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Of God and Men: Nobel Laureate Naguib
Mahfouz’s Dialectics of Religion and Science

Wang, Ching-Jen™

Abstract

On the 14™ of October 1994, the Nobel Laureate Naguib Mahfouz was
seriously wounded in an assassination attempt by an Islamic extremist. Even though
he was already 83 years old, luckily he survived the attack. The assassin claimed that
he stabbed Mahfouz because he was displeased with some of Mahfouz’s works. This
event opened up again the vehement debate on the controversial issues between
religion and freedom of expression.

Mahfouz won the Nobel Prize in 1988 and was the only Arab writer until now
who had received this honor. He was very prolific, and had written many novels,
short stories, plays and essays for magazines and newspapers. In this paper, | will
focus the discussion on two of his earlier novels, The Cairo Trilogy (1956-57) and
Children of the Alley (1959). These two novels, with their demonstrated skillful
writing techniques and diversified literary elements, have contained rich religious
implications that have become the center of many readers’ attention. In The Cairo
Trilogy, Mahfouz discusses, among others, the state and status of religion in the
Egyptian society, and advocates the introduction of science into people’s everyday
lives. In Children of the Alley, he employs a religious allegory to reflect on the
various issues from which the society has been suffering, such as tyranny and
injustice. This novel, with its much innuendo about the authoritative status of
religion in a modern society, infuriates many religious scholars and groups and has
caused his assassination. Therefore, in order to understand Mahfouz’s position on the
place of religion and science in a Muslim community, this paper will concentrate on
the analysis of the above-mentioned two novels, and further utilizes many first-hand
personal interviews to shed light on his thoughts on the ideal divine-human
relationships in a modern society.

Key words: Naguib Mahfouz, Najib Mahfuz, Cairo Trilogy, Children of the Alley,
religion in literature

* Assistant Professor, Department of Arabic Language and Culture, National Chengchi University
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1 Bl “Salama Musa whose secularist, socialist and evolutionist outlook on life can be found in
almost every book that Mahfouz has written during more than sixty years of his creative life.”



AR IELE A WO REAT 2 FEE 89

E\Vbe (=H{R - AV SRR AR SR - T ’iﬁféﬁﬂ
FEREH fﬁJEﬂj oS e LREREE] T 4R IJ}ZI.Q?“FDF[E???‘E& o [9EIE rf;[r
B < Tt ORBLE UL RYVRSE 3 ~ ) *°(El-Enany, “Religion”, 2)
Fls v [ P g i fl -

RO R E 25 F 553 TEATJFF{L‘;Y OB RLE BT AP o B > sk
EVERELY P 7 AR EZE AT IE‘[*TI“U?TE?FJTE” J %[5 Taha Hussein #I
Salama Musa iﬁtﬁﬁfjé}f'r&.Jfﬂ[‘%le YRl B (RS T pURYER > T e S R
PUEARFIIMEGERE o (ELRLUN A > 73— (s i J'FE'WE?{EIUJL%E%Q ’
PR SR AR - PR AR T2 s
?éﬁﬁﬁ'#“ F L |ﬂ1[.i_,?*|?¥540 e #35 FJ,H' ’ Fﬁhﬁﬁtfﬂ% =S [H‘ TJ

HFPIR T 7y @E'EW?%%F i TR P Eﬁ@lﬁﬁ]‘ﬁru > (El-Enany,
“Religion”, 21)"" 7 e & SPifhl— FEZ IS0 S F 1 LR Fj %pﬁf_ﬂ;{“mgﬁég e
W PORIFRIRI S S - IR PR~ (i e (bl AL
VR R EH AR - Eﬂ;r&ﬁ % Roland Barthes P11 " [E# =15 (the death of
the authon)fiufsa. » Hidf, ﬁ'{l‘Epﬁ LD AR D o gl S 2 e
o R H TR AR - IR, 2 RO -
DB T B VR R S (0 FREAP N ORI » RARE 2T
o E TR

LR E 25 T 3 20 The Paris Rewercl{f{El Shabrawyfi J;J@fﬁﬁ FEEIF 12
Fosel | W R PR T TR f&?[fﬁ'jﬂfﬁ?ﬁ ’ V#J”JTF?@#? fit B
B P > RV 1 EERE ] o L (LR Z R A
ALY o S RERRS TR > (LR b o R0
RLIRF= Gty syl o S URL > 4 TSRO PEORIR A AL B -

1® E(¥ : “neutrality between ideas is only technical...I am not neutral to the end.”
o B 1 “T will not speak on the thorny question of religion...This is a subject that I prefer to leave
open for the critics.”
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18 Bl 1 “I was especially religious when | was young. But my father put no pressure on me to go to
Friday prayers, even though he went every week. Later on | began to feel strongly that religion
should be open...I consider religion very important but also potentially dangerous...[I]n Egypt
nothing moves people as much as religion...Unfortunately today’s interpretations of religion are
often backward and contradict the needs of civilization.”
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20 “Nobel Prize in Literature 1988 - Press Release". Nobelprize.org. Nobel Media AB 2014. Web. 5
Sep 2015. http://Aww.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/1988/press.html
Bl 1 “The theme of the unusual novel Children of Gebelawi (1959) is man's everlasting search for
spiritual values. Adam and Eve, Moses, Jesus, Mohammed and others, as well as the modern
scientist, appear thinly disguised. It is the scientist who ultimately is responsible for the primeval
father Gebelawi's (God's) death. Different norm systems are confronted with tension in the
description of the conflict between good and evil.”
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o Bl 1 “Perhaps—and | say perhaps—it is something contrary to what [Jonathan] Swift does in his
famous journey [Gulliver’s Travels]; he criticizes reality by way of the legend (ustura); but here |
criticize the legend by way of reality. | have clothed the legend with the garb of reality, so that we
may understand reality better, and have greater hope in it.” 9] FI Najjar, “Islamic
Fundamentalism,” 160.

z 'Rl “Suppose | wanted to write a mythical story. In this case, | will bring it down from heaven
to earth, instead of raising the earth to heaven. This is what | have done in Awlad Haratina...I
have written it as a purely realistic story.” = [i*F | Najjar, “Islamic Fundamentalism,” 156.

B Bl 1 “T wanted the book to show that science has a place in society, just as a new religion does,
and that science does not necessarily conflict with religious values. | wanted it to persuade readers
that if we reject science, we reject the common man. Unfortunately, it has been misinterpreted by
those who don’t know how to read a story...But of course it’s an allegory. It’s not as though
allegories are unknown in our tradition.”
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