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Abstract
In contrast with previous readings of Sụnʿ Allāh Ibrāhīm’s Dhāt, this article argues that the novel’s 
conceptual center is not simply a socio-political critique of materialism, but rather a case of 
psychological trauma, of which materialism is just a symptom. By examining narrative structure 
and temporality, this article theorizes the affects of trauma towards explaining how an entire 
Egyptian generation came to experience the past, or history, as a depressing process of displace-
ment that ultimately leads to alienation from environment and self. Exploring the meaning of 
trauma and its ethical and psychological side effects, this article also elaborates on how gossip 
transforms trauma into a socially contagious disease. Reading the novel back into the standard 
genealogy of Arabic literature, it could be viewed as a concluding note of the 1960s generation 
and a precursor of the 1990s generation, and of the so-called novel of the “closed horizon.”
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“Historicize or be silenced!” prescribed Moroccan philosopher Abdallah 
Laraoui in the wake of the 1967 setback. Critical history, added the humanist 
Qustạntị̄n Zurayq, is fundamental for the remaking of a new Arab self. Histo-
ricity, and not metaphysical authenticity, should be the focus of our cultural 
efforts, argued Marxist literary critic Maḥmūd Amīn al-ʿĀlim.1 Other thinkers 
put forward a similar critique, and by the mid-1980s, many of them main-
tained that Arab publics live ahistorically. But what does it mean to live “out-
side” history? Is it an isolated problem or a symptom of something deeper? 
“Thinking with history,” that is, considering our physical environment, abstract 

* I wish to thank Tarek El-Ariss for the vital conversations and the multiple insights it yielded. 
I am also indebted to Karen Grumberg’s critical reading. 

1 Abdallah Laroui, The Crisis of the Arab Intellectual: Traditionalism or Historicism? trans. Diar-
mid Cammell (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), 29. Elizabeth Suzanne Kassab, 
Contemporary Arab Thought: Cultural Critique in Contemporary Perspective (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2010), 66-74, 136.
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circumstances, and even the constitution of the self as a direct outcome of a 
causal and temporally-bound process of development, is the most ubiquitous 
modern habit of mind. As a scholar of historiography explains it, “History 
exhibits the relation of consciousness to the world, and this developing rela-
tion constitutes our knowledge, our appropriation of truth.”2 By definition, 
therefore, being modern is being historical; if Arab intellectuals argue that in 
their societies this relationship is somewhat compromised, the immediate 
question that comes to mind is: what kind of subjectivity emerges from such 
a condition?

Published in 1992 after eight years of silence, Sụnʿ Allāh Ibrāhīm’s Dhāt is 
a product of the 1980s when Arab and Egyptian historians, pundits and cul-
tural commentators widely debated the so-called crisis of historical consciousness.3 
A broken connection to one’s past has long been considered a grave side effect 
of colonialism. But, admittedly, the crisis of the 1980s was also due to the 
amnesiac nature of the authoritarian state and in particular, the way it sought 
to suppress and erase the experience of the 1967 defeat, and how the past was 
distorted, manipulated and misused in the process. This in turn triggered a 
popular flight toward metaphysical thinking as exemplified, for instance, in 
the fundamentalist attempt to reclaim and revive the grandeur of an allegedly 
pristine Islamic past, or golden age. More seriously, it is also manifested in 
the emergence of the literary and intellectual field of turāth which sought to 
bypass history and connect directly with the unhistoricized glories of Islam.4 
In other words, the 1980s witnessed the distortion, manipulation and misuse 
of the Arab, Islamic, and also, specifically in the context of this novel, the 
Egyptian past.

In response to these concerns, Dhāt conceptualizes a new form of subjectiv-
ity that I call ahistorical. This type of subjectivity, which exemplifies a rejection 
of personal agency in history, explains the past in impersonal terms (religion, 
heritage, fate) and, overall, prioritizes withdrawal from the world, a contrarian 
attitude towards it, and a prevailing sense of historical displacement. As we 

2 Daniel Berthold-Bond, Hegel’s Grand Synthesis: A Study of Being, Thought, and History (New 
York: Harper, 1993), 13-14.

3 For a discussion of the crisis of historical consciousness in Egypt, and issues of methodol-
ogy during the 1980s see: Aḥmad ʿAbdallāh, ed., Tārīkh Misṛ bayna al-manhaj al-ʿilmī wa-l-sịrāʿ 
al-ḥizbī (Cairo: Dār shuhdī li-l-nashr, 1988). See also a special issue dedicated to Egyptian his-
torical consciousness. “ ʿAn al- tārīkh wa-l-waʿī bi-l-dhāt,” al-Fikr 5 (March 1985). See also Saʿd 
Allāh Wannūs, “al-Thaqāfah al-watạniyyah wa-l-waʿī al-tārīkhī,” Qaḍāyā wa-Shahādāt 4 (1991), 
5-39; Friederike Panewick, “Historical Memory in Times of Decline: Saadallah Wannous and 
Rereading of History,” in Arabic Literature: Postmodern Perspectives, eds. Agelika Neuwirth et al. 
(London: Saqi, 2010), 97-109.

4 On this see: Susan Kassab, Contemporary Arab Thought, Chapters 2-4.
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shall see, Sụnʿ Allāh Ibrāhīm’s Dhāt spells out some of these features and 
directly ties them to trauma, which, in turn, could be viewed as the novel’s 
true subject and, as such, a powerful conceptual center. By trauma I do not 
simply mean a catastrophe or a disaster but a concrete mental situation merit-
ing close attention. 

In the last three decades the subject of trauma was transformed from a 
clinical term used by mental health specialists into a vast academic field which 
brings together contributions from psychology, psychiatry, history, literature, 
cultural criticism and, especially, continental philosophy by way of compara-
tive literature and critical theory. Due to the end of the Cold War and the re-
discovery of the suppressed European past, or the unspoken in public affairs, 
much of the initial conversation centered on the broad topic of history and 
memory. The scholarship of the 1990s sought to complicate this relationship 
and move beyond the seemingly normative collective quest to recover a lost 
past. Connecting collective amnesia to traumatic instances, and radically 
expanding its meaning to encompass everyday life and seemingly normal situ-
ations (i.e. beyond cataclysmic events such as war), the field of trauma studies 
is now touching upon a host of hitherto unacknowledged associations and 
subject matters, ranging from individual victims of sexual violence to collec-
tive dynamics of genocide.5

Because trauma has many possible causes and symptoms and is, admittedly, 
a very complex, intricate and elusive condition, I would like to focus here only 
one central aspect of traumatic being, namely, the intersection where tempo-
rality, narrativity (the possibility of “knowing” and the ability to tell), and 
history meet. In doing so I juxtapose the contributions of Cathy Caruth and 
Dominick La Capra with the standard historiographical insights of Hayden 
White and others with relation to history and narration.6 As far as Dhāt is 
concerned, “Among the mass of clinical, scientific and humanistic studies of 
traumatic experience . . . the theorization of trauma offered by the works of 
Cathy Caruth”7 are the most insightful. Being among the first to harness the 
post-May 1968 psychoanalytical critique of culture in order to theorize 
trauma, her analytical framework relies on the nexus between the historical, 
the literary and the psychological. In her words: 

5 For a compact summary of trauma studies, see: Shoshana Felman, The Juridical Uncon-
scious: Trials and Traumas in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002), 
173-182.

6 For a review essay of some of this literature see: James Berger, “Representing the Holocaust: 
History, Theory, Trauma,” Contemporary Literature 38.3 (1997), 569-573.

7 Felman, The Juridical Unconscious, 173.
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If Freud turns to literature to describe traumatic experience, it is because litera-
ture, like psychoanalysis, is interested in the complex relation between knowing 
and not knowing, and it is at this specific point at which knowing and not know-
ing intersect that the psychoanalytic theory of traumatic experience and the lan-
guage of literature meet.8

Drawing a major lesson from Freud’s Moses and Monotheism, Caruth states 
that “history, like trauma, is never simply one’s own . . . history is precisely the 
way we are implicated in each other’s traumas.”9 Delving deeper into the many 
ways in which “trauma is never simply one’s own,” and is mostly a historical 
phenomenon which, being unprocessed and thus unclaimed, keeps haunting 
the present, Dominick La Capra elaborates a theory of how historic trauma 
could be healed.10 Both works open an opportunity to a new reading of Dhāt 
in which Sụnʿ Allāh Ibrāhīm exposes an accumulative traumatic condition 
that “cannot be placed within the schemes of prior knowledge”—previous eras 
in Egyptian history—and, structured on a grand distortion of the past, per-
petually repeats itself.11

Notably, this condition is not necessarily the outcome of a single historical 
event such as the 1967 war, but, rather, and more importantly, the ongoing 
trauma of the everyday: of struggling in poverty; of experiencing political 
coercion and state apathy; of living under a rigid patriarchal order; and of the 
daily effort to get by and survive. Against these hardships the novel creatively 
explores how the inability to make sense of one’s surrounding reality and make 
it historically “knowable,” so to speak, impinges on one’s emotional relation-
ships, ethics and mental stability, thereby aggravating the traumatic condition 
and its tragic structure of repetition.

*  * *

By way of offering a re-reading of this major work, I begin with a brief descrip-
tion of the novel and its prevalent interpretation in the Arabic literary field. 
Situated in the 1970s and 1980s, Dhāt records, rather than tells, the non-
evolving non-progressive non-story of Dhāt, “a not particularly intellectually 

 8 Cathy Caruth, Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative and History ( Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity Press, 1996), introduction.

 9 Ibid., 24.
10 Dominick LaCapra, Representing the Holocaust: History, Theory, Trauma (Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 1994).
11 Cathy Caruth, “Trauma and Experience: Introduction,” in Trauma: Explorations in Mem-

ory, ed. Cathy Caruth (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995), 153.



84 Y. Di-Capua / Journal of Arabic Literature 43 (2012) 80-101

quick”12 middle-class woman who works in a government newspaper archive. 
It is there, in the government archive, that newspapers are turned into neatly 
archived newspaper clips that form an ever-growing web of  Egyptian historical 
memory and, thus, the possibility of knowing. Dhāt, the name of Sụnʿ Allāh 
Ibrāhīm’s non-heroic protagonist, is a rather rare female name. It means self, 
identity, being or essence. Yet, because Dhāt was also used in mystic meta-
physical literature it also evokes the notion of subjectivity and leaves consider-
able scope for further interpretation.13 As a sort of antithetical counterpoint to 
Ibrāhīm’s protagonist, her name also serves as a reference to the mythical prin-
cess Dhāt al-Himmah.14 In that sense Ibrāhīm’s Dhāt is an incomplete person, 
a half princess.

Written against the historical backdrop of the Infitāḥ, critics focused on 
Ibrāhīm’s conspicuous experimentation in structure and technique and saw 
the novel as a piece of socio-political criticism and a tirade against mindless 
“consumerism.” In the words of Stefan Meyer:

Ibrahim is criticizing Arab society on two levels. Economically, it is dependent on 
imported goods. In other words, it is not a productive society. Ibrahim equates 
this lack of productive capacity to the type of traditionalism that insists on women 
wearing the hijab. In cultural terms, the society is also not productive. It does not 
encourage independent thought. Rather it encourages passivity in the same way 
that consumerism does.15

Excavating deeper into the meaning and structure of Dhāt, Latị̄fah al-Zayyāt 
connected the familiar theme of alienation to an overbearing sense of 
stagnation.16 Sayyid al-Baḥrāwī noticed that “It is impossible to find truth in 
Dhāt as she (the main character) is a typical, undistinguished individual who 
does not live her subjectivity.”17 For the most part critics writing in Arabic 
concur that the novel was ushering in a new and problematic sense of subjec-
tivity.18 But was it?

12 Sonallah Ibrahim, Zaat, trans. Anthony Calderbank (Cairo: American University in Cairo 
Press, 2001), 149. All references to the novel are to this translation unless otherwise specified.

13 See translator introduction to Zaat, v.
14 For the 11th century Arab epic Sīrat al-amīrah Dhāt al-Himmah see: G. Canove, “Dhat 

al-Himma, Romance of ” in Julie Scott Meisami, Paul Starkey (eds.) Encyclopedia of Arabic Lit-
erature (London, New York: Routledge, 1988), I: 187-188.

15 Stefan Meyer, The Experimental Arabic Novel (Albany: State University of New York Press, 
2001), 245.

16 Latị̄fah al-Zayyāt, “al-Taghīb wa-l-qināʿ wa-l-marārah,” Adab wa Naqd (June 1992), 
10-14.

17 Sayyid al-Baḥrāwī, “Qātilat al-Dhāt wathīqat al-idānah,” Adab wa Naqd (June 1992), 17.
18 Stefan Meyer, The Experimental Arabic Novel, 241. For a similar assessment of Dhāt, see: Paul 

Starkey, Modern Arabic Literature (Georgetown: Georgetown University Press, 2006), 142-143.
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Placing Dhāt within Samia Mehrez’s analysis of Ibrāhīm’s other novels such 
as Beirut Beirut (1984) and The Committee (al-Lajnah, 1981) provides us an 
 important appreciation for the author’s articulation of subjectivity. According 
to Mehrez, Ibrāhīm’s novelistic corpus systematically breaks the barrier 
between the outside world, the author and the text. Such a reading accentuates 
the interplay between the extra-textual level (the author, his collective circum-
stances and the history of the book) and the intra-textual one (the protago-
nists, their psyche and the plot). Just as in Beirut Beirut Ibrāhīm exposes his 
personal agony over the predicament of the Arabic book and the culture of 
publishing, in Dhāt, too, he tells us that “the current conditions of publishing 
prevent us from going into detail about one of the most crucial moments in 
the life of Zaat . . .”19 The result is the formation of heavily saturated protago-
nists who bear the weight of suspicious silences as well as of the unspoken 
world of the author and (his)story.20 

However, with the existing readings of Dhāt in mind, I suggest that Ibrāhīm’s 
Dhāt is not simply a critique of consumerism, materialism, religiosity and 
political apathy.21 These important extra-textual circumstances constitute only 
part of the condition that the author sets out to illuminate. Far more complex, 
in this work the extra-textual invades the text and is allocated half of the 
novel’s space, yet, as I shall explain below, it lies outside the immediate reach 
and consciousness of Dhāt and the other protagonists. The result is the emer-
gence of a subject (dhāt) which is compartmentalized, fragmented and alien-
ated not only from its environment but also from itself. By the very nature of 
its constitution, in this type of subjectivity, “the ‘I’ is unable to identify with 
itself, let alone with an ‘other’ or a cause.”22 Hence, in contrast with other 
readings, I suggest that the novel goes beyond being a critique of a post-ideo-
logical generation which took a conscious decision to disengage ideologically 
and substitute engagement with the veneration of objects and consumption. 
Rather, it is a journey to the heart of collective trauma in which the possibility 
of knowing one’s reality and finding an orienting truth, an ethical basis and 
cultural meaning in it, is severely compromised. In this new scheme, the 
important themes of consumerism, alcoholism and empty religiosity take their 

19 Zaat, 8.
20 Samia Mehrez, Egyptian Writers Between History and Fiction: Essays on Naguib Mahfouz, 

Sonallah Ibrahim, and Gamal al-Ghitani (Cairo; New York: American University in Cairo Press, 
1994), 39-57.

21 For a conventional reading of Dhāt along such lines see: Andrea Haist, “This Reality 
Is Deplorable: Between Media Representation and Experienced Everyday Reality,” in Arabic 
Literature, eds. Agelika Neuwirth et al. 158-170.

22 Sabry Hafez, “The New Egyptian Novel: Urban Transformation and Narrative Form,” New 
Left Review 64 ( July-August 2010), 62.
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place as symptoms of trauma. A good place to begin this journey is by asking 
who is Dhāt, and why it doesn’t matter.

*  * *

Instead of having an individualized history or autobiography, Dhāt has a 
workplace. This workplace is the memory factory of the archive. Her work in 
the newspaper archive is mundane and repetitive. It is not a prestigious job, 
but rather a common form of bureaucratic punishment. One day, in retalia-
tion for displaying the portrait of Gamal ʿAbd al-Nasser during Mubarak’s 
rule, Dhāt was exiled to the archive, a place of the past and a form of prison 
in which time is marked rather than lived.23 Dhāt is married to ʿAbd al-Magīd 
Ḥumays, a struggling, good-for-nothing clerk who, with only one exam to go, 
perpetually fails to graduate from university. The story accompanies Dhāt as 
she moves between three different regimes from Nasser, through Sadat, to 
Mubarak. It records the life of her family and neighbors (Shanqitī and Samīḥah) 
as the typical experience of the nouveau riche middle class and its habits of 
conspicuous consumption and religiosity. All the protagonists struggle to 
“move ahead.” That is, to move ahead materially. As many before me have 
noted, this novel indeed depicts an inside view of the Infitāḥī middle classers 
and their mindless consumerism. Yet, though telling, consumerism is periph-
eral to the subject of Dhāt’s inner life, or her selfhood.

We are with Dhāt in private and in public. When she is diagnosed with 
breast cancer, is repeatedly boycotted at work, dreams of Nasser and Sadat, 
struggles for recognition, takes care of her children, fights with her husband, 
confronts betrayal, renovates her kitchen, becomes trapped in the bureaucratic 
tentacles of the state, has an orgasm, or makes macaroni with béchamel sauce. 
We think we know her. We assume she knows herself.

Yet, Dhāt’s story is not historic, not contextualized, not evolving, and hence, 
fundamentally unknowable. For one, the very structure of the novel does not 
permit this kind of knowing. Comprised of 19 chapters, it has a bifurcated 
structure in which after each chapter with Dhāt we read a telegraphic list of 
newspaper clips that Ibrāhīm avidly collected. This is a well-known technique 
of his.24 But beyond that, the preface to the Arabic edition reveals that the 
author consulted lawyers on how to present this journalistic material without 

23 The dual role of the archive as a place of truth and power but also as a prison house is a 
theme that Ibrāhīm already touched upon in this 1981 novel al-Lajnah (The Committee). In 
Dhāt, however, the centrality of the archive and its inability to mediate between private and 
public lives truthfully is the linchpin of the entire novel and a site of trauma.

24 In Najmat Agustụs (The Star of August, 1974) Sụnʿ Allāh Ibrāhīm also used newspaper clips 
albeit for a different purpose.
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being sued. They recommended a disclaimer, which was published in Arabic 
and was removed from the translated English version. This disclaimer imme-
diately evokes Ibrāhīm, “by way of introduction” to his banned and re-banned 
novel The Smell of It. In it, he tells the extra-textual story of the banning and 
censoring of the book, and thereby the troubled history of its author: himself.25 
Similarly, the legal disclaimer to Dhāt should be viewed as an integral part 
of the text:

The events which are narrated in several of the chapters are taken from both Egyp-
tian government and opposition press. By republishing this material we do 
not confirm its veracity or the accurate representation of its subject matter. The 
author’s only intent is to reflect the general atmosphere, which conditioned the 
journey of the novel’s protagonists.26

The disclaimer is needed since at least half the novel is dedicated to pedantic 
documentation of daily acts of stealing, forgery, bribery, corruption, repres-
sion, political scandals, plagiarism, hypocrisy, bad faith, exploitation, betrayal, 
apathy, embezzlement, financial speculation, mismanagement, state incompe-
tence, trickery, contempt for human rights, outright stupidity and cynicism; 
especially cynicism. As billionaire ʿAdnān Khāshuqqī puts it in one of Ibrāhīm’s 
clips: “East is East and West is West and whenever the two meet, I get a 
commission.”27 

It is this kind of real-life material that frames the novel, not simply as “back-
ground” or “anecdotes,” but as a massive attempt to invade Dhāt’s life. Yet, by 
virtue of the novel’s structure, Dhāt and her friends are separated from these 
circumstances. The author’s unusual choice of narrative form (shakl ) in which 
the story of Dhāt (maḍmūn) appears in chapters that are separated by newspa-
per clippings, the past or “history,” engraving this history onto an ahistorical 
character, and thus emphasizing the latter’s ahistoricity. By exiling the cynical, 
cruel and overall traumatic circumstances of his protagonists to sealed chap-
ters where they lie beyond the reach of these events, Ibrāhīm blocks the pos-
sibility of historical being.

*  * *

Before turning our attention to a close reading of several relevant sections, let 
us take a closer look at this unprecedented and innovative structure. In this 
novel, the newspaper clips are rendered in a crude, telegraphic, and un-analyzed 

25 Samia Mehrez, Egyptian Writers Between History and Fiction, 39-57.
26 Sụnʿ Allāh Ibrāhīm, Dhāt (Cairo: Dār al-Mustaqbal al-ʿArabī, 4th edition, 2003), 7.
27 Zaat, 71.
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fashion, as the raw data that makes and unmakes Dhāt’s sense of progressive 
being in the world. The newspaper data is presented in the form of a chronicle, 
a now extinct pre-modern genre which was replaced by the synthetic and highly 
integrated progressive historical account. There is a reason for invoking the lost 
genre of the Islamic chronicle. At the conclusion of the fierce debates of the mid-
1980s, when historians demanded an open archive in which the state would 
collect, manage and open its records for public inquiry, Sụnʿ Allāh Ibrāhīm 
insists on the ongoing inability of Egyptians to claim their historical experience 
(echoing the title of Caruth’s book, Unclaimed Experiences) and integrate it into 
their consciousness. With no state archive, by default, the only thing that records 
the Egyptian past and makes it “knowable” so to speak, are newspapers, which, 
like chronicles, register basic facts/truths about life. Selectively edited and clipped 
into the elementary particles of the past, they come to represent in this novel the 
objective historical experience from which Dhāt is removed.

But there is a caveat. Dhāt herself works in the newspaper archive. For close 
to three decades, it is her job to experience this past and catalog the endless 
testimonies of dysfunctional public life. Allegedly, these newspaper clips pass 
under her hands on a daily basis. Thus, we expect her to inhale this reality, to 
be shaped by it and even to “think with it.” That is, we expect her to live his-
torically and be in the world among others. Yet, repeatedly, she is unable to do 
so and instead of connecting to the past she experiences the journalistic data 
as mundane, muted or empty signifiers that prompt apathy and withdrawal 
rather than action and involvement. Her co-workers do the exact same thing. 
What knowledge, then, does carry meaning in Dhāt’s life? If not the horren-
dous stories of corruption and malaise all around her, what data does spring 
her to action? Here Ibrāhīm is quite clear: gossip, i.e. pseudo-knowing.

Gossip, or what the author calls “transmission” (bathth), is the dominant 
feature of Dhāt’s life. Throughout the novel she is struggling to master the art 
of transmission. Gossip takes place in the archive amongst Dhāt’s colleagues 
(whom, for reasons I explain below, Ibrāhīm calls “machines”).28 Here is a 
typical depiction of Dhāt’s struggle to gossip: “With the passing of time Zaat 
began to take part in the eating and transmission sessions, during which she 
picked up a wealth of useful information. And what did she have to offer in 
return?” She offered information about:

Housework that never seemed to end. But the Archive machines were ravenous, 
and such news was only suitable for one transmission, after which the machines 
tuned in to other more stimulating channels. Zaat had become involved in a 

28 I explain Sụnʿ Allāh Ibrāhīm’s choice of terms toward the end of the article when the term 
“machines” is juxtaposed with the problem of dehumanization. 
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contest that she wasn’t qualified for: she had tried describing the events of her day 
and it was trivial, not worthy of the venerable machines. She learned jokes from 
Doaa, Zeinab, Afaf and Hanaa (her neighbors and family members) by heart, but 
she forgot them as soon as she entered the office and stumbled towards her seat 
with panic on her face amid the interconnecting lines of transmission. She even 
resorted to telling them about one of Abdel Maguid’s adventures (in which he was 
threatened by three thieves armed with knives . . .), but all they did was raise their 
eyebrows and lick their lips . . . Did she let it get her down, though? Not in the 
slightest. As soon as she had shed proper and sufficient tears, she would bounce 
back, ready for another try.29

Indeed, Dhāt does not give up these sessions because to give up on gossip 
means to lose the possibility of social integration and ultimately, as indeed 
happens to her, to be ignored and even boycotted. For Ibrāhīm the theme of 
gossip is an opportunity to explore the relationship between reality, its collec-
tive representation, ethical action and human relationship. His exploration 
speaks of a growing sense of alienation from the surrounding environment (as 
in his previous work) but also from the self. 

Here are a few examples of how the destructive mechanism of gossip oper-
ates: In the newspapers, we read of the ubiquity of medical malpractice. The 
reader is outraged by the cheapness of life. No one investigates, no one is pun-
ished and no lesson is being learned. But then Dhāt’s colleague falls ill. Ini-
tially, taking his condition to heart, she advises the colleague, Abū al-Rās, which 
private clinic to attend and raises enough money for his treatment. She obvi-
ously cares about him. She acts. Yet, notwithstanding her sincere efforts, 
the doctors mistreat Abū al-Rās who after a series of referrals from one doctor 
after another, ends up with “an emergency surgery, which referred him to the 
grave.”30 Outraged by his death, Dhāt collaborates with her new acquaintance, 
the young journalist and editor Himmat Nazṃī, to protest his death. In sharp 
contrast with the archive’s employees, Himmat “came to the Archives looking 
for statistics for an article she was doing on the dangers of population growth 
in Egypt and in the end wrote an interesting series on the dangers of its 
decrease.”31 Clearly, Himmat uses the historical data critically in order to relate 
to real problems. Data is significant and following its analysis she changes her 
original opinion. Thus, unlike the “machines” with which she is contrasted, 
her ultimate goal is not to generate short-term gossip but to investigate the 
issue, to influence and improve reality. The friendship with Dhāt is potentially 
promising. Indeed, supported by Dhāt, Himmat publishes “Abu al-Ras’ story 

29 Zaat, 19-20.
30 Ibid., 145.
31 Ibid., 144.
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in a number of articles, demanding that those responsible for his fate be iden-
tified. The demand produced no results, of course, except  cementing the bond 
of friendship between the journalist and Zaat . . . Unfortunately these bonds 
were sorely tested not long after, at the tailor’s.”32 

A joint “visit to the tailor’s gave each of them the opportunity to see the 
other as they really were.”33 The differences between them are stark: 

Himmat’s quick steps . . . her chest, which stuck out assertively and attracted hun-
gry looks, rude comments, and accidental frottage, and her remarks about people 
and events, which were sometimes totally distasteful. She also possessed extensive 
Knowledge of streets and directions, totally unlike Zaat, who could not read a 
map, who fell in holes and tripped over pavements, who did not attract anybody’s 
attention, who hesitated before every step, and who could not make up her mind 
about the dress.34

The joint visit does not go well. Dhāt is an insular person, finds it difficult to 
communicate, and is unable to decide on a dress. She stalls. For reasons that 
Dhāt fails to understand the budding friendship falls apart. A few days later, 
Himmat restricts the relationship and seems to have joined the “machines” in 
ignoring Dhāt. Had the relationship flourished perhaps Dhāt could have 
transformed into a complete person and become the legendary princess Dhāt 
al-Himmah; as all she is missing from her proper name and life is a “Himmah.”35 
And so, what starts as a harmonic human relationship and an ethical collabo-
ration around the prevalent reality of medical malpractice, evaporated into 
thin air. We never hear of Abū al-Rās again, not even as a warning in the event 
of Dhāt’s own medical problems. Dhāt’s early ethical involvement, one which 
is completely removed from the arena of gossip and false friendships, failed. 
Consequently, she will never forcefully intervene again nor will she have nor-
mal bonds of friendship with any of her colleagues. The case of Abū al-Rās was 
turned into an empty signifier that curtailed Dhāt’s ability to deal with the 
other scandals surrounding her.

For instance, we read in the newspapers about chronic negligence: a sewage 
spill that floods an entire Alexandrian neighborhood during Ramadan, new 
bridges which collapse, and other vital infrastructure such as railways that fail 
to operate.36 Theoretically, even though it always happens to someone else, in 

32 Ibid., 145.
33 Ibid., 146.
34 Ibid., 146.
35 The name Himmah (for Dhāt al-Himmah) and Himmat (for Himmat Nazṃī) are spelled 

differently but are very close in pronunciation. 
36 Zaat, 104-5, 140-141, 305, 124.
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her capacity as an archive worker, this material passes through Dhāt’s hands. 
But then, in real life, the niece of Samīḥah, her neighbor, dies: 

Samiha’s niece, who had been named after Egypt’s previous First lady, and who 
was an excellent student (in the preparatory exam she scored 95 percent), insisted 
on going to school. On the way her feet slipped in the mud and she grabbed onto 
a lamppost and was electrocuted . . . Passers-by picked her up in the blanket and 
moved her away from the lamppost. They rushed her to the public hospital, but 
she was dead when they arrived. The doctor told them that if it were proved that 
she had died in an accident there would have to be a post-mortem examination of 
the body, but she could be spared that gruesome fate if a death certificate stated 
that the cause of death was a precipitous drop in blood pressure due to a chronic 
heart problem. He said to the father: “Look, your daughter is dead, and that’s 
that. It was her fate. May Allah compensate you for her loss.”37 

Rather than being outraged, shocked and morally disturbed by the story as she 
was in Abū al-Rās’ case, Dhāt considers it as an excellent topic for gossip, or 
transmission, in which, once and for all, she will show her colleagues that she 
finally learned how to “transmit.” 

Returning from a visit to the girl’s village with two kilos of cantaloupes and 
the tragic story of the girl’s death, Dhāt first tries to engage her husband. Her 
husband received the story “with indifference as he devoured the contents of 
one of the fruits with a teaspoon, ‘Her fate,’ he commented. The next day she 
took the story to the Archives. The story did not prove as successful as Zaat 
had expected.” 38 She does not despair and tells the story again, this time to her 
boss: “He listened with interest, and when she finished, said, without batting 
an eyelid: ‘Praise be to Allah. At least the girl’s okay.’ ”39 And so, in the end, the 
tragic death of the young girl was not even good enough for a gossip session 
and so, it too was categorized as “fate.” The common referral to “fate” is noth-
ing but resignation, or surrender, in which the faculties of hearing, under-
standing and remembering collapse and shut down, so that the listener could 
be shielded from the pain of trauma.40 

But tragedy keeps coming closer. The next time she encounters medical 
malpractice her neighbor’s son is admitted to the hospital with sunstroke but 
is given an injection that kills him. This time, the death of a young boy she 

37 Ibid., 153-4.
38 Ibid., 154-5.
39 Ibid., 155.
40 On the ubiquity of fate with no relation to trauma see: Dahlya Cohen-Mor, A Matter of 

Fate: The Concept of Fate in the Arab World as Reflected in Modern Arabic Literature (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2001).
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personally knew passes in complete silence because she had already learned 
that such events are not good enough for gossip. Obviously, 

What Zaat failed to understand was that she faced an elite corps that was well 
trained and easily bored. She was also ignoring the most important rule of trans-
mission, that news—however important or gruesome—lost its fitness, and conse-
quently its necessity as soon as it was aired and it had to be replaced in any 
subsequent transmission.41

Thus, from caring about an ill colleague and protesting his redundant death, 
to utilizing a tragic event for gossip, and finally to complete apathy to the 
tragic death of her neighbor’s son, slowly but surely Dhāt’s existence is dehu-
manized. But not only hers. Ibrāhīm portrays a hopeless condition in which 
most of the protagonists are unable to digest the surrounding reality, learn 
from it, make it an organic part of their consciousness and apply its lessons 
accordingly in order to improve individual and collective life. As we see in the 
case of Dhāt’s boss, even the ability to listen degenerates. Instead of listening 
to her story he merely hears her talking. 

Finally, a possibility for collective deliverance appears when, after years of 
studying abroad for a doctorate in some unspecified “theoretical studies,” pre-
sumably philosophy, ʿIsạ̄m, the son of Dhāt’s university mate, returns to 
Egypt.42 We assume that the philosopher, a son of an ex-communist activist, 
now in bad health, can critically relate to his surrounding reality and call for 
meaningful change. After all, he is the son of an ex-political activist, a com-
munist who by doctrine possesses historical consciousness and scientifically 
applies its lessons in order to shape a better future. Yet, as soon as he arrives, 
this false prophet becomes an agent of a foreign eyeglasses frame company. 
Thus, even the one hope for an independently minded philosophical engage-
ment with the current state of affairs, exemplifying a continuity of struggle 
from father to son and from the generation of the 1960s to that of the 1980s, 
is consumed by the materialist march of “getting ahead.” 

Only in the very last chapter, in an easy-to-overlook paragraph, we learn of 
the illiterate maid Umm Waḥīd, the only person in the novel who meaning-
fully connects to the journalistic chapters and can even learn from gossip. 
Umm Waḥīd

was a stout woman in her forties, good looking, extremely intelligent, hardwork-
ing, and widely cultured despite her illiteracy (thanks to numerous transmission 

41 Zaat, 156.
42 Ibid., 115ff.
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channels). She wanted nothing to do with changes on the international scene, nor 
with the world order, new and old, nor with the fight between the doves and the 
hawks in Israel, nor who really held the most cards (El Sadat had always insisted 
that America held 99 percent of them). But she knew about the dangers of taking 
too many antibiotics and how AIDS was transmitted, how depression affects 
people, the benefits of cress and lettuce, the price of dollar and sterling in the 
change shops, and how important it was to skin chickens in order to reduce the 
effects of the hormones that are added to their feed, that the capital placement 
companies wee a scam and so on and so on . . .43 

In short, by applying common sense to useful knowledge and not allowing 
herself to be consumed by the march of “getting ahead,” Umm Waḥīd makes 
the simple point that literacy and education are not a requirement for healthy 
being. But the example of Umm Wahid does more than that as she is the only 
character to repeat “. . . a past event or relationship in a new, therapeutic set-
ting that allows for critical evaluation and change.”44 Or in the terms of 
Dominick LaCapra, Umm Waḥīd is in an engaged relationship of transfer-
ence, presenting an occasion for working through a traumatic symptom. As 
such she is the only character in the novel who really comes to terms with the 
true message of Ibrāhīm’s journalistic clips and makes them part of her con-
sciousness. In doing so, Umm Waḥīd claims historical experience, converts it 
into critical knowledge, works through the trauma of the everyday and thus 
transcends it. 

Considering the novel as a whole, Ibrāhīm takes issue with gossip as a form 
of human communication. Calling it “transmission” (bathth) he emphasizes 
the mechanical and meaningless fashion in which information is circulated for 
the sole purpose of non-consequential short-term excitement. This notion of 
gossip is very different from the familiar “neighborhood gossip” which func-
tioned as a tool for enforcing social normativity, for instance with relation to 
gender issues such as reputation (sumʿah). The archive gossip also differs mark-
edly form the ubiquity of spreading rumors, a common habit in late monar-
chic and Nasserist Egypt. Traditionally, the spreading of rumors in Egypt was 
a political act of subversion that came as a response to the scarcity of informa-
tion, the practice of government censorship, the general slow pace of informa-
tion sharing, and an attempt to protect one’s community and self from modern 
change. As Scott Bede recently put it in the context of a reading of Najīb 
Maḥfūz’̣s Midaq Alley, “the circulation of rumour provides a way of containing 
or quarantining the negative feelings produced by modernity, while also rein-
forcing the boundaries of a community facing the very real possibility of its 

43 Ibid., 325.
44 Berger, “Representing the Holocaust,” 570.
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own demise.”45 Yet, in contrast, the gossip in Dhāt happens in the opposite 
situation in which information is abundant. In fact, rumor in the political 
sense appears in the novel only scarcely, for example, when the newspaper edi-
tor updates the President about current rumors, or when rumors are circulat-
ing about financial embezzlement.46 Thus, in contrast with the past, during 
which Egyptian citizens were spreading rumors about a new policy, a secret trial, 
a conspiracy or a political scandal, the gossip in Dhāt is politically mute.

The chronic inability of Dhāt and the other protagonists to forge a political 
link between the newspaper clips and their everyday experience and gossip, 
and thus “know,” causes them to suspend moral judgment and, consequently, 
any form of constructive social and political action. They therefore live and 
function in a state that is worse than illiteracy, even when the data speaks vol-
umes of the circumstances that actually intrude and interfere with their lives, 
such as when a driver’s negligence causes a collision with a train that leaves 
seventy classmates of Dhāt’s daughter dead.47 Expectedly, the horrible accident 
was a successful topic for archive gossip.48 There were also other, less dramatic 
examples of failure to connect the outside world to the inner one such as the 
mirage of Ponzi schemes (“invest 20 pounds now and get 5,000 next month”)49 
or the corruption of the manager in her own office (selling an expensive print-
ing machine for a fragment of its value to his relative).50 In all of these instances, 
Dhāt and her community immediately convert such events into meaningless, 
non-consequential gossip. 

In contrast to rumors, Ibrāhīm’s gossip or “transmission” is a destructive 
mechanism of collective escapism, which spreads like a contagious disease. As 
feminist theoretician Teresa Brennan argues in her unconventional book The 
Transmission of Affect, auditory transmission, as well as other affects that “are 
in the air” (atmosphere), enter directly into people’s body and minds to change 
their psychology as well as physiology.51 Challenging the idea of a well-
contained and bounded self, she treats the force of transmission as an intrud-
ing virus. This notion explains the affects of archive “transmission,” namely 
the collapse of language, listening, communication, and, eventually, the pos-
sibility to address the other in society and be, in return, constructively informed 

45 For his treatment of rumor see: Bede Scott, “ ‘A Raging Sirocco’: Structures of Dysphoric 
Feeling in Midaq Alley,” Journal of Arabic Literature 42 (2011), 31.

46 In both cases these instances have no follow up. Zaat, 11, 84.
47 Ibid., 91-92.
48 Dhāt learned of the accident in the archive. Her daughter did not go to school that day 

because she was sick. 
49 Zaat, 55.
50 Ibid., 13. 
51 Teresa Brennan, The Transmission of Affect (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2004), 6.
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by this address.52 Turning meaning into sheer emptiness, the pathology of gos-
sip/transmission in Dhāt perpetuates the alienation of the self and hinders its 
healthy integration into a functioning social body. Somewhat counter-
intuitively, Ibrāhīm’s mechanical and one-sided “transmission” marks a com-
plete breakdown in human communication, itself a symptom of trauma.

Of particular interest in this regard is the novel’s sense of time or temporal-
ity. One can argue that Dhāt is so removed from the circumstances of her life 
that she becomes disconnected from time as well. Indeed, nothing moves or 
develops in Dhāt’s story. And though this “standing still” or stagnation might 
feel like a slow decline, this is not just another novel that embraces the realism 
of downward linear narrativity and the progress/decline dichotomy. Instead, 
the emphasis is on the actual state of stagnation. Indeed, the protagonist is 
dragged across monotonous and meaningless time. No situation is resolved; 
nothing progresses or regresses. There is neither crescendo, nor climax, nor 
anticlimax; just an empty temporal plateau of un-accumulative being. Even 
the situation with Dhāt’s breast cancer and overall shaky health is unresolved. 
Had it been about decline and her unawareness, Dhāt and her family might 
have been surprised to learn that one day she is no longer alive. Instead, she 
remains alive-not-alive, marking time.53 Perhaps this is why the French trans-
lator of the novel called it Les Années de Zeth (1993), thus underlining this 
particular notion of time as symbolic of the death of progress or of regression.

In Dhāt’s situation, temporality is reduced to an atomized notion of time, 
which by definition does not render itself amenable to narration and hence, 
critical reflection.54 The endless list of newspaper clips evenly chronicling col-
lective upheavals do so, most notably, without any sense of decline. There are 
simply events, building blocks for a future edifice of meaning, which are 
placed one next to the other, awaiting an architect and building crew. As phi-
losopher Hayden White and others famously noticed, events, such as those 
taking up half of Ibrāhīm’s novel, do not simply offer themselves as stories. For 
a story, theme or narrative to emerge one needs an organizing plot or para-
digm (for instance decline) and a continuous sense of time.55 In Dhāt we find 

52 On the relationship between trauma and the “Other” see Caruth, Unclaimed Experience, 
25-56.

53 At one point the novel suggests that she would have liked to die, like the mothers and 
children who were in the bus accident. Zaat, 92.

54 Indeed, Dhāt’s calendar is not that of the “presidential trinity” that ruled Egypt but that of 
her three house maids, 315.

55 Hayden White, “The Rule of Narrativity: Symbolic Discourse and the Experience of  Time,” 
University of Ottawa Quarterly 55: 4 (1985), 287-299; and “The Value of Narrativity in the 
Representation of Reality,” in Hayden White, The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and 
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neither. Ibrāhīm explains this uncommon choice of narration in the first para-
graph of the novel: 

We could begin Zaat’s story from its natural beginning, that is from the moment 
she slid into our world . . . The critics, however, would hardly welcome such a 
beginning, for a straight line, in literature as in morals, rarely achieves significant 
results, and in our case here would certainly constitute nothing but a waste of 
time for the reader and the writer alike.56

Ibrāhīm then continues to reject “storytelling and the eventual conclusion 
with which the story might or might not end . . . Zaat’s life was full of such 
initiatory moments, all of which were associated with shocks no less traumatic than 
the first slap on the backside”57 (my emphasis). Thus, rather than speaking about 
historic points of beginning Ibrāhīm speaks of Dhāt’s multiple “traumatic 
initiations,”58 and asks us “to put these historical moments aside.”59 Driven by 
what he himself characterize as trauma (sạdmah), from the novel’s outset, 
Ibrāhīm rejects any form of historicism and continuous narrative.60 Instead, 
the reader is left to contemplate the source of Dhāt’s trauma. Was it the forced 
female circumcision to which she was subjected? It is certainly a possibility: 
“due to the limited nature of the traditional operation she had undergone in 
childhood, she found it extremely difficult to concentrate, and a strange state 
came over her whenever she read or wrote, in which the words all climbed on 
top of one another’s backs and the phrases and meanings got mixed up.”61 But 
there are other possible traumatic initiations such as “the sad day when it 
became clear that the Egyptian army was not advancing northeast through the 
Sinai, but southwest,” and “the dramatic withdrawal performed by Gamal 
Abdel Nasser.”62 Here, Ibrāhīm’s novel is in agreement with Caruth “that the 
impact of the traumatic event lies precisely in its belatedness, in its refusal to 
be simply located, in its insistent appearance outside the boundaries of any 
single place or time.”63

Historical Representation (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987), 1-25; 
Ann Rigney, “Narrativity and Historical Representation,” Poetics Today 12: 3 (1991), 591-605.

56 Zaat, 1.
57 Ibid., 1-2.
58 Ibid.
59 Ibid., 9
60 This is also another example of Samia Mehrez’s fundamental insight about the way the 

author and (his)story are articulated in Sụnʿ Allāh Ibrāhīm’s work.
61 Zaat, 10.
62 Ibid., 9.
63 Caruth, “Trauma and Experience: Introduction,” 9.
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From this standpoint, Ibrāhīm’s explicit discussion of trauma, his sense of 
it, explains the novel’s time-narrative problem, which could now be seen as a 
visible symptom of trauma. This causes the protagonists to abandon the 
attempt to construct a continuous historical narrative, and instead experience 
the past as external to human agency, metaphysically (as in turāth) or subcon-
sciously, for example, in dreams. To be sure, Dhāt dreams quite a lot and in as 
much as she is capable of connecting to the past, she does so only in these 
dreams. Yet, these are not really dreams but rather a dream in which Nasser 
and Sadat symbolically work against each other in Dhāt’s kitchen. For exam-
ple, Dhāt “had her eyes fixed on the kitchen walls, and the ghost of Gamal 
Abdel Nasser appeared to her, busily smashing them up, while behind him 
Anwar El-Sadat, with great care and attention, was fixing up colorful high-
quality ceramic tiles.”64 The dream is transparent. Nasser demolished, while 
Sadat nourished Infitāhī materialism. But this is largely beside the point. 

Again, in place of historicizing her circumstances linearly, Dhāt relates to 
this past only as a fixed polarized entity: Nasser and Sadat or, more accurately, 
Nasser versus Sadat. One ruins the other builds. This so-called “March of demo-
lition and construction” (masīrat al-hadam wa-l-bināʾ),65 a major recurring theme 
in the novel, is the only organizing structure which Dhāt experiences. And it 
too, rather than being progressive and conclusive is repetitive and unresolved, 
thus invoking in her a sense of both personal and collective entrapment. In 
that sense, the compulsive repetition of the “march of demolition and con-
struction” or simply the “march” appears in the novel as an “unwitting reenact-
ment of an event that one cannot simply leave behind.”66 Or, in other words, 
“to be traumatized is precisely to be possessed by an image or an event.”67

This “march,” therefore, is a medical symptom with serious implications:

She [Dhāt] has wasted her life in the kitchen, bringing up the girls and looking 
after Abdel Maguid. In any case it had now become most urgent not only to join 
the march (masīrat al-hadam wa-l-bināʾ) but also to look far beyond that and to 
prepare, from now on, to marry off the two girls. Abdel Maguid concluded in 
traditional self-defense style, with a question: “what do you want me to do? Steal?” 
Zaat responded without a thought: “Why not. What’s wrong with that?”68

64 Sụnʿ Allāh Ibrāhīm, Dhāt, 62-63. Here I used the translation of Anthony Caldenbank in 
Zaat, 55.

65 Zaat, 54.
66 Caruth, Unclaimed Experience, 2.
67 Caruth, “Trauma and Experience: Introduction,” 4-5.
68 Zaat, 92.
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Once again the reader gets a reminder of the ethical side effects of this condi-
tion and how the “march” intimately invades Dhāt’s marriage. Her materialist 
husband—a classic nouveau riche Infitāḥī—is a self-absorbed egoist who ends 
up in jail (not for crime but for sheer stupidity). What is her response to a 
rather dysfunctional marriage? Dhāt: “either I will leave him or get pregnant 
again.”69 She chooses repetition and gets pregnant again.70 The repetitive solu-
tions that she applies to her own life betray a certain inability to historicize her 
personal circumstances and break the cycle of repetition, thus making the 
point that her troublesome situation is not only an issue of submissive citizen-
ship to authoritarian rule (the father-figure, the leader, the husband), but also 
a statement about mental health. This traumatic condition applies to most of 
the protagonists, who, quite paradoxically, though they work, marry, have 
children and lead seemingly lively social lives, experience these lives as a repet-
itive and alienated “march” of people who are external to history and their 
own past. Here Sụnʿ Allāh Ibrāhīm squarely finds himself in the familiar shoes 
of Friedrich Nietzsche.

*  * *

The opening chapter of Nietzsche’s The Use and Abuse of History (1873), a 
work that was conceived in opposition to Bismarck’s realpolitik, begins with a 
description of ahistorical being: 

Observe the herd which is grazing beside you. It does not know what yesterday or 
today is. It springs around, eats, rests, digests, jumps up again, and so from morn-
ing to night and from day to day, with its likes and dislikes closely tied to the peg 
of the moment, and thus is neither melancholy nor weary.71

I do not know if Sụnʿ Allāh Ibrāhīm read Nietzsche but, living in Berlin and 
working for the press agency of the German Democratic republic, I suspect he 
did. When Nietzsche wrote this treatise, he was troubled by the way in which 
Bismarck uncritically summoned a heroic German past for the purpose of 
justifying his realpolitik; a notorious political method that values material and 
practical considerations at the expense of moralistic and ethical ones.72 Clearly, 

69 Ibid., 110.
70 Ibid., 143.
71 Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Use and Abuse of History for Life (Revised Edition, 2010), 

Chapter I. http://records.viu.ca/~johnstoi/nietzsche/history.htm P. 1.
72 Christian Emden, “Toward a Critical Historicism: History and Politics in Nietzsche’s 

Second ‘Untimely Meditation,’ ” Modern Intellectual History 3 (2006), 1-31.
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Nietzsche’s Bismarck is Ibrāhīm’s Husni Mubarak. Criticizing the marginaliza-
tion of ideological commitment, Nietzsche insisted that history must serve the 
interests of the living, i.e. the citizens whose moral and ethical being should be 
the subject of politics (and hence of history). Sụnʿ Allāh Ibrāhīm is looking at 
a similar problem, albeit from the opposite side: namely, the death of the past; 
a situation in which the state systematically erases the past so that individuals 
lose the ability to critically investigate it for the purpose of redeeming citizenship 
and individual life. And so, when Nietzsche describes the grazing herd he also 
accounts for Dhāt and her milieu, except that instead of grazing, they gossip.

In light of Nietzsche, the contours of history as trauma become clear: Dis-
connected from their immediate past, a state of ahistorical being yields per-
sonalities whose moral landscape is constantly bulldozed by the “everyday” 
until they become completely devoid of any ethical passion and a guiding notion 
of truth. Unable, and then unwilling, to act politically, they are by definition 
un-politicized subjects. Living in alienation even as they live together and gossip, 
they suffer from a general loss of meaning, except when meaning is attached 
to objects. Hence the automatic participation in Infitāḥī consumerism and 
habits of “confront(ing) terror with Whiskey,”73 and cynicism—a force that 
stunts life and promotes the kind of egoism that Dhāt’s husband exemplifies. 

Commenting on subjects that gradually lose their ability for meaning-
making, Nietzsche asks a shocking question: “Are these human beings . . . or 
only machines for thinking, writing and speaking.”74 This too resonates with 
Sụnʿ Allāh Ibrāhīm’s novel in which, as we have seen, Dhāt’s colleagues in the 
archive are called “machines,” transmitting gossip and spreading the disease of 
ahistorical being rather than conversing critically. The point being made here 
is that by living outside of history, they run the risk of dehumanization, unethi-
cal living and endless repetition, or a “march.” Furthermore, with the mean-
inglessness of individual progress and its cognate of history as an experience of 
displacement, traumatic subjectivities such as those of Dhāt and her husband 
resort to the “old history” and the belief that “culturally they are very late arriv-
als” with little credibility to question things. Hence, the turn to religiosity on 
the part of Dhāt’s husband (and even her, as she takes up the veil) and, in a 
larger sense, the invention and veneration of the redemptive narrative of turāth, 
a process which, in turn, wreaked havoc on critical historical reasoning.

Now, forget about the above-mentioned symptoms and their tie to ahis-
torical subjectivity and think of Dhāt clinically, as a woman who suffers from 
periodic emotional detachment, dissociation and numbness; as a woman who 

73 Zaat, 8.
74 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Use and Abuse of History for Life, (Lexington, KY: Maestro 

Reprints, 2010), 21.
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has lost the ability for ethical reasoning; as a woman with no concrete past to 
speak of, but only one recurring dream, or by its clinical name, a haunting 
nightmare. As we have seen, Sụnʿ Allāh Ibrāhīm elaborates on some of these 
issues when he writes about Dhāt’s circumcision. Think of her as a woman 
who because of trauma is bound to the ethically expensive structure of 
 repetition; a repetition of self-inflicted, if rarely acknowledged, suffering, and 
also a repetitive habit of transmitting the disease to others. The author gives us 
three decades to appreciate Dhāt’s trauma, introducing a temporality whose 
momentum spans decades and then, generations.

I began the discussion of Dhāt within the intellectual context of the late 
1980s and the crisis of Arab historicism. I suggested that these debates and 
concerns must have influenced the author and offered some parallels between 
the novel and its cultural environment. Toward conclusion, this is also the 
place to say that some prominent Arab intellectuals such as the Syrian phi-
losopher and translator of Freud Jūrj Ṭarābīshī directly related the problem of 
historical being to trauma. Writing about the colossal impact of the 1967 
defeat, Ṭarābīshī lists eight relevant, and by now familiar, symptoms of Arab 
trauma such as denial of personal agency in history, detachment from actual 
events, and an understanding of history in impersonal terms (such as turāth). 
He also elaborates on other symptoms which Dhāt does not address such as a 
childish need to reject the world and the other, an excessive focus on the cen-
trality of the ego as a compensation for the narcissistic wound (the cause of 
trauma), contrarian reaction and defensive particularism.75 Unlike Sụnʿ Allāh 
Ibrāhīm, Ṭarābīshī neglected the realm of ethics. Being implicated in the 
destructive effects of trauma without ever acknowledging that trauma is still 
alive and instead repeating it again and again, Ṭarābīshī identifies trauma as a 
central trait of post-1967 Arab culture. Though far beyond his book’s man-
date, what is perhaps missing from Ṭarābīshī’s work, or at least being called for, 
is a therapeutic framework of the kind that Dominick LaCapra lays out when 
he calls victims of trauma to “work through it” rather than “act it out,” and 
show how transference through relationships rather than a resort to an excep-
tional past (a golden age), can generate healing.76

Bringing the discussion to a conclusion with a comment on the literary 
genealogies of Arabic literature, this reading of trauma in Dhāt suggests that 
this is no typical “60s generation” ( Jīl al-sittīnāt) novel. Even though in Sụnʿ 
Allāh Ibrāhīm’s previous work, the post-1967 hero is depressed, suppressed, 

75 Jūrj Ṭarābīshī, al-Muthaqqafūn al-ʿArab wa-l-turāth: al-taḥlīl al-nafsī li-ʿusạb jamāʿī (Lon-
don: Riyāḍ al-Rayyis li-l-Kutub wa-l-Nashr, 1991), 17-84. For an excellent summary of this 
book in the context of the 1980s debates see: Kassab, Contemporary Arab Thought, 167ff.

76 LaCapra, Representing the Holocaust: History, Theory, Trauma, 169-223.
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defeated and alienated, he or she was always fully aware of this situation, and 
still spurred to action and the dialectic process of private-public mediation.77 
Furthermore, previous post-’67 subjects were not socially contagious; quite 
the contrary, they suffer as compartmentalized and alienated subjects who still 
cling to the (shrinking) possibility of human agency.78 In contrast, in Dhāt the 
entire social body and the protagonists’ environment are infected by trauma, 
which they hand on from father and mother, to son and daughter, generation 
after generation. In that respect, Dhāt departs from Ibrāhīm’s previous work 
such as the Committee79 and could perhaps be seen as a modest precursor for 
what Sabry Hafez calls the 1990s “novel of the closed horizon”: 

What common strategies do these varied works deploy? Most obviously, all reject 
the linear narrative of the realist novel. In its place they offer a juxtaposition of 
narrative fragments, which do coexist without any controlling hierarchy or unify-
ing plot. . . . Secondly, the private is no longer in dialectical tension with the pub-
lic, mediated by the interior lives of the character, as in the realist or modernist 
novel. The two are now in direct antagonism, with the fictional space of interior 
life correspondingly reduced.80 

Transforming these amorphous literary strategies into a credible conceptual-
ization of trauma, Dhāt stands as an important transitional novel situated at 
the fault line of two literary generations: that of the 1960s and that of the 
1990s,81 and therein lies its pioneering brilliance.

77 For instance, in the his previous 1981 novel The Committee, the encroached-upon pro-
tagonist still tries to rescue a woman passing by from sexual harassment and gets injured in the 
process.

78 Mehrez, Egyptian Writers between History and Fiction, 39-57. Céza Kassem-Draz, “Opaque 
and Transparent Discourse: A Contrastive Analysis of the Star of August and ‘The Man of the 
High Dam’ by Son’ Allah Ibrahim,” Alif: Journal of Comparative Poetics 2, (Spring 1982), 
pp. 32-50.

79 However, Sunʿ Allah Ibrāhīm’s preoccupation with how individuals are reduced to nothing-
ness is not new. Muhsin J. al-Musawi, “Engaging Globalization in Modern Arabic Literature: 
Appropriation and Resistance,” Modern Language Quarterly 68:2 ( June 2007), 305-329. Chriso-
pher Stone, “Georg Lukács and the Improbable Realism of Sụnʿ Allāh Ibrāhīm’s The Committee,” 
Journal of Arabic Literature 41.1-2 (2010): 136-147.

80 Hafez, “The New Egyptian Novel,” 55-56.
81 “Literary categorization by decade still persists in Egypt, although many of the writers thus 

defined object to the restrictions implied by this. Nevertheless, once certain fundamental dis-
claimers have been clarified, such categorization may usefully show the ‘spearhead’ of a literary 
period.” Elisabeth Kendall, “The Theoretical Roots of the Literary Avant-Garde in 1960s Egypt,” 
Edebiyat 14:1-2 (2003), 55, fn 9.
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