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Naguib Mahfouz is the only author from the
Arab world to have won the Nobel Prize for
Literature. His full name is Naguib Mahfouz
Abdelaziz Ibrahim Ahmed Al-Basha, born on
December 11, 1911, in the Gemayel neighborhood of
the old city of Cairo. He grew up in a middle-class
family, an environment where religion and social
traditions prevailed. His father was initially an
employee in the state administration, and later
engaged in commerce.

Naguib Mahfouz (1911-2006) remained
one of the most representative personalities of
modern Arabic literature. His work constitutes a
profound reflection of the social transformations in
20"-century Egypt, becoming a symbol of the
intertwining of reality, history, and philosophy.
Through the analysis of major works such as “ The
Cairo Trilogy ” and ““ Children of Gebelaw” , this
paper aims to reveal the aesthetic, philosophical and
social significance of his literature in the Arab and
global context.

Modern Arabic literature, throughout the
20™ century, experienced a profound thematic and
stylistic transformation. In this context, Naguib
Mahfouz stands out as the most representative voice
of a generation that faced the clash between religious
tradition, colonial reality and social modernization.
As a great writer, Mahfouz was not satisfied with the
aesthetic construction of the work, but used the word
as a tool to raise issues of justice, freedom and human
dignity.

Cultural formation and intellectual influences
Mahfouz considered himself “the offspring
of two civilizations”: the Pharaonic and the Islamic,
a fusion that would become the ideological
foundation of his writings. He was shaped by
Western rationalism, yet stayed firmly connected to
the values of his community. From an early age,

'Rexha Nukash, fi hubbii Najib Mahfudh , Darush-
Shuruk, Cairo, 2021, p-26

Mahfouz attended lessons in the mosque’s study
room, called “al-kuttab,” where he began to acquire
the basic principles of Islam, the recitation of the
Quran, and the memorization of various Quranic
surahs.!

At the age of six, Naguib Mahfouz's family
moved from a densely populated, conservative
neighborhood located in the old part of Cairo, to a
suburb of the city, the Abasia neighborhood, which
was built according to the modern European-style
urban model. With particular admiration, Mahfouz
read the great authors of Arabic literature such as
Manfaluti, delving into the works “An-nadharat”,
“Al-ibrat”, as well as the work “Al-ayyam > by Taha
Hussein. Under the influence of these writers, he
began to follow their style in writing short stories.

The outcome of this commitment was his
first tale, titled "EI ewvam". Yet, to the surprise of
many, he chose to pursue his studies in the domain of
philosophy, where he would thoroughly familiarize
himself with the major philosophical directions and
schools. Furthermore, he acquired extensive
understanding of the concepts of Western democracy
as well as the philosophy of socialism. These
ideological impacts played a significant role in
shaping his intellectual viewpoint, the marks of
which would also clearly emerge in his later literary
works. Mahfouz would also be strongly influenced
by the philosophical ideas of the French writer and
philosopher Henri Bergson (1859 -1941), winner of
the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1927. Bergson
emphasized that the essence of life lies in
changeability, movement, and mobility.>

During the years 1930-1934, philosophy
would become an inseparable part of his life. He
would publish a considerable number of
philosophical articles, while delving deeper into
academic studies. He also continued composing
literary short stories, which revived the fire of his
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passion for literature. In his internal battle between
philosophy and literature, the conviction to devote
himself to literary art would triumph. He wrote: “/
often frequented the cafes of Cairo, and there I would
sit with people, talking about social reality, the
events, the troubles and the challenges they faced.
Since realism requires detailed knowledge, there I
would penetrate deeply into the understanding of the
social life of society .

Despite his constant engagement in various
sectors of the state administration, Mahfouz never
abandoned literature - a field that would later bring
him international recognition as one of his country’s
most distinguished authors. He was honored with
prestigious recognition in France, the Soviet Union
and Denmark, while his works have been translated
into many languages of the world. In 1970 he won
Egypt’s highest literary prize, and in 1972 he was
awarded the “Necklace of the Republic ”, Egypt’s
highest state decoration.

The Cairo Trilogy: Egyptian Social Reality

“The Cairo Trilogy”, which includes the
novels Bayn Al-Qasrayn/ Palace Walk (Between the
two palaces), Qasr al-Shiig/Palace of Desire (Palace
of Longing), Al-Sukkariyya/ Sugar Street (Sugar)
which span the time period: The first part of the
“Cairo Trilogy” covers the period 1917-1919; the
second part extends from 1924 to 1927, while the
third part covers the years 1935-1944. Through the
family history of Al-Sayyid Ahmad Abd al-Jawad,
Mahfouz constructs a microcosm of the conflict
between patriarchal authority, the expansion of
modern ideas, and the growth of political and social
awareness through three generations: that of fathers,
sons, and grandsons.

Naguib Mahfouz presents a detailed and
complex picture of Egyptian social life during the
revolutionary period of 1919, encompassing the
moral, economic, cultural, and political dimensions
that are closely related to the patriarchal structures
and social transformations of the time. Through his
characters, he highlights the ways in which
individuals confront moral crisis and tensions
between internal shaping and external social reality.

The figure of woman, a central theme in
Mahfouz's work, is presented in several different
models: the traditional woman, like Emine, who
blindly submits to male authority and is isolated
within two symbolic "prisons", the home and the
control of her husband; the slovenly woman, who
represents the darker side of moral depravity; and the

3Rexha Nukash, Safahatu min mudhek-keratii Najib

poor woman, like Umm Hanafi, who faces the
difficulties of economic survival and harassment
within wealthy families. These figures show the
complexity and variability of the position of women
in a society where traditions and customs determine
their role and freedom.

Mahfouz also emphasizes the moral crisis as
a reflection of the general social disintegration,
emphasizing that the moral decline of the individual
is a consequence of the deep social crisis. This theme
is addressed through the main male character, Ahmad
Abd al-Jawad, who, despite his religious devotion
and the attempt to maintain social norms, lives a
double life, where moral depravity is manifested in
his private behavior. On the other hand, his son,
Yasin, embodies the destruction of these norms,
showing himself to be unbridled and unrestrained in
the satisfaction of lusts, thus representing the decline
and degradation of social values.

Through these characters and situations,
Mahfouz offers a harsh critique of patriarchal
structures and the social dynamics that define the
lives of individuals, especially women, in a society in
transition. He highlights the tensions between
tradition and modernity, duty and desire, and between
individualism and social pressure, showing how these
conflicts contribute to moral degradation and the
disintegration of social structures. Thus, Mahfouz
offers not only a portrait of his time and society, but
also a profound analysis of the tensions and
contradictions that accompany any society in periods
of great change.

The Cairo Trilogy followed the typical
pattern of Mahfouz's earlier publications: initially
published in sequels, then published as a complete
work in book form. With this trilogy, Mahfouz
achieved great popularity during the 1950s, a success
that revived public interest in his earlier works, which
had gone largely unnoticed. As a result, they were
reprinted several times, gaining a new appreciation
from critics and readers.

The novel "Sons of Our Neighborhood":
Figurative language and the author's
condemnation

This novel, written in 1959, after the Cairo
Trilogy was finished, is one of the most controversial
novels in Arabic literature. “The Sons of Our
Neighborhood” is a religious and political allegory
that criticizes despotism, corruption and the
instrumentalization of religion. Through a symbolic
structure, Mahfouz places figures who resemble
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prophets and addresses deep social tensions. His
work was followed by harsh criticism and bans,
culminating in the assassination of 1994.

After publishing parts of this novel,
Mahfouz stopped writing and entered a period of
literary silence, not publishing anything until 1962.
“Children of the Alley” is an allegorical novel, in
which a pessimistic view of human existence
appears. In this work, the author uses religious
narrative to address the theme of power and
governance in the broadest sense, emphasizing
heavenly power aimed at society, political power, and
social power.

Thus, Mahfouz uses religious elements to
hide the political message, showing that some Arab
leaders, despots, dress in the attire of God. Mahfouz
through this literary style does not want to directly
confront power and public opinion, since any such
confrontation would be a risk that would not bring
benefit. He possessed no other power than the power
of the pen.

Rajaa al-Naqqash, a great connoisseur of the
figure and work of Naguib Mahfouz, whose work
also includes interviews with Mahfouz himself, says:
"Mahfouz's goals in the novel "Children of the Alley
" are to reflect man's efforts to achieve justice and
liberation from despotic power, tyranny, as well as to
protect basic rights, human dignity, security and
peace 4"

The main character in this work is
Gebelawi, who ultimately ends with his death. He
will be buried in the courtyard of the neighborhood
mosque, a symbolism that shows the burial of
religion, meaning that religion is closed within the
walls of the mosque and forgotten from active life
and the public sphere. This work will provoke strong
debates and reactions, creating a deep crisis not only
in Egypt, but throughout the Islamic world. Mahfouz
will be accused of blasphemy against religion, and
letters will be published against him condemning the
work and the author °.

These large-scale reactions, accompanied
by constant public and religious pressure, prompted
the editors of al-Azhar to issue an official statement
to immediately stop further publication of parts of the
novel, requesting the presidency to ban the

4R. Naqqash, Safahatu min mudhek-kerati Najib
Mahfudh , page 8

SIbid., p. 151

°R. Nuqgash, Safahatu min mudhek-kerati Najib
Mahfudh , page 369 .

Ibid., p. 370

8This is especially true of the legend of the Grand

publication of the novel “Children of the Alley”. In
line with this, we will also have the fatwa issued by
Sheikh Omar bin Abdurrahman, who describes
Mahfouz as a heretic and declares his blood
permissible. In addition to these positions on
Mahfouz, his position regarding Imam Khomeini’s
fatwa on the permissibility of Salman Rushdie’s
blood is also of particular importance, due to the
positions expressed in the work “The Satanic
Verses”. On February 18, 1989, the Egyptian daily
newspaper " Daily News " published Mahfouz's
article entitled: " An idea is not fought differently,
except with ideas °."

Mahfouz will also express a similar stance
in the interview with Reuters, emphasizing, among
other things: "Murder is a crime, just as incitement to
kill is a crime. The best way to deal with a work is to
read it, analyze it, and give a logical response to its
content.”"

These positions of Mahfouz would provoke
even harsher reactions. On February 22, 1989, the
magazine " al-Nur " would consider Naguib Mahfouz
to be on the same level as Salman Rushdie, even
describing the latter as a Mahfouz’s "student",
inspired by the novel "Children of the Alley ", in other
words, two sides of the same coin.

The philosophical and moral dimension of
literature

Philosophically and on a comparative scale,
Dostoevsky and Mahfouz, although separated by
space and time, share a profound and universal view
of freedom. Both defend the idea that true freedom is
not an easy privilege, but a burden that requires
spiritual maturity, moral awareness, and the courage
to face the consequences of personal choices.

For Dostoevsky, the issue of freedom is
fundamental to human nature. He sees freedom as a
blessing that many people are unwilling to accept, out
of fear or weakness, and therefore seek authorities to
relieve them of this responsibility. In The Brothers
Karamazov,® as well as in Mahfouz, the concept of
freedom is presented as an existential challenge:
justice and goodness do not come as a divine gift, but
as the fruit of internal struggle and constant suffering.
Mahfouz sees man as a free entity, who is faced at

Dostoevsky, through the dialogue between the
characters Ivan Karamazov and Alyosha, argues that
people, essentially, feel afraid in the face of absolute
freedom and prefer to surrender their freedom to a
powerful authority that offers them security and food,
instead of independence and responsibility.

Inﬂuisitor in The Brothers Karamazov, where
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every moment with choices that are not only
practical, but also deeply moral. In this eternal battle
between good and evil, he invites us to be aware of
the responsibility that each action carries. For him,
knowledge is not simply an acquired treasure, but a
duty to overcome ignorance that is often a source of
injustice and violence.

In essence, the courage to face fear, to
challenge the “status quo” and to seek justice is not
an act of external heroism, but a constant struggle
within oneself. The most important victory,
according to Mahfouz, is that over oneself, over the
weaknesses, selfishness and indifference that hinder
the realization of a more just and humane society.
Justice, therefore, is not a random gift, but a goal for
which one must work tirelessly, facing challenges,
sacrificing and maintaining hope even when
everything seems dark. In this sense, Mahfouz’s work
and life are evidence of this commitment, a call for
awareness, moral courage and building a world
where the voice of justice triumphs over the silence
of injustice.

The Nobel Prize and Mahfouz's discourse to the
world

In 1988, Mahfouz won the Nobel Prize in
Literature. In the speech read on his behalf, he
declared himself 'the son of two civilizations' which,
at a certain period of history, created a fruitful
interaction and a happy 'marriage’: the first, the
Pharaonic civilization with a seven-thousand-year
heritage; the second, the Islamic civilization, with a
history of over fourteen hundred years. ° He called for
global solidarity with the suffering of the Third
World. He stressed that justice is more important than
any material achievement and called on the West to
take universal responsibility.

Among other things, he says: “In the West
Bank, in Gaza, there are people — men, women and
children — who are being shot, their homes destroyed
and tortured in prisons and camps. Even though
around them there are one hundred and fifty million
Arabs who are following what is happening with
anger and sorrow. This threatens the region with
destruction. If salvation is not found and a just and
comprehensive peace is not established, there is no
doubt that humanity has already matured and that our
era carries the expectations of an agreement between

‘Muhammad Salmawi, Fi hadreti Najib Mahfudh,
Ed-daru el misrijeti el-lubnanijjeti, Cairo, 2012,
p.349.

M. Selmavi, Fi Hadreti Najib Mahfudh ,p . 351
HR. Nuqqash, fi hubbii Najib Mahfudh , Darush-

the superpowers. The developed world and the third
world are nothing but one family. Every human being
bears responsibility towards it, depending on the
level of knowledge, wisdom and civilization
achieved.”!?

Mahfouz's work transcends national
boundaries, reflecting the universality of human
experience. He elevated Arabic literature to a global
level and remains an inescapable classic of world
literature. With a deep human concern, he follows
and understands the essence of the times, therefore,
with his generation, he seeks the path of the future,
insists on enriching this path not only in the material
and moral aspects, but also in the creative and
reformative ones. He also emphasizes the fact that his
generation must understand and change life and
reality through a new consciousness, reformed in the
new circumstances of the post-1919 revolution in
Egyptian society.

On the official website of the Swedish
Academy, in the announcement dated October 13,
1988, we find a deep and comprehensive description
of the personality and work of Naguib Mahfouz, the
first winner of the Nobel Prize in Literature with
Arabic as his mother tongue and the first Egyptian to
receive this award. The Academy emphasized that
Mahfouz's greatest achievement is the strengthening
of the novel as a literary genre and the development
of the literary language in the Arabic-speaking
cultural space, overcoming regional borders and
speaking directly to the universal reader. Among the
most famous works is Midaq/ Alley. (1947), the alley
becomes a living stage, bringing together a diverse
gallery of characters presented with deep
psychological realism. In this work, the author calls
for a voice to be raised and efforts for change and
revolution, aiming for a profound transformation
with political, economic and social dimensions.'!

The novel " El-lis wal-kilab" / The Thief and
the Dogs , published in 1961, presents the social and
human reality of Egypt, addressing themes such as
justice, betrayal, and the constant conflict between
good and evil."?

At the center of his work is the Trilogy
(1956-57), a family epic that reflects the social and
political transformations of Egypt from the late 1910s
to the mid-1940s. This cycle contains
autobiographical elements and shows the deep

2 Yahya Muhammad al-Kaffas, Suretu el
Muxhtemau el misri fi edebi Najib Mahfudh bejne el
vaki'i vel hajali, el hejetu el misrijetu el ammetu lil
kitab, Cairo, 2017, p. 73.
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connection between the individual and the social
structures. In the novel The Children of Gebelawi
(1959), Mahfouz constructs a powerful allegory on
man's constant search for spiritual values, where
characters such as Adam, Moses, Jesus, Muhammad,
and the modern scientist appear in disguise. This
novel, due to its sensitive treatment of religious and
moral issues, was not published in Egypt, however it
was published abroad.

The novel Adrift on the Nile (1966) presents
metaphysical conversations on the border between
reality and illusion, while commenting on the
intellectual climate of the time. The collection of
stories “The Crime” (1973) proves his power as a
short story writer, where he skillfully examines
existential questions and brings original artistic
solutions. On the Academy's website we continue to
read that "while criticism often divides Mahfouz's
works into different historical, realistic, and
metaphysical-mystical — periods, essentially  his
creativity is an uninterrupted illumination of human
life in its entirety.""3

The assassination attempt on Neguib Mahfouz

On October 14, 1994, Neguib Mahfouz was
brutally murdered by a young Egyptian man who
stabbed him, leaving him seriously injured. The
attack was motivated by the harsh opinions that had
been formed regarding Mahfouz’s religious views,
especially after the controversy surrounding his novel
“Children of the Alley” lIronically, before being
executed, the assailant admitted that he had never
read the work he claimed Mahfouz had blasphemed.'*

After a serious illness, hospitalized for
treatment at Cairo's "Esh-Shurtah" hospital, the great
Egyptian writer Naguib Mahfouz passed away on
August 30, 2006, at the age of 95. A great number of
Egyptian state figures attended the funeral, including
the then President of Egypt, Muhammad Hosni
Mubarak, ministers and numerous personalities of the
academic, cultural and public life.

Neguib Mahfouz represents a committed,
profound and humanistic literature. He is a model of
a writer who, through art, raises his voice for justice,
emancipation and the construction of society on
humane and ethical grounds. His legacy continues to
inspire entire generations, remaining a powerful
voice of universal conscience and a reference point
for world literature.

13

https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/literature/1988/pr
ess-release/

Mahfouz teaches us that literature is not just
a mirror of reality, but a force that transcends it,
illuminating new paths of meaning and
consciousness. He sees the individual as a being
caught between internal forces and social structures,
between intimate desires and the ruthless norms of
tradition. In this tension his art is born: an art that
does not stop at the surface, but dives into the human
soul and its most secret conflicts. For Mahfouz,
narration is an existential act, an opportunity to
witness the inner truth and to preserve the dignity of
man in the face of the injustice and absurdity of the
world.

In Mahfouz's concept, Cairo is not a
geographical location, but a character in itself, a
living organism, composed of narrow streets, noisy
cafes, and dilapidated buildings that carry the
memories of different eras. He transforms urban
spaces into metaphors of freedom and captivity, of
memory and oblivion. The streets are symbols of
man's inner journey, where each turn represents a
moral and philosophical choice. Through allegorical
figures, Mahfouz invites the reader to reflect on his
identity, responsibility, and role in building a more
just and humane society.

Despite the greatness of his art, Mahfouz did
not escape anathema. The Children of Gebelawi was
deemed blasphemous and banned in Egypt, turning
the author into a controversial figure. This anathema
was not just a religious or political judgment, but a
testament to the transformative power of free speech
and art. Mahfouz paid the price of courage, but at the
same time proved that true art cannot be silenced and
cannot be imprisoned. He remains a living testament
that the writer is called to live on the edge of moral
and philosophical danger, standing as a guardian of
the collective conscience and a spirit that challenges
the imposed silence.

On a philosophical and literary level, when

reading Mahfouz's works, the reader often encounters
parallels with the spiritual universe of Dostoevsky,
where freedom and responsibility are presented as
existential challenges, not as easy privileges.
Both authors emphasize that true freedom requires
moral maturity and a willingness to face the
consequences of personal choices. At the same time,
Mahfouz, through the reflection of the conflict of the
individual with society, approaches the vision of the
great European authors of man as a free and
responsible being.

“Hilmi Muhammad al-Qaud, Muteneb- biu er —
rivajeti Najib Mahfudh, Alijatu et-teshkili el fenni fi
rivajati Najib Mahfudh, Dar en-nabigatu lin-neshri

vet-teuzii, Cairo, 2023, 2.20.
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In this context, Umberto Eco’s thought that
“books speak among themselves” '> becomes a
powerful guide: Mahfouz’s works communicate
silently but profoundly with the literary traditions of
East and West, creating a universal dialogue that
transcends cultural and historical boundaries. Thus,
Mahfouz not only reflects Egyptian society, but
invites readers to reflect on human nature and the
meaning of freedom, reminding us that literature is an
eternal conversation between minds and hearts.
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