses a refusal of general Arab society of
extremist religious thought that the novel warns against. The novel also makes a philosophical
point: a result of the human tendency towards violence is the fact that human beings are
considered as tradable goods, at the mercy of state power. Or as Michel Foucault wrote when
describing his concept of ‘biopolitics’: ‘for millennia man remained what he was for Aristotle:
a living animal with the additional capacity for political existence; modern man is an animal
whose politics calls his existence into question’.™** His theory examines the strategies and
mechanisms through which human lives are managed under authoritarian regimes, which is
similar to the way Rashid treats his patients and later prisoners. Furthermore, the novel
emphasizes that however bad a situation may seem, in the end they will get used to it. As

Rashid thinks in the novel:
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(...) In the end, people can accommodate to the worst circumstances (...)

And:

2 Ibrahtm Nasrallah, personal interview, December 22, 2018

'3 WasinT al- A ‘raj. 2018. “Harb al-kalb al-thaniyyah/ mustagbal al-rammad wa harb al-istinsakh.” Al- Quds, 6
March 2018
(https://www.alguds.co.uk/%EF%BB%BF%D8%AD%D8%B1%D8%AD8%A7%D9%84%D9%83%D9%84%
D8%A8%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AB%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%8A%D8%A9%D9%85%D8%B3%D8%AA%
D9%82%D8%A8%D9%84%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B1%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%AF%D9%88%D8%AD%D
8%B1/, last accessed 16 December 2018)

** Michel Foucault. 1978. History of Sexuality. trans. Robert Hurley. Random House: New York, 143
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If his mother was still alive and saw the stony night that he saw, she would have repeated
that old saying: the ax has come down.

In the end, they may even profit from the chaos and violence. As was the case with Rashid
who installed a profitable hospital after the first war if the dog which he changes into a
profitable prison after the second war dog. Not only Rashid benefited from the chaos. Many
people took the chaos of war as an opportunity to kidnap people they wanted to look like, and

continue their lives in their places:
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Some of the people who were not satisfied with their appearance used the chaos and
kidnapped others whom they wanted to look like.

Furthermore, maybe people took family members and other people they didn’t like to the

prison and claimed they were look-a-likes. As the General Director notes to Rashid:
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It seems to me that many found in our project a chance to get rid of their parents and
siblings, even their mothers!

Social polarisation
A second criticism refers to social polarisation and how this is created and used by politicians.

As the summary mentioned, a division is made between ‘those who look like others’ and
those who ‘others look like’. This polarisation corresponds with the paradox in much of Arab
society that minorities are more and more vocal while at the same time there is a heavy
polarisation between different religious sects and ethnic groups.**® The combination of these
two elements leads to a form of polarisation in which individuals show blind imitation and

adherence and violence in the name of the idea or ideology of a group. The Wars of the Dog

“ bid.

7 1bid., 225

Y 1bid., 275

19 Rachel Shabi. 2014. “Battling perceptions: Minorities in the Arab world.” Al- Jazeera, 10 April 2014.
(https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2014/04/battling-perceptions-minorities--
20144965348535478.html, last accessed 27 May, 2019)
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reflects this paradox in the fact that the first war was created by differences after which the
creation of ‘one group’ is strived. However, even in the created of the ‘society of the same’,
differences exist or are made.

A second polarisation is made between those who work for the Fort and those who are
normal citizens. The following example is the reaction of Rashid during a conversation with
the Officer in which they discuss whether it is Rashid who looks like the Officer or the other
way around. The Officer says that none of ‘us know how much you (referring to Rashid)

d,120

change , to which Rashid answers:
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I thought that we no longer differed so that you could be considered a group and | would
be considered a different group!

Furthermore, the novel describes the country’s dogmatic and polarizing ideology in the

following example:
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The country had succumbed to that formula that can be described as fascist: who is not
with us is against us.

This quote also refers to a shaping speech in international polarisation: the famous sentence
‘you’re either with us or you are with the terrorists’ from George W. Bush Jr.’s speech that
launched his anti- terrorism campaign and its invasion in Iraq in 2003.*2 It puts this type of
dogmatic thinking on the same line as fascism. But according to Nasrallah, despite Bush
being the one who clearly formulate this thinking, it is used by other politicians one recent
example being Sisi in Egypt.***

An important way of portraying polarisation in the novel is through disinformation and
rumours. Truth is thus not wat is real, but what people believe to be true. The fact that the
current era is one of post-truth politics that leans heavily on ‘fake-news’ and social media

bubbles makes this criticism is not only relevant for the Arab world, but for the whole

120
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world.*® In line with this criticism, rumors play an important role in the development of the
Second War of the Dog. It is through rumors and stories that the war intensifies. The ‘post-
truth’ idea can also be read in the fact that after the Secretary’s operation to look like Salam,
Rashid notices that people start to gather around her and she attracts attention in a way his

wife never did. As he thinks in the novel:
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And suddenly that strange question appeared that ... in the skull of Rashid: why do
people not collect around Salam while she is the original, like they do around the
Secretary, who is the look-a-like.

And:
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Are look-a-likes more capable of attracting the opposite sex than the original?!

An interpretation of this phenomenon is that people prefer to see the fake version of things
rather than the true or original version. Even the Officer, supposedly a man with a strict moral
code, finds himself attracted to the mirror-image of his sister, that’s how compelling the fake
can be. The following passage depicts the Officer’s feeling when he sees the secretary in
Rashid’s office:
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(...) and the Officer found himself face to face with his sister. She stepped two steps
backwards and that burning feeling scorched him. The feeling that scared him, and made
him fear himself!

A feeling that becomes more intense during the novel:

' The term ‘post-truth’ refers to a situation in which people are more likely to accept an argument based on

their emotions and personal beliefs, rather than one based on facts. The term was the Oxford Dictionaries word
of the year in 2016 when it was frequently used in the context of ‘post- truth politics’ in relation to the Brexit and
the Presidential election in the United States that led to Trump.

1% Ibrahim Nasrallah. Harb al- Kalb al- Thaniyyah, 141
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(...) And for the first time he felt that he desired her, that he wanted to touch her. That she
was a thousand times more beautiful than his girlfriend. A mythical beauty, but she
looked like his sister.

Another interpretation to this phenomenon is given in the section about ‘technology’ of this

thesis.

Ma‘hum Ma‘hum wa ‘Alayhum ‘Alayhum
A third political and social criticism is the changing of alliances according to changing

interests, showing that it is not actually belief that drives belonging to a group or sect but
rather ordinary materialistic interests. This attitude has even earned its own dialectal saying in
the Arab world: ma ‘hum ma ‘hum wa ‘alayhum ‘alayhum (literally: ‘with them, with them and
then against them and against them’). Take for example this following passage that describes
how Rashid switched from being an opponent to the totalitarian regime to wanting to work

with them:

O Wheohald) S 3 dad by B ol Qi) Wy L jile aila Ty a3, of (e a2 Lo
Loy celagud) 45 8005 (el elad) o (s pal) plaal) sy callally Cime ) 5 K0 <) sl
J:.}cd_;d\ »'naﬁjd)\a cwéﬁ.}‘\_ﬂucu\m‘@éj‘ﬂ\ nfﬂ‘fﬁu)&\wdb@u
(...) m&\gw\\&@u&cm@uy\.@lmuu (,le\aml;
Galy ) el QST (e JS sl ulaa) u,;mu&;}m\‘;\ Olabal Of axy caled ¢ 25 J
M@mdﬁ\‘(w\)@wcﬂkhummquumvag_,umu,y_,um JA,L

0(.)

Even though Rashid began his life dedicated to the issues of humanity, not just in his
country but everywhere, the many changes that raged across the country and the as good
as unanimous human consensus to erase the past and its dark memories, and the global
revolution in beliefs that it spiked, led to him convince himself during his time in the
prison after the seeing the movie, to find for himself a place in this new world. (...)

The first thing he did after being sure he said his past goodbye without feeling any form
of shame that followed those who changed their views! He asked the hand of the
Officer’s sister hand, with the ambition of working in the Fort, the most powerful force in
the country (...)

Rashid observed many of his ‘comrades’ make the same switch in alliance. The following
quote is Rashid’s answer to the Officer when this latter asks him about who ‘they’ are whom

Rashid had hope for and fought for, but now feels betrayed by:

29 |bid., 223
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Those who | suffered torture for, day after day | saw them change into employees, and
abandoning their rebellious ways! They really lost respect in my view!

These two examples also allude to the fact that whatever someone’s standpoint was in times
of war, when peace comes all citizens must find a way to live with each other again. One
might, the way Rashid did, end up having to do business with the person who was once their
enemy. This is not a criticism of current society, but a future prediction for an issue post- war
Arab society (or any post-war society) will face. One result of this fact is people holding
grudges towards their former torturers. This can be seen in the novel when Rashid runs late
for a meeting but reminds himself that he does not need to apologize because the people he

has a meeting with never apologized for torturing him:
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(...) Rashid became aware of a strong feeling that he is not obligated to apologize for
anything. He scolded himself for his soft, flabby ideas when he remembered that, even
though he was now almost one of them, they never alluded to, not even in their fantasies,
an apology for torturing him in the past.

In the novel, those who ‘have their skulls filled with different colours’ thus those who switch
alliances, are more dangerous than those who are filled with ‘black’, the extremists. This latter
group is convinced by a clear ideology and not driven by other interests, making the

extremists more predictable, and thus less dangerous:
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We should fear those who fill their skulls with different colours other than black. Do not fear
radicals however, because their radicalism, that they consider knowledge or certainty, is the
optimal reason for you to crush them: in the end everybody prefers to kill a monster!

31 bid., 72
32 bid., 146
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Furthermore, the fact that the First War of the Dog was caused by an ‘disloyal dog’, can be
read as those who switch alliances being dangerous. The novel writes about the dog in the

first war:
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But what the people did not notice at that time, and for a long time after that, was the
beginning of the loss of loyal dogs.

Associated to the phenomenon of switching of alliances is also the hypocrisy with which
many characters in the book act. Rashid himself is an outstanding example, wanting for
himself what he does not allow others, such as having an affair, and being corrupt. At the end
of the book he even tortures two of his look-alikes while he himself experienced torture.

Oppression and post- truth politics
Fourth, the Fort itself is an allegory for many Arab regimes as well as foreign powers that

intervene(d) in the Arab world. This was already hinted at by the above-mentioned example
of paraphrasing Bush Jr.’s speech that predated the US’s invention in Iraq and involvement in
many other Arab countries effectively destroying their political, social and economic
infrastructure and using advanced technology in warfare. Examples are drones with camera’s
connected to arms and highly detailed observational material. The novel brings the Fort in line
with Arab regimes by having some characters referring to it as government (hukimah). One

example is Rashid’s mother:
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Rashid’s mother used to call the Fort ‘government’, influenced by het knowledge of the

old days.

What is often a characteristic of these regimes is corruption, a phenomenon which is
mentioned in the novel as unavoidable. See for example Rashid’s answer to the General

Director when this latter mentions cases of corruption by Rashid’s ambulance-drivers:
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Gentlemen, | can tell you that in my experience in one way or another projects are always
penetrates by corruption, however noble they are.

137y and implement oppressive

The fact that citizens ‘mice’ (the novel uses the word fa'r: fi rat
techniques including technical means to supress citizens. Nasrallah mentions in specific the
oppression of Arab regimes towards leftists and Islamic fundamentalists who have been
imprisoned and tortured like Rashid in the novel.® Imminent to this oppression is the fact
that the people hate those working for the Fort, as the Officer observes in the following

example during a conversation with Rashid:
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People love justice, but also hate it when they need to pay its price, they do the
impossible to keep away from it.

Rashid however, disagrees stating that the hatred of the people comes forth out of a wish to
look like the security forces and leaders. Hatred for the oppressor by the people is thus
according to Rashid not necessarily for the fact that they are oppressed, but because they want
to be the oppressors themselves. This returns to the main criticism of the novel: the human

tendency to violence. He says the following to the Officer:
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But they also love you because they hate you, because they want to be like you! And if
they fail, they will get rid of you in a harsh manner, no a hellish manner in my opinion!
Do you remember how the army commanders used to commit coups on their presidents?!
They did not only do that to look like them, but also to yet rid of them for ever. Is that not
sol?

Rashid’s observation seems to come true when rumor start to spread around one-thirds of the

novel that;

O (453 )J Gl all aal (83 . eCanan il 5 D) e 3 phagll 4 glaa ellin ol el & s
141 .z .
() B a5

Y Ibid., 34

38 Ibrahim Nasrallah, personal interview, December 22, 2018
'3 Ibrahim Nasrallah. Harb al- Kalb al- Thaniyyah, 227

¥ bid., 227

“!bid., 231



A rumour appeared that there was an attempt to take over control in the country, and that
it succeeded. One of the companions of his Highness had possibly become his look-a-
like(...)

Leader of the Fort is the anonymous his Highness. It is when his Highness is threatened that
the Fort seriously starts to intensify its control in the country through technological
surveillance and security forces. The borders of the country are closed, thus implicating that
the land of the Fort is not the only country in the novel. The other places are however simply
referred to as being ‘hunak’. Rashid explains the fact that the war does not move to other

countries by the following:
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(...) the only reason why it didn’t move to the outside is selfishness, a positive
selfishness. Whoever had ties to people here and live over there, had completely cut the
ties to their close ones and acquaintances after the First War of the Dog.

Another important element in the novel that criticises the corruption of many of the current
political regimes and society in general, is the moral and materialistic corruption of Rashid.
This characteristic of his is clear in his womanizing manners, his unwillingness as a hospital
director to help those in need, and his turning a blind eye to the corruption of his employees.
When addressed to these issues Rashid simply makes up a cleaver story denying everything or
does not even bother and ignores what he is accused of. Take the following example when
Salam accuses Rashid of cheating. He simply ignores her and goes to sleep, after which Salam

thinks:
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She became convinced that a man with a guilty conscious would not be able to sleep such
a deep, peaceful sleep!

The same thing happens when Rashid makes up a story after Salam discovers the secretary

and her affair with Rashid. Rashid makes up an elaborate story in which he is innocent.**

%2 |bid., 315
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Ignoring wrongdoings and presenting a truth that is completely different from reality is not
strange to many Arab regimes. Take for example the great defeat of Arab nations in the 1967
war with Israel which came as a great surprise for the Arab population who was made to
believe through state media that they were advancing strongly and defeating Israel. Related to
this is the fact that political regimes, similar to Rashid in the novel, do not take responsibility
for their damage and wrongdoings and do not even apologize for them.!*® Nasrallah
emphasizes that the problems in the Arab world are shared responsibility of Arab regimes and
foreign regimes that control parts of the Arab world.**

Similarity

Fifth, the fact that the people of the unnamed country start to look alike forms a criticism on
the fact that in the contemporary globalized world people do become culturally homogenous
and start to look alike, especially taking the example of America.**’ The resulting denial of
individual identity is described in the novel in the following quote:
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From his studies on human nature, Rashid noticed something else important: there is
nobody who hasn’t been struck by some sickness or form of hope, and each man and
woman wants to look like so and so (...)

As Nasrallah notes, on an individual level nobody wants to be themselves anymore and
nobody appreciates their own exceptional features anymore.'*° This idea that people want to
look more and more alike was the starting point for writing this novel, he states.**

The Weatherman, the Officer and the General Director all start to look like Rashid during
the novel. The Officer and the General Director continue to argue with Rashid on who is
looking more like, either they look like Rashid or the other way around. The General Director
insists that it is Rashid who looks like him, but Rashid being officially lower in rank, cannot
backtalk the General Director. Saying to somebody that they started to look like you has

become an accusation. Take for example the following:

> Tbrahim Nasrallah, personal interview, December 22, 2018
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Ibid.
7 Ibid. and Ahmad Faysal. 2018. “Ibrahim Nasrallah : As‘a li-kitabah riwayah sakhirah ‘an al-mustagbal.. wa
al-tahdir li-a‘mali yahtaj li-awqat tawilah.” Al-Bawwabah, 29 November 2018.

(https://www.albawabhnews.com/3389803?fbclid=IwAR0d7XEVMoL46DIc5T9FarOvm0VT9QOyFhsM1jBN5
WY 3opktc6jF8YEVIHQ, last accessed 16 December 2018)

18 Ibrahim Nasrallah. Harb al- Kalb al- Thaniyyah, 48

1 Ibrahim Nagrallah, personal interview, December 22, 2018
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Rashid opened his mouth to say: it is you who started to look like me. But he was quickly
able to swallow those five wicked words, for the eyes of the General Director and
whatever biim was in them, Rashid didn’t know, were set on him like a devilish trap.

And a friend of Salam explains the following to her after she has been confronted with an
angry family member who thought Salam ignored her, when in fact she saw her look-a-like

ganger, the Secretary:
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(...) look-a-likes started to appear in many places and while some people talked about it
as if it were an anecdote, honestly, started to see the characteristics of a tragedy in it that |
didn’t yet understand. And there were people who didn’t speak. I felt that they were
hiding something and honestly, | felt like they had cut right to the chase by from the
beginning dealing with the situation as a tragedy. If you want my opinion, | believe their
silence and not the laughter of those others.

The motif of tragedy/ anecdote and the fine line between both is brought in relation to the
growing oneness of society. It also points to the paranoia that comes fourth from the different
ways people react to the phenomenon. It is not only people who start to look alike in the
novel, but also fruit and animals. A vegetable vender, who also sees a tragedy in the
similarities, explains to Rashid that rabbits have come to look like dogs!**® In the case of
Salam, it is not only the Secretary who resembles her. When she visits a restaurant, it turns
out that the waitress is her mirror-image, which leads to a fight and the arrest of Salam. Total
chaos takes a hold of the restaurant and everybody starts to blame each other for being a

‘criminal’, meaning a copy or a fake:
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It only took a few moments for the chaos to spread completely. People were running in all
directions and the sound of children and of young women and men, even the security
men, all screaming the same:

- He is a criminal, she is a criminal, arrest them...
And it only took a few moments until the look-a-likes scattered like sparks in the open
spaces and hallways of the big building.

The resemblance of the Weatherman to Rashid leads to a vendetta by Rashid. Throughout the
novel Rashid pursues the Weatherman who regularly disappears and appears. According to
one of Rashid’s neighbors, the Weatherman wants to revenge all the victims of war by
showing people their ‘real faces’."> Eventually however, Rashid’s whole neighborhood starts
to help him with his prosecution of the Weatherman. Especially when they accidently walk
into each other in the street and Rashid is upset because they are both wearing a red shirt. ™
Rashid’s neighbors get involved in the dispute and force the Weatherman to buy new clothes
in one of the neighbors’ shops, who of course makes a profit out of that.™” But Rashid is still
not satisfied, believing that the Weatherman is mocking him. This results in a terrible fight
that colors the street red with blood.**®

The Driver resemblances to Rashid are, in contrast to the other case, described as a sad,
almost poetic tragedy. Rashid is fond of the Driver and the Driver does not want to look like
Rashid. Their first car ride Rashid notices that he has removed all the mirrors from his car.
Furthermore, the Driver asks Rashid not to look at him. During this car-ride Rashid learns a
lot from the conversation with the Driver while he recalls what he himself has learned from
the observations of what he calls “al-tabagah al-‘amilah’ (‘the working class’).**® The Driver

observes:
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They wanted everybody to look like them, look exactly like them. Of the same kind, as
they say! Them to think as they do, have the same job, and now? Go ahead, look at wat is

% |bid., 189
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happening. They started to look alike and what do they do? Do they embrace one
another? No, they kill one another!

After Rashid discovers that the Driver looks like him, he was surprised to discover later that
he returned to his old features.*®* He figures out that every morning the Driver’s wife puts a
mask and make-up on her husband. When the Driver and Rashid are stopped at one of the
roadblocks that are installed as checkpoints for look-a-likes, the Driver’s mask he is accused
of being a ‘mutanakkir’ (‘someone in disguise’), pulled out of the car by armed men and
murdered.’®® The fact that the Driver started to look like Rashid pleased the Drivers wife
because he now looked like a hospital director. While the Driver was happy that he could
remain himself during the day by wearing the mask, he was also pleased and confident
because his wife saw him as a man of power.*®® This implies that in the novel people start to
look like those who are more powerful than themselves. The gravity point to which others
start to look like are thus the decision makers. This is also implied by Rashid’s statement that
people do not only want to overthrow the oppressor, but also want look like him and become
the oppressor themselves. As Nasrallah states you will know the true nature of an individual
in times of war when he holds a gun in his hand.** He gives the example of Syria where
peaceful teachers suddenly became murders when the war erupted.

Rashid refers to Socrates’ famous sentence ‘know thyself” when explaining why it is SO
difficult for humans to come face to face with themselves saying that despite the fact
humanity has come so far scientifically, the biggest challenge is still knowing themselves.®
What amazes Rashid furthermore is that a person is capable of accepting somebody
resembling somebody else, but kills whoever looks like themselves.*®® This forms an allegory
for an identity crisis in which people do know who they are themselves, and instead take on
the identity of someone else, but refuse their own mirror-image. In the context of
globalisation this can be interpreted as a denial of one’s own cultural identity. This sentiment
can be seen in the Arab world through the denial of Arab cultural heritage by importing
foreign culture.

An example not accepting one’s own look-a-like is given in one of the end scenes of the

novel when the General Director and the Officer surprise Rashid for is birthday by arresting

'*! 1bid., 219
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him for being a look-a-like of himself and bringing him to his own prison. Upon arrival
Rashid is brought to the prison’s cellar which smells incredibly bad, where he saw many
people who “to a frightening degree looked alike”.'®” These prisoners ask Rashid the

following sequence of questions:
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- Did the war start? Asked one of the prisoners.
- Did the war end? Asked another one.
- Did the dictatorship fall? Asked another one.

In these questions it is made clear that the prisoners want the ‘dictator’ to fall. The fort has
nowhere else so explicitly been linked to dictatorship. Rashid first spends some time in in a
prison cell which he shares with an arrogant dog who won’t share his bed. He is teased by the
Officer who pretends not to know him before he is moved to the torture room which smells
even worse that the prison’s cellar. But Rashid soon discovers that it is not him who will be
tortured. The Officer brings two of Rashid’s look-a-likes into the room and orders Rashid to

torture him. Rashid initially protests to which the Officer says:

You will beat them, and you will be happy that | allowed you to beat them.

However, when Rashid starts to beat up the look-a-like, he cannot stop. Especially when the
Officer tells him that one of them is the Weatherman even though he later denies that he can

prove that it is him*®:
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Rashid, who was struck by an untameable hysteria, stood up after hearing that. He took
out a handkerchief, blindfolded his eyes, and started to beat him even harder.
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At the same time, the desire to Kkill the look-a-like can be interpreted as an allegory that the

171

Arab world is killing itself in recent and current wars.”'~ However, at the end of Rashid’s

beating of the two men they take of their masks:
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The look-a-like raised his hand to his face and removed the mask he was wearing. He as
somebody else.
- | fooled you, admit it, the Officer said to Rashid.

This scene points to the fact that Rashid does not actually know who it is that he is beating
and torturing. This is also the reason that eventually leads to Rashid’s death: when he learns
that the wife of the Driver is beautiful, he pretends to be her husband and driving away from

her house he is stopped at an identity-checkpoint and accidently hands over the wrong 1.D.:!"®
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That anecdote was a true tragedy. For Rashid thought he had given the police the 1.D. of
the Driver instead of his own I.D. and so he apologized to the two policemen, something

that surprized them. He quickly reached for the mask of the Drivers’ face in cabinet in the
car and put it on.

The guard suspects that he is the Driver who murdered Rashid and the Officer is called to the
scene. He takes Rashid to the prison and proceeds to torture Rashid but when Rashid resists
he thinks:
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' Lamis Andoni. 2015. “The Arab World is at war with itself.” Al- Jazeera, 16 November 2015
(https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2015/11/arab-world-war-151125115525462.html, last accessed 27
May, 2019)
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The he beat him. The Officer’s face colored redder while he whispered to himself: its
Rashid, nobody could hold one’s ground like except for him! Then he whispered to
himself again: it is not him, he will succumb after two hits.

He hit him, and his veins swelled up: its Rashid and he needs to admit that. He beat him
again while his heart was exploding...

Its...

He hi... t

He fell dead on the floor.



Arab Cultural and Religious Heritage

Oblivion
The novel starts with Rashid getting a hold of a documentary on the first war of the dog

through his friend. This is somewhat tricky because the Fort has forbidden any information on
the past. Take for example the following answer of Rashid’s friend when Rashid expresses his

fear about the documentary:
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No, | am not scaring you. It is a documentary about the past that you will watch, and you
know that there is little, very little about the past that we can find nowadays (...)

In the conversation that follows, his friend expresses the importance of the past in

understanding past mistakes and avoiding future wars:
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Yes, the War of the Dog. The war which, if it hadn’t taken place, wouldn’t have led to the
string of policies to erase the past after the wise men reached an new agreement saying:
humans do not learn from their mistakes, and his destruction is bound to happen as long
has he is so insistent on repeating them... the mistakes [ mean.

Not only the First War of the Dog is forgotten. The novel refers to many other historical wars
which it brings in relation to the war of the dog and uses to reflect on human behavior. The
wars that are referred to are both international and Arab. An example mentioned in this first
category is the shortest war marked in history, the Angelo- Zanzibar War between the United
Kingdom and the Zanzibar Sultanate on August 27, 1896 which lasted 38 minutes.'’® Another
example is the ‘Football war’ between Honduras and El- Salvador that began in 1969 and
lasted for six years. Tensions between the two countries had to do with reasons other than
football, but the war erupted during a 1970 FIFA world cup qualifying football match.'”® The

¢ 1hid., 11
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novels also mentions the tribal wars that took place in the Arab world such as the Basus war

that started in 494 CE and lasted for around forty years.*®® About these wares the novel states:
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(...) it is the biggest proof I believe, I mean these wars, as one of the old writers said, that
history does not repeat itself. Rather humans repeat their mistakes.

Forgetting history, whether collective or personal, is presented by this novel as a grave
mistake. It leads to the repetition of war and conflict. By forgetting the past humanity does not
learn from its previous mistakes. This criticism is not only applicable to the Arab world, as

Nasrallah argues, but to the whole humanity.*®2

Global and Arab culture
The novel is a warning and a description of both the global and Arab world. It therefor refers

to the cultural heritage of both. The Arab cultural heritage is referred to by mentioning Arabic
songs from the “beautiful period”, as the novel terms it, sung by for example Muhammad
‘Assaf Washirin.'® Furthermore, Arabic actresses are mentioned such as Nadiyyah Lutfi and
Madihah Kamil.'®* Referring to the global culture, the novel includes many discussions that
Rashid has with other characters about Hollywood films, actors and actresses. Examples
include Nicole Kidman, Naomi Watts, and Tom Cruise. But not only modern culture is
mentioned. It also refers to philosophers and doctors. The Greek philosopher Socrates’
famous sentence ‘know thyself” is quoted and the Indian physician Susrutha is mentioned as
being the first person in human history to have done plastic surgery.'® The reason why both
the global (western) and Arab cultural heritage are mentioned can be interpreted as reason for
the ‘world of sameness’ that globalization has created. It can also be read as an optimistic and

unifying truth that humans do enjoy the same cultural art forms.

Classical Arabic language
While the whole novel is written in MSA Arabic, there is a difference to be noted in the

language of the last chapter and the rest of the novel. The last, two pages which together form

' Ibid., 124

' 1bid., 125

'8 Ibrahim Nasrallah , personal interview, December 22, 2018

Ibrahim Nasrallah . Harb al- Kalb al- Thaniyyah, p. 138, Muhammad ‘Assaf is a Palestinian pop singer who
won the tv- show Arab Idol in 2013

'** Ibid., 152, Nadiyyah Lutfi and Madihah Kamil were both Egyptian actresses. Lutfi was very popular in the
final phase of Egyptian cinema’s ‘Golden Age’ (1960s).
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the last chapter, contain many lexical and imagery references to classical Arabic literary
tradition, whereas the rest of the novel is written in modern fusha.
An example of classical vocabulary is the following anachronism which finds its roots in

the time of the jahiliyya*®:
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You bring sorrow to your mother, you low-life, what brings you back to us?!

In the case of imagery used, the novel refers to tradition Bedouin live-style:
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Close to the tent door was standing the man with the red shirt, as he stood there every
day, staring at the closed directions trying with effort to watch who was entering and

leaving, when the female camel appeared on the blind horizon without showing clearly
what was on its back.

Furthermore, by describing two monkeys, the last chapter ends with something more like
folktale or fable, than sci-fi. Take the following example when the Weatherman, who is sitting

on the female camel referred to above, descends from his camel:
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With an exaggerated self-confidence the Weatherman took out a big cage made from
bamboo with in it two monkeys. The man with the red shirt realized that they were male
and female. Frightened he turned to his tent while he slapped his own face for seeing both
of them with such clarity. Like a madman he shut his feeble door that was shaken by a
darkness as sharp as a needle.

Nasrallah alludes to Einstines quote ‘I know not with what weapons World War 111 will be
fought, but World War IV will be fought with sticks and stones’, with which he refers to the

'8 Jahiliyyah (‘time of ignorance’) is a designation for the pre-Islamic period, commonly known to refer to the
period immediately preceeding the mission of the Prophet Muhammad
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overall annihilation of human kind.*®® If humanity really reaches the point of conflict
described in the novel, it will return to the time of life in caves and tents: the third war of the
dog will be a return to zero. Thus, in a way the last chapter applies what Muhammad Najib al-
Talawi in 1990 describes as ‘amaliyat al-targi’ (patching), the cancelation of the scientific

development at the end of the novel thus returning its setting to the traditional order.

Technology

Control

Technology in Harb al- Kalb al- Thaniyyah is primarily used by the Fort to exercise control
over its citizens. One of its tools is the enhanced vision that its army has artificially gained,
the ‘biim’. The following footnote in the novel explains the enhanced vision capacity:
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Because the security services were forced to work long hours in darkness, the vision
strength of those working in the army, intelligence and police was enhanced after
scientists succeeded in deciphering the owl eye’s ability to see at night, enabling them to
control any situation. Enhancing the eye’s vision correlated with the rank of the soldier of
security man, while all other people where left to enhance their eyes naturally, if they
could!

This bam vision is considered an army-secret, but people do know about it, as the following

passage shows:

i) 055 calill ol 3 cilS Lo 138 s Sue w4 dLla Lok a5 df;; Gl

Speaking about the biim vision is totally frowned upon because it is an army-secret.
That’s how the Fort saw it, and the people confirmed it with their silence.

The enhanced vision through which the Fort can retrieve the most detailed information about
an individual, strikes similarity with the way social media and data collecting in general

works all over the world. But data collection in the Arab world is used to collect information

%0 Ibrahim Nasrallah , personal interview, December 22, 2018

% Ibrahim Nasrallah . Harb al- Kalb al- Thaniyyah, 24
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on possible enemies of the regime. Another example of technology are the regime’s ‘smart-

cameras’ that are connected to automatic weapons. Any suspicious movement and they shoot:
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(...) several surveillance cameras were watching him, and several machine guns were
operating as eyes for those cameras.

Both the enhanced vision and smart-cameras are connected to machineguns bears strong
resemblance to the advanced technical arms that are/were used by foreign entities in their
‘war against terror’, namely the drone. Here we can use Foucault’s biopolitics again, which
describes technology as one of the means through which oppressive regimes discipline the
body of an individual who is made to blend in to a mass of bodies that is ‘to be kept under
surveillance, trained, used and... punished’.194 In biopolitics this is referred to as ‘anatamo-

politics’: atomization of a collectivity for the purpose of control.

Estrangement
In this dystopian novel technology has taken the place of education and studying in the sense

that children are engraved with information rather than them having to work to obtain it. Take

for example the following passage:
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The management of the elite schools can add any information, or erase any information,
from the mind of the student, by using an advanced machine.

Even though it is technically possible to give every child the optimal amount of education it is
not done. But due to their intense use of technology, youngsters in this novel estrange from

their environment;
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But the thing that worried the parents the most, whoever they are, is that the children
constantly spoke to appliances in the house. They never stopped asking them questions

(..))

And Rashid thought about his youngest daughter who talked more to the ‘electric wall’ than

her brother:
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(...) because she suffered, more than her sister, from what we could call social
awkwardness.

Nasrallah predicts that this effect of technology will increase, and with it the isolation of

the individual from the social world.*%®

Personal benefit
To a lesser degree technology is used by individuals to advance their private material

interests. The main example is the machine that is located ‘hunak’, in a foreign country,
which Rashid uses to make his mistress look like his wife. The machine can duplicate all the

cells in a person’s body and mirror it on somebody else. Rashid says about the machine:
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I think that is one of the greatest medical accomplishments: a person enters the machine
from one side and comes out the other as a different person, any person he/she wants to
be!

After the adjustments to his mistress’ body, Rashid’s feeling of guilt when being with her
completely disappears, begging the question: if the sin is unseen, is it still a sin? Not
according to Rashid who considered the two women as one as he remembers the following
line of poetry:
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Is the river a river if it has one bank!?
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As mentioned earlier, after the ‘operation” Rashid notices that people start to gather around
the mistress. She attracts attention in a way his wife never did, even though this latter is the
‘original’ body. This could be an allegorical way of criticizing the materialistic desire with
which humans run after the latest technology without appreciating or respecting earlier
models of effectively the same thing. Despite Rashid using this machine, he opposes the use

of modern technology such as smartphones and modern self-driving cars.

Implications of the war
When Rashid speaks with the Driver about possible solutions for the similarities between

people and the war it led to, his suggestion rewinding of technology. According to him,
citizens should be banned from exiting their houses during daytime and the government
should prevent people from using lights in the evening and if they need light should be

limited.?** For example:
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(...) instead of car headlights we could use old types of night goggles, those that allow us
to see what is immediately in front of us, but not in detail.

Technology is seen as negative by the Driver. He proposes that the conflict will be resolved if
people limit their view to themselves. The novel notes however, that the younger generation
of children is not bothered by the war of the dog in the same way as older generation is. As

Rashid observes:
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What surprised him was the calmness of the children in dealing with the look-a-like
phenomenon as if it didn’t exist. He knew they knew because of all the means of
communication that was in their hands and their bodies and all around them.

A second solution to the war is to change it from being a tragedy to being anecdote, which

according to the novel can be done when one has full knowledge:
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Complete wisdom was the only delicate thread separating an anecdote that grows in the
land of the innocent, and a tragedy that gazes with its hungry eyes at the destroyed land!

Double estrangement in Harb al- Kalb al- Thaniyyah

In summary, we can see that the first layer of Campbell’s double estrangement, which refers
to the use of sci-fi as an allegory for social or political criticism, is shown through a
description of the loss of Arab identity and fall of the Arab intellectual in a world in which
material interests and the human tendency to violence have become the defining factor in
people’s behavior, and people have become so removed from themselves their cannot stand
their mirror-image.

The second layer of double estrangement is related to the stagnation of process in the
Arabic world, or the conflict between technological modernization and traditional cultural and
religious values. It is linked to technology being interpreted as both dehumanizing and foreign
(Western) but at the same time associated with the scientific return of the Arab Islamic
scientific Golden Age. In the novel technology is indeed framed as being an oppressive and
corrupting force that dehumanizes the citizens living under the rule of the Fort. It is not
however, linked to the return of the Arab- Islamic Golden Age. A rewind of technology and
the future generations are what can lead to a revival of the dystopic world described in the

novel.

Conclusion
Campbell’s theory argued that modern Arabic sci-fi has two levels of estrangement: the first
referring to the use of allegory in critiquing its social and political environment; and the
second in the tension coming forth from the use of technology and its relation to the
discontinuity between past progress during the Arab- Islamic Golden Age and the present
technological stagnation in the Arab world.

Concerning this first level of estrangement, this thesis has shown that Harb al- Kalb al-
Thaniyyah critiques its social and political environment through the main question that it asks:
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is there a human tendency towards violence?”™> The answer it gives is ‘yes’, because whether

humans differ or look exactly alike, they will be in conflict with each other. Second, the novel
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portrays how polarisation is used for personal benefit, whether by politicians or the citizens
themselves. Two examples in the novel are a division between ‘those who look like others’
and those who ‘others look like’ and between those who work for the Fort and those who are
normal citizens. Third, the novel criticizes people changing alliances when its suits their
interests, showing that it is not actually belief that drives their belonging to a group or sect but
rather ordinary materialistic interests. Fourth, the Fort itself is an allegory for many Arab
regimes as well as foreign powers that intervene(d) in the Arab world and a criticism of
political and social corruption and the use of technology to oppress citizens. However, the
novel states that citizens, if they have the chance, would themselves also become oppressors.
Fifth, the novel criticizes the similarity of people in the contemporary globalized and the fact
that the characters kill their mirror-image can be read as an allegory for the difficulty humans
have coming face to face with themselves, despite having come so far scientifically.

The social and political environment that the novel critiques is thus not specific to any
Arab regime or country, as Campbell described in his theory.?® Rather the novel’s message or
‘warning’, as the author put it, is relevant on a global scale. Nevertheless, the characteristics
of the location described in the novel resemble those of dictatorships, be it inside or outside
the Arab world.

The second level of estrangement, the discontinuity between past and present technological
development, resonates with what Muhammad Najib al- Talawi concluded, namely Arabic
sci-fi tends to glorify the past and is therefore related to the Arabic traditional rational mind
set and Arabic literary heritage.?>” The novel refers both to global and Arab and Islamic
cultural heritage but mentions recalling the historical past is forbidden and therefore the past
is denied and forgotten. Technological advances in the novel are a weapon of the Fort to
oppress its citizens. Furthermore, young people in the novel are estranged from their
environment because they intensely use technology and individuals use it to advance their
private material interests. These combined criticisms show the loss of Arab identity and fall of
the Arab intellectual in a world in which material interests and the human tendency to
violence have become the defining factor in people’s behavior, and people have become so
removed from themselves their cannot stand their mirror-image.

Technological development is thus not necessarily seen as a positive development.
Therefore the novel does not glorify the scientific developments of the Arab- Islamic Golden

Age. But a return to the past’s lack of technology is offered as one of the solutions to the
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Second War of the Dog, particularly by the Driver. Seeing technology as negative does point
to stagnation in the Arab world, where technology is used as a force of oppression rather than
advancement.

Furthermore, a return to the past plays a role in the last chapter of the novel, the two last
pages forming what al- Talawi termed ‘patching’: the cancelation of the scientific
development and returning to the traditional order. This is done both through the use of
classical language as well as it its Bedouin imagery and folkloristic thematic, alluding to the
thought that if humanity really reaches the point of conflict described in the novel, it will
return to the time of life in caves and tents.

The social and political criticism that the novel offers, in combination with its double
estrangement, contradicts the statement made by Reuver Snit 19 years ago, that: ‘Arab sci-fi
has not (yet) developed itself as a medium capable of expressing social comment because it is

‘too prone to serve for amusement or didactic aims*’.%%
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V. Conclusion
This thesis has described the history of both the Western and the Arabic sci-fi, which are both
shaped by their own literary, cultural, political and social heritage. We can see in the history
of western sci-fi how it is shaped by three elements: cultural element (such as religion and
fables); political developments (such as ideology and international relations); and
technological developments (such as space travel and machines).

Arabic sci-fi is based on early examples of Arabic (proto) sci-fi are built upon both the
European, Arabic and Persian heritage which was written in four main genres: ‘aja’ib or
mirabilia and folklore tales, philosophical works, utopian works and works on technological
marvels. While the rational in Western sci-fi only developed after the Renaissance, classic
Avrabic literature already combined the fantastic with the rational to reflect on the complexity
and depth of creation. Contemporary Arabic sci-fi still addresses these early themes but added
to this are novels dealing with the political, social and economic malaise many Arab countries
have faced in recent history. These include foreign occupation: in the 20™ century by
colonization and in the 21% by globalization and foreign military intervention, and the
disillusioning and dictatorial internal political regimes.

Ibrahim Nasrallah’s novel Harb al- Kalb al- Thaniyyah interacts with the early proto
Arabic sci-fi by asking philosophical questions about humanity such as ‘what is human
nature’? The novel’s main political and social criticism is the human tendency towards
violence, social polarisation and post-truth politics, the changing of alliances based on
material interests, corruption, and similarity of people in the contemporary globalized world
people. These criticisms combined form the first layer of Campbell’s double estrangement,
which refers to the use of sci-fi as an allegory for social or political criticism.

The novel does not glorify the scientific developments of the Arab- Islamic Golden Age
nor call for the return to its scientific development, but does mention a return to the past’s
lack of technologic development as a possible solution to the Second War of the Dog. Seeing
technology as a force of oppression it also links technological development to stagnation in
the Arab world rather than an advancement. The second layer of estrangement is thus the
conflict that erupts from using of technology as a tool of dehumanization and (foreign)
oppression.

Furthermore, the novel applies a form of ‘patching’ it its last chapter where the narrative
through use of classical language and imagery cancels the scientific development in the rest of
the novel alluding to the thought that if humanity really reaches the point of conflict described

in the novel, it will return to the time of life in caves and tents.



This thesis has added to the larger field of research on Arabic sci-fi because it looked at
contemporary Arabic sci-fi while much of former research looked at Arabic sci-fi from the
previous century. Furthermore, it contributed to theory development within the field of Arabic
sci-fi by applying a recently developed theory in a case study, through which a conclusion
could be drawn on the relationship between contemporary Arabic sci-fi and social and
political criticism. The description of the history of Arabic sci-fi and the case study have
verified that there are indeed characteristics that set contemporary Arabic sci-fi apart from
other forms of sci-fi writing, namely the effect of double estrangement and use of patching.

However, comparative studies in this field are still lacking and it would be beneficial in
determining further these characteristics to compare contemporary Arabic sci-fi novel with
each other. An interesting novel to compare Harb al- Kalb al- Thaniyyah with would be the
similarly dystopian Hikayah al- ‘Arabt al- Akhir by Wasini al- A‘raj. Arabic sci-fi could also
be compared to contemporary sci-fi from other parts of the world that to a certain extent deal
with similar social and political issues, an example could be sci-fi from Latin America or
African countries. Furthermore, this thesis has focused specifically on written contemporary
Arabic sci-fi and has linked this to the Arabic literary heritage. Future research could focus
more specifically on comparing the use of double estrangement and patching within literature

and other forms of media such as sci-fi movies.
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