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ʿUṢFŪR MIN AL -ŠARQ BY TAWFĪQ AL-ḤAKĪM
 AND THE IMPOSSIBLE HOMECOMING TO THE IMAGINARY EAST

Maria Elena PANICONI

Mainly known as a playwright, Tawfīq al-Ḥakīm also made a major 
contribution to the development of the ‘Arabic canonical novel’ with ʿAwdat al-
rūḥ (The Return of the Spirit, 1933), traditionally defined as ‘the novel of the 1919 
revolution’ and now the object of renewed attention from critics and scholars.1 To 
summarise very briefly, the novel tells the story of 15-year-old Muḥsin, son of 
landowners living in the Delta, but studying in Cairo, where he falls in love with 
his young, aristocratic and westernised neighbour Saniyya. He transfers his 
disappointment in love into a nationalistic fervour, which awakens in him a 
genuine sense of political allegiance to the national cause. These feelings inspire 
Muḥsin to participate in the Saʿd Zaġlūl revolution, an experience he will share 
with the members of the elective ‘family’ with whom he lives as a student in 
Cairo, in an atmosphere of solidarity and fellowship that he has never known 
within the walls of his own family home. At the end of the novel, Muḥsin and all 
the members of his elective family are happy to share the tiny space of the prison 
infirmary, in a tragicomical experience of identitarian community.

As several other characters of the first trend of modern Arab novels, 
Muḥsin autonomously chooses a family and a home which are not his family 
home: this is a major symptom of the changing social conditions which modern 
narrative reflects. On assigning a place to this novel in the Arabic narrative canon, 
critics, whilst recognising Zaynab (1914) by Muḥammad Ḥusayn Haykal as the 
‘first’ modern Arabic Novel, recognised the Return of the Spirit as the first 
possessing true artistic merit, as the result of the architecture of the narrative, the 
attention to everyday detail, the quality of psychological analysis and the colour-
ful language. Many have also commented on the similarity of his linear structure 
to that of the classic form of the Bildungsroman.2

The ideological base of the novel and the significant structure that the 
author is aiming at while, from his house in Paris where he moved in 1925 to 
study for a doctorate in law, he composed ʿAwdat al-rūḥ, is supplied by the ideals 
of Egyptian territorial nationalism. As Samah Selim emphasises, in that period the 

1 See SHALAN (2006): 144-57; MONDAL (2003): 169-99.
2 See HUTCHINS (2003): 11. An implicit reference to ʿAwdat al-rūḥ as a Bildungsroman is also 

made by Elliot Colla when he speaks about “Bildungsroman novels from 20s to 30s” (COLLA 
(2007): 155). 
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role of the novel as a modern narrative form and the idea of a national literary 
production (adab qawmī) were uppermost in the thoughts of Egyptian intellectuals 
working to create a ‘National Identity.’3 Amongst these was Aḥmad Luṭfī al-
Sayyid, editor of the magazine al-Jarīda and theoretician of the modern concept 
of an Egyptian Nation.4 He was an undisputed reference point for an entire 
generation of fiction writers, first amongst these Zaynab’s author Aḥmad Ḥusayn 
Haykal. In her study, Selim offers as evidence the deep bond that existed between 
ideology and the development of narrative forms, demonstrating how the emer-
gence and the consolidation of a canon of fiction in Egyptian was not only proof 
of the progressive refinement of a literary genre and its emergence over other 
forms considered trivial and outmoded, but more importantly the result of a long 
and highly political oriented selection of content, themes and narrative registers.5

If al-Ḥakīm’s first novel is famous as the story of the formation of an 
Egyptian identity, ʿUṣfūr min al-šarq (A Sparrow from the East, 1938)6 is widely 
acknowledged as one of the first to bring an ‘encounter’ of East and West onto the 
scene, an encounter ultimately destined to celebrate the spiritualism of the East 
against the materialism of the West and to demonstrate, some retain, the author’s 
‘celebration’ of the superiority of the East7 or, conversely, as others retain, the 
“extent to which he had absorbed and assimilated Western thought.”8

My purpose in this contribution is to place al-Ḥakīm’s novel within the 
cultural and discursive horizon that inspires and informs the writing. The ‘East’ is 
frequently evoked in the text and present from the start in the title itself. I will try 
to track down the cultural references which are implicit in that supra-national and 
culturally homogeneous ‘East.’ Toward this end I will take into account in my 
analysis several examples of fictional and non-fictional works, contemporary with 
respect to ʿUṣfūr min al-šarq, which are also based on a similar cultural construc-
tion of the East. I will eventually argue that this second novel by al-Hakīm can be 
read as a dramatisation of the encounter/clash not so much of East and West—
taking these terms to mean two geo-cultural entities and paradigms of civilisa-

3 “After initial controversy, nationalist intellectuals and writers across the colonial world 
recognised and advocated the practice of Novel-writing and reading as a didactic tool that, if 
properly undertaken, could help to refine the moral sensibilities of their compatriots and 
familiarise them with their rights and duties as devoted and productive citizens of a single 
nation.” In this context, goes on the author, “Egyptian writers and intellectuals further 
elaborated this project of National literature in numerous prefaces, essays and newspapers 
articles, and assiduously set about putting it to practice in the burst of fiction produced 
throughout the 20s” (SELIM (2004): 61).

4 See WENDELL 1972 and particularly chapter VI: “Luṭfī al-Sayyid and the Egyptian Umma,” 
pp. 201-293.

5 On the rule of al-ḏāt al-riwāya (Narrative Subjectivity) in the context of the National 
Literature see SELIM (2006): 62-69.

6 The novel has been translated in English by R. Byly Winder with the title Bird of the East 
(1966, Khayats Beirut.)

7 See for instance STARKEY (1987): 109-18.
8 BADAWI (1993): 14.



110 MARIA ELENA PANICONI

ʿUṢFŪR MIN AL -ŠARQ BY TAWFĪQ AL-ḤAKĪM 111

112 MARIA ELENA PANICONI

tion—but rather of two ideological tendencies: ‘Easternism’ on the one hand and, 
on the other, the legacy of Western positivistic thought, which during the years 
that the author was writing were in conflict and found expression, as we will see, 
as much in the writings of Western intellectuals as in the writings of al-Ḥakīm’s 
Egyptian contemporaries.9 In keeping with this approach, I will also show how the 
novel develops the theme of the ‘impossible homecoming’ to the East to illustrate 
with an iconographic clarity the purely ‘fictional’ nature of that highly idealized 
and repeatedly evoked East.

1. Narrative models and political ideology

If al-Ḥakīm’s first novel was influenced by the ideology of Egyptian 
territorial nationalism, ʿUṣfūr min al-šarq was heavily influenced by the general 
political climate and by a specific ideology which arose in the thirties, an ideology 
marked by the repudiation of the tenets of territorial nationalism as well as by the 
recognition of supra-national and supra-Egyptian models of collective Identity. 
This ideological shift between the two novels leads to precise formal and struc-
tural differences between the two texts. Having said this, at the centre of the story 
is a love affair, between a young Egyptian migrant to Paris and a French girl. The 
character, also called Muḥsin like the main character in the previous novel, shares 
autobiographical features with the author and there is continuity between the two 
characters, as though both were fictional portraits of the same young man in two 
different phases of his life. 

The decade of the thirties when the novel was written and published was 
marked by acute political tensions: Egypt had reached the end of its liberal 
adventure and had to face economic upheaval and political polarisation. Phenome-
na such as the anti-constitutional and dictatorial government of Ṣidqī Pasha, or the 
crisis of the al-Wafd nationalist party are only some of the features that charac-
terised this historical period and which, consequently, determined a fundamental 
crisis in the grammar of narrative and of symbolism which until then had been 
developing into the formation of a ‘national literature,’ a trend well known as 
‘Pharaonicism.’10 Symbols like Isis, omnipresent in figurative art—see, for 
example, the sculpture of Maḥmūd Muḫtār—or in the literature of the twenties, 
were about to be replaced, at least equaled, by other symbolic references. 

If we define the general concept of ‘orientation’ as “the overall accounting 
people make of the place of themselves and their society in the wider world,” 

9 I am largely indebted for this understanding of the text to Lorenzo Casini, who developed an 
insightful analysis of the representation of Europe in Arabic narrative throughout several 
contributions and articles. I mention among others: “Beyond Occidentalism: Europe and the 
Self in Present-day Arabic Narrative Discourse,” EWI Working Papers, RSCAS 2008/30.

10 On the relationships between the Egyptian nationalism and Egyptology, archaeology and the 
celebrative discourse on the Egyptian past see REID 2002. See also, about the theme of 
resurrection, the Osiris Myth and the Pharaonist literary and political culture in Egypt in the 
late Nahḍa, COLLA (2007): 155-65.
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Gershoni and Jankowsky state that in Egypt, in the thirties and forties, “two new 
orientations set the terms of the nationalist discourse of the period. One was an 
identification with peoples and cultures of the ‘East’ rather than with those of the 
‘West.’ The other was a renewed emphasis on the Islamic character and culture of 
Egypt. These interrelated Eastern and Islamic Orientations were articulated by 
numerous Egyptians representing different generations, social strata, and educa-
tional and occupational background.”11

According to this analysis, one of the obvious consequences of the change 
of what the authors explain as a change of ‘orientation’ during the thirties was the 
spread of a profound feeling of disillusionment and increasing disaffection with 
discussions that tended to evoke a historical-geographic unity for Egypt and a 
specific Egyptian identity. Side-by-side with these tendencies the two scholars 
identify a relentless Islamisation of the public discourse and a widespread aver-
sion to Westernisation (tafirīb, or istifirāb, or tafarnuj) while, in the twenties, to 
emulate the West in all facets of life was customary in the political and intellectual 
leadership.12 

In the trend called Easternism, Egypt is no longer perceived as a homoge-
neous territory, but as part of a larger Šarq, meaning a macro-area composed of 
Asia and Africa. Gershoni and Jankowsky take Tawfīq al-Ḥakīm himself as an 
example of this ideological change that involved many Egyptian intellectuals 
toward the mid-thirties, and they state that al-Ḥakīm “is perhaps the outstanding 
example of a former enthusiast of the post-1919 Egyptian national order who, by 
the 1930s, was pointing out fundamental flaws in the parliamentary system” (Ger-
shoni and Jankowsky 1995:3). The authors base their statement on a non-fictional 
work by al-Ḥakīm, Taḥta šams al-fikr (Under the Sun of the Thought, 1941). 

What should be emphasised here is that the change of opinion that the two 
authors speak of is in some way ‘illustrated’ also in his fictional texts, as a 
compared reading of ʿAwdat al-rūḥ and of ʿUṣfūr min al-šarq clearly shows. In 
particular, ʿUṣfūr min al-šarq encompasses in itself at least two significant 
allusions to ʿAwdat al-rūḥ in a self-conscious intertextual dialogue, as though 
wanting to prove that it had transcended the ideological orientation which perme-
ated the previous novel to assume a different perspective. Before analysing this 
aspect, let us sum up very briefly the plot of the second novel, ʿUṣfūr min al-šarq.

Here Muḥsin is at the height of the young manhood, perhaps about twenty-
five, and in Paris completing his studies of law. In Paris, however, Muḥsin prefers 
to spend his time reading novels, frequenting cafés and theaters, admiring the 
figurative arts, and listening constantly to European music. He falls in love with 
Suzy, a girl who works at the booking office at the Odeon theatre. After a short 
love affair, the girl goes back to her former French lover. This abandonment 
triggers the outbreak of Muḥsin’s emotional crisis. He moves in with his friend 

11 GERSHONI/JANKOWSKY (1995): 35-36.
12 Ibid.: 38.
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Ivan, an exile from Russia on whom the writer focuses the last two chapters of the 
novel. Ivan represents a sort of spokesman of the ‘Easternism,’ namely the 
ideology aiming at presenting Egypt as a part of an extended, spiritual and 
culturally homogenous East. This character articulates a dichotomous vision of the 
world where a materialist West is opposed to this spiritual East: if the former has 
reached only a pragmatic form of knowledge (al-ʿilm al-ẓāhir, the exterior 
knowledge), the latter is the keeper of the true and inner knowledge (al-ʿilm al-
ḫafī). This epistemological issue is the best example of Ivan’s issues and reflec-
tions, which occupy the last part of the novel and effect a notable change of 
register, given that the light, ironic tone which characterizes the first part of the 
novel is for the most part replaced by the serious tone of a sermonizing philoso-
pher.

Significantly, one of the most important textual references to the first novel 
ʿAwdat al-rūḥ is found within the first chapter itself, at the start of the story of 
‘this’ Muḥsin, as if to mark at the very start a break from the “first” to the 
‘second’ Muḥsin. Seated at a table in a café in Paris with this French friend, 
Muḥsin is almost overwhelmed by the traumatic and still painful memory of the 
years of revolution (the precise time period in which the first novel is set):

ةروثلا مايأ ضعب طق سني مل هنإ
 ناكو …ً ايماحم هديري راشتسملا هوبأ ناك دقل … نيرشعلا هماع دعب لمكأ دق نكي مل
… بدألاو ،نفلا ةيحان هجتت تناك هتبغر نأ ىري وه
 ناك يتلاو ،هسفنب وه اهنحلي ناك يتلا ةينطولا يناغألا فيلأت ةروثلا ءانثأ هتمهم تناك و
 لمحي ال وه ناك امنيب ،سامحب نجسلا نابضق فلخ - ةرهاقلا بابش - هؤالمز اهينغي
]…[ … سامحلا حالس ريغ ًاحالس
 فقي ًاباش ًايناطيرب ًايدنج ىأر … ةايحلا ىدم هرثأ يقب بيرق نم ًارظنم ًاموي ىأر دقل
 ،هسأر ىلع ديدح نم بيضقب مهنم دحاو هبرضو هب اوطاحأف ،راوثلا هحمل دقو ،هدحو
]…[ … ناكم لك يف هخم رثانت دقو ،ههجو ألمي ناك مدلا … ًاعيرص عقوو اهجشف
 … هنطو ودع … هودع هنأ يسن دقل ،هتليخم كرتت مل هئامدب جرضملا يدنجلا رظنم نإ
13… عيظفلا توملا كاذ … نزحملا رظنملا كاذ الإ ركذي دعي مل هنإ

It is of utmost interest to note that the only reference to the revolution of 
1919, an event which culminated in a classical story of self-fulfilment as ʿAwdat 
al-rūḥ can be considered, should be linked here to that bloody scene, a scene 

13 AL-ḤAKĪM (2008): 10-11.
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whose only effect on the protagonist is to provoke in him a state of absence: a 
faint. The author could not have depicted any more clearly the profound detach-
ment from the revolution and the territorial nationalism that drove it. 

But this textual reference is not the only element that gives us an indication 
of the author’s intent and of that change of ‘orientation’ Gershoni and Jankowsky 
speak of. The type of fictional character and the development he experiences are 
in themselves emblematic of the different ideological matrix that lies at the base 
of the two narratives: if in ʿAwdat al-rūḥ the young man is brought face to face 
with adult life by a confrontation with the collective Egyptian identity and his 
political experiences, in ʿUṣfūr min al-šarq the main character, after his love 
affair, will stop once and for all being the ‘subject,’ and his role will become that 
of an audience for the rants of a Russian exile. 

If in the first novel the broken romance is the necessary experience for the 
emergence of an adult personality and for the figure of a citizen, that is, if the 
individual ‘good’ is replaced by the greater value of ‘doing good’ for all, then 
conversely in ʿUṣfūr min al-šarq it seems to be a permanent condition, the 
delusion does not lead to a transcendence. If the ‘first’ Muḥsin is the character 
who is the Symbol of the Young Nation, a character in the making meant for 
further development, as the Bildungnarrative shows, the second is a fluctuating 
character, whose personality becomes of secondary importance in the narrative. 
The writer shifts the focus to a long sermon-like comparison between the two 
extremes ‘East’ and ‘West,’ ‘symbolised’ by Muḥsin and Suzy. But East and West 
are labels which we must of necessity question more thoroughly.

2. The East as a discursive horizon in literary and non literary works of the 
thirties

As Gershoni and Jankowsky point out in the previous mentioned excerpt, a 
significant number of intellectuals redefined Egyptian cultural identity in terms of 
belonging to a wider ‘Eastern identity.’ Among the factors that explain this radical 
change of affinities and sense of belonging were several political internal factors, 
but there were also external and international influences that spread within this 
particular historical context and which, especially among already Europeanised 
intellectuals, contributed significantly to the crisis of Egyptian territorial national-
ism which had been developing during the first two decades of the century. For 
example, the anti-positivist and irrationalist thought, which had been developing 
in Europe since the early twenties, had an enormous influence and was charac-
terised by a mythologizing view of civilisations, by concern for the epistemologi-
cal crisis and that of Western science, and finally by an organic and cyclical 
vision—similar to that of the seasons in nature—of the development of civilisa-
tions. Among the most influential were Henri Bergson and the German Osvald 
Spengler, author of the very popular Der Untergang des Abendlandes (The 
Decline of the West, 1918), a kind of prophetic macro-history of Western civilisa-
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tion and a diagnosis of its crisis. Both these authors appear frequently on an 
intertextual level in ʿUṣfūr min al-šarq by Tawfīq al-Ḥakīm, in which several 
Spenglerian issues appear, such as the problem of the spiritual extinction of 
civilisation, knowledge of nature (scientific knowledge, discrete and rational, 
versus intuitive knowledge) and the principle of causality.

Textual references to Huxley and Duhamel are, on the other hand, direct 
and explicit: for the former, an excerpt of the celebrated British author in which he 
denounces the vulgarity of contemporary life and the spread of primary education 
for all which would lead to the creation of an immense public of worthless readers 
is cited.14 For the latter an opinion on radio and on contemporary cinema is quoted 
from the very popular Scènes de la vie future (1930), a text that was inspired by a 
trip to the United States taken two years earlier by the same author and from 
which a pièce théâtrale, presented in 1929, was taken. This work caused some-
thing of a scandal in France and was labeled as anti-American for several of its 
better descriptions, like the Chicago slaughterhouse (“Usine à viande,” as the 
author calls it) of the more dehumanising aspects of modernity. The juxtaposition 
of religious vocabulary in this descriptive context (“le Nouveau Temple” is the 
football stadium, the “Cathédrale du commerce” are the American financial 
buildings) is adopted to render even more dramatically the most arid and material-
istic aspects of scientific progress. Whereas we read in Duhamel’s pamphlet15: “La 
foi scientifique n’apporte pas la paix aux Américains; elle change leur tourment de 
place et de plan. En définitive, ils ne se sentent pas mieux protégés que les plus 
humbles des sauvages.”16 The opinions expressed in al-Ḥakīm’s novel by the 
Russian exile Ivan reflects the attack against the rationalistic and scientific thought 
the French writer provides in his pamphlet. Ivan is a sort of spokesman for the 
current ideology that Gershoni and Jankowsky, among others, terms ‘Easternism’ 
but he sums up also the tenets of European intellectuals such as Duhamel. Finally, 
even the choice of dialogue as the structure in Duhamel’s work, essentially 
consisting of exchanges of lines between Duhamel himself and his guide in the 
United States, brings to mind possible influences on al-Ḥakīm’s novel. 

If authors like Duhamel or Spengler offer an image of the redefinitions and 
re-appropriations of the very concept of the ‘West,’ Egyptian authors, contempo-
raries of al-Ḥakīm, were no less active in the twenties and thirties in their redefin-
ing and re-elaborating on the concept of the ‘East.’ During the years when ʿUṣfūr 
min al-šarq was published, there was no dearth of analogous examples of Eastern 
cultural ‘construction’ in narrative works, in essays and in travel literature. As one 
example, we might cite the collection Min ḥadīṯ al-šarq wa-l-fiarb (Discourses on 

14 AL-ḤAKĪM (2008): 130-31 = Bird of the East, 152. Biblio per la traduzione in inglese (non 
citata in altri casi).

15 AL-ḤAKĪM (2008): 129 = Bird of the East, 151.
16 DUHAMEL (1934): 20. 
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the East and West) by Muḥammad ‘Awḍ Muḥammad,17 and especially the short 
story Šarqan wa-fiarban (Toward East and West), set in an undefined Biblical past 
to illustrate the mythology of the birth of the East and West using the story of 
Noah’s two sons, Sem and Yafet, whose paths and destinies were separated (no 
mention is made, however, of the third son in the Scriptures, Cam). The end of the 
story is the mutual invocation/invitation that the two brothers, whose paths have 
divided, make to ‘found’ a family branch of their descendants: “To you, the East, 
Sam. To you the West, Yafet.” The tone is reminiscent of the vaguely mystical tone 
we find at the end of ʿUṣfūr min al-šarq and which the author puts into the mouth 
of the Russian exile, Ivan. 

Ḥayyat al-šarq (The Life of the East, 1932) by Muḥammad Luṭfī Jumʿa,18 
who was a former advocate in the twenties of the Egyptian Westernisation19 
belongs, on the other hand, to the essay genre. The book begins with an analysis 
of Nahḍat al-Yabān (The Awakening of the Japan) which, as Roussillon fully 
depicted in his Identité et Modernité (2005), had begun years before to serve as a 
virtuous model of identity and of the quest for an ‘authentic’ modernisation for 
many Egyptian intellectuals, politicians and for the most cultivated among the 
new Effendya in general. The author begins by examining the tensions and social 
claims that the economic crisis, a global consequence of the Depression of ’29, 
had produced worldwide:

 يف نييالملاب نودعي ملاعلا لامع نم نولطاعلا حبصاو ]...[ فقت ملاعلا ةكرح داكت نآلا
 يف لطعا سيلو نولطاعلا ىصحت اهسفن ةيرصملا ةموكحلا تعرش ىتح برغلاو قرشلا
20!ءارعلا يف ًادربو ًاعوج توملا نآلا هانعم نأل ىضم اميف لطعلاك انرصع

The perception of the crisis as worldwide contributed to the further polari-
sation of ‘East’ and ‘West’ which lost all their intrinsic complexity and became 
synonyms of the two opposite realities in a purposely simplistic and schematised 
view of the world. The meanings that the author attributes to the term al-šarq (the 
East) within the text are multiple: when he affirms that “the East had begun to fear 
European politics,” he means, by ‘East,’ Egypt and the other countries under the 
British and French mandates, while when he speaks of Nahḍat al-šarq (Eastern 
rebirth), invoking Japan, the author ‘extends’ the meaning of the word East to a 
unity that extends from Egypt as far as East Asia.21

17 Born in Mansura in 1895, Muḥammad ‘Awḍ was a geographer and an influent writer. During 
his career as an academic (in the forties and fifties), he was a co-founder of the Maʿhad al-
dirāsāt al-sūdāniyya (Centre of Sudanese Studies). 

18 Muḥammad Luṭfī Jumʿa (1886-1953) was an Egyptian-born lawyer, political activist, linguist 
and translator. His major work is The History of Muslim Philosophers in the East and the West, 
a compilation of biographies of some of the most famous Muslim scholars. 

19 GERSHONI/JANKOVSKY (1995): 44.
20 JUMʿA (1932): 12.
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To evaluate this issue properly and define more precisely the term Eastern 
‘entity,’ the author cites the tough words of the Druse nationalist Šakīb Arslān on 
the uselessness and harmfulness of westernisation (tafarnuj):

 اوقبو اوملعت نوينابايلاو ،جنرفتلا ريغ ملعتلاو ً،ائيش ديفي ال جنرفتلاف ،ينيذؤت جنرفتلا ةحئار
 .اهل óدح ال ةميظع ةيونعم ةوق مالسإلاو ،مهعاضوأو مهراوطأو مهفطاوع عيمجب نييناباي
22.اهريغ نآلا انل سيل

Anti-westernisation and the return of a unifying religious theme are, as this 
example demonstrated, the founding elements of the Easternist matrix, which 
tends to reduce to geographical terms (East versus West) a conflict which in reality 
was the result of a trans-national crisis in the model of economic and social 
development. The book by Muḥammad Luṭfī Jumʿa ultimately calls on the people 
of this extended ‘East’ to join ranks in order to fight Western imperialism.

Risālat al-minbar ilā l-šarq al-ʿarabī (The Minbar’s message to the Arab 
East, 1936) by Fīlīx (Felix) Fāris,23 to evoke another and a last example, five years 
earlier, belongs, on the other hand, to the risāla genre, and is thus a political tract 
similar to the oration that the author wished to use to fight for the cause of unity 
for the Arab East. The text is filled with exhortations directed at Libya, Syria, 
Egypt, and references to the cities of Homs, Ramla, Antioch and other provincial 
centres united under an Arab government: here the term al-Šarq is linked to the 
adjective al-ʿarabī, the Arab East.24

In the third decade of the 1900s, a strong ‘Orientalist’ tendency appeared, 
as did a certain re-Islamization of literary and political discourse. Comparing and 
contrasting ‘Eastern civilisation’ and ‘Western civilisation’ became a frequent 
theme in non-fictional works, while the encounter between East and West turned 
out to be a narrative device in the plot of fictional works.25 Within this textual and 
discursive trend, we find a strongly idealised and fanciful idea of the East, which 
intellectuals and travellers re-create, often under the influence of eminent Euro-
pean intellectuals, who in their turn were speculating on the darkest aspects of 

21 The author praises the ability shown by “this young nation” to “digest modern civilisation, 
holding tightly to his own country, nationality, and customs and practices” (cit.). A detailed 
description of Japan and its civilisation on its journey to ‘modernisation’ also appears in Jawla 
fī rubūʿ al-šarq al-adnā by Muḥammad Ṯābit, a well-known Alexandrine traveler and author 
of numerous travel books, mostly centred on Japan. See LANDAU (1974): 70-74.

22 JUMʿA (1932): 13.
23 Felix Fāris, a Christian lawyer, a poet and a translator, was an intellectual from Beirut and he 

was among the many intellectuals who migrated to Egypt by consequence of political 
persecution in Lebanon. He founded the newspaper Lisān al-Ittiḥād (The Union’s Tongue). 

24 FĀRIS (1936): 16-18.
25 For further examples of persons who claimed the decline of the West and supported the revival 

of the East (among them Muḥammad Ḥusayn Haykal, Fatḥī Riḍwān, Manṣūr Faḥmī), see also 
GERSHONI/JANKOWSKY (1995): 35-53.
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modernity. It would, therefore, be misleading to consider unquestioningly the 
categories of East and West as they appear in al-Ḥakīm’s novel without first 
considering the dense fabric of theoretical references and cross-references the 
author weaves into the pages of the novel and among the rather poor develop-
ments of the love story between Muḥsin and Suzy Dupont. If the writings of 
Duhamel and Huxley are not to be read as examples of ‘anti-western writing’ but 
as criticisms of some aspects of Western modernity—in an historical context in 
which these radical criticisms were extremely diffuse—so also al-Ḥakīm’s novel 
should not be read simply as a novel of an ‘encounter between East and West,’ 
neither as a narrative containing a criticism or condemnation of Europe. 

Indeed, the categories of East and West in ʿUṣfūr min al-šarq loose their 
‘objective’ and real meaning and become an ideological simulacrum. Another 
error that must be avoided is that of reading the ideas expressed in the last section 
by the figure of the Russian Ivan and his attacks on materialism and the superficial 
consumer civilisation of the West as though these were the author’s own ideas.26

The author’s references and the references in the text, as cited above, to 
thinkers and authors who were the heirs of the spiritualist and irrationalist currents 
then prevailing might lead us to consider the novel as a kind of ‘staging’ purpose-
ly designed to reflect all or part of the cultural, literary and philosophic scene in 
Europe and in Egypt at the time the novel was written. Likewise, the intertextual 
references to authors concerned with the developments of modernity in the West 
are intermingled with the references to more generic ideologies such as ‘Eastern-
ism’ and pan-Arabism: to portray a quintessential vision of the East, the author 
must of necessity portray a quintessential vision of the West. 

3. The impossible Homecoming to the East: ʿUṣfūr min al-šarq as an ‘anti-
realistic’ novel

Returning to the young Muḥsin, the main character, an immigrant to and a 
student in Paris, we note that his character does not emerge naturally from the 
story but is described from the point of view of André and his wife Germaine, the 
couple with whom the young man lives. The same appellation, ʿUṣfūr min al-šarq, 
which is also the title of the novel, is an invention of André, who nicknames the 
young man after seeing him eat a date while walking through the streets of Paris 
under a battering rain, lost in his world of dreams:

؟ًاحلب لكأت -
.سيراب عراوش يفو ... ! معن -
.قرشلا نم مداقلا روفصعلا اهيأ هآ -

26 See BADAWI (1993): 13.
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 ناديم يف نآلا يسفن ليختأ ينإ …حلبلا نم عونلا اذه …"ةوجع" هيمسن رصم يف -
 تاذ هذفاونب "ليبسلا" كلذ … ةروفانلا هذه ليختأو … !بنيز ةديسلا يحب دجسملا
27… ةيساحنلا نابضقلا

The two then head for the funeral of a colleague of André whom Muḥsin 
has never met. After the ceremony, Muḥsin blames André for not having given 
him time or a way to prepare, in a second dialogue that serves to characterise the 
young ‘Easterner:’

 اهلخدن انإ ...؟اذه ىنعم ام ؟ةسينكلا لوخدل كسفن دعت !يقرشلا روفصعلا اهيأ -
 ،نغرألا كانه … ماع لحم انه و ماع لحم انه … ؟قرف يأ … ةوهقلا لخدن امك
28.رتسيكروألا انهو

It is clear from the first pages of the novel how the two characters set 
themselves up in mutual contradiction: on the one hand Muḥsin, ‘the Easterner,’ 
described as a reserved boy who keeps to himself, different from his contempo-
raries and “who cares only for reading, contemplation and music,”29 and on the 
other hand the socialist worker André, the ‘Westerner’, pragmatic, rational, and 
materialistic. To the qualities of sensitivity, reserve and a tendency to fantasise, the 
author also adds spirituality, associating the figure of Muḥsin with sacred build-
ings or, even better, with the most sacred place bar none in Egyptian fiction, the 
Mosque of Sayyida Zaynab.

On this basis, it is easy to understand how the theme of love serves to 
render even more drastic this opposition. The feelings of love for a young cashier 
at the Odéon ticket office hits the young man like a permanent stupor. For hours, 
Muḥsin gazes at her, he spends his time at the café that looks onto the theater 
immersed in his fantasies without taking one step to actually meet her. André 
applies an epithet to his friend that perfectly captures Muḥsin’s complete remote-
ness from all material, concrete aspects of life, calling him rajul ḫayālī, “the 
young fantasist dreamer” or šābb šārid, “the young vagabond,” thus reinforcing 
the ‘typification’ of the character used at the very beginning. 

This comment causes Muḥsin to relive distant memories of his in Cairo, 
particularly the swift courtship of his uncle Salīm for Saniyya, in a scene that is in 
fact described in the novel ʿAwdat al-rūḥ and provides the clearest intertextual 
reference to al-Ḥakīm’s first novel. This second intertextual reference seems to 
have been motivated by intentions completely opposite to the first: if the first 
reference, evoking the bloody scene during the 1919 revolution, was meant to 
signal closure with the past, this second reference to Uncle Salīm is just the 

27 AL-ḤAKĪM (2008): 4.
28 Ibid.: 11.
29 Ibid.: 24.
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opposite, meant to reinforce the dreamy image of the Eastern Sparrow, tracing a 
subtle line between a former lover (Uncle Salīm) and the newly enamoured 
Muḥsin.

The idyll with Suzy is described in a few narrative passages. The first real 
encounter, ecstasy, the new and paradisiacal daily life, barely disturbed by the 
thinking that the “sweet taste of apple hides the worm,” and by the nightmare that 
the love story of the girl and her employer may not be completely over: “The 
parrot in its cage is more free than I am in your hands,” Muḥsin tells her, betraying 
his own fears. Even this subtle allusion to the suffocating nature of earthly love is 
a prelude to his brusque return to reality.

The romance ends, in fact, when the girl returns to her old lover and 
Muḥsin understands that he had never been anything more in her life than a 
meaningless parenthesis. The metaphor that repeatedly returns to make sense of 
his abandonment and pain is Adam’s fall from the Garden of Eden. In a letter that 
Muḥsin must inevitably write to his lover in order to leave her forever, this 
stereotyping characterisation of him as an Eastern boy returns, at the limit of ‘self-
exoticism:’

 لوأ نم بعللا "طورشب" ينيربخت مل ذاملو … ؟كلذ تلعف اذامل … !يتديس اي هآ
 يف شيعت امك مالحألا يف شيعت نأ ،ةطيسبلا ةيقرشلا يتيلقع ىلع لهس نم نإ ؟رمألا
30.ةعرسلا هذه لثمب ءايشألا رايهناب نمؤت نأ ىبأت ال اهنإو ،قئاقحلا

This wilful stylisation of the young man leads to a fundamental stasis of 
the character, who does not evolve—unlike what does take place in the Alexan-
drine author’s first novel. In fact, if the ‘first Muḥsin’ of ʿAwdat al-rūḥ, was a 
developing character, the incarnation of the ‘young protagonist’ in the registry of 
mimetic realism, fated to become the predominant narrative style in the leading, 
modern, canonic Egyptian novel,31 the ‘second Muḥsin’ lacks narrative autonomy 
completely.

Even the sad romance with Suzy is not a vehicle for transformation as in 
ʿAwdat al-rūḥ, but quite the opposite: it marks the crisis in the main character’s 
every evolution which, as we have already said, in the last section completely 
stops being the subject to become.

Ivan’s sermons, at the end of the novel, represent the very end of Muḥsin 
as a character. Muḥsin had met him for the first time at a table in a cheap restau-
rant as he was reading Marx’s Das Kapital; this character, perhaps inspired by the 
Russian poet Dimitri Merejkovskij embodies in the text the typical Easternism 
oriented thought.

30 Ibid.: 106.
31 For the important rule played by the realistic development of the character in the process of 

canonisation of the Arab Novel see SELIM (2004): 70-75.
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On his deathbed, Ivan claims that if Europe has been the master of the 
latter camp, Asia and Africa, which Ivan calls al-ḥaḍārāt al-kāmila (Complete 
Civilisations), are the depositories of knowledge of the secrets of the Universe. 

The final scene of the novel finally reveals the ultimate artificiality of the 
antithesis between East and West to which all of Ivan’s debates lead: in his last 
delirium, the exile yearns to ‘return’ to the East, but he suddenly realises that the 
very East that he has dreamt of does not in fact exist: 

]…[ !؟كانه ىلإ … كانه ىلإ … ؟عبنملا ىلإ … !عبنملا ىلإ مله -
 ؟طق قرشلا رت ملأ -
!هارأ نأ لبق تومأ نل ينكلو … يمالحأ يف الإ طق هرأ مل -
 يتلا راهنألا كلتو ،هارت نأ ديرت يذلا عبنملا كلذ نإ … !قيدصلا اهيأ ،•الهم ،•الهم -
 مهضعب فرعي كانه نيدلا لاجر نإو ]…[ … اهلك تممست دق ،اهنم برشت نأ ديرت
 بايث نإو ،عتملاو معنلا نم تانجولا دروتو ،تابترملا ضبقو ،تارايسلا ءانتقإ كلذك مويلا
 هرظنم هريثي ،ةيبوروألا بايثلا نم بيجع طيلخ مويلا يه ةليبنلا ةليمجلا قرشلا
 تدعصو سانجألا يفلتخم نم نيحئاس سبالم تفطتخا ةدرق رظنم هريثي امك ؛كحضلا
32!اهباحصأ تاكرح دلقتو ،اهيدترت ةرجش قوف اهب

 It is impossible, indeed, to reach the spiritual Orient. And the reason is 
(according to the arguments that the author puts in Muḥsin’s mouth) that the 
Orient has been corrupted by materialism, by westernisation, by political ideas 
such as parliamentary democracy. So the impossible return to the imagined East is 
thus the objectification of the fact that ‘Orient’ and ‘Occident’ are nothing more 
than a simulacrum of ideologies represented in contradictory terms, as we have 
seen, of the historical period in which the novel was conceived. The ‘West’ is 
rationalistic-positivistic thought, with the political implications that such thought 
brings with it: it is no coincidence, in fact, that Ivan as a character specifically 
criticises the achievements of democratic-liberalism, like parliamentarianism and 
public education. All these are typical ideological arguments that we can find in 
‘Easternism literature,’ which as we have seen, was a virulent reaction to the 
westernisation of the twenties. These arguments are represented in ʿUṣfūr min al-
šarq though part of a theatrical work in these dialogues.

Likewise, the structures and narrative devices employed to sketch the 
characters tend to lose the characteristics of mimetic realism and take on those of 
a philosophical sermon, of the trip (more or less imaginary), all mixed up together 
in a perceptible autobiographical context. 

32 AL-ḤAKĪM (2008): 142.
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The artistry of Tawfīq al-Ḥakīm might be described as a continuous search 
for an identity and a ‘belonging,’ a search that over the years changed in often 
contradictory ways. In ʿUṣfūr min al-šarq, this search for identity was accompa-
nied by the continuous deconstruction of not merely ideological but also narrative 
and formal allegiances inherited from the ideology that was dominant in the 
twenties and that had been heavily rejected in the thirties. In his clear self-con-
scious and highly eclectic prose, the author often uses characters as mouthpieces 
for his ideas, breaking the rules of mimetic realism and paving the way for further 
challenges to the realistic canon.

Bibliography

Primary source

Tawfīq AL-ḤAKĪM (2008), ʿUṣfūr min al-šarq (1st Arab edition 1938), Bayrūt: al-
Šarika al-ʿĀlamiyya li-l-Kitāb.

Secondary sources

Muḥammad ʿAWḌ (1937), Min ḥadīṯ al-šarq wa-l-fiarb, Bayrūt: Maṭbaʿ Lajnat al-
Taʾlīf wa-l-Tarjama wa-l-Našr.

Muḥammad BADAWI (1993), “Perennial Themes in Modern Arabic Literature,” 
British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies 20/1: 3-19.

Lorenzo CASINI, Maria Elena PANICONI, and Lucia SORBERA (2012), Modernità 
arabe. Nazione, narrazione e nuovi soggetti nel romanzo egiziano, Messina: 
Mesogea.

Elliott COLLA (2007), Conflicted Antiquities. Egyptology, Egyptomania, Egyptian 
Modernity, Durham and London: Duke University Press.

Georges DUHAMEL (1934), Scènes de la vie future, Paris: Athème Fayard Éditeurs.

Fīlīks [Felix] FĀRIS (1936), Risālat al-minbar ilā l-šarq al-ʿarabī, al-Qāhira. 

Israel GERSHONI/James JANKOWSKY (1995), Redefining the Egyptian Nation, 
1930-1945, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

William Maynard HUTCHINS (2003), Tawfiq al-Hakim: a Reader’s Guide, London: 
Rienner Boulder Publishers.

Muḥammad Luṭfī JUMʿA (1932), Ḥayyat al-šarq. Dawla wa-šuʿūb wa-māḍīhi wa-
ḥāḍiruhu, Bayrūt: Dār Iḥyāʾ al-Kutub al-ʿArabiyya.

Jakob LANDAU (1974), “Muḥammad Thābit, a Modern Arab Traveller,” Journal of 
Arabic Literature 70: 70-74.

Anshuman MONDAL (2003), Nationalism and Post-Colonial Identity: Culture and 
Ideology in India and Egypt, New York and London: Routledge-Curzon.



122 MARIA ELENA PANICONI

ʿUṢFŪR MIN AL -ŠARQ BY TAWFĪQ AL-ḤAKĪM 123

Donald Malcolm REID (2002), Whose Pharaohs? Archaeology, Museums and 
Egyptian National Identity from Napoleon to World War I, Cairo: The Ameri-
can University in Cairo Press.

Samah SELIM (2004), The Novel and the Rural Imaginary in Egypt, 1880-1985, 
New York and London: Routledge-Curzon.

Jeff SHALAN (2006), “Writing the Nation: The Emergence of Egypt in the Modern 
Arabic Novel,” in Literature and Nation in the Middle East, ed. Y. Suleiman 
and I. Muhawi, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.

Osvald SPENGLER (1981), Il tramonto dell’Occidente, ed. Furio Jesi (1st English 
ed. 1918), Milano: Longanesi.

Paul STARKEY (1987), From the Ivory Tower: a Critical Study of Tawfīq al-Ḥakīm, 
London: Ithaca Press. 

Charles WENDELL (1972), The Evolution of the Egyptian National Image. From Its 
Origins to Aḥmad Luṭfī al-Sayyid, Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University 
of California Press.


