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ABSTRACT 

 

This study accounts for the ability of Egyptian cinema, as a modern art form and popular culture, 

to critique rigid social realities and imagine modern social experiences despite overt and covert 

censorship regimes, thereby pushing boundaries towards social change. Focusing on the inter-

revolutionary period of 1919-1952, I examine the deep-seated problems and attempts to overcome 

overt and covert censorship by the colonial state, the Cairene bourgeoisie, and the ‘ulama’. I argue 

that censorship is a byproduct of a dominant false consciousness of modernity, which the colonial 

state, the Cairene bourgeoisie, and the ‘ulama’ reduced to sustaining an amour-propre of a modern 

civilizational image without the internalization of modern notions of equity and social justice. This 

false consciousness of modernity drove a number of passive colonialist cultural policies and anti-

colonialist reactions, which reduced film to an instrument of cultural hegemony. Pioneer 

filmmakers, who witnessed the anti-British 1919 revolution with its limited success in advancing 

the project of modernity in Egypt, found in cinema a powerful new communication medium, which 

they used to present a counter-discourse. Filmmakers used the screen to construct a public sphere 

where subaltern social groups— such as working class Egyptians, peasants, women and 

performing artists— occupied a central position. A secularizing society—but not anti-religious 

society—, in which people enjoyed surprising levels of social liberties and social justice for the 

period, was the marker of that cinematic public sphere. In doing so, early Egyptian cinema 

amplified the unheard voices of the marginalized within the public sphere. At the same time, 
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cinema critiqued the root causes—not the symptomatic policies—of the modernity discourses 

shaping overt and covert censorship. In a way, this study is an archaeology of the alternative forms 

of modernity prevalent in Egyptian popular culture through the lens of cinema, a modern art form 

negotiating overt and covert censorship in the public sphere. 
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Note on Transliteration 

Standard Arabic words have been transcribed according to a simplified system based on the 

International Journal of Middle East Studies (IJMES). All diacritical marks have been omitted 

except for the ‘ayn (‘), and the hamza (’). For colloquial expressions, texts, songs, names of popular 

actors and film dialogues, I have slightly modified the transliteration system based on IJMES. 

Instead of jim (j), I use gim (g) such as Miligi instead of Miliji. Also, the definite article (al-) in 

the standard is transliterated as (il-) in Egyptian colloquial. The name of Nasir is kept as Nasser; 

King Faruq is referred to as Farouk. The names of Egyptian authors writing in French or English 

have not been changed. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Egyptian cinema1 has a long-standing tradition of critical realism that differs from socialist 

realism. Socialist realism, which emerged out of Marxist criticism, taught that it was the duty of 

the filmmaker, as an artist, to provide an accurate historio-concrete portrayal of reality in its 

revolutionary development taking into account ideological transformation and the education of the 

workers in the spirit of socialism. Art had to be ‘party-minded,’ ‘optimistic’ and ‘heroic;’ it had to 

be infused with a revolutionary Romanticism portraying Soviet heroes and prefiguring the future. 

According to Terry Eagleton, Trotsky saw art as “a secularist ‘realist’ experience, but not in [the] 

narrowly genetic sense [of socialist realism] for realism itself is intrinsically neither revolutionary 

nor reactionary. It is, instead, a philosophy of life [that simultaneously represents reality and 

critiques it].”2 Critical realism thus extends beyond the mechanistic view of film as the passive 

reflex or the superstructure of the economic base to a Romantic belief in film as projecting on 

ideals and stirring people to new values. Critical realism avoids partisanship and the ideologization 

of art by encouraging the filmmaker to break beyond both the photographically observable and the 

imposed rhetoric of a political solution. However, critical realism does that in what Marxist 

criticism describe as objective partisanship. Partisanship is inherent in reality itself; it emerges in 

a method of treating social reality rather than as a subjective attitude towards it. That is to say; the 

filmmaker does not foist her/his political views on the work. S/he reveals the real and potential 

forces objectively at work in a situation. And this is what makes cinema reveal the nature of 

                                                 
1 Egyptian feature films were in circulation by 1927 when ‘Aziza Amir released her first and the first 

Egyptian silent feature Layla (Leila). In 1928, Fardus Hasan produced the second silent Su‘ad al-

Ghajariyya (Suad the Gypsy). During the same year, the Brothers Lama, two filmmakers of Palestinian 

origin, released Qubla fi al-Sahara’ (Kiss in the Desert).  
2 Terry Eagleton, Marxism, and Literary Criticism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), 40.  
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ideology and helps us understand it, thereby bringing on new and modern social experiences and 

pushing social boundaries towards change.  

Examples of Egyptian critical realist cinema are countless. Perhaps no filmmaker mastered 

critical realism as director Salah Abu Sayf (1915-1996) did. His masterpiece al-Zawja al-Thaniya 

(The Second Wife, dir. Salah Abu Sayf, 1967) might initially appear a simple folk story of an 

oppressive and impotent village mayor, who takes a second wife to secure a male heir. A deeper 

and critical investigation that extends beyond film language to include film context and content, 

especially dialogue, reveals a different picture. The movie came out in October 1967 after fifteen 

years of nationalist military rule followed by a sweeping and unexpected national defeat (naksa) 

in June 1967. Abu Sayf’s movie was a critique of the failure of the Nasir [Nasser] regime to 

improve the living conditions of the peasants (fellahin), who constitute the vast majority of the 

Egyptian population and whom the 1952 Officers movement promised to empower.3 

 The movie metaphorizes Egypt as village suffering from high taxation rates, forced 

conscription, and epidemics sustained by an alliance between religious despotism and autocratic 

rule. Abu Sayf lampooned the alliance in a scene depicting the village mayor (starring Salah 

Mansur), the clergy (starring Hasan al-Barudi) and the police chief (starring Ibrahim al-Shami) 

eating a big meal together. In this scene, Abu Sayf employs the character of an uneducated soldier 

(starring ‘Abd al-Mun‘im Ibrahim), who lives in servitude at the mayor’s house, as a witness to 

that tyrannical alliance. The soldier’s physical presence in the scene and his gaze at the food 

                                                 
3 Only minimal movement of urbanization occurred between 1897 and 1937. The movement included only 

capital cities such as Cairo, Alexandria, Port Said, Suez, Ismailiyah, and Damietta. See Daniel Lerner, The 

Passing of Traditional Society: Modernizing the Middle East (New York: Free Press, 1964), 266. Also see 

Afaf Lutfi al-Sayyid-Marsot, Egypt’s Liberal Experiment: 1922-1936 (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 1977), 10. According to al-Sayyid-Marsot, the Egyptian peasants were, at that time, the microcosm 

of Egypt. His society and culture are relatively homogenous and characterized by centuries of exploitation 

and abuse by alien and native rulers alike.  
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convey the ill-gotten nature of the food (suht) and the alliance. The dialogue also reveals the 

oppressive nature of the alliance which enables the mayor to force a peasant by the name of Abu 

al-‘Ila (starring Shukri Sarhan) to divorce his wife, Fatima (starring Su‘ad Husni), so that the 

mayor can marry her and have the long awaited heir. 

The clergy legalizes the divorce according to Islamic law, because, he argues, the divorce 

is in accord with the Qur’anic ruling that urges the believers to obey God, his Prophet, and the 

ruler.4 To escape oppression, Abu al-‘Ila and his family decide to flee from the village. Their plans 

fail when the mayor, with the aid of the police chief, fabricate a robbery charge against them. 

Under the threat of jail, Abu al-‘Illa divorces his wife Fatima, who is forced to marry the mayor. 

Abu Sayf’s camera blames the displacement of the peasant on an oppressive bourgeoisie 

ideology that commodifies the body of the peasant. To reveal the nature of this ideology, Abu Sayf 

presents a black comedy scene in which the mayor and his bourgeoisie wife, Hafiza (starring Sana’ 

Gamil) appears gazing at a group of village girls dancing in a party. The mayor and his wife try to 

spot a suitable peasant girl for the mayor to marry. The scene also reveals the dynamics of power 

between the two bourgeoisie characters, who do not want to spend much money to secure an heir. 

Their choice of Fatima comes primarily because of the productivity of her body and her lack of 

power and wealth.  

It is imperative to point out here that the critical realism, which Abu Sayf presents in al-

Zawja al-Thaniya is a secular critique that is not necessarily anti-religion. Abu Sayf seems to 

suggest that an equitive change is possible if an alliance takes place between the uneducated 

soldier, the unarmed civilian, and the liberating interpretations of religion. Thus, the movie takes 

a sharp turn, when Fatima visits a mosque in Cairo. There she meets a member of the ‘ulama,’ 

                                                 
4 Qur’an 4: 59. 
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who ensures her that any forced marriage or divorce are void, because Islamic law dictates that an 

action is void if taken against the person’s willpower (karaha). Abu Sayf thus does not employ 

religion, in and by itself, as a liberation. Rather he employs religion to inspire the subaltern to 

resist social injustice and liberate oneself. 

Like religion, folk art (al-fann al-sha‘bi) plays a central role in subaltern resistance as 

depicted by Abu Sayf. For example, he depicts Fatima overhearing a puppet show (qaraquz) that 

motivates her to resist. She pays attention to a line of the dialogue that reads, “no one can defeat a 

smart, determined woman.” This line inspires her to create excuses to prevent the consummation 

of the marriage.  

Abu Sayf depicts an alliance among different subaltern groups as a central tactic to 

overcome their suppression. He stresses the alliance through Fatima’s ability to form a network of 

interests with other subaltern characters such as the uneducated soldier, whom the mayor assigns 

to police Fatima. She shows sympathy towards the soldier; she also acknowledges his servitude in 

the mayor’s house. This alliance helps Fatima visit her expelled family and bear a child from Abu 

al-‘Ila, not the mayor whose marriage from Fatima further confirms his impotency. The news of 

her pregnancy shocks the mayor, and he becomes paralyzed. Soon the mayor dies, and Fatima’s 

child inherits the wealth. The movie ends with Fatima returning all property, which the mayor 

confiscated earlier by force, to the peasants. By depicting the subaltern regaining her share in 

power and wealth by herself, Abu Sayf avoids foisting political solution on his film to present an 

exit. As evident from the above discussion, Abu Sayf’s critical realism reveals the nature of 

coercion as well as the subaltern gradual awareness of and resistance to that coercive ideology. In 

doing so, he simultaneously represents reality and critiques it. 
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The formative period of Egyptian cinema is no exception to the tradition of critical realism. 

Salah Abu Sayf is a student of Niyazi Mustafa, who directed Najib [Nagib] al-Rihani most 

successful comedies, namely Salama fi Khayr (Salama is Safe, dir. Niyazi Mustafa, 1937), and Si 

‘Umar (Mr. Omar, Niyazi Mustafa, 1941). Both movies critiqued institutional corruption and 

bureaucracy in feudal Egypt. So is al-Rihani’s Ahmar Shafayif (Lipstick, dir. Waliyy al-Din Samih, 

1946). Long before Said talked about Orientalism, movies like Yaqut (Yaqut, dirs. Willy Rosé and 

Ahmad Badrakhan, 1934) and Awlad al-Dhawat (Children of the Nobles, dir. Muhammad Karim, 

1932) presented a harsh a humanist critique of Orientalism by highlighting when ‘Otherness’ enter 

the discourse.5 The movies depicted Orientalism as an injustice that dehumanized both the 

colonizers by making them super humans and the colonized by making them less human. On the 

one hand, Yaqut drew attention to the dehumanization of ‘Western’ woman, and Awlad al-Dhawat 

condemned the dehumanization of ‘Eastern’ man. Even early silent features were part of the 

tradition of critical realism. Tugu Mizrahi’s Barsum Yabhath ‘An Wazifa (Barsum Looks for a Job, 

dir. Tugu Mizrahi, 1923) critiqued the unemployment of the educated middle class. Karim’s first 

silent feature Zaynab (Zaynab, dir. Muhammad Karim, 1930) was not merely a sentimental story 

of a forced marriage.6  Zaynab’s love story was a metaphor for the peasant woman’s struggle to 

                                                 
5 See Denis Porter, “Orientalism and Its Problems,” Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory, eds. 

Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisman. New York: Columbia University Press, 1993, 151-161. Aijaz 

Ahmad, “Orientalism and After: Ambivalence and Cosmopolitan Location in the Work of Edward 

Said,” Economic and Political Weekly 27, no. 30 (1992), 98-116. Homi Bhabah, “Difference 

Discrimination and the Discourse of Colonialism,” The Politics of theory, Proceedings of Essex Sociology 

of Literature Conference, ed. Francis Barker (Colchesterr: University of Essex Press, 1983), 194-211. 

James Clifford, “On Orientalism,” The Predicament of Culture (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

1988), 20-38. See Ania Loomba, Colonialism-Postcolonialism (London: Routledge, 1998). 
6 An adaptation of Muhammad Hasanayn Haykel’s novel titled Zaynab, which is often credited as the first 

Egyptian novel. See Roger Allen, The Arabic Novel: An Historical and Critical Introduction (Syracuse, 

NY: Syracuse University Press, 1982). See Muhammad Mustafa Badawi, A Short History of Modern Arabic 

Literature (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993). See also Elliott Colla, “How Zaynab Became the First Egyptian 

Novel,” History Compass 7 no. 1 (2009): 214–225. 
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gain control over her body and mind by resisting the commodification of her labor. The movie 

mirrored the unjust social conditions, under which the vast majority of the peasants lived at the tail 

end of the nineteenth century. It gave voice to peasant woman (fallaha), a marginalized member 

of her marginalized community.7 In an interview in 1929, Karim referred to Zaynab as a 

representative of a critical realist trend that he defined as the representation and the critique of 

harsh social realities. 

When I directed Zaynab, I did not intend to succeed only inside Egypt. I was hoping the 

movie will gain the same level of success in Europe and the USA so that it engraves the 

name of Egypt among the nations occupied with the film industry. Nowadays, there is a 

persistent question, among filmmakers around the world, about what kind of cinema is 

worth producing? Zaynab is Egypt’s answer to this issue. The cinema that is worthy of 

production is the one that depicts life as it is. That is to say; cinema has to represent bitter 

realities without sugar coating. No matter how harsh the realities are, we must face them. 

The West has a very limited knowledge of today’s Egypt. I am sure that Zaynab will show 

western nations a kind of cinema, which, they will appreciate. The film market is open for 

competition now. If the Egyptian government ceases this opportunity, Egypt can produce 

more movies like Zaynab. 8 

 

Because of critical realism, Egyptian cinema has always been subject to censorship 

regimes. Censorship is not only an overt process of enforcing policies and laws. Exclusion, 

marginalization and public shaming of filmmakers are also covert forms of censorship. This 

problem, I argue, exists in Egypt today although its roots belong to the colonial era. It is part of a 

larger censorship strategy of the free use of public reason. Examples are countless in this regard. I 

suffice here to mention a few popular cases that took place in colonial and post-colonial times. In 

1926, pioneer filmmaker Yusuf Wahbi was publically shamed and accused of being a renegade 

(mariq) for accepting to act the role of Prophet Muhammad in a German production movie called 

al-Nabi Muhammad (Prophet Muhammad, dir. Widad ‘Urfi, 1926). These harsh accusations 

                                                 
 
8 Muhammad Karim, “Laqad akhrajtu Zaynab wa kunt radiyan tamaman ‘anha),” al-Dunya al-Musawwara 

Magazine, 25 September 1929 to 9 October 1929, 19-21: 20. 
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occurred primarily because some Islamic legal discourses prohibit figural representation in general 

and that of Prophets in particular. When Karim released Zaynab in 1930, media controversies arose 

over his depiction of poverty scenes in the countryside. He was blamed for disparaging Egypt’s 

modern civilizational image (al-shakl al-hadari al-‘asri) in his movies.9 Novelist and feminist 

Ihsan ‘Abd al-Quddus expressed non-conformist political stances that cost him his liberty during 

the reign of King Farouk and the rule of Nasser.10 Abd al-Quddus’s entire literary production 

continues to suffer the consequences of his stances. His novels, most of which were adapted to the 

film screen, continue to be considered sentimental stories unworthy of scholarly investigation. 

Both Nasser and Sadat regimes prosecuted vernacular poet Ahmad Fu’ad Nijm [Nigm]. During 

the Mubarak era, composer, singer, and film star Muhammad ‘Abd al-Wahhab (1902-1991) faced 

legal accusations of apostasy (ilhad) under the claim that his song Min ghayr lih (Without why)  

suggested the absurdity of Creation.11 Professor of Islamic Studies, Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd faced 

a case of moral policing (hisba) that declared him an apostate and separated him from his wife. 

After Jan 25, many artists faced prosecution including Rami ‘Isam, an emerging rock singer, and 

Graffiti artist Hisham Rizq, whose paintings on the street walls leading to Tahrir challenged the 

state’s erasure of the protest memory.12 Novelist Ahmad Naji was sentenced to two years after 

                                                 
9 Ibid.  
10 See Joel Gordon, Nasser’s Blessed Movement: Egypt's Free Officers and the July Revolution (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1992). 
11 Ayman al-Hakim suggested that the legal case was to threaten ‘Abd al-Wahhab, who had revealed to his 

close circle of friends that he had wished to revive the idea of singing (talhin) the Qur’an. He would have 

started with chapter thirty-nine. Novelist Ihsan ‘Abd al-Quddus welcomed the idea, which ‘Abd a-Wahhab 

dismissed, when the news of the legal case reached him in Paris. See Ayman al-Hakim, Al-fann al-haram: 

tarikh al-ishtibak bayn al-salafiyyin wa-l-mubdiʻin (Cairo: Dar Kitabat, 2012), 28-38. 
12 See Ahdaf Soueif, Cairo: My City, Our Revolution (New York: Pantheon Books, 2013), 147. See also 

Ahmad al-Sheikh, “Ba’i‘al-basata),” June 29, 2015, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=__dvlfB_MHw.  

See also Ala’ Sa‘d, “Bi-l-suwar: rahala Hisham Rizq rassam graffiti Muhammad Mahmud wala‘allahu 

yakun dhalik al-rajul al-muntazar,” Bawwabat al-Shuruq, January 28, 2016, 

http://www.shorouknews.com/news/view.aspx?cdate=03072014&id=efd2d99f-9d01-4a38-930c-

21f487f24cf1. 
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being accused of intentionally disparaging public decency (khadsh al-haya’ al-‘am) in his novel 

Istikhdam al-haya (Using life).13 Members of the emerging street theater troupe, Atfal al-Shawari‘, 

were jailed after using an iPhone to shoot a standup comedy video that criticized the government’s 

lack of transparency in the negotiations over redefining the borders between Egypt and the 

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.14 Filmmaker Muhammad Diyab faced accusations of disparaging 

Egypt’s modern civilizational image in his movies 678 (678, dir. Muhammad Diyab 2010), which 

dealt with sexual harassment. So was the case with his movie Ishtibak (Clash, dir. Muhammad 

Diyab, 2016) dealing with human rights violations in post-January 25.15  

The censorship of the public use of reason has, no doubt, drastic consequences on the 

project of modernity in Egypt, but they do not deem the project of modernity in Egypt to be a 

failure. Critical realism in Egyptian cinema provides a rich archive to understand how the 

production of modern social experiences continues to take place, despite censorship regimes and 

shrinking public spheres. One-way to comprehend this continuity is first to understand the 

relationship between the censorship of film, as art, and the censorship of modern social 

experiences.  

As an art, film serves at the very center of modern society and its popular culture. It 

embodies the shared meanings of society. The filmmaker is not only an artist, who is a front-runner 

                                                 
13  Mona Karim, “An Interview with LARB: The Persecuted Novelist of Dystopian Cairo” Los Angeles 

Review of Books, January 11, 2016, https://lareviewofbooks.org/interview/the-persecuted-novelist-of-

dystopian-cairo. 

 
14 Mohamad Hamama and Shady Zalat, “Atfal al-Shawarea: A fatherly fear of sarcasm and the street,” 

Mada Masr, 13 May 2016, http://www.madamasr.com/sections/culture/atfal-al-shawarea-fatherly-fear-

sarcasm-and-street 
15 [Mada Masr,] “A report on Mohamed Diab's Clash: How state TV deals with art,” tr. Amira El-Masry, 

Mada Masr, 27 May 2016, http://www.madamasr.com/opinion/report-mohamed-diabs-clash-how-state-tv-

deals-art 
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and explorer, but rather the voice of her/ his community. While creating art, the filmmaker is in a 

continuous process of communication, in which both the artist and the spectator participate. When 

art communicates, a human experience is actively offered and actively received. The artist shares 

with other people what Raymond Williams called ‘the creative imagination’ i.e. the capacity to 

find and organize new descriptions of experience. The creative filmmaker observes to convey new 

information to others about matters that were not a topic of discussion before. Therefore, it is not 

surprising that Baudelaire saw modernity as an experience, which is possible only in art. The 

experimental nature of film as art and the presence of the avant-garde filmmaker in the public 

sphere increase the possibilities of producing new social experiences and alternatives to the 

dominant culture in society. Accordingly, film constitutes a threat to the status quo that resorts to 

either appropriation or censorship.  

There is, however, no outright censorship of the public use of reason.16 De Certeau 

accounts for the agency of the common person who is often treated as a passive recipient of 

dominant forms of modernity. Due to the silent nature of agency, it often passes unnoticed in 

everyday life practices. De Certeau explains the silent nature of agency by revising the subordinate 

relation between ‘strategy’ and ‘tactic’ in military terminology. He argues that tactics are equal to 

strategies for in Guerrilla war tactics are the deciding factors of winning battles. The common 

person, despite lacking strategy, exercises agency through tactics, which serve as techniques of 

adaptations to the environment enforced by the strategies of the powerful. For example, the urban 

planning division of the city can have a strategy for streets, but the inhabitants of the city figure 

out how best to navigate the lived reality of those streets. Similarly, the act of reading or watching 

                                                 
16See Immanuel Kant, “An Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment?” Practical Philosophy, tr. and 

ed. Mary J. Gregor (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 11-23. 
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a movie might seem passive and silent, but the reader or the viewer is constantly engaged in tactics 

of reassessment, interpretation, correction, and observations, which push boundaries, introduce 

modern social experiences and inspire resistance to overt and covert censorship strategies. 

Egyptian critical realist cinema is an ideal example to understand how the public use of reason 

continues to exist through silent resistance to overt and covert censorship. 

This study accounts for the ability of Egyptian cinema as an exemplar of modern art and 

popular culture to critique rigid social realities and imagine modern social experiences despite 

censorship, thereby pushing boundaries towards social change. Focusing on the inter-revolutionary 

period of 1919-1952, I examine the deep-seated problems and attempts to overcome overt and 

covert censorship by the colonial state, the Cairene bourgeoisie, and the orthodox ‘ulama.’ I draw 

on archival material to investigate the motivations of the colonial policies on film as a new medium 

of cultural expression. I investigate public discourses and Islamic legal opinions that sanctioned or 

proscribed film deeming it incompatible with the standards of a majority Muslim society.  

I argue that the deep-seated problem of censorship was a symptom for a false consciousness 

of modernity, which the colonial state, the Cairene bourgeoisie, and the orthodox ‘ulama’ reduced 

to sustaining an amour-propre of a modern civilizational image without the internalization of 

modern notions of equity and social justice. That false consciousness of modernity was the driving 

force behind a set of passive colonialist cultural policies and anti-colonialist reactions, which 

reduced film to an instrument of cultural hegemony.  

When film emerged as a powerful medium of communication, the colonial state, the 

Cairene bourgeoisie, and the ‘ulama’ sought to use film to essentialize their understanding of 

modernity as the only right path to becoming modern. The colonial state sought to use film to 

promote an amour-propre (i.e. Self-presentation aimed at cultivating a certain style of being in the 
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eyes of others)17 of a superior and civilized ‘White’ man. The ‘ulama’ relied on the legal concept 

of public welfare (maslaha) to sanction film to promote an amour-propre of Islam as a rational and 

civilized religion that is capable of accommodating modern innovations. The Cairene bourgeoisie 

aspired to have a local film industry only to promote Egypt’s amour-propre as a modern and 

civilized country. However, Hollywood dominance over the film market in addition to the mobility 

and novelty of film as a platform for freedom of expression and creativity made it difficult to 

control its production and distribution. The censorship of film appeared as a more efficient and 

less expensive instrument that can serve the same purposes. Thus, the British colonial authorities 

favored film censorship over production; this strategy better suited a long-standing negative British 

cultural policy in Egypt. The reliance of the ‘ulama’ on maslaha to sanction film allowed the 

medium to exist as a permissible practice among Muslims. But maslaha sat many limitations on 

the content of depiction, and the participation of Muslim women in acting. The novelty of film as 

a platform for freedom of expression and creativity was absent from Islamic legal debates on the 

lawfulness of the two roots of cinema, namely photography(taswir) and modern theater acting 

(tamthil). The Cairene bourgeoisie censored critical films and considered their filmmakers a threat 

to Egypt’s amour-propre as a modern and civilized nation.  

Pioneer filmmakers, who witnessed the anti-British 1919 revolution with its limited 

success in advancing the project of modernity in Egypt, found in the cinema a powerful new 

communication medium, which they used to present a counter-discourse. Filmmakers used the 

screen to construct a public sphere, in which subaltern social groups—such as working class 

                                                 
17 The Oxford English dictionary defines the term as Self-love, which is ready with its claims, and sensitive 

to causes of offence. See “amour propre, n.” OED Online. March 2016. Oxford University Press.  Also See 

N. J. H. Dent and T. O’Hagan, “Rousseau on Amour-Propre,” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 

Supplementary Volumes 72 (1998): 57-7. 
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Egyptians, peasants, women, and performing artists—occupied a central position. A secularizing 

society—but not anti-religious society—, in which people enjoyed surprising levels of social 

liberties and social justice for the period, was the marker of that cinematic public sphere. Islam 

featured as a substratum of the everyday life practices of subaltern film characters, who adapted 

Islam to their common good. Filmmakers depicted an attitude of original contemporaneity (asala) 

as an emerging equitive colloquial alternative to the Cairene bourgeoisie false consciousness of 

modernity that reduced modernity to the imposition of European and later American everyday life 

practices in local dining, work, and leisure habits. Asala was a ‘representation’ of modernity that 

accepted ‘the foreign’ but refused to be swept by it.18 It gave priority to the internalization of 

modern values of equality, equity, and social justice over the cultivation of an amour-propre of 

modernity in everyday life practices. In doing so, early Egyptian cinema amplified the unheard 

voices of the marginalized within the public sphere. At the same time, cinema critiqued the root 

causes—not the symptomatic policies—of the modernity discourses shaping overt and covert 

censorship of film. In a way, this study is an archaeology of the alternative forms of modernity 

prevalent in Egyptian popular culture through the lens of cinema, a modern art form negotiating 

overt and covert censorship in the public sphere. 

                                                 
18 Here, ‘representation’ does not refer simply to the making of images or meanings. Timothy Mitchel refers 

to “forms of social practice that set up in the social architecture of the world what seems an absolute 

distinction between images (or meaning, plan, or structure) and reality, and thus a distinctive apprehension 

of the real.” Questions of Modernity (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000), xiii. Yet, this 

constitution of the modern as a replication ought not to be understood as a mere duplication. He argues that 

no representation can ever match its original, especially when the original exists only as something 

promised by a multiplicity of other imitations and receptions. We may understand Mitchel’s 

‘representation’ by recalling the difference between the rescreening of a film and the restaging of a play. 

Every act of staging is open to the possibility of interpretation and misrepresentation.  To Mitchel, “Every 

performance of the modern is the producing of this difference, and each such difference represents the 

possibility of some shift, displacement, or contamination.” Questions of Modernity, 2000, xiv. Similarly, 

every cinematic critique of the present participates in the production of a possibility of a social shift. 
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I am not suggesting here that cinema was a substitute for a physical public sphere such as 

public houses (i.e. coffee shops, social clubs, playhouses, theaters, etc.). I want to draw attention 

to cinema as a significant element in an emerging public sphere at the time in Egypt19 and 

elsewhere20—perhaps cinema is relevant even now as suggested by the visible presence of 

Egyptian cinema in the region with the advance of specialized satellite channels that broadcast 

Egyptian classics 24/7. The significance of cinema is especially heightened if we look at the central 

place it occupies in Egyptian popular culture of the vernacular given the limitations of print 

capitalism in the context of low literacy rate at the turn of the twentieth century. Cinemas and 

theaters supplemented, and perhaps even offered a counter-discourse, public meeting places where 

ordinary Egyptians gathered to discuss issues of the common good. Nevertheless, the study of 

modernity in Egypt does not pay enough attention to Egyptian cinema as an archive of modern 

social experiences. In what follows, I discuss different approaches and limitations to the study of 

modernity and alternative modernities in Egypt.  

1. The Study of Modernity in Egypt 

Scholarship on modernity in Egypt does not follow one accepted definition of modernity. Two 

major conceptual frameworks dominate the research in this regard. On the one hand, modernity is 

conceptualized as a process of societal modernization that emerged in and outside the West 

accompanied by a set of liberal values regulated by the state’s acknowledgment of the entitlement 

of the laity as citizens to participate in the affairs of the state with the main goal of improving the 

human condition. Alternatively, modernity is studied as a colonialist discourse that leads to the 

                                                 
19 See Ziad Fahmy, Ordinary Egyptians: Creating the Modern Nation through Popular Culture (Stanford 

University Press. 2011). 
20 See Elizabeth Thompson, Colonial Citizens: Republican Rights, Paternal Privilege, and Gender in 

French Syria and Lebanon (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000), 202-212. 
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accumulation of wealth and power in the West causing displacement and further deterioration in 

the human condition. Post-colonial nation states continue to dwell in forms of knowledge produced 

in colonial times and continue thus to suffer from incomplete or failed projects of modernity. 

Inspired by these two major discourses, three major approaches developed about the study of 

modernity in Egypt.  

The most common approach is the study of modernity from above by scrutinizing the 

formation of the nation-state. With few exceptions, most of the studies that adopt this approach 

are acultural.21 On the one hand, some studies assume that modernity fostered crisis in Egyptian 

national identity, the origins of which are traced back to competing nationalist ideologies 

(Pharaonic, Islamic, and Arabic) which developed among Egyptians in the late 19th century.22 

Other studies focus on the partial success of constitutional democracy as experienced in Egyptian 

political life between 1922 and 1936. Hence, al-Sayyid Marsot associated modernity in Egypt with 

“industrialization, the emancipation of women, the spread of education and of better hygiene, and 

the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty of Alliance of 1936—which for all its defects was a step in the right 

                                                 
21 See Charles Taylor, “Two Modernities,” Alternative Modernities, ed. Dilip Gaonkar (Durham, NC: Duke 

University Press, 2001), 172-196. Acultural approaches present modernity as a sweeping wave; a theory of 

convergence put in place through culture-neutral operations that cause transition from tradition to 

modernity. Transition is treated as a loss of traditional beliefs and allegiances violated by mobility and 

urbanization. Transition also involves eroding rural society that is perceived as static. The limitations with 

the acultural approach lie in how it overlooks that modernity in the West is a culture sustained by its own 

original moral spiritual vision that is, not one generated simply and inevitably by transition. Moreover, 

acultural theory imposes a false uniformity on the diverse and multiple encounters of non-Western with 

the allegedly cultural neutral processes (science, and technology, secularization, bureaucratization, and so 

on) characteristic of societal modernization. All cultures thus emerge into a single, homogeneous world 

culture. 
22 See Israel Gershoni and James Jankowski, Egypt, Islam, and the Arabs: The Search for Egyptian 

Nationhood, 1900-1930 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), 3. Gershoni classified three 

competing intellectual loyalties: (a) religious nationalism, (b) territorial patriotism and (c) ethnic or 

linguistic nationalism.  See also Elliott Colla, Conflicted Antiquities: Egyptology, Egyptomania, Egyptian 

Modernity (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007). Here Colla makes a distinction between the 

modernity presented by Naguib Mahfouz and that of Sayyid Qutb with the latter’s modernity gaining more 

popularity.  
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direction.”23 Likewise, Botman perceives modernity in Egypt as a success as the experience of 

constitutional democracy brings a segment of the Egyptian society into the decision-making 

process and participatory politics.24 Inspired by postcolonial studies, a third route to the study of 

modernity from above studies the modern nation state as colonial construct shaped by colonial 

policies and technologies of rule. Fahmy and Mitchel, respectively, review the power to colonize 

Egypt when it was an autonomous province of the Ottoman Empire and under British 

colonization.25  

An alternative approach focuses on forms of modernity prevalent in Egyptian popular 

culture. At one level, Armbrust argues that unlike forms of modernity prevalent in Western popular 

culture, those prevalent in Egyptian popular culture are often depicted as a failure. He attributes 

this failure to the notion of asala, which he defines as a hegemonic discourse of authenticity that 

promotes the desire to embrace modern social values without losing connection with the past as a 

marker of an authentic culture. This interpretation of asala reads the origins of modernity in Egypt 

against its origins in Europe; it understands modernity as creative destruction, emphasizing 

discontinuity with ‘the tradition’ of the past as means of clearing the ground for more rational 

forms of society. Thereby, the study delivers an acultural consideration of modernity in Egypt.26 

                                                 
23  Al-Sayyid-Marsot, Egypt’s Liberal Experiment: 1922-1936 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

1977), 6. 
24 Selma Borman, Egypt from Independence to Revolution 1919-1952 (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University 

Press, 1991), 149. It is imperative here to point out that success did not refer to success in forging complete 

and modern experience, but in implanting in Egyptian youth the vision of such a future society marked by 

freedom of speech and freedom of thought. 
25 Timothy Mitchell, Colonizing Egypt (New York: New York University Press, 1991), ix. Here, colonizing 

does not refer only to the establishing of a foreign presence but also to the spread of a political order that 

inscribes in the social world a new conception of space, a new form of personhood, and a new means of 

manufacturing the experience of the real. 
26See Walter Armbrust, Mass Culture and Modernism in Egypt (Cambridge, NY: Cambridge University 

Press, 1996), 8-9.  
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Moreover, by studying asala as a continuous expression of nationalist projects of modernity, the 

study overlooks historical specificity and establishes a continuity between forms of modernity 

prevalent in popular culture of 1930 and that of the 1990s. Therefore, it suggests the failure of 

modernity in Egypt as a chronic condition. 

A third approach to the study of modernity in Egypt traced the formation of the modern 

Egyptian educated middle class, whose major representative is the effendis, the white-collar 

bureaucrats, whom a mechanized work environment shaped their habits, education, and training. 

At one level, Jacob studies the effendi as a subject, whose formation on the nonmetropolitan side, 

yet between the empire and the nation, produced him as mythical figure “emerging into history as 

questionabley Egyptian and less certainly modern and debatably masculine.”27 In the process of 

forming the effendi as a modern subject, more traditional and local forms of masculinity 

represented in the futuwwa figure is suppressed allowing the effendi masculinity to emerge. The 

futuwwa struggles to maintain intelligibility against the biopower of colonial modernity and British 

or effendi nationalists.28 On the other hand, Ryzova gives agency to the effendi, not as a class, but 

as “a social category, a social position, a particular worldview,”29 marked by some socially 

recognized signs of Western education and of the famous apparel of the suit and tarbrush. An 

understanding of the effendis as makers and primary consumers of modern Egyptian political life, 

                                                 
27 Wilson Jacob, Working out Egypt: Effendi Masculinity and Subject Formation in Colonial Modernity, 

1870-1940 (Durham [NC]: Duke University Press, 2011), 5. 
28 See Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, tr. Robert Hurley (Pantheon Books: New York, 1976), 

1:140. It has to do with the practice of modern nation states and their regulation of their subjects through 

an explosion of numerous and diverse techniques for achieving the subjugations of bodies and the control 

of populations. 
29 See Lucie Ryzova, The Age of the Efendiyya: Passages to Modernity in National-Colonial Egypt (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press 2014), 8. To Ryzova, effendi is not understood simply as the modern educated 

Egyptian, a product of the state’s modern educational system. She finds this approach to be a mere 

replication of the state’s claim on modernizing people through educational institutions. Effendis include the 

semi-educated.  
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social institutions, and cultural production inspire the research, which perceives the effendis as the 

major actors of modern Egyptian nationalism and the first self-consciously modern generation in 

Egyptian history. 30 

The study of modernity through the effendis falls short of addressing the question of what 

constitutes a middle class in Egypt and the place of the effendi as a community within this middle 

class. If education is an acceptable marker of the middle class, two questions persist. The first is 

which type of education (western or local). The second is whether the educated effendis were a 

representative pool for the modernity of the middle class, given the higher rates of illiteracy at the 

time. We might hypothetically think of effendis as a community of practice in the sociolinguistic 

sense. However, this seems possible only as far as effendis are inside the institution. If we recall 

any depiction of the effendis as a community in Egyptian cinema, it will most probably be a 

divided, corrupt community filled with backbiting, intrigues, and hypocrisy for the sake of 

promotions. In a way, this makes effendis very reserved in their social relationships outside the 

institutions. Moreover, it makes it difficult to study them as a community. 

To understand modernity in Egypt by focusing on the effendis as a social position or a 

category might lead to inaccurate conclusions. Armbrust attributes this problem to what he 

describes as the contingency and ‘situational performance’ of ‘effendi-ness,’ the terms he 

hesitantly coins, but does not fully explain.31 This situational performance is what makes it difficult 

to locate the effendis for as Armbrust puts it the effendis [become] everywhere and nowhere.32 It 

might be more fruitful to study the effendis as individuals. To be an individual, the effendi goes 

                                                 
30 Ibid. 

 
31 See Walter Armbrust, “The Formation of National Culture in Egypt in the Interwar Period: Cultural 

Trajectories,” History Compass 7, no.1 (2009): 155–80. 
32 Ibid. 
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through the struggle to differentiate oneself from the social group of origin and be a part of a state-

controlled system that regulates availability in time and locality as well as rights and 

responsibilities in society. Under colonization, being an individual was more complicated for the 

effendi. It also meant—to use Armbrust words-- to differentiate oneself culturally from the 

colonial powers that had introduced the effendi to the cult of individualism. Therefore, the effendi 

struggled to construct boundaries between himself and those ‘below’ (often neighbors or even 

family members), as well as those ‘above’ (foreigners, middle-class beys or feudal pashas). 

Because of the contexts of war, colonization, and liberation struggle, both the state system and its 

institutions failed to present to the individual in Egypt, as a periphery, what it did, if it did, in the 

metropole, like say in London or Paris. Accordingly, all the boundaries, which the effendi 

constructed, became artificial. The effendi finds himself forced to mingle in all these domains 

according to need. Outside the institutions, the Effendis try to be individuals, and since they cannot, 

they strive to present themselves as individuals. They are agents as far as their choice to associate 

themselves with different classes is concerned. They remain hegemonic subjects as far as their 

relationship with the institution is concerned. When we dismiss thinking of the effendi as an 

individual or as ‘acting-individual,’ it becomes difficult to situate him in a social class hierarchy, 

and we face the impression, coined by Armbrust, that the effendis are everywhere and nowhere. 

Thus, it becomes difficult to come up with an understanding of the modernity that the effendis 

represented and even harder to understand modernity in Egypt through the effendis and their 

cultural production. 

More recently and in an attempt to bring the uneducated urban masses more fully into the 

historical narrative of modern Egypt, Ziad Fahmy draws attention to the rise of the public sphere 

in a nationalist vernacular culture between 1870 and 1919. It introduces the concept of ‘media-
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capitalism’ to expand the analysis of nationalism, as a marker of modernity, beyond print alone to 

include audiovisual and performance media. The study, nonetheless, falls short of highlighting the 

heterogeneity of the colloquial culture in the public sphere. Thus, it does not mark the difference 

between the prevailing colloquial narrative that gradually evolves from that heterogeneity and the 

dominant hegemonic colloquial narrative that cheers exclusive nationalism.33 The result is a 

polarized understanding of a public sphere strained by an artificial competition between a 

homogenous vernacular and a standard culture. This polarization is sought to end by eventual 

absorption of one linguistic code into the other. Diglossia, however, is not a historical specificity 

of Egypt. Rather, the linguistic reality in Egypt is far less complicated than other societies that 

experienced different processes of modernization including nationalism and linguistic 

standardization. 

This study complements the study of modernity in Egypt by presenting an archeology of 

alternative colloquial representations of modernity through the lens of Egyptian cinema, a modern 

art form, and popular culture negotiating its censorship in the public sphere. Before proceeding, I 

first explain how I will be using the terms ‘modernity’ and ‘alternative modernities’ in this study. 

2. Modernity as an ‘Attitude’ 

I find Foucault’s definition of modernity as ‘attitude’ best describes the ways in which I will be 

using the term ‘modern’ in this study. Like Baudelaire, Foucault argues that modern person is not 

the one, who goes off to discover oneself, secrets, and hidden truth, but as the one, who tries to 

invent oneself. This modernity is not in itself liberating, he argues. It only compels the person to 

                                                 
33 See Romila Thapar, “What Secularism Is and Where it Needs to Be Headed,” The Wire, October 

18, 2015, http://thewire.in/2015/10/18/what-secularism-is-and-where-it-needs-to-be-headed-12539/ 

See also her response to Indian government crackdown on students protests at Jawaharlal Nehru University. 

Romela Romila, “The Nation and History: Then and Now,” Stand with JNU, March 6, 2016. Last accessed 

March 25, 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UmlfokUvOiw 

 

http://thewire.in/2015/10/18/what-secularism-is-and-where-it-needs-to-be-headed-12539/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCqSJlv7wzZ2VpEnycq_GOOQ
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face the task of producing oneself. Thus, Foucault finds Baudelairian modernity an exercise of 

liberty that simultaneously respects reality and violates it. While Baudelaire argues that modernity 

is an experience that is possible only in art, Foucault finds it possible in society itself, if modernity 

is separated from Enlightenment (1715-1789)34 and is seen as an ‘attitude’ instead of an ‘epoch.’ 

While I refuse to study modernity as one package of Enlightenment, I lean towards acknowledging 

a fundamental change that Enlightenment brought. That is the awareness of the ‘laity,’35 not just 

the middle class, of their legal entitlement as citizens—as opposed to subjects-- to participate in 

the affairs of their state, which is run by a governmentality that is not pastoral.  

By ‘attitude,’ Foucault refers to “a mode of relating to contemporary reality; a voluntary 

choice made by certain people; in the end, a way of thinking and feeling; a way, too, of acting and 

behaving that at one and the same time marks a relation of belonging and presents itself as a task. 

                                                 
34 Broadly speaking, Enlightenment is conceived as European philosophy from the late seventeenth century 

through most of the eighteenth century. When speaking of the philosophers of Enlightenment, attention 

usually is given to Newton and Locke because of their influence on Enlightenment elsewhere. Wales 

Produced Richard Price. Ireland produced Berkeley and Burke. The Scots influenced Aufklärung in 

Germany, not least on the thought of Kant. The avant guarde of enlightenment commonly used the 

metaphor of spreading light to refer to the kind of intellectual and cultural progress they believed in. During 

the nineteenth century, ‘Enlightenmen’ began to be used in retrospect of a period as a whole. The early 

English Enlightenment is marked by vigorous controversy between two extremes--the anti-authoritarian 

‘deists’ and the High Church defenders of hierarchy and orthodoxy. The Philosophical scene came to be 

dominated by moderate opinion. The leading figures included moderate Anglican clergy, such as Joseph 

Butler and William Paley. When, deism declined. Radicalism re-emerged and was represented by scientists 

and Unitarian ministers such as Joseph Priestly. English philosophy, unlike French, during the mid-

eighteenth century commonly lacked the anti-clerical, anti-Establishment materialism common amongst 

the French philosophes. See Stuart Brown, Routledge History of Philosophy Volume V: British Empiricism 

and the Enlightenment. London: Routledge, 1995), 1-12. 
35 Ibid. The layity included all, who were not clergymen including lay philosophers—those who were not 

trained in a university. Enlightenment marks the involvement of the laity in philosophy. The Catholic 

tradition had its Latin Bible and a clerical hierarchy, who laid down how it is to be understood. Protestant 

Reformation committed itself to a vernacular Bible. While most Protestant groups retained clergy and 

attached importance to their mission as teachers, they encouraged the layity in varying degree, to learn to 

read and to understand the Bible. Descartes wrote in French and used it as a vehicle, not just for popular 

works, but to express and argue for a difficult and demanding set of doctrines. By writing in his native 

language, he was able to win for his philosophy the support and patronage of influential lay people and this 

helped Catesinaisim to survive despite being banned from the French universities. 
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A bit, no doubt, like what the Greeks called an ethos.”36 As an attitude, modernity involves a break 

up with the tradition that shapes the present. The break, however, does not mean a radical and 

clean discontinuity with the entire knowledge of the past, but rather to consider what is “no longer 

indispensable”37 for the constitution of ourselves as autonomous subjects in the present. Foucault 

does not provide a clear statement of what exactly is ‘no longer indispensable.’ He suggests, 

however,  to seek to treat the instances of discourse in that past to understand how they articulate 

what we think, say, and do as historical events. Social change occurs through experimentation i.e. 

testing for pushing boundaries. Foucault does not argue for the enforcement of a global or radical 

experimentation. He speaks of experimentation that engenders partial social transformation.38 

By using Foucault’s epistemology, I do not undertake a postmodern or a post-

Enlightenment project that reduces “cultural modernity”39 to a process of an exaltation of the 

present that lives on the experience of rebelling against all that is normative. I agree with Habermas 

that understanding modernity as an ‘attitude’ should not lead to understanding modernity as a 

constant state of revolt. It is true that such an understanding discloses a longing for the unpolluted, 

perfect, and stable present that risked neutralizing history, thereby lifting the blame from all 

historical actors and blurring the difference between problems caused by social modernization and 

                                                 
36 Foucault, “What is Enlightenment?” 1984, 32-50. 
37 Foucault, “What is Enlightenment?” 1984, 32-50. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Cultural modernity, Habrmas argues, is an optimistic project formulated in the 18th century by the 

philosophers of Enlightenment, primarily Condorcet (1734-1794), who aimed to develop some sort of 

coherence among objective science, universal morality law, and autonomous art. Condorcet hoped to utilize 

the accumulation of specialized culture to enrich everyday life. He thought that arts and sciences would 

promote the control of natural forces, the understanding of the world, the self, the moral progress, the justice 

of institutions and even the happiness of human beings. See Jurgen Habermas, “Modernity— An 

Incomplete Project,” The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern Culture. Port Townsend, ed. Hal Foster 

(Wash: Bay Press, 1983) 3-15. 
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those resulting from cultural modernity.40 I rely, therefore, on the work of Egyptian Marxist 

Mahmud Amin al-‘Alim to highlight a missing dimension in Foucault’s epistemology. That is to 

draw a line between consciousness and false consciousness of modernity and to underscore the 

place of religion in modernity as an attitude. Here, I agree with Habermas on the importance of 

incorporating a post-secular stance that allows the vital potential semantics of religious traditions 

to emerge.41 Thus, I define modernity, in this study, as an attitude of experimentation that survives 

on a process of continuity and change that presents itself as a task of a secular critique that is not 

anti-religion.  

As I rely on Foucault’s epistemology, I am careful not to reduce modernity to a process 

that emerged only in Europe. I talk neither of a singular modernity that defines all other histories 

in its terms, nor of the easy pluralism of alternative modernities. I acknowledge imperialism as the 

most powerful expression of a universal modernity, which was steered by a crony capitalist project 

of modernization that survived on displacing, subordinating and marginalizing all elements that 

                                                 
40 While the first relied more on instrumental rationality and even on punitive use of reason, the second 

relied more on rationality as a humanistic reason. 

 
41 Critics of   Habermas have pointed out that Habermas paid insufficient attention to religion in this early 

work. Craig Calhoun noted not only Habermas’s relative ‘neglect of religion’ but also his ‘antireligious 

assumptions.’ Yet and in recognition of the fact that religion has not shrunken away under the pressures of 

modernization, Habermas has turned increasingly to questions of religion. He calls for 

a ‘postsecular’ stance, an approach that acknowledges the global persistence of religion. He points out the 

importance of decoding the ethical intuitions of religious traditions, which could be incorporated into 

a ‘postmetaphysical’ philosophical perspective.  This ‘postsecular’ stance finds an ally in religious sources 

of meaning in challenging the forces of global capitalism. Habermas, however, accentuates the crucial 

difference between faith and knowledge. He finds that the ‘vital semantic potentials from religious 

traditions’   must be translated into a secular idiom and a ‘universally accessible language.’ This is the only 

way for those potentials to exist in the public sphere. He finds that such a task falls not only to religious 

citizens but also to all citizens—both religious and secular—engaged in the public use of reason. Thus, we 

find Habermas recently invested in the mechanisms through which myth is preserved in rituals. See 

Mendieta and Vanantwerpen, The Power of Religion in the Public Sphere (New York: Columbia University 

Press) 2011, 3-6. 
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appear incompatible with what is modern, Western or capitalist.42 I, however, agree with Timothy 

Mitchel that in the very process of their subordination and exclusion, marginalized elements 

infiltrate and influence history. They continually redirect, divert, and mutate the modernity they 

help constitute.43 Moreover, they come up with their representation of modernity, eventually. 

Charles Taylor describes this process as ‘divergence within convergence’ i.e. the act of divergence 

in modernity as massive convergence. Taylor’s cultural theory of modernity accounts for 

understanding modernity not as specifically Western even though it may have started in the West. 

It acknowledges modernity as those forms of life, towards which all cultures converge as they go 

through, one after another, substantially the same changes in both outlook and institutional 

arrangements. Nevertheless, since the historical trajectories of people differ, new differences will 

always emerge from the old. Institutions and practices (emergence of the market-industrial 

economy, of a bureaucratically organized state, of modes of the popular rule) converge while 

cultures diverge.44 One way to understand this process is to study the pull to sameness and the 

forces causing divergence.45 A functional project of modernity, in Taylor’s view, involves people 

finding resources in their traditional culture, which modified and transposed will enable them to 

                                                 
42 See Diana K. Davis, Resurrecting the Granary of Rome: Environmental History and French Colonial 

Expansion in North Africa (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2007). See also Scott, James C. Seeing Like a 

State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 1998). See also Abi-Mershed, Osama. Apostles of Modernity: Saint-simonians and the Civilizing 

Mission in Algeria (Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 2010). 

 
43 See Timothy Mitchel, Questions of Modernity, 1-34. 
44 The underlying premise here is to understand one’s culture as agent among many other cultures that might 

be dominant but that dominance is not absolute. 
45See Charles Taylor, “Two Modernities,” 172-196. He explains that these are irresistible and whoever fails 

to take them or some good functional equivalent will fall so far behind in the power stakes as to be taken 

over and forced to undergo these changes anyway; original cultures are destroyed, people die or are forced 

to assimilate. 
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take on the new practices. There is never atomistic and neutral understanding of modernity; there 

are only constellations with different imaginations. 46 

Therefore, when I speak of the emergence of alternative modernities outside Europe, I 

speak of alternative modernities as an attempt to restore the voice of the subaltern in its modernity. 

The work of Dipesh Chakrabarty drew attention to the emergence of the social practice of adda 

from the city of Calcutta in the first half of the twentieth century as an example of the emergence 

of public sphere outside Europe.47 By adda, Chakrabarty refers to the Bengali practice of friends 

getting together for long and informal conversations.48 It is imperative here to note that 

Chakrabarty makes a clear distinction between the ideals of the adda and those of the modern civil 

society. Ideally, the civil society is driven by a utilitarian logic that looks for a purpose in human 

activity and structures its use of time and place. Adda, on the other hand, is not driven by the 

necessity of achieving any particular outcome. To participate in adda is to enjoy a sense of time 

and space without being subject to finding purpose. Adda was a place where one could develop 

techniques of presenting oneself as a character. Thus, the social practice of adda provided for many 

Bengalis a site for self-presentation of cultivating a certain style of being in the eyes of others, 

thereby, providing a space for the birth of democratic speech.49 For example, an adda in a student 

hostile in Calcutta of 1913 showed the process of democratization and indigenization of literary 

tastes in the lives of the young of the middle classes.50 Women’s place in adda was constrained by 

                                                 
46 Ibid. 

 
47 Dipesh Chakrabarty, “Add, Calcutta: Dwelling in Modernity,” ed. Dilip Gaonkar, Alternative Modernitis 

(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2001), 123. 
48 Ibid, 124. 
49 Ibid, 134.  
50 Ibid, 151. He refers here to literate Bengali men starting to form something like “clubs’ where the arts 

and literature and, later politics could be discussed. By 1930s teashops, coffeehouses, and restaurants 

proliferate in Calcutta and begin to act as major sites for literary addas.   
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the nineteenth-century middle-class ideas on respectability in public in relation to practices of 

orality. This does not mean that women did not enjoy or practice adda. The separation of spheres 

for men and women both before and after British rule in India meant that women could have their 

adda. The topics discussed may have also reflected the separation of social domains. Women 

working in Calcutta and commuting to the city by train every day in their specially designated 

women’s compartments develop their own sense of adda. Women’s education and their entry into 

public life—a historical process that started in the 1850s—made a difference.51  

As Chakrabarty points out, “the men of Calcutta—in the matter of their devotion to adda—

come second only to the men of Cairo.”52 Chakrabarty questions the etymology of the word adda 

stating, “I am not a pundit; I do not know the etymology of the word [adda]. It sounds non-

Sanskritik [and] Muslim. If we Hinduize it and call it sabha, it loses everything. If we Anglicize it 

and call it ‘party,’ we kill its spirit…Does adda have an exact synonym in any other language of 

the world? Even without being a linguist, I can say, no.”53 A Similar practice with an etymological 

resemblance to adda evolved in Egypt by late 19th century. Perhaps Chakrabarty was right in 

guessing that the word sounds Muslim as it could be traced to the standard Arabic noun qa‘da,  

which refers to the English ‘setting’ and is partially used in the Arabic expression  qa‘dat ‘arab 

signifying a common social practice of gathering among tribes chiefs. In this sense, qa‘da 

                                                 
 
51 See Chakrabarty, “Add, Calcutta: Dwelling in Modernity,” 2001, 158. For women, the ‘adda, 

thematically, is a site where several of the classic and endless debates of modernity are played out. Themes 

included discipline versus laziness, women’ confinement to the domestic sphere versus their participation 

in the public sphere, separation of male and female domains versus a shared public life for both groups, 

leisure classes versus the laboring classes, an openness to the world versus the responsibilities of domestic 

life, and other related issues.  
52 Dipesh Chakrabarty, “Add, Calcutta: Dwelling in Modernity,” 130. 
53 Ibid. 
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resembles what Chakrabarty described as majlis where the gathering has a goal, here being conflict 

resolution, unlike the more free casual atmosphere of adda. Remarkably, the Egyptian colloquial 

pronunciation of the standard Arabic qa‘da as a ‘da sounds very similar to the pronunciation of 

adda. The Egyptian colloquial word a‘da with the initial q dropped and replaced with the famous 

Egyptian glottal stop is used to refer to ‘a setting’ for a social gathering that echoes the practice of 

adda. I am not sure if the Arabic complex middle sound /‘ayn/ in a‘da underwent a variation and 

was replaced with a /d/ turning a‘da into adda or if actually, it was the other way around. 

Nevertheless, it is quite remarkable to notice that adda and a ‘da share similar signification. Like 

adda, having a‘da meant the social practice of intellectuals, musicians, poets, singers, students, 

and workers gather at a friend’s house or a coffee house or a social club or a barber’s shop to 

merely chat and talk about the whereabouts of life (ahwal al-dunya).  

Apart from the fact that cinema and theater evolved to be public spheres, Egyptian cinema 

provides a rich archive for understanding a‘da. Early depictions of a‘da appeared in al-‘Azima (al-

‘Azima, dir. Kamal Salim 1939) and al-Mazahir (Appearances, dir. Kamal Salim, 1945), which 

will be analyzed in this study. Topics discussed in a‘da included but were not limited to, politics, 

the narrative of personal experiences, and discussions of sports and news. When singing takes 

place in a‘da, it becomes called sahba and the participants are called sahbagiyya. The practice of 

a‘da existed in both urban and rural Egypt, where men gathered in al-mandara, a large room 

similar to Chakrabarty’s rwak. Folk singing and colloquial poetry recitation become a marker of 

a‘da in the countryside known in Egyptian as ‘to debate with me to outsmart me’ (tikhushili 

qafiya). Karim’s Zaynab, which will be analyzed in this study, presented explicit depiction of a‘da 

in the countryside. Women had their own a‘da and had a visible presence in a‘da where gender 

mixed especially during extended family gatherings.  
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A common theme that often recurs in a‘da is the question of asala, which Armbrust 

interprets as a question of ‘nationalist authenticity.’ As Armbrust pointed out, the term asala 

disseminates in schoolbooks, newspapers, magazines, and intellectual writings. Asala is a verbal 

noun derived from the Arabic root a-s-l, which corresponds to the English word ‘origin’ or ‘root.’ 

It is not clear when and how ‘asala’ started to signify ‘tradition,’ or ‘cultural heritage’ (turath). 

The meaning of asala gets further complicated when it is framed in the expression ‘al-asala wa-l-

mu‘asara’ as an antonym to the word mu‘asara, which connotes ‘contemporaneity’ or adaptation 

to or coping with contemporary life changes. The two meanings of asala apparently are not 

synonymous. Exclusive nationalist discourse mixes the two meanings of asala and sometimes uses 

them interchangeably. One way to understand this is to understand how exclusive nationalism 

legitimizes its dominance.  

Exclusive nationalism seeks to legitimatize its dominance by establishing a historical 

specificity (khususiyya),54 often reduced to the continuity of an “abstract”55 centralized power as 

the only path for formerly colonized societies to carry out a functioning project of modernity. For 

example, Egypt’s historical specificity is reduced to Ahmose, Muhammad Ali, and Nasser. The 

                                                 
54 By historical specificity, Marx refers to the study of society in a specific historical epoch to show the 

nature of its socio-economic construction within its dialectical interaction (taking into account internal as 

well as external conditions and contexts) in that specific epoch. Thus, the historical specificity of Egypt 

during the nineteenth century is different from its historical specificity in the second half of the twentieth 

century. Historicity in Marx thought does not refer to the continuity of time as much as it refers to specific 

social function in a specific period. It is true that Marx talked about Oriental despotism, when he talked 

about the Asian mode of production in river valley civilizations. And so did Engeles and Lenin, but they 

did not refer to the issue as historically continuous attribute. They presented it as a symptom revealing 

specific socio-economic contexts.  
55 That is to say, it overlooks that different social conflicts drove the centralized power in Egypt across 

history. Within that centralized power, military personals and ‘ulama’ in addition to other social groups 

shared the ownership of the land. Sometimes the ownership of the land was a matter of formality without 

actual control. Thereby, it concealed a beneficiary ownership and the struggle between the owners and the 

beneficiaries within that centralized power. Those struggles stood behind the fall of one centralized power 

and the rise of another. 
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exclusive nationalist quest for its forged historical specificity requires a search for asala (here 

being the roots), which is seen as victorious historical moments of patriotism or patriots. Due to 

its interest in appearing consistent and inclusive to the public, the exclusive nationalist discourse 

often sweeps under the rug contradictions in asala (her being the cultural heritage) produced by 

those roots. To exclusive nationalism, asala(here being nationalist authenticity) is a submissive 

return to the roots or retrieval of the roots in a frozen form in the present; or casting a modern 

frame on the roots to argue for their ability to function withstanding the passage of time and the 

factors of change. What eventually is suppressed is the idea that asala (the roots) being the people, 

whose quest for their free movement in the public sphere and their free use of public reason 

produced its asala (here being cultural heritage) as a local and colloquial equitive alternative to 

dominant exclusive nationalist discourse.  

To study asala through a historical specificity of retrenched nationalist projects of 

enlightenment and its dramas of nationhood is to do a favor to exclusive nationalism and allow it 

to use a forged historical specificity to localize injustice in the name of asala. It also means to miss 

the difference between the hegemonic subaltern, who allies with the centralized power and the 

subaltern who rebels against it. A distinction needs to be made between asala and its appropriation 

by exclusive nationalism to avoid mistaking asala for hegemonic discourses of authenticity such 

as ‘appearing modern’ (tafarrnug) and ‘as-if-becoming modern’ (ta’ssul).  

By tafarrnug, I do not refer to the words afranji and firanji often used to signify a foreigner 

of a European origin, especially of French descent. I also do not use tafarrnug to refer to the 

attempt to imitate or mimic blindly Western social practices. I use tafarrnug to refer to a social 

practice of cultivating an amour-propre  (i.e. Self-presentation aimed at cultivating a certain style 
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of being in the eyes of others) of a modern civilizational form (al-shakl al-hadari al-‘asri), 56 which 

projects itself as the guardian of the local culture of the past. Tafarrnug involved the imposition of 

European and later American everyday life practices in local dining habits, dress code, and house 

decor, workspaces and leisure time activities, without the internalization of modern notions of 

equity and social justice. The end of tafarrnug is to exercise patronization to regulate attempts to 

imagine ‘the modern’ and reinterpret the past to sustain tafarrnug as a dominant culture. 

Tafarrnug, thus, is a delusive amour-propre and a discourse of modernity. Ironically, that delusive 

amour-propre was itself a colonialist discourse regulated by the British colonial authorities during 

the colonial rule, against which the Cairene bourgeoisie constructed their social and political 

power. As I hope to show in this study, Egyptian cinema presented several patterns of how 

tafarrnug appropriated, suppressed and ridiculed colloquial alternative representations of 

modernity. 

As a dominant culture, tafarrnug could tolerate the presence of another false consciousness 

of modernity and another delusive amour-propre.  I call this the ‘as if becoming-modern’ (ta’ssul), 

by which I refer to the practice of establishing continuity between the past and the present by 

means of denying conflicts and suppressing the difference between the new experiences and the 

experiences of the past. The muta’ssilin i.e.  adherents of ta’ssul followed the adherents of 

tafarrnug in the imposition of contemporary foreign everyday life practices in daily dining habits, 

dress code, house decor, workspaces and leisure time activities as a condition for being-modern. 

At the same time, the muta’ssilin condemned tafarrnug and stigmatized it as a blind imitation of 

European practices. Filmmakers presented two patterns of depictions while depicting ta’ssul. 

                                                 
56 See Hani Shukrallah, “‘Iyal al-nafura wa al-shakl al-hadari,” Al-Ahram, August 4, 2014.  
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Some film characters were depicted practicing ta’ssul by resurrecting an imagined ideal tradition 

in a modern frame. Alternatively, by casting a traditional frame on modern ideas, which are 

claimed to have existed as a part of an imagined ideal past. 

Asala is as a positive i.e. an active equitive alternative modernity to tafarrnug and ta’ssul. 

Asala is a voluntary choice to relate to contemporary reality by undertaking the task of questioning 

the connection between becoming-modern and giving priority to the cultivation of an amour-

propre of being modern and civilized. Adherents of asala did not reject novel social experiences, 

be they local or foreign. For example, they did not reject contemporary foreign everyday life 

practices in daily dining habits, dress code, house decor, workspaces, and leisure time activities. 

They, however, opposed the imposition of ‘the foreign’ and the simultaneous belittling and ridicule 

of the local colloquial social practices be it from the past or the present. Filmmakers often tied a 

character’s attitude of asala to the character’s vulnerability, which was not depicted as a sign of 

the character’s weaknesses. Rather, a character’s vulnerability was depicted as a sign of courage 

that enabled the character to overcome a myth of shame associated with breaking a dominant 

societal norm. That often involved challenging the delusive amour-propre of tafarrnug or ta’ssul 

or introducing an unprecedented practice (in its context). Early movies presented diverse 

depictions of asala as an emergent modernity that often recurred in the social practice of a ‘da, 

among marginalized social groups such as peasants, workers, women and performing artists.  

It is imperative here to point out that the cinematic depictions of tafarrnug; ta’ssul and 

asala are not static. As I hope to show in this study, these notions develop and are not easily 

detectable by looking at fixed categories of analysis such as fashion, gender, film language, and 

mise-en-scene for instance. When cinema flourished in Egypt, cinema had already started talking. 

Filmmakers, who came from theater, where the dialogue was the driving force of the performance, 
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produced most early talkies. Thus, extending beyond the cinematic form to content and context is 

necessary to understand Egyptian cinema. Content here refers to the constituents of the cinematic 

image and the dialogue. Context relates to the larger social and political milieu in which the film 

is made and the context of the story itself. For this purpose, I analyze the film taking into account 

the view of the director both as an artist and as a producer. The film relies on techniques of 

production, which are a stage of development of artistic production. These techniques involve 

certain modes of presentation and a set of social relations between the artistic producer and his 

audience. The revolutionary filmmaker does not accept the existing forces of artistic production 

unquestionably. Instead, s/he develops and revolutionizes those forces. Many early movies were 

produced with very scarce resources and sometimes non-existing budgets; the presence of a studio 

or a trolley to move the camera was a far-fetched dream for many filmmakers. Shooting in real 

locations was not often a choice. As a result, filmmakers experienced the public sphere and 

witnessed how the common person navigates the social realities enforced by the strategies of 

powerful, which was the colonial state at the time. While censorship policies banned the explicit 

critique of colonial reality in Egypt, critical realism became sort of a double entendre(il-hidi’ 

yifham), through which filmmakers commented critically on strategies of marginalization and 

exclusion motivated by tafarrnug and ta’ssul as false representations of modernity promoted by 

the colonial state itself.  

By doing so, filmmakers motivated the marginalized, who did not read or write in standard 

Arabic, and who composed the bulk of the population providing them with clues as to what the 

better social conditions of life might be. Consequently, there was “a massive growth of the 

imaginativeness about alternatives to their present lifeways and [the dream of] a simultaneous 
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growth of institutional means for handling these lifeways.”57 By doing so, filmmakers were 

suggesting that Egyptians should learn to admire and consume precisely the same things as people 

in the West. What filmmakers suggested could much more simply put that before any enduring 

public transformation can bear fruit in Egypt, people there will have to, autonomously and without 

government supervision, learn about the lifeways that evolved in other contemporary societies. 

What they subsequently accept, adopt, or reject is a matter, which each citizen will decide for 

her/himself in due course. 58 

3. Outline of the Dissertation  

Chapter one probes how the social marginalization of many local filmmakers did not prevent them 

from developing a consciousness of modernity as an attitude characterized by an anti-colonialist 

humanist stance that critiqued their rigid social reality shaped by colonization and exclusive 

nationalist discourses. Chapter two situates the marginalization of the filmmaker in larger 

colonialist strategies of exclusion evident in film censorship policies that aimed at regulating the 

supremacy of the ‘White man’ within the British Empire. Chapter three examines how the 

Egyptian 1947 code of film censors continued to dwell in censorship strategies developed by the 

colonizer and further marginalized local filmmakers. Chapter four analyzes covert censorship 

strategies evident in Islamic public discourses and legal opinions on the lawfulness of the two 

primary components of the film, namely, photography (taswir) and acting (tamthil). I show how 

the activation of the Islamic legal concept of maslaha (public welfare) allowed reformist ‘ulama’ 

to sanction taswir and tamthil, but overlooked the novelty of film as a domain for freedom of 

                                                 
57 Daniel Lerner, The Passing of Traditional Society: Modernizing the Middle East (New York: Free Press, 

1964), 41. 

 
58 Lerner, The Passing of Traditional Society, 41. 
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creativity and freedom of expression. Chapters five and six examine the cinematic critique of 

tafarrnug and ta’ssul as false consciousness of modernity. Chapter seven analyzes how in the 

process of sustaining tafarrnug and ta’ssul, their adherents appropriated, marginalized, and 

ridiculed metaphors representing Islam. Chapter eight explains the cinematic representation of 

asala and the place of Islam in it. 
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CHAPTER ONE: FILMMAKERS AS PRODUCERS 

 

This chapter probes the development of a consciousness of modernity as an attitude among pioneer 

Egyptian filmmakers, whom I study here as both artists and producers. I argue that an anti-

colonialist humanist stance that did not shift to exclusive nationalism marked filmmakers’ 

modernity, which is evident in their encounters of ‘Otherness’ and their resistance to it. For this 

purpose, I question the often taken for granted association between the rise of cinema and the 

presence of European foreigners (khawagat, sing. pl. khawaga) in Egypt. I suggest that a 

distinction needs to be made between the khawaga, who was an Egyptian of Greek, Italian or 

Armenian origin and the Khawaga, who was a European colonizer. As I hope to show in this 

chapter, both the khawagat and the locals contributed to the two roots of Egyptian cinema, namely, 

photography and theater. Both local and khawagat filmmakers suffered societal marginalization 

that deemed their profession disreputable and sometimes incompatible with the standards of a 

majority Muslim society like Egypt. The supremacy of the Khawaga and his monopoly over the 

film industry challenged both local and khawagat filmmakers. Nevertheless, they both developed 

an anti-colonialist humanist stance that critiqued their rigid social reality shaped by colonization, 

war, and exclusive nationalist discourses. 

1. The ‘khawaga’ and the ‘Khawaga’ 

One question that persists when attempting to historicize filmmaking in Egypt is whether cinema 

owes its emergence to the foreigners, who immigrated from Europe, or the locals? Such a question 

does not lend itself to an easy answer. It is beyond the scope of this study to provide a satisfactory 

insight in this regard. The fact, however, remains that when the film camera arrived in Egypt, there 

was nothing known as an Egyptian citizenship, despite the prevalence of a collective national 
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identity. Being an Ottoman subject was the dominant status. The foreigners, who came to Egypt, 

since the time of Khedive Isma‘il (r. 1863-1879) until 1929, were subjects of foreign powers. 

Alternatively, they either were citizens of other countries or Ottoman subjects. The idea of an 

Egyptian citizenship dominated the agenda of the nationalist elite in 1900 when the Ottoman Porte 

issued a decree that gave Egypt more power in administering its internal affairs as an autonomous 

province of the Ottoman Empire. The association between Egypt and the Ottoman Empire did not 

end until 1914, when the British Empire declared Egypt a protectorate, the matter that the new 

Turkish government acknowledged in Lausanne conference in 1923. Egypt became a separate 

supreme state on 28 February 1922 despite the four reservations.59  

The Egyptian citizenship law came into being on 28 February 1929. It had twenty-seven 

articles. The first five dealt with the Ottoman subjects, who became Egyptians. Article 6 defined 

who the Egyptian was. Articles 7, 8, and 11 dealt with foreigners, who wished to obtain an 

Egyptian citizenship. Article 7, in particular, stated that every person, who was born in Egypt to 

alien parents and who continued to reside in Egypt when s/he reached adulthood, had the right to 

apply for an Egyptian citizenship within a year, given that s/he would give up their original 

citizenship. Article 8 gave citizenship right to every foreigner, who was a permanent resident of 

Egypt for ten years. The law restricted this kind of citizenship by conditions such as maintaining 

proper conduct; having a profession; and gaining knowledge of Arabic language. Article 11 gave 

the Egyptian government the right to withdraw citizenship from foreigners, who either are 

involved in fraud activity or convicted in a criminal case that requires incarceration for two years. 

This rule also applied when if the person disturbed peace and stability of the Egyptian state and 

                                                 
59 The British government announced unanimously that it reserved the right to secure the Empire’s 

transportation in Egypt, the right to defend Egypt against any other non-British aggression, the right to 

protect minority rights, and the right to protect interests of foreign nationals.  
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society by acting on or publishing, outside or inside Egypt, revolutionary ideas contradictory to 

the Egyptian constitution. 

Given all the above historical transformations, I find it imperative to question the use of 

the term of khawaga to signify the English word ‘foreigner.’ The word khawaga is used to refer 

to a person, who speaks in colloquial Egyptian with an accent indicating affiliation with a European 

origin. Egyptian cinema before the Suez Crisis, also known as Tripartite Aggression of 1956, 

depicted the khawaga as a part of the demographic fabric of society. We see this in the movies of 

Nagib al-Rihani. In Salama fi Khayr (Salama is Safe, dir. Niyazi Mustafa, 1937), we find a 

depiction of the working class khawaga Costin, who lived in the same apartment complex with 

working class Egyptians (awlad al-balad) and the effendis. We see also the merchant khawaga, 

who was an owner of a big textile business. The movie emphasized the ‘Egyptianness’ of that 

khawaga when he was depicted insisting on naming his long awaited baby boy after the name of 

an Ancient Egyptian King Menkaure (r. 2530 BC). The khawaga criticized his wife, who wanted 

to name the baby Joseph instead of Menkaure. A distinction, therefore, needs to be made between 

the khawaga, who lived in Egypt and became Egyptian and the Khawaga, who was there primarily 

as a colonizer.  

This distinction appears clearly in the legacy of many filmmakers. Chief among them is 

Istifan Rusti (1891-1964), known as the ibn al-bald khawaga. Rusti’s mother separated from her 

husband, an Austrian Baron, whose family disapproved of their marriage. She took her son and 

settled in awlad al-balad neighborhood of Shubra in Cairo, where Rusti attended a public high 

school. When he grew up, he paid multiple trips to Europe until he met director Muhammad Karim 

in Berlin. The latter convinced him to return to Egypt and work in filmmaking in Cairo. Rusti then 

joined the theater troupe of ‘Aziz ‘Id and participated in al-Rihani Troupe’s performance of the 
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famous anti-colonialist operate of al-‘Ashara al-Tayyiba—originally composed by the father of 

Egyptian music, Sheikh Sayyid Darwish. Rusti co-directed the early silent feature Layla (1927) 

after a conflict arose between its producer, pioneer feminist actor ‘Aziza Amir, and Turkish 

director Widad ‘Urfi. One of Rusti’s most famous critical realist movies that dealt with the status 

of working women in Egypt was al-Warsha (The Workshop, dir. Istifan Rusti, 1940). It is not 

surprising to find Rusti acting the role of a Khawaga during the 1956 war in the movie Sajin Abu 

Za‘bal (Prisoner of Abu Za‘bal, dir. Niyazi Mustafa, 1957). When he died in 1964, he had acted 

in a hundred and twenty-two films.60  

As an actor, Rusti built his star aura by mastering European code of dress and etiquette, 

while simultaneously using the slang metaphors of awlad al-balad, thereby creating a correlation 

between his star aura and the critique of the superiority of the European code of dress and etiquette 

adopted by the Khawaga. This caricature was not a dehumanization as much as it was a 

humanization of the European Other. To dismiss Rusti from the history of Egyptian cinema, 

because he was not born to Egyptian parents, who fit the definition of ‘the Egyptian’ in 1923 

constitution, is not only to dismiss iconic movies that shaped the culture of acting and filmmaking 

in Egypt. It is to dismiss the modern local experience of coexistence that shaped an anti-colonialist 

humanist stance taken by a generation of Egyptians, be them khawagat or locals, against the 

Khawaga. In what follows, I trace this stance in the legacy of pioneer filmmakers, be them 

khawagat or locals; photographers or theater actors, to show how encountering societal 

marginalization, racial discrimination, and exclusive nationalist discourses, made them clearly 

distinguish between the Khawaga and the khawaga. 

                                                 
60 Ashraf Baydas, Abyad wa-aswad (Cairo: Sama, 2013), 43-50. 
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2. Photography and Theater: The Two Roots of Egyptian Cinema 

When the Lumière Brothers screened their first film in Toussoun Bourse in Alexandria in 

1896, the two roots of Egyptian cinema, namely, photography and theater were established 

professions in Egypt. While the khawagat dominated the profession of photography, most 

members of theater troupes came from the local population. Chief among filmmakers, who started 

as photographers were Aziz Bender Lee, Umberto Doris, Elvisi Orfanelli—who did the 

cinematography for Bab al-Hadid (Cairo Station, dir. Yusuf Shahin, 1958)— and Muhammad 

Bayyumi. Unlike Lumière, who shot sights that appealed to his foreign audience, the movies shot 

by Bender Lee, Doris, Orfanelli, and Bayyumi expressed an anti-colonialist stance by focusing on 

local Egyptian sights and points of attraction to the Egyptian lay public.  

For example, Bender Lee and Doris shot their first films and printed it in their lab on June 

11, 1907.61 The film documented the visit of the Ottoman Porte to the mosque of the Sufi saint al-

Morsi Abu al-‘Abbas (1219-1286), who was born in Murcia and migrated to Alexandria where he 

died. Doris, supported with Bank De Rome, established an Italian-Egyptian film company and a 

studio in the neighborhood of al-Hadara in Alexandria. The company produced silent features like 

Sharf al-Badawi (The Honor of The Bedouin, 1918), al-Zuhur al-Qatila (The Deadly Roses, 1918). 

The latter was the first silent feature in which Muhammad Karim participated. 62 Bender Lee, 

Doris, and Bayyumi used four cameras to shoot the inauguration of the parliament in 1924 by King 

                                                 
61 Ibrahim al-Dusuqi,. Sami Hilmi and Muhammad al-Qalyubi, Al-sinima al-Misriyya al-samita al-

watha’iqiyya al-tasjiliyya, 1897-1930( Cairo: al-Majlis al-A‘la lil-Thaqafa, 2010Al-Dasuqi, Al-sinima al-

Misriyya ), 68. 

 
62 Ibid., 74. 
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Fu’ad I, thereby mummifying the emergence of constitutional rights in Egypt, a foundational step 

in Egypt’s project of modernity. 63 

Unlike his khawagat peers, Bayyumi’s early career as a military officer intensified his anti-

colonialist stance. He graduated from the Egyptian military academy in 1912 in the same class of 

first Egyptian president Muhammad Najib (1953-1954). He served in Khartoum, Sudan and in 

Jaffa, Palestine. In one occasion, Bayyumi refused to pardon a British soldier, who declined an 

order to salute him as a senior officer, because Bayyumi was not a White British officer. Bayyumi’s 

decision angered his British superior officers, who considered his position an act of disobedience 

and punished him by moving him to a reserve unit. As much as this incident revealed to Bayyumi 

the discriminatory nature of the Khawaga’s modernity, it did not lead Bayyumi to embrace an 

exclusionary nationalist ideology that unwelcomed European foreigners in Egypt considering them 

all to be Khawagat. Instead, discrimination inspired him to resist and learn more about Europe. He 

found in the cinema a powerful communication medium, which he used to resist the Khawaga’s 

false consciousness of modernity. Giving up on his military career, Bayyumi traveled to study 

cinema in Austria, where he met and married his Austrian wife. He came back to Egypt after WWI 

and opened a studio in the neighborhood of Shubra in Cairo, where his first model was his 

daughter, Dawlat. In 1922, Bayyumi traveled again, but this time to Germany, where he met 

German director Wilhelm Carol, and the well-known German cinematographer Boehringer. 

Bayyumi acted in minor roles in German films such as Die Grüne Manuela released in 1923.64 

                                                 
63 Al-Dasuqi, Al-sinima al-Misriyya, 87. 

 
64 Ibid, 91. 
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Most of Bayyumi’s films focused on anti-colonialist themes. His first film documented the 

return of anti-colonialist nationalist leader Sa‘d Zaghlul from exile on 18 September 1923. Other 

films focused on local events such as the opening of the tomb of Tut Ankh Amun, the release of 

anti-colonialist General ‘Abd al-Rahman Fahmi from jail in January 1924. Bayyumi also filmed 

the funeral of the Sir Lee Stack, governor of Egypt and Sudan. He shot the funeral of Yusuf 

Wahbi’s brother-in-law, ‘Ali Fahmi, who was murdered by his wife, Margret Fahmi. The case 

caused public controversy reminding the Egyptian lay public of the legal privileges of foreigners 

in Egypt due to the Capitulations. In his diaries, Yusuf Wahbi recalled how Margret Fahmi’s 

lawyer, Sir Edward Marshall Hall, convinced the jurors that Mrs.Fahmi was not guilty. The lawyer 

built a defense on the barbaric behavior typical of an Arab man, who advanced on his wife in a 

threatening manner that made her shoot her husband in defense of herself. The jurors all but 

ignored the fact that Margret Fahmi had shot her husband at point-blank range. The significance 

of the case in Egypt reached a point that the first Egyptian talkie, Awlad al-Dhawat (The Children 

of the Nobles, dir. Muhammad Karim, 1932) produced by Yusuf Wahbi, was based on the murder 

story of ‘Ali Fahmi. 

As much as Bayyumi’s anti-colonialist humanist stance distinguishes between the khawaga 

and the Khawaga, it simultaneously reveals Bayyumi’s disappointment with the dominance of 

exclusive nationalism in Egypt. For example, Bayyumi’s studio was the nucleus of Studio Masr,65 

which was often credited to nationalist economist Tal‘at Harb. The latter had bought the machines 

of Bayyumi’s studio but never acknowledged Bayyumi’s efforts in establishing Studio Masr. In a 

                                                 
65 See al-Ithnayn, 25 December 1950 (863). Between 1934 and 1948, there were seven major studios 

operating in Egypt: Studio Masr (1934), Studio Nasiban (1935), Studio Tugu Mizrahi (1936), Studio Shubra 

(1944), Studio Galal (1944), Studio al-Ahram (1945) and Studio Nihas (1948). It is imperative here also to 

note that Nihas Film Company was operating through Ramsis Theater Company, both owned by Yusuf 

Wahbi. 
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letter to Harb, Bayyumi complained about the schemes and intrigues in Egypt Company for Acting 

and Cinema that led him to resign.66 Similar echoes of Bayyumi’s complaints came in Karim’s 

diaries in which he described the lack of effective management in the company that had five 

managers in less than seventeen months. 67 

Like Bayyumi, Muhammad Karim and his generation of filmmakers, who came from 

theater, also developed an anti-colonialist humanist stance. This is in part because the modern local 

theater has a long history of critiquing the ruling elite before and after British colonization, the 

matter that made many actors face censorship, social marginalization, and ‘Otherness.’ I shall deal 

in more details with censorship in the following chapters. I suffice here to explain, briefly, the 

questions of the foreignness of modern theater acting and the critique of the ruling elite about the 

marginalization and ‘Otherness’ of actors. 

Jacob Landau traced back the origin of modern theater and cinema in Egypt to shadow, 

passion, and mimicry plays, common during the Ottoman Empire.68 Cultural historian and novelist 

Jurji Zaydan (1861-1914)69 made a distinction between modern and pre-modern acting, thereby 

dismissing continuity. According to Zaydan, the art form known as modern/contemporary Arabic 

acting (al-tamthil al-‘Arabi al-hadith/mu‘asir) was an imported art form that required 

                                                 
 
67 Muhammad Karim, Mudhakkirat Muhammad Karim. ed. Madkur Thabit (Cairo: Akadimiyyat al-Funun, 

2006),109. 
68 See Jacob Landau, Studies in the Arab Theater and Cinema (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 

Press, 1958), 1. See also Afif Arabi, The History of Lebanese Cinema, 1929-1979: An Analytical Study of 
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domestication.70 He traced back its origins to the late seventeenth century European 

Enlightenment. On the other hand, he argued that non-modern acting used to be tied to rituals, as 

was the case in India, China, and Japan where it was used in rituals long before the emergence of 

Greek civilization. In India for example, Zaydan explained that the origin of acting could be traced 

back to the story of Brahma, who communicated it to the wise Bharata to whom the Natya Shastra, 

the ancient Indian treatise on the performing arts, was attributed. In the Egyptian context, acting 

was put in service of rituals in Ancient, Greek, and Roman Egypt.71 The Greek, however, made 

acting an ‘art’ classifying it into ‘tragedy’ and ‘comedy,’ they introduced stage performance, 

singing, and costumes. As Enlightenment was emerging in Europe by the late seventeenth century, 

there were serious efforts to revive, restore, and develop that Greek art.72 

Al-tamthil al-‘Arabi al-hadith/mu‘asir was introduced to Egypt by Syrian travelers such as 

Marun al-Naqqash (d. 1855), who visited Egypt at the end of Muhammad  ‘Ali reign around 1846 

and later by his nephew Salim al-Naqqash, who arrived with his friend Yusuf al-Khayyat to Egypt 

in 1878. By then Egypt had already been exposed to different foreign theater troupes because 

Isma‘il had by then inaugurated The Cairo Opera House 1869. Ironically, only French troupes 

were allowed to perform in the Opera at that time. This rule continued until al-Khayyat moved to 

Cairo and found the right connection to communicate his wish to perform in the Opera to the 

Khedive Isma‘il. The first play al-Khayyat performed was called The Oppressor (al-Zalum), which 

Isma‘il found insulting because he thought it had unfair indications to the injustice of his rule. 

Soon Isma‘il ordered the deportation of al-Khayyat and his troupe from Egypt. When Isma‘il was 
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himself forced to leave Egypt in 1882, because of the British Occupation, another Syrian, 

Sulayman al-Qirdahi, formed a troupe, whose members included pioneer Egyptian actors such as 

the famous Sheikh Salama Hijazi, who received his education in al-Azhar and so did his student 

Sayyid Darwish. Modern theater acting, however, remained underdeveloped due to lack of state 

support until 1910 when Khedive Tawfiq sent George Abyad to study acting in Paris. The theater 

of Abyad, at that time, attracted the educated, who were able to understand standard Arabic.73 As 

Ziad Fahmy noted, it was Sayyid Darwish, who professionally developed acting in Egyptian 

colloquial. Darwish’s anti-colonialist plays further intensified the marginalization of actors, 

because Darwish’s plays often critiqued the alliance between the Turkish ruling elite and the 

British colonizer.  

While theater shaped the anti-colonialist stance of many pioneer filmmakers, their 

experience of societal marginalization and ‘Otherness’ exercised by their families because of the 

foreignness of film as art and profession added a humanist (i.e. pro-social justice and equal rights) 

layer to that stance. To the nationalist Cairene bourgeoisie at the time, the film was a product of 

the Khawaga and it had to be suppressed and fought. To become a filmmaker is to be stigmatized 

as an unemployed clown (qaraquz) and an agent of the Khawaga. For those, who belonged to 

marginalized social groups, becoming an actor meant a threat to the family’s income, because of 

the revenue of an actor, at that time, was not stable. For those who belonged to bourgeoisie 

families, however, the challenge was bigger. Becoming an actor did not just mean the loss of 

income, loss of social status, public shaming, and a disgrace to the entire family. It also meant to 

possess the will and perseverance to escape the hegemony of their social class and to develop an 
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anti-colonialist humanist stance against the norms of the Cairene bourgeoisie exclusive nationalist 

milieu in which they grew up. This milieu did not necessarily see any difference between the 

khawaga and the Khawaga. It celebrated an anti-colonialist stance against the social injustice 

caused by the superiority of the Khawaga over the local elites. However, it did not see the 

superiority of the nationalist elite over the rest of Egyptians as a form of social injustice. Examples 

are numerous in this regard. In what follows, I suffice to mention a few examples from the legacies 

of Muhammad Karim, Yusuf Wahbi, and Bahiga Hafiz, most of whom belonged to Cairene 

bourgeoisie families. 

Muhammad Karim and Yusuf Wahbi grew up in the neighborhood of ‘Abidin, by then an 

upper-class neighborhood close to the ‘Abidin Palace. Wahbi was a son of ‘Abdullah bey Wahbi, 

a close friend to nationalist leader Sa‘d Zaghlul. Karim’s brother was a law graduate, who worked 

for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Both Wahbi and Karim developed an interest in cinema at a 

young age. Karim, for example, recalled his fascination with short silent feature Bout-de-Zan Vole 

Un Elephant (Tiny Tim and the Adventures of his Elephant, dir. Louis Feuillade, 1913), the first 

of which they watched at the age of seven accompanied by Karim’s eldest brother Hasan. Italian 

films appealed to Karim more than French films. Primarily because Italian movies had actors like 

Francesca Bettini (1892-1995), Lida Borelli (1884-1959), and Maria Jacobini (1890-1944). Italian 

movies were mostly adaptations of William Shakespeare’s works such Antony and Cleopatra or 

the works of Alexandre Dumas like The Lady of the Camellia, and Henryk Sienkiewicz’s Quo 

Vadis.74 American movies did not attract them since most of the screenings, which they came 
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across, were western genera starring William Hart (1870-1946), Tom Mix (1880-1940), and Eddie 

Polo (1875-1961).75 

Soon watching movies drew Karim and Wahbi to performing scenes from the same movies 

they used to watch. They performed scenes from Les Vampires (The Vampire, dir. Louis Feuillade, 

1915) and Fantômas (Fantômas, dir. Louis Feuillade, 1913). The character of Fantômas intrigued 

them to the extent that Karim made a black costume similar to that of Fantômas and roamed the 

streets of Cairo at night imagining he was Fantômas. Often, Karim acted a scene from Fantômas 

with Wahbi, who used to act the character of a police officer chasing Fantômas. Their 

performance, however, was not merely imitation, it showed their early awareness and interest in 

the domestication of the film, which was a foreign medium. On one occasion, Wahbi disguised in 

a female costume known as a black wrap (milaya) to help Fantômas escape the police.76 This 

incident reveals how Wahbi and Karim were grappling with the possibility of using film to express 

local sensibilities. These early amateur performances and efforts of domestication continued all 

through their years as teenagers. They used to rent a 10 min movie for ten piasters for three days 

from an Olympia Cinema employee, who became friends with Karim.77 They used to perform at 

the courtyard of Karim’s house. When Wahbi’s Family moved to al-Munira neighborhood, the 

performances transferred to Wahbi’s bigger house, and they started to attract an audience. Most of 

their audience came from door attendants, servants, cooks, and laundry workers in the 

neighborhood. Wahbi used to use a white bed sheet as a projector board. They used dozens of 

cups, plates, forks, water buckets, and knives along with fireworks to create sound effects for silent 
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movies. To attract more audience, they used to offer souvenirs (perfume, chocolate, biscuits, and 

handkerchiefs).78 In a way, their efforts to make these performances succeed revealed their 

growing awareness of cinema as a public sphere where marginalized social groups could come 

together. More importantly, these amateur performances alerted Wahbi and Karim at a very young 

age to censorship, the false consciousness of modernity among their Cairene bourgeoisie families 

and how marginalized social groups are more capable of engendering social change.  

For example, during one of the screenings that Karim and Wahbi used to hold at Wahbi’s 

palace, Wahbi’s father showed up unexpectedly. He was angry at the scene of the servants 

gathering in one room to watch a movie, which he considered a shameful practice. As Karim put 

it, for their bad luck Wahbi’s father arrived, while the screen was showing a scene of a kiss between 

the two stars. Simultaneously, Karim was standing behind the screen and kissing his hand to create 

a sound effect of a kiss to echo the silent scene on the screen. Faced with the anger of Wahbi’s 

father, the audience took off, while Wahbi ducked hiding under a table. Karim recalled how 

Wahbi’s dad pulled Karim’s ear and reproached him. Wahbi had his share of slapping later. The 

father then confiscated their projector machine.79  

To Wahbi’s dad, who was an active nationalist and a vigilant participant in the meetings of the 

al-Wafd party at the house of Sa‘d Zaghlul,80 Wahbi’s future was lost. He had wanted his son to 

be a doctor or an engineer. The father withdrew all financial support from Wahbi and used to call 

him Khawaga Yusuf. Instead of being dissuaded from pursuing a career in acting, this early 
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incident of censorship motivated Wahbi and Karim to find room for their hobby outside the walls 

of the Wahbi’s palace, which symbolized the rigid norms of their Cairene bourgeoisie culture. 

After this incident, they joined the Association of Reviving the Art of Acting, where they started 

to act in supporting roles professionally. The incident, however, left Wahbi and Karim with a 

question that continued all through their lives: how could Wahbi’s father claim to be a nationalist 

and oppose the idea of having an Egyptian theatrical tradition and a film industry?81  This conflict 

also shows in Karim’s life through his brother Hasan, who was a political activist. Hasan 

encouraged Karim and appreciated his interest in acting. However, Hasan could not face his 

bourgeoisie family with his younger brother’s interest in studying acting. As Karim put it, Hasan 

was an employee in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and acting was a stigma (subba) for any 

bourgeoisie family. 82 When Karim decided to travel to Italy and later to Germany to study cinema 

in the early 1920s, Hasan lied to their bourgeoisie relatives telling them that Karim traveled to 

study engineering.  

This conflict was resolved gradually as both Wahbi and Karim became conscious of class 

struggle. However, a premature answer came early in their lives from Wahbi’s nanny, the only 

family member, who dared to break the tight circles of censorship and the bourgeoisie norms in 

Wahbi’s palace. When Wahbi wanted to travel to Milan to study acting, his nanny loaned him her 

golden bracelet to sell.83 The stance of the nanny drew Wahbi’s attention to the idea that 

marginalized social groups are more capable of change than the bourgeoisie. 
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For female actors, the situation was far more challenging. To be an actor was a synonym 

for being a whore. That was the situation in Egypt and elsewhere at the time. The Egyptian 

government associated acting with prostitution. For example, the government issued a legislation 

in 1929 to require any woman, who wished to pursue a career in the performing arts to obtain a 

professional license. The legislation also required every theater house to register the names of all 

its female actors by reporting their names to the local authorities.84 Thus, pursuing a career as an 

actor was a precarious decision and sometimes a life-threatening one for women, especially those 

from bourgeoisie families. For example, Bahiga Hafiz (1901-1983), who played the role of Zaynab 

in Karim’s silent version of the movie, came from an aristocratic family. Her father was Isma‘il 

Muhammad Hafiz pasha, and her cousin was Isma‘il Sidqi, the Prime Minister of Egypt (1930-

33). She married an Iranian royalty, who remains unnamed in the sources, but she soon got 

divorced. Hafiz often expressed her disappointment at the false consciousness of modernity that 

dominated Cairene bourgeoisie families and their exclusive nationalist discourse. “I expected 

support from my family and my country. I failed to convince them that my music is no less than 

the western music (afrangi). They refused to listen to me, claiming that I belonged to the Khawagat 

and my music was an imitation of their music. My family saw my music devoid of Eastern 

sensibilities. They failed to understand the universality and inclusiveness of my music. I strived to 

appeal to a universal audience. I was keen to mix my music to appeal to the audience of the tango 

and the local audience. Had the Ministry of Education encouraged me like it did with the 

Khawagat, I would have been able to develop my music.”85  Hafiz condemned the censorship of 

her movie Layla Bint al-Sahra’ (Leila, Daughter of the Desert, dir. Bahiga Hafiz, 1937) in Egypt, 
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while it was the first Arabic film to be screened at Berlin Film Festival. It was a time when the 

royal marriage between Princess Fawziyya and the Shah was about to take place. Moreover, the 

movie depicted Chosroes, King of Persia, as a tyrant, who mistreated women.86 

Encountering marginalization made many filmmakers conscious of ‘Otherness’ and further 

developed their anti-colonialist humanist stance. We see this clearly in Karim’s memoirs, in which 

he makes a distinction between the khawaga and the Khawaga. For example, When Karim left the 

theater to start a film career; there were not many film companies in Egypt at that time. He had 

hoped to join an Italian company owned by Bank De Rome. However, working in that new and 

foreign company required a great deal of Italian fluency and knowledge of Italian culture, which 

Karim lacked. To overcome this obstacle, he started hanging out at Ventura Café in ‘Imad al-Din 

Street, where many theaters and nightclubs existed. There, he mingled with khawagat of Italian 

origin. In particular, he befriended a khawaga by the name of Enrico Cristopher, who introduced 

him to artists like Enrico Caruso (1873-1921) Tullio Carminati (1894-1971) and Gustavo Serena 

(1881-1970).87  It was through this companionship that Karim was able to find some roles with the 

Italian film company. However, Karim’s poor Italian proficiency continued to be a challenge 

because all the film crew was mostly Italians and nobody spoke Arabic.88 He spent days lost in the 

studio until he met the art manager, Francesco, 89whom Karim described as “the khawaga, who 

mastered Egyptian colloquial like any working class Egyptian (ibn balad).”90 It was from 
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Francesco that Karim learned that a professional actor should be able to act any role regardless of 

how short or long the role is.91 

While Karim’s experience with Enrico Cristopher and Francesco reveals his awareness of the 

difference between the Khawagat and the khawagat, other encounters reveal his awareness of the 

Orientalist discourse propagated by the Khawagat. For example, despite Karim’s income reached 

twenty Egyptian pounds, a large sum of money at that time, Karim was not content with the small 

roles he acted in the Italian Film company. He saw himself equal to Charlie Chaplin, who started 

only four years before him.92With that ambition, Karim began corresponding with studios in the 

United States. He sent his photographs to Paramount Studios. They replied with a note of rejection 

without examining his pictures as his envelope was returned unopened. Given that the majority of 

actors in the USA at that time came from outside the USA, Karim found it difficult to believe the 

claim of the company that American audience was not interested in foreign actors. With the 

frustration of the moment, Karim saw the incident as an act of discrimination.93 He then tried to 

study through distance learning at Victoria Cinema College in London. However, he received a 

rejection letter stating that his ‘Oriental features’ do not have a chance of success at that time. To 

Karim, ‘that time’ referred to the 1919 anti-British revolution, which he saw as an enough reason 

for rejection.94 As much as the Khawaga’s Orientalist discourse increased Karim’s awareness of 

the monopoly of the Khawaga over his dream art and profession, it did not lead him to develop an 

exclusive nationalist stance. As I mentioned earlier, this is due to his awareness during the 
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childhood of the double consciousness of the nationalist discourse. However, it is also due to his 

interest in resisting ‘Otherness.’ Like Bayyumi, the rejection that Karim faced made him invest 

more in encountering Europe through the eyes of the khawaga.  

Karim’s encounter with Europe developed his anti-colonialist humanist stance by seasoning 

his resistance to ‘Otherness.’ His description of his experience in Europe is not a mono-toned 

narrative. He presented a self-reflective narrative that took into account his emotional status in 

response to reality. We know from his diaries that he developed an early awareness of the 

difference between reality and the representation of reality. For example, he mentioned how as a 

teenager, he used to read a column in the al-Hal newspaper. The column focused on everyday 

conversations in public transportations. Karim described his excitement when he took the tram for 

the first time. He thought that he would jump into the rich political and cultural discussions he 

used to read and enjoy. However, he also expressed surprise at how people were silent most of the 

time. Also, when they talked, the conversations were not as interesting as they sounded in the 

column. He then stated how he realized that the author often brings a lot of his imagination to 

reality. Therefore, all through his narrative on his experience in Europe, Karim writes about initial 

impression and the gradual change of view. It is through this shift in the tone of his writing that 

his awareness of ‘Otherness’ and his resistance to it shows. 

For example, the scenes of Brindisi and Rome were a shock to Karim, because the war had just 

ended. When he arrived in 1920, the shadows of war were highly visible on buildings. He 

confessed that he had a romanticized image of Rome and he did not expect the scenes of poverty 

in its streets.95Karim’s resistance to ‘Otherness’ further unfolded in his eagerness to break mutual 
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stereotypes and facilitate human communication. For example, he described how he broke his 

stereotypes about Italians as well as his host family’s stereotype about Egypt. He learned for 

instance that the favorite Italian food was not spaghetti, but rather artichoke with olive. His host 

family asked about urbanization in Egypt; they wondered whether Egyptians knew anything about 

silver wear and dining tables.96 He described how he struggled to convince them, for example, that 

his pictures in Cairo were not pictures taken in Paris or London.97 Similarly, resistance to 

‘Otherness’ shaped his first day in Cesar Film Studio. In the beginning, the actors did not take him 

seriously; they laughed when they knew he was an Egyptian coming to study film in Italy.98 Karim 

wrote, “They used to look at me with no interest. Rather they were indifferent to me as if I were 

not a human. I thought to myself, what I could do to convince them that I am as human as they 

are; that I also have the ambition of the artist and his perseverance to make a name for myself. ”99 

Solution came from a packet of cigarettes that he carried with him from Egypt. Within twenty 

minutes of sharing his cigarettes with the crew in the studio, he became the most famous person 

in the studio. The significance of this incident lies in how it shows Karim’s awareness of and 

persistence to resist ‘Otherness’ as a social construct, not as an innate behavior in humans. He had 

faced a similar situation while working with the Italian company in Egypt. There, he also was met 

with indifference until he figured out that one has to share the group’s worries and concerns to be 

a part of it or considered an insider. At that time, the Italian film company crewmembers welcomed 

him after he participated with them in their search for a lost diamond in the studio. He recalled that 

after finding the diamond, everybody became friendlier and the crewmembers started calling him 
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‘Senior Muhammad.’ Karim’s celebration of these incidents shows his awareness of the difference 

between the Khawaga and the khawaga. To Karim, being called ‘Senior Muhammad’ did not 

necessarily mean to refuse to be Egyptian and to become a Khawaga. Therefore, it is not surprising 

that Karim commented in his diaries on how he gradually restored his fascination with Rome and 

how he restored his joy at the sights of the fountains and churches in every corner. 100 After a year 

in Italy, most of the studios where Karim worked stopped their activities, and he headed to 

Berlin.101  

Karim’s description of his experience in Berlin reveals his awareness of class struggle, 

which further developed his anti-colonialist humanist stance. For example, when Karim describes 

Berlin, it appears he was comparing Berlin to Rome. He mentioned for instance that his friends 

had given him a dreamy picture of life in Berlin, which he found cleaner and more organized. 

However, he attributed his impressions of Berlin to two primary reasons that had to do with his 

experience of leading the life of two social classes in Berlin. The value of the Sterling, which was 

the currency that Egyptian used abroad, was on the rise when he arrived. Initially, his money was 

more than sufficient for room and board expense as well as for learning German. He lived in the 

best neighborhoods like Kurfürstendamm Avenue, and he spent the nights at the most expensive 

nightclubs like Beckershof. However, while the surrender of Wilhelm II saved Berlin the atrocities 

of the war, it changed Karim’s social class. When a new German currency was issued in 1924, and 

the one Sterling was equal to 20 Marks, Karim’s pounds were not enough and Berlin started to be 

an isolating poor place was it not that Karim met his German wife. His marriage also was not free 

of ‘Otherness.’ He mentioned, for example, how his in-laws welcomed the wedding, except for his 
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wife’s aunt. The latter accused her niece of treason for getting married to a British Khawaga since 

Egypt was under British rule.  

Karim’s anti-colonialist humanist stance further developed in UFA studios in Berlin, where 

he attended the shooting of Metropolis with Fritz Lang. At UFA, Karim faced the question of the 

place of religion in his anti-colonialist humanism. For example, Karim recalled that the two UFA 

studios in Babelsberg and Tempelhof used to produce movies on the East. In one occasion, an 

actor was performing the Muslim prayers, and he did the steps incorrectly. Karim interfered and 

pointed out that the actor made a mistake. Had Karim wanted to cite this indecent in his dairies as 

an incident of pure Orientalist discourse, he would have stopped there. However, he added that 

some of the film crew took him to a researcher in the studio’s library. The latter talked to Karim, 

in what Karim described as ‘unprecedented simplicity,’ explaining that Islamic sources recorded 

variations in the steps of Muslim prayers.102 This incident in a way reveals Karim’s keenness to 

create an accurate representation of religion in film. At the same time, it shows his awareness of 

the interpretations of religion as a social construct. Such an awareness, however, does not mean 

that Karim denied the Orientalist discourse in films at the time. For example, he mentioned how 

he noted that, in some scenes, Quranic verses appeared upside down on the walls, and how the 

staff fixed the mistake when he would point it out. However, Karim also noted that he still felt that 

the crew carelessness of the crew was a product of an Orientalist discourse that cared for the exotic 

depiction of the calligraphy more than its relevance to the scene.103 These little details in Karim’s 

description of his experience of Orientalism reveal his awareness of the difference between 

Orientalism as an imperialist agenda and the study of oriental civilizations, a distinction that Said 
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noted later when he made a difference between British and French Orientalism, on the one hand, 

and German Orientalism, on the other hand. Thus, it is not surprising that Karim referred to his 

best experience in Berlin came when UFA recommended him for a role with an American Film 

Company. He described the best aspect of that experience as its humanism, which allowed actors 

from different national origins to work in harmony together. This anti-colonialist humanist stance 

did not cease to exist, when Karim returned to Egypt in 1926, despite the lack of state support and 

the entrenched monopoly of the Khawagat over cinematograph halls and the import of 

cinematograph equipment.  

Contrary to the myth that the Egyptian state encouraged the performing arts in the first half 

of the twentieth century, there seems to be a minimal governmental support. Karim blamed the 

Cairene bourgeoisie and the nationalist elite, whom Karim repeatedly accused of failing their 

country. Even when some of them showed interest in the film industry in Egypt, they had a very 

utilitarian vision of what cinema can present to Egypt.104 For example, while in Berlin, Karim had 

heard the news of Egypt’s Company for Acting and Cinema. Al-Waqai‘ newspaper published a 

Royal decree; allowing Ahmad Midhat Yakan pasha, Fu’ad Sultan bey, ‘Abd al-Hamid Suyufi 

bey, Ahmad Shafiq  pasha, Zakariya Mahran pasha, Ahmad Hijazi bey, Ibrahim al-Zahiri bey, and 

Tal‘at Harb pasha to establish a film company with a capital of fifteen thousand Egyptian pounds; 

divided in three hundred and fifty stock.  Each stock sold for four pounds. Bank Masr owned two 

thousand and five hundred stocks.105 Karim expressed his disappointed at the unrealistic and 

insufficient budget of the company when he met Tala ‘at Harb in Berlin.106 Karim was further 

disappointed by Harb’s utilitarian views on the film. Harb told Karim that the company did not 
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intend to produce any feature films and that it would only shoot short films depicting natural sights. 

All that Harb promised was to make use of Karim’s expertise when he returns to Egypt.107 Later, 

Karim was surprised to find himself accused of westernization and reluctance to help his country. 

Al-Ittihad newspaper, which was owned by the government blamed Karim for not coming back to 

Egypt and continuing to work abroad.108  Echoes of Karim’s complains of lack of state support 

appear in the same year in Rusa al-Yusuf Magazine, in which feminist Ruza al-Yusuf was 

complaining that the government had no clear vision in supporting the performing arts. It did 

nothing since it had sent theater actor Zaki Tulaymat to Paris to join the Public Institute of Acting. 

109 She questioned the plan of the Ministry of Education with regard the allocation of the 

insufficient ten thousand Egyptian pounds, which were approved by the parliament to rejuvenate 

the performing arts. She further wondered about the financial aid promised by The Ministry of 

Public Works for playwrights.110 When Karim met Tal‘at Harb again in Egypt in 1927, the latter 

offered Karim a job with no salary.111 The lake of state support continued to be the case all through 

the 1930s and 1940s. For example, in Lastu Malak (I am no Angel, dir. Muhammad Karim, 1946) 

Karim presented a scene between actor Bishara Wakim and Muhammad  ‘Abd al-’Abd al-Wahhab; 

they were complaining about the futility of the government art study missions (ba‘athat al-funun) 

after which students come to Egypt and remain unemployed.  

The good news, however, was that when Karim returned in 1926, cinema had become more 

recognized as an art. Three major newspapers were reporting on cinema, al-Balagh al-Usbu‘i, al-

Musawwar and al-Lata’if al-Musawwara.112 To use Karim’s words, Cecil Demille’s Ten 
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Commandments occupied Cairo media for weeks. The growing coverage of cinema, however, did 

not mean that filmmaking in Egypt had gone through any major leaps. The monopoly of the 

Khawagat over the film industry complicated the situation. That monopoly came primarily from 

the power of the Societe Artistique de’ l Egypte established in 1897 for constructing theaters and 

nightclubs. The power of the Societe came from its partners’ control over major infrastructure 

companies such as real estates, water and electricity companies such as The Light and Electricity 

Company established to supply the Azzbakiyya neighborhood with power. This neighborhood 

became dense with theaters and movies theaters.113Many major movie theaters were owned by 

Khawagat including, American Kosmograph, Empire Cinema, Radium Cinema, Coliseum 

Cinema, Metropole Cinema, Caliper Cinema, Ideal Cinema, and al-Ahli Cinema. A few locals 

such as the Coptic Maqar family owned al-Ahli Movie Theater. Most of the screening at these 

theaters included foreign films distributed according to a quota system that gave American movies 

the highest rate of distribution. The British Empire failed to challenge that system both at home 

and in the colonies. For example, a confidential report on the distribution of films in Egypt noted 

that American films constituted 68% of films shown in Egypt. French movie constituted 21% while 

Britain and Egypt combined had 4%, and other countries had 7%. 114  

Nevertheless, the lack of state support and the monopoly of the Khawaga over the film 

market did not weaken Karim’s anti-colonialist humanist stance but further empowered it. For 

example, despite the lack of salary Karim accepted Tal ‘at Harb’s offer to work at Egypt’s 

Company for Acting and Cinema. He made use of this opportunity to express his anti-colonialist 
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humanist stance in which he continued to mark a very clear distinction between the khawaga and 

the Khawaga. One major short film that Karim made during that time was al-Ta‘awwun (Co-

operation) made in 1930 and released in 1931. The Co-operation Division was a sub- division of 

the Ministry of Agriculture, which decided to produce a development film similar to development 

films made after the Great Depression of 1929. Ahmad Hasanayn, Egypt’s Ambassador in 

Washington, who was by then a public official at the rank of the investigator in the Ministry of 

Agriculture, invited Karim to direct a cartoon silent film. The purpose was to raise awareness 

among farmers about the dangers of taking loans with high-interest rates. The movie was hoped to 

publicize the new project called Co-operation (Ta‘awwun), which was intended to help farmers 

establish a co-operation fund to avoid being manipulated.115 The scenario included the flag and the 

international slogan of Co-operation, pictures of the employees as wells as the headquarter of the 

project in addition to a picture of ‘Umar Lutfi bey, the founder of the Co-operation project. Scenes 

also included Qur‘anic verses on the virtues/benefits of Co-operation, in addition to a map showing 

the statistics of the project.116 Karim did not receive any initial funding for the movie. He produced 

it out of pocket. He traveled to rural centers such as al-Hawamidiyya, Zagazig, and Faqqus where 

the project had already started. He listened to the speeches given by the Ministry of Agriculture 

officials to promote the project. These tours raised Karim’s awareness about the need for cinema 

to speak in Egyptian colloquial. During these tours, Karim noticed that the speeches of public 

officials were ineffective since the farmers did not understand standard Arabic.117 The experience 

of this movie also brought Karim face to face with overt censorship. Before the scheduled time for 
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the film premiere, supposedly on Friday, March 1931 at 4:00 pm, the Ministry of Agriculture 

requested a special screening of the film in the building of the Ministry. Karim refused and insisted 

on screening the movie premiere in the movie theater. After a series of negotiations, the Ministry 

of Agriculture agreed on renting cinema Jose Palace for a special screening in front of the Minister 

of Agriculture, Mr. Yeller,118 a member of the British Economic Committee and Dr. Rashad,119 

the manager of the project among others. Many newspapers wrote about the film. For example, al-

Wadi newspaper wrote on March 9, 1931, “cinema was used as a mean for propaganda by many 

of the developed modern nations. We are pleased that the Egyptian government paid attention to 

the importance of films for promoting Egypt and its products.”120 The movie was screened multiple 

times in the agricultural and industrial exhibitions. The success of the film disturbed a foreign 

chancellor, whose name was not mentioned in Karim’s diaries. The chancellor presented a petition 

to the Egyptian government condemning Karim’s film. A state committee invited Karim for 

investigation, and the subsequent interrogation took place:  

Interrogator: What do you mean by the Khawaga who ate spaghetti and loaned money through an 

excessive interest system (riba fahish) to the farmers? 

Karim: I meant any foreigner, who practices that mean profession. 

Interrogator:  Did not you refer with spaghetti to a particular group of foreign nationals?  

Interrogator: Of course not. The scene of spaghetti in movies was more of a technical issue. 

Spaghetti was more photogenic than rice for example. 

Interrogator: Did not you know that nobody ate spaghetti except a particular group of foreign 

nationals?  

Karim:  I eat spaghetti and undoubtedly so do many Egyptians as well as many foreigners living 

in Egypt. 

 

                                                 
118 Full name is not mentioned in the sources. 
119 Full name is not mentioned in the source. 
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Eventually, Karim’s movie was released for public exhibition, and while the overall cost of the 

film was 600 Egyptian pounds, Karim received a payment of 215 pounds. The lack of support in 

facing censorship and the exclusive nationalist discourse that Karim faced at Egypt Company for 

Acting and Cinema, made him decide to work independently. Karim reunited with his childhood 

friend Yusuf Wahbi, who had by then established Ramsis Theater. Their first movie was 

Zaynab.121 

The freedom that Karim gained by working with Wahbi did not mean that the experience 

of ‘Otherness’ and marginalization ceased to exist. More freedom brought more encounters of 

censorship and different layers of ‘Otherness’ that challenged the filmmaker’s anti-colonialist 

humanist stance. Sometimes, the filmmaker experience ‘Otherness’ from the very social group, 

which he strives to empower. For example, Karim’s memory of the making of Zaynab reveals how 

his anti-colonialist humanist stance was challenged by the hegemony of Islamic legal discourses 

that proscribed the performing arts and figural representation.  

The making of Zaynab was not an easy task. Karim traveled to Kafr Ghannam, the village 

where the real events of Haykal’s novel took place. The presence of filmmakers and machines in 

a small village was a big scene, for which Karim was not prepared. While some villagers welcomed 

the experience, others received it with suspicion. On occasions, Karim had to seek the help of 

peasants to serve as extras since there was not enough funding. It was a challenge to convince 

some of them that cinema was not prohibited (haram) from a religious point of view. In one 

occasion, Karim happened to be driving near a field, where he saw a peasant with his ox struggling 

to plow the field. It occurred to Karim that he could shoot a scene for the hero (starring Zaki 
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Rustum) in the same position. Karim decided to rent the field from the peasant. He stopped the car 

and walked towards the field to initiate a conversation with the farmer, whom Karim greeted by 

saying: “Peace be upon you” (salamu ‘alayyikum). The farmer looked at Karim and did not return 

the expected greeting, which would normally be, “And peace be upon you too” (wa-‘alayyikum 

al-salam). Instead, the farmer replied, “Hope you had a nice day so far” (sa‘ida). Surprised by the 

farmer’s unexpected greeting, Karim asked him, “Why are not you greeting me back as usual” (lih 

ma bitruddish al-salam). The farmer said, “You look like foreigner” (shaklak Khawaga). Karim 

smiled and replied, “I am a Muslim, for Prophet’s sake, and my name is Muhammad” (la wi-l-

nabi ana Muslim wi-ismi Muhammad). The encounter does not just show how Karim emphasized 

a religious affiliation or a group identity. Rather it shows how being a Muslim, at the time, was 

partially defined against being a Khawaga. What the farmer reacted to was the hat, which Karim 

used to wear while shooting to protect him from sunburn. To the farmer, the hat was a marker of 

the Khawaga. While the farmer eventually agreed to rent his field and ox, the latter constantly 

interrupted shooting and claimed back his ox. The farmer was afraid that God would punish him 

for renting his land and ox to filmmakers.122 The use of religious discourse as a covert censorship 

did not change Karim anti-colonialist humanist stance, despite the growing intensity of overt 

censorship. 

For example, Karim and Wahbi, after Zaynab’s success, decided to produce Awlad al-

Dhawat (The Children of the Nobles, dir. Muhammad Karim, 1932), the first Arabic talkie based 

on the story of ‘Ali and Margret Fahmi. Given the controversial topic of the movie, distributors of 

foreign film encouraged French magazines in Egypt to attack the film. LA Pors magazine was the 
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first to accuse the film of promoting fanaticism. The magazine lampooned direction techniques as 

archaic and funny. It claimed the movie was Russian communist propaganda targeting foreigners 

in Egypt and European women especially French women, who were depicted immoral. The 

magazine added the movie presented all evils in once character to frame French woman as a 

symbol of Western vice. The magazine further stated that if a French film depicted a young 

Egyptian man seducing a French woman, European audience would find such film boring.123  

The Muqattam magazine, known for its loyalty to British authorities, published the news 

that some Khawagat opposed Awlad al-Dhawat (The Children of the Nobles, dir. Muhammad 

Karim, 1932) and wrote a petition to the Ministry of Interior claiming that the film included 

defamation and hate speech (asbab lil-nufur). The Minister of Interior sent a committee, chaired 

by Mr. Griffith, to investigate similar incidents.124 The committee decided that the movie did not 

include any defamation and lifted the ban. However, the Minister of Interior banned the film, 

despite being in demand in Cairo, Alexandria and other cities.  

In response to the attacks on Karim’s Awlad al-Dhawat (The Children of the Nobles, dir. 

Muhammad Karim, 1932), al-Sabah, a local Arabic magazine, published an article titled 

“Foreigners and cinema in Egypt: the campaign of hate and agony against Egyptian Arab film.” 

The article criticized the Khawagat and their lack of interest in Arabic cultural production due to 

their lack of interest in the Arabic language, which, despite being the language of the majority of 

the population, appeared only on a side screen during foreign films screenings. The captions used 

to be pale, incorrect and its expressions never matched the scenes.125 The movie was eventually 
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screened in Royal Cinema. Mustafa al-Nahhas pasha, Taha Husayn and Safiya Zaghlul, wife of 

Sa‘d Zaghlul, attended the first show and congratulated Karim on the movie.126 

While shooting his third film, Dumu‘ al-Hub (Tears of Love, 1935), Karim wanted to film 

students inside a school. The headmaster refused to allow Karim to film the students for the former 

found cinema immoral. Three years later, when the movie was screened in Lebanon in 1938, the 

French colonial authorities objected to the song  Ahib ‘ishit al-hurriya (I love the life of freedom) 

and they licensed the film after cutting the song.127 

While shooting Yawm Sa‘id (Happy Day, dir. Muhammad Karim, 1939), Karim recalled a 

humanist spirit, similar to that which he had experienced while working in Berlin with the 

American film company. The movie was supposed to be shot in Paris, but the outbreak of WWII 

forced the film crew to shoot in Cairo. Karim heard the news of the outbreak of WWII while 

shooting one of the film songs, namely, Ya ward min yishtirik (Flowers for Sale). At that time, the 

plateau had 300 female actors from different nationalities. Karim described how he could never 

forget the scene of the French comforting the German and vice versa. 

Censorship continued to grow as the film industry grew. However, resistance to censorship 

also grew. As evident from encounters of filmmakers with ‘Otherness’ and marginalization in this 

chapter, resistance emerged in the form of a modernity, characterized by an anti-colonialist 

humanist stance that marked a clear distinction between difference and ‘Otherness’; between the 

khawaga and the Khawaga; and between inclusive and exclusive nationalism. What I hope to show 

in the following chapters is how a false consciousness of modernity drove overt and covert 
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censorship strategies used by the colonial state and the ‘ulama,’ and how these strategies led to the 

marginalization of the filmmakers be them khawagat or locals. 
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CHAPTER TWO: FILM, ITS CENSORSHIP, AND BRITISH CULTURAL HEGEMONY IN EGYPT 

 

This chapter examines the use of film screenings and film censorship strategies by the British 

colonial authority to promote British cultural hegemony in Egypt. For this purpose, I draw on 

records of the British Foreign Office, News Department, and Embassy in Egypt to situate the 

British strategy on film and its censorship within the larger British cultural strategy in Egypt. I 

focus on cultural strategies used before and after the 1936 Treaty, which marked a step towards 

Egypt’s total political independence. The treaty marked a shift in British cultural agenda in Egypt. 

I argue that before the Treaty the British colonial authority adopted a negative i.e. indirect cultural 

strategy that focused on limiting other European cultural expansion in Egypt more than on 

promoting British cultural hegemony. After the Treaty, the British colonial authority tried to shift 

to a more positive cultural strategy i.e. a direct one that aimed at sustaining the amour-propre of 

the ‘White’ man, hence the soldier of the empire, as the ultramodern civilized man. The new 

positive policy also was hoped to ensure stability in Egypt during the time of war and regulate the 

post-treaty amour-propre of the Egyptian elite as modern sovereign rulers of a modern and 

civilized Egypt. As a new powerful medium of communication, the film was hoped to achieve this 

end. Nevertheless, the entrenched French cultural hegemony in Egypt and Hollywood dominance 

over the film market proved that the shift from negative to positive cultural policies was too late 

to bear its expected fruits. An alternative solution was the censorship of film. While the British 

colonial authorities invested in film screenings to carry out its new positive cultural strategy, it 

invested more in censorship policies. Censorship even better suited the British long-standing 

negative cultural strategy. Thereby, film censorship became the main instrument used to promote 

British cultural hegemony in Egypt.  
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1. From Negative to Positive British Cultural Strategies in Egypt 

The British cultural strategy in Egypt mirrored its overall colonialist interest, which began earlier 

than the actual occupation in 1882. The British government did not claim that it discovered Egypt, 

nor had it requested British suzerainty over Egypt, nor had it had settlements in Egypt, as was the 

case with India. It had an economic and military interest in Egypt. British historian John Marlowe 

in his seminal work Cromer in Egypt argued that British interest in Egypt have undergone two 

stages. The first stage was characterized by a negative interest, i.e. passive or indirect interest, 

which started in the late eighteenth century. In the beginning, Britain tried to prevent the 

colonization of Egypt by other European power as a part of emphasizing British naval supremacy 

in the Mediterranean. That negative interest continued even when the first British military 

expedition was sent to Alexandria in 1807. For example, When  Muhammad ‘Ali  defeated the 

British troops at Rosetta and forced General Fraser to retreat to Alexandria,  Muhammad ‘Ali  then 

offered the British the freedom to receive supplies as well as a grain trade agreement with added 

assurances of security for any trade routes to India in return for recognition of his independence 

from the Ottoman Empire.1 The British government accepted the grain agreement, which was in 

itself a recognition of Muhammad ‘Ali’s power even though formal recognition of Muhammad 

‘Ali’s independence from the Porte was not granted.2   

The second stage of British interest in Egypt was a positive stage i.e. it was characterized 

by an interest in having direct control over Egypt. The positive stage was motivated by the need 

to use the short overland route through Egypt as a mean of expediting mail and passengers between 

England and India. By 1840, a regular mail service between England and India via Egypt was in 
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existence. The use of this route considerably shortened the length of the journey between England 

and India as compared to Cape route, and the volume of traffic carried by it steadily increased. 

Soon, the strategic location of Egypt inspired the British government and various British capitalists 

of “constructing a railway across Egypt, between Alexandria and Suez via Cairo, as means of both 

increasing the speed and efficiency of transit  and of exporting British capital foods at the height 

of what was then the Railway Age.”3 However, there was a more ambitious French-sponsored 

scheme for the construction of a ship canal through Suez linking the Mediterranean with the Red 

Sea. Neither of these plans made any progress during the lifetime of Muhammad ‘Ali, who dies in 

1849. The British railway plan, however, found its way during the reign of ‘Abbas I and the French 

project was passed during the reign of Muhammad Sa‘id, despite the British efforts to prevent it. 

The Canal operated in 1869 and, within a few years, had revolutionized the pattern of mercantile 

traffic between Europe and the East. Despite being a French plan, the British benefited 

tremendously from the Canal. They were major users of the Canal “from the beginning, and they 

used it both for naval and military communication East of Suez, and for their rapidly increasing 

mercantile traffic with India, East Africa, Australia, and the Far East.”4  

The British cultural interest in Egypt was less ambitious than the political one. It followed 

the same negative-positive expansion political interest. Before 1936, the British government 

adopted a negative cultural strategy. It limited its efforts to the field of English language 

instruction, which was the main vehicle of cultural hegemony in public schools.5 The majority of 
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the subjects were taught in English. Egyptian officials used to serve under an English chief. That 

strategy not only kept up Egyptian officials’ familiarity with the English language but it was hoped 

“to some extent [to make them] acquire English habits of thoughts and mind [the matter that] 

perhaps [applied] more to Egyptian Public Works and Irrigation officials.”6  

Nevertheless, the use of language as a vehicle for British cultural hegemony in Egypt did 

not succeed in competing with cultural agendas of other foreign powers. By 1936, British officials 

found they had already lost the battle of cultural hegemony in Egypt to France and Italy. Moreover, 

most of the British plans in this regard were too late to change that reality. For example, on May 

1937, the British ambassador to Egypt, Sir Miles Lampson, wrote a letter to British Foreign 

Secretary Sir Anthony Eden evaluating threats to British cultural hegemony in Egypt. A statement 

at the end of Lampson’s letter summed up and at the same time lamented the weakness of British 

cultural position in Egypt since British troops bombarded Alexandria in 1882. “It is humiliating 

that after fifty-five years of British political predominance in Egypt we are not sufficiently firmly 

entrenched to meet any [French and] Italian advances of this kind,” 7 wrote Lampson.  

According to Lampson, the main cultural influence in Egypt and the Eastern Mediterranean 

was French. It was so since the days of the Crusades, and it further grew after French schemes 

secured the Capitulations. French missionaries, of course, played a significant role. For example, 

throughout the old Turkish Empire, almost the only ‘modern’ education to be obtained was that 
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given by the French mission schools.8 Moreover, by 1937, Egypt had 157 French schools with 

over 32,000 pupils.9  

A secondary cultural influence in Egypt came from the Italian government propaganda 

efforts and a large number of Italians residing in Egypt. Lampson stated, “No Italian lacked an 

excellent education, which was given to him in modern schools, which could not fail to impress 

Egyptians and other foreigners in Egypt.”10 He attributed the success of the Italian government to 

two main reasons.  

On the one hand, the Italian government was more willing to spend money on propaganda. 

Its expense reached 9000 lira a year dedicated to schools and hospitals. Moreover, by WWI, there 

were already 2000 Egyptians among the 12,000 pupils in Italian schools.11 The Italian government 

also provided educational facilities for Egyptian students in Italy, either in the form of grants or 

on reduced terms. There were also plans to encourage Egyptians to spend a holiday in Italy. Italy 

provided finest shipping service connecting Egypt with Europe. Also, Italian very numerous 

colonies were knit together by their schools and by efforts of the fascist organizations subsidized 

extensively and indulged in military training. 12 

                                                 
8 Lampson’s source was an account of French schools in 1914 in Maurice Baine’s book L’Enquête aux 
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Sislian, “Missionary works in Egypt during the nineteenth century,” Educational Policy and the Mission 

Schools: Case Studies from the British Empire, ed. Brian Holmes (London: Routledge & K. Paul, 

1968),171-236. See also James Heyworth-Dunne, An Introduction to the History of Education in Modern 
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On the other hand, the huge number of Italians residing in Egypt had a major influence in 

commercial life. For example, it was discovered during the international crisis of winter 1933-

1936, how dependent Egypt was upon Italian workforce. Italian clerks occupied key positions in 

British business. Their services could neither be dispensed with at the national bank nor the British 

telecommunication Marconi Company. A larger proportion of telephone operators and shipping 

clerks were Italians, and “had the crisis developed to the extent of making it necessary to intern 

Italians in Egypt, those vital services would have been completely disorganized.”13 In response to 

the crisis, the British firms realized that they had to train more Maltese and Cypriots to render them 

capable of taking the place of Italians in the British and Egyptian organization. 14 

Nevertheless, Lampson found Italian cultural schemes non-threatening, if the British 

government was ready to shift to a more positive cultural strategy. After all, the Italian schools 

were not trying to get hold of many pupils. Moreover, it was very rare among Lampson’s 

contemporary ruling Turco-Egyptian elite to send their children to Italian school, despite the fact 

that two rulers of Egypt namely, Isma‘il and his son Fouad were educated in Italy. For example, 

Prince Muhammad  ‘Ali, who was later to be appointed Prince Regent, objected to his sister’s wish 

to send her son to an Italian school because he would get not only an affordable education but also 

one preparing him for a commercial, instead of diplomatic, occupation in Egypt.  

The shift to a positive cultural strategy came through a proposal of establishing a British 

University in Cairo in 1937. The main purpose was to compete with French and Italian cultural 

hegemony and to face the nationalist education in the Egyptian University established in 1908. In 

January 1937 Lord de La Warr, Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for the Colonies, passed 
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through Egypt on his way to investigate schools in British East Africa and the Sudan. 15 He had a 

project for opening a British University, but the location was yet to be decided. Three sites were 

suggested for the Warr’s project, Jerusalem, Cyprus, and Cairo. Jerusalem was considered out of 

the question, because of the nationalist uprising by Palestinians, who were demanding 

independence from British colonial rule and opposing the massive Jewish immigration to 

Palestine. Cyprus was thought to be “too much of a backwater to attract Egyptians bred in the 

lively atmosphere of Cairo.”16 Warr and his advisors felt it hardly possible under post-treaty 

conditions to start a British University in Cairo, although they perceived it as the obvious cultural 

center in the Near East. Therefore, the plan to open British University in Cairo was canceled. 

Instead, a new agenda was prepared for discussion with British High Commissioner in Egypt and 

the second non-military incumbent, Lord George Lloyd. Most of the items discussed on the agenda 

leaned towards capitalizing on what had already been done in the field of cultural expansion. For 

example, items discussed included the grant of 2000 pounds to the Anglo-Egyptian Union, a 

proposed school in Port Said and an additional grant of 10,000 pounds to the British Girl’s school 

in Alexandria. Why did the British government change the agenda and gave up on achieving 

British cultural predominance in Egypt?  

The answer was well crafted in a letter from Sir Robert Greg17 on May 31, 1937, to the 

British Foreign Office. On the one hand, the letter was written to justify the extension of Greg’s 

career. The assertive testimonial tone of the letter repeatedly described how Sir Robert Greg was 
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the only hope to keep the British cultural flag flying. On the other hand, the letter served as a 

cultural memorandum on the weakness of British cultural position in Egypt; it described reasons 

behind that weakness and gave suggestions for improvement.  

Sir Robert Greg started his letter by contesting a long-standing negative British cultural 

strategy, which focused more on limiting other European cultural expansion in Egypt than on 

improving British cultural position. He found that the British Government’s plan to replace French 

by British culture in Egypt to be part of the same negative cultural strategy. Not only that Greg 

objected to the replacement plan, but he also found it ambitious and challenging, if possible at all 

especially if the target was to install British heads at all higher cultural domains such as archeology, 

Beaux-Arts, Arab Museum and Amis de l’Art. Some challenges sparked Sir Robert Greg’s 

objections. Apart from the biggest obstacle being the lack of adequate financial support, which 

required a change in the financial policy in London, Sir Robert Greg discussed the following 

challenges.  

The first challenge was the firmly entrenched French cultural supremacy in Egypt because 

the French government sent out “first-rate men from France and if one departed, another good man 

immediately replaced him.”18 This was primarily because of the poor British policy towards the 

Department of Antiquities and Egyptian Museum: it had been a fixed canon of British policy in 

Egypt to leave their direction in French hands. That was the case even when their direction did not 

meet the post-war standards of administration.19 The British government, on the contrary, was 

almost entirely lacking in men. For example, Sir Robert Greg was the sole British member of the 
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Comite d’Egyptologie attached to the Egyptian Museum. Also, the only two other British 

outstanding figures were Captain Creswell in Islamic Art and Mr. Emery in Egyptology. However, 

apart from those three, “the land was barren indeed.”20 

 The second challenge was the shadow of WWII, which made it clear that it was not in 

Britain’s interest to irritate the French government and weaken the position of the foreigners in 

Egypt by what would be considered a dog-in-the-manger attitude. Moreover, the revived Entente 

Cordiale with France, while it might help to lessen the sharpness of French cultural jealousy, might 

make it more difficult for the British to oppose, at any rate in the open, French cultural propaganda 

and what the French government imagined to be its acquired rights in that field. Not surprisingly, 

Sir Robert Greg’s suggestions to the second challenge came in line with the British approach 

towards French plans for the Suez Canal. That was to say, let the French complete the project, and 

the British would become its primary beneficiaries and later its principal shareholders. Sir Robert 

Greg suggested that it was more worthy of consideration to “work with the French up to a point.”21 

He saw French culture as the best ally to prevent the rapid introduction of Italian or German 

institutions, which would be politically far more dangerous. It was true that the Germans were 

prevented from doing their excavation work after the unfortunate incident of the bust of Queen 

Nefertiti.22 However, the threat was still existent because of an exception made for Hermann 
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21 Ibid. 
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Nefertiti’s undiscovered tomb could actually be in a chamber behind King Tut’s chamber.  It is not clear 

how the bust of Nefertiti reached the peasant’s field. Given that King Tut’s tomb was accessed twice before 

the sands covered it for thousands of years; thereby, it remained protected in the Valley of the Kings. It is 

possible that Nefertiti’s tomb could have been also accessed. And that could justify the presensce of her 

bust in a nearby agricultural field. Until now, this remains a hypothesis, which is under investigation.  



  

 

74 

 

Junker and because “Germans seemed to have been liked in Egypt and seemed to have a way of 

getting on with the Egyptians.”23 

The third challenge was the lack of interest in British culture and civilization among 

Egyptian elite, whom Greg divided into four categories, the Palace, the land-owning Turco-

Egyptian governing class, leaders of the majority party i.e. The Wafd, and Egyptian intellectuals 

especially members of the Faculty of Arts at the Egyptian University. Greg found it useless and 

rather hopeless to seek support from Egyptian elite to strengthen British cultural position in Egypt. 

King Fu’ad lacked respect for British culture and civilization. In general, the old Turco-Egyptian 

governing class in which Fu’ad had been brought up was “French speaking, Latin culturally and 

anti-British sentimentally, even when no, in the case of King Fouad, a community of political 

interests was admitted on both sides.”24 The Palace Clique and the Queen Mother were only 

expected as in the past to advertise their independence of and detachment from the British 

connection by acquainting with all foreigners other than British and by employing the French 

language with ostentation.  

Similarly, al-Nahhas pasha, the head of the Wafd Party and the Prime Minister of Egypt 

was found by Greg to “be fundamentally ignorant of the realities of British civilization and 

culture”25 for al-Nahhas only spoke French. The Minister of Foreign Affairs not only did not know 

English but also “resided largely in France and was married to a French lady, who in the trouble 

of 1919 [i.e. 1919 anti-British revolt], openly ostentatiously and indeed forcefully espoused the 

                                                 
23Greg, “English Education and Culture Memorandum,” FO141/677/4N 1143. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid. 
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Nationalist cause.”26 French also became the exclusive language of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

The Minister of Public Works, Zaki ‘Urabi pasha, spoke English, but he was “such a backboneless 

nonentity that it was impossible to count on him even when he had pledged himself to a line of 

action.”27  The only Wafdist Minister, which could have been of hope to Sir Robert Greg, was al-

Nuqrashi because of his English educational background, but he was not in charge of the Ministry 

of Public Works, which was foreseeing cultural matters in Egypt including film censorship. But 

Sir Robert Greg doubted that “al-Nuqrashi’s narrow doctrinaire outlook”28 would have gradually 

yielded to his earlier English cultural training.  

As for the members of the Faculty of Arts, Greg seemed to have been ill acquainted with 

them for he misspelled the name of the Dean as ‘Taher’ instead of ‘Taha’ Husayn bey, of whom 

Sir Robert Greg found no support, as he was French-speaking and married to a French wife. 

Therefore, Sir Robert Greg left the burden of reporting on the position of the Faculty of Arts from 

British culture to Mr. Purness, Professor of English Literature at the Egyptian University. 

When Sir Robert Greg tried to gain the interest of the Egyptian ruling elite in British 

culture, either Greg’s suggestions were ignored or were not met with enthusiasm. For example, 

the brother of the Queen Mother, Sharif pasha Sabri, Madam ‘Ali  pasha Sharwal, Prince Yusuf 

Kamal and Mahmud bey Khalil, who possessed an outstanding collection of 19th-century painting, 

often sponsored the annual Cairo salon and other exhibition of painting and fine arts. A group of 

amateurs largely French or with French education, however, organized the salon. When the British 

members of the salon, namely, Sir John Home, Mr. Robert Rolo and Mr. Ralph Marari and Sir 

                                                 
26 Greg, “English Education and Culture Memorandum,” FO141/677/4N 1143. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
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Robert Greg, suggested an exhibition of British art, other members did not enthusiastically receive 

the idea. 

To advance British cultural hegemony, Sir Robert Greg suggested three major strategies 

that echoed the British cultural agenda discussed between Warr and Lloyd. Greg endorsed the plan 

to capitalize on what had already been done. That was to say; he recommended increasing the 

scholastic facilities that the British had already offered in Egypt and made British cultural 

hegemony in the lower and middle spheres of culture as strong as the French position in the higher 

branches. For that purpose, Sir Robert Greg stressed the importance to resist firmly any attempt to 

lessen the hours of English in public schools or to weaken the position of English teachers. To 

him, it was equally important to make English as much second or indeed alternative language as 

it was in the Far East and as it was tending to become in the late years in Egypt before the 1936 

Treaty. Greg urged the British Government to make every effort to get a good English staff at the 

Egyptian University and support such men as Captain Creswell, who, however, difficult they may 

be, were real authorities in their subjects. Moreover, financial aid could be extended to a suggested 

Anglo-Egyptian Union, an idea that was brought to the attention of Sir Robert Greg by Dr. 

Muhammad Sharif, who found the union the best way to celebrate the signature of the 1936 Treaty.  

Another strategy was to focus on the newly emerging new Egyptian class with less interest 

in French culture and with more interest in English. Greg saw “the old aristocracy on the wane and 

the native Egyptian middle class,29 which was replacing it, was English rather than French 

speaking by temperament”30 and “apparently genuinely friendly to Great Britain despite 18 years 

                                                 
29 Here, he refers to government officials of  Public Works and Irrigation officials. 
30 Greg, “English Education and Culture Memorandum,” FO141/677/4N 1143. 
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of political controversy.”31 Greg attributed the reasons for the emergence of new Egyptian middle 

class to “the decency and influence of the majority of the British officials in Egypt for fifty years. 

[It was also] partly due to the insincerity and absence of any real convictions among Egyptian 

politicians, whether they are a pro or anti-British, as it happens at that moment to suit their political 

game. Also, the Treaty and British assistance over the capitulations further helped create 

something of a setback.”32 

A third strategy was to rely on the Crown Prince, Farouk and his thorough knowledge of 

English since he visited England to study at a young age, despite that his father’s death suspended 

British plans for Farouk to pursue a higher education in London. Greg was optimistic in thinking 

that even if Farouk’s British education did not make him pro-British; he would be compelled to 

come into contact with many leading British personalities. Therefore, it was not surprising that the 

hope for a British cultural triumph in Egypt was dependent on the Crown Prince, Farouk.  

For example, On September 3, 1937, a letter from Sir Charles Dalton to the British 

Embassy in Egypt revealed how British government perceived the personal interest of Farouk in 

the Opera, The Diadem of Stars as a complement to British culture in Egypt. 33  The Opera told the 

story of the reign of ancient Egyptian King Akhenaton (1353–1336 BC) and the powerful 

priesthood of Amen-Ra. Akhenaton, aided by, his beautiful wife, Nefertiti, believed in a single 

deity and the divinity of man.34 Farouk heard about the work and spoke to Hafiz ‘Afifi pasha during 

the Royal visit to London. ‘Afifi invited Mr. and Mrs. Dalton to the Egyptian Embassy and told 

                                                 
31 Greg, “English Education and Culture Memorandum,” FO141/677/4N 1143. 
32 Ibid 
33 Ibid.  
34 Cecil Smith, “New Egyptian opera to have April  premiere,” Chicago Tribute ,Sunday January 29, 1939, 

7-5 
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them of the new King’s wish to hear some of the music. It was agreed that a few numbers from 

the Opera should be performed at the Embassy reception on June 11. With less than two weeks’ 

notice, Mr. and Mrs. Dalton secured the services of two British singers from Covent Garden who 

co-operated with Mrs. Dalton in giving a performance in front of two hundred guests, including 

the Princess Royal, the Earle of Harewood, and Lord Cromer. The performance was a triumph, 

and the singers were afterward presented to the King, who congratulated them most warmly and 

was very friendly. Both King Farouk and Queen Nazli, to whom Mrs. Dalton was introduced, said 

that the music made them think of Egypt because of its truly Egyptian quality. The King expressed 

his wish that the Opera should be performed in Cairo in winter as part of his Accession 

Celebrations.  

Mr. Dalton found that he deserved full official interest and support for many reasons, of 

which the following he found typical. The Opera was much more than a mere operatic 

entertainment. Its artistic values excited the enthusiasm of every expert, who had seen its scores, 

but its powerfully expressed motives of peace and idealism were of higher significance to the 

world at that moment of unrest. It was a great effort on behalf of British musical and literary culture 

in the Near East. For the first time, first-class British opera singers will have a chance to be heard 

in Cairo a territory hitherto exclusively Italian. Moreover, the Opera was flattering to Egyptian 

Royalty and Egypt, and it was great Egyptian Coronation Pageant, appropriate to the new reign. 

Finally, yet importantly, the Opera was an accurate construction of ‘authentic Egyptian history’ 

dramatically presented at modern Egypt’s most critical moment, i.e. that it should be the work of 

two Anglo-Saxons was not without significance to the 1936 Treaty.  

 Some of the Egyptian aspects of the Opera came in an interview with the composer by 

Egyptian Sphinx magazine that gave a good deal of publicity to the Opera. On July 10, 1937, the 
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magazine interviewed the composer, who talked about the introduction of local Egyptian 

instruments such darabukka.35 In addition to the piano as well as the tenor and soprano roles sang 

by Mr. Frank Sale and Miss Monica Warner; there was a free interweaving of Egyptian and Nubian 

traditional themes in the score.   

For Mr. Dalton’s disappointment, the British embassy in Egypt did not show the expected 

interest and consideration of the Opera. One way to understand the Embassy’s reaction was that 

the incident proved that the British hopes for an alliance with Farouk were false hopes. After all, 

the Opera was not focused on British culture and civilization, and it was the Egyptian aspects of 

the Opera that attracted the King, not the British production.  

The British colonial authority continued to abide by a negative cultural strategy until 1945. 

On 13 July 1945, a telegram was sent from Lampson at the British embassy in Cairo to Anthony 

Eden about press reports that French Government arranged, at the request of the Egyptian 

government, special facilities to be granted to Egyptian students, who wish to pursue their studies 

in France. Three hundred students were expected to leave for Paris in 1946. Lampson considered 

the news as an attempt by the French government to restore the highest ground regarding its 

cultural influence in Egypt after WWII. 36 Nevertheless, no serious efforts were exerted to counter 

argue the supremacy of French cultural hegemony in Egypt.  

Given the challenges above, many calls for action proposed the utilization of film as an 

instrument of British cultural hegemony. This plan, however, was far more complicated. It is not 

that the British colonial authority did not know how to use film for cultural propaganda. As Burns 

                                                 
35 American composer Ruth Linda Deyo 
36 “Limiting French Culture in Egypt after the War,” Great Britain, Public Records Office, June 13 1945, 

FO 371/46026/ J 1346. 
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put it, each portion of the British Empire reflected a different relationship to film. 

Zimbabwe/Rhodesia was home to two of the most ambitious state-sponsored film production units 

in Africa, the Central African Film Unit (CAFU), and the Rhodesian Information Services’ Film 

Unit (RIS). Those units served as instruments of cultural hegemony.37 While it is true, as Burns 

suggested, that Egypt had developed a film industry at the time, the British did not lack an interest 

in using film as an instrument of cultural hegemony in Egypt. The major difference was in the 

target audience. While in Zimbabwe, the audience came from the majority of the illiterate lay 

public, the audience in Egypt came from the educated.  

2. The Use of Film for British Propaganda in Egypt 

The main goal of using film as a cultural instrument in Egypt was to impress the educated audience 

with the ideal modern civilizational image of London as the center of the Empire. That modern 

civilizational image was based on harmonization between a tradition of romance and grandiose 

history with societal modernization and industrial progress. For example, the Foreign Office sent 

a letter received in August 1937 to the British Embassy in Cairo regarding the possibility of 

exhibiting British short silent and sound films in Egypt to university students.38 The films alluded 

to London’s “salient features and arresting contrasts, her romantic past, and bustling present.”39  

The green and floral view of London’s administrative area from the angle of St. James’s Park was 

emphasized. Themes also covered tradition as reflected in England’s Cathedrals that “endeavored 

to show their significance in English history as well as their essential beauty in the English 

                                                 
37 See James Burns, Flickering Shadows: Cinema and Identity in Colonial Zimbabwe (Ohio: Ohio 

University Center for International Studies Ohio University Press, 2002). 

38 “Films/ Film library for Egyptian Ministry of Education,” Great Britain, Public Records Office, 12 Jan 

1939, FO 395/655/ P143/143/150. 
39 Ibid. 
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landscape.”40 The English village was presented as the backbone of English life with its ancient 

churches and its ancient farms. British peasants were depicted as “decent men and women”41 

providing an example of citizens in the public sphere, here being the inn where “tankards of ale 

assist the wise discussion of world’s affairs.”42 Aspects of societal modernization were introduced 

by tracing the progress of the county of Lancashire from the days of waterpower to those of 

electrically driven machinery.43 Examples of sound films included So This Is London, The Heart 

of an Empire, For All Eternity, Around the Village Green, and So This is Lancashire. 

Silent films covered aspects of urbanization, economic and cultural milieu in London as 

seen in the daily parade of traffic; a parade of businessmen and typists to their offices in the city; 

markets and shops; a parade of fashion, theaters, and cinemas; electric signs in Piccadilly Circus 

and the fall of night. Some movies contrasted the more primitive types of transport like the donkey 

that was still used in Britain with the modern. The ideal British justice was celebrated by 

representing judiciary life through judges’ procession and the opening of the Parliament. The state 

and its power were displayed by showing buildings of state and statues of famous men. 

Buckingham Palace and scenes of the Horse Guards Parade were also depicted. Edinburgh Castle 

was shown as the fortress guarding the road to the South, and the sea route to England was 

introduced to emphasize the connection between the castle and the church. Industrialization was 

depicted as a paradise for city workers on the seaside enjoying the varied attractions of the South 

Coast, “which caters to every type of visitor.”44 No reference came in any of the films to the Great 

                                                 
40 “Films/ Film library for Egyptian Ministry of Education,” FO 395/655/ P143/143/150. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid. 
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Depression and the rise of unemployment in London.45 Examples of such movies included 

Pageantry of Parade, St. James’s Park, Edinburgh, Cathedral of England, Britain’s Countryside, 

South Coast of England, Lancashire at Work, and Transport in Britain.  

In the case of feature films, the situation was far more complicated, and there were various 

challenges. On the one hand, the British films were not able to compete. Egyptian filmmakers had 

been operating in Egypt since 1898. Moreover, Egypt by 1936 had already produced feature films. 

Other film industries also had a market in Egypt. Almost 65% of films exhibited in Egypt were 

Hollywood production. British movies constituted less than 4%.46 Moreover, the British 

government could not break the Hollywood quota system in London, 47 let alone in the colonies.48 

Moreover, “the ambivalent status of film—as industry, entertainment and, in some cases, ‘art’—

has also been evident in the application of film policy in London. Unlike the traditional arts, the 

cultural value or aesthetic worth of cinema has not been a given, and the film has therefore not 

automatically fallen within the domain of ‘arts policy’ (or, following its establishment, the Arts 

                                                 
45 See H. W. Richardson, “The Economic Significance of the Depression in Britain,” Journal of 

Contemporary History 4 no. 4 (1969): 3–19. 
46  “Report on the distribution of films in Egypt,” P News 2388/143/150. See also  Vincent Porter, “The 

Robert Clark Account: films released in Britain by Associated British Pictures, British Lion, MGM, and 

Warner Bros., 1946–1957,” Historical Journal Of Film, Radio & Television 20, no. 4 (October 2000) 469-

511. Virtually no written records had survived of the Associated British Picture Corporation (ABPC), which 

was one of Great Britain’s principal exhibition, distribution and production companies between 1933 and 

1969. Most of its surviving records start in 1942.  
47 The American embassy in London repeatedly interfered at every attempt to raise the quota of British 

films in England and within the British Empire. See Victoria de Grazia, “Mass Culture and sovereignty: the 

American challenge to European cinemas, 1920-1960,” The Journal of Modern History, 61, no. 1 (March 

1989): 53-87. See Andrew Ali Ibbi, “Hollywood, The American Image and The Global Film Industry,” 

CINEJ Cinema Journal, 3, no.1 (2013)96-106. See also Jens Ulff-Moller, “The Origins of French quota 

policy controlling the import of American films 1920-1939,” Historical Journal of Film Radio and 

Television, 18, no. 2(June 1998): 167-182. 
48 This continued after 1952. See Robert Vitalis, “Hollywood and Revolution on the Nile,” Mas Media New 

Approaches to Popular Culture, ed. Walter Armbrust (Berkley: University of Californian Press, 2000), 

269-291. 
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Council).”49 It is true that The Cinematograph Films Act of 1927 established quotas that survived 

in varying forms until the early 1980s. Such measures, however, were primarily protectionist in 

impulse, intended to provide support for British films in London in the face of competition from 

Hollywood.50  

On the other hand, the British government was prudent in supplying films for advancing 

British cultural hegemony in Egypt. For example, in July 1939, a project of a film library for the 

use of the Anglo-Egyptian Union and the Egyptian Ministry of Education was proposed. The 

Foreign Office received a letter on 28 February 1939 from the British Embassy in Cairo regarding 

the proposal of a film library for the Egyptian Ministry of Education. 51  The plan included 

providing the library with sufficient films for eight hours projection and with a 35 mm projector 

that could be renewable each year. The Foreign Office was not for the idea. The broad strategy of 

the Foreign Office was to avoid immobilizing a large number of films in any one country. 

Moreover, the Foreign Office found the Embassy’s request unjustifiable since seven 16 mm silent 

films were previously sent to the Egyptian Ministry of Education, and eight 35 mm sound films 

were sent to the Anglo-Egyptian Union. Besides, the cost was a challenge, and the Foreign Office 

found it difficult to justify the expenditure of 500 sterling on a new projector on loan since the 

projector needed would be 35 mm sound projector.52 Also, import duty on developed positive films 

constituted a challenge. It was 2 Sterling and 10 per kilo (450) plus 10% representing customs 

dues and other auxiliary charges, bringing the total to approximately  6 Sterling a reel.53 Besides, 

                                                 
49 John Hill, “UK film policy, Cultural Capital and Social Exclusion,” Cultural Trends, 13.2 no. 50 ( June 

2004), 32. 
50 Ibid. 
51 “Films/ Film library for Egyptian Ministry of Education,” FO 395/655/ P143/143/150. 
52 Ibid. 
53 “Report on the distribution of films in Egyp,” P News 2388/143/150. 
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there were difficulties with 35 mm projectors owing to fire regulations, even if non-flammable 

films were used. Therefore, the Foreign Office suggested a less ambitious plan, which included 

sending films to last for an hour or two hours and when those films were returned, a fresh supply 

would be sent out. 54 

The lack of financial support persisted when using film for British military propaganda 

purposes. On 21 January 1939, the Air Ministry sent a letter, in which it expressed concerns about 

the acquisition of photographs at the cost of 50 to 100 pounds a year for publicity in Egyptian 

newspapers and films. The purpose was to exhibit in Cairo short films like Raising Air Fighters,55 

which depicted the training of pilots for permanent and short service commissions in the Royal 

Air Force. While Raising Air Fights was approved for exhibition in Egypt, another comedy feature 

entitled It’s in the Air, in which British comedian and songwriter George Formby (1904-1961) 

took the leading role, was not found suitable for exhibition in Egypt. The films were part of a 

general effort exerted to assure the Egyptian Government and the public that air attacks would not 

be as terrible as they fear. Giving publicity to the frightfulness of air strikes was perceived essential 

to create the enthusiasm for the Air Force and to obtain the necessary funds.56 Until June 7, 1939, 

no progress occurred with regard the supply of the movies for exhibition in Egypt. 

Another major challenge that limited the use of feature film as an instrument of cultural 

hegemony in Egypt was the many parties involved in licensing films for screening feature films in 

the colonies. British producers had to deal with the British Board of Film Censors, the Colonial 

                                                 
54 “Films/ Film library for Egyptian Ministry of Education,” FO 395/655/ P143/143/150. 
55 Ironically, it was a Paramount production. 
56  “Publicity in Egypt for Her Majesty’s Government’s Rearmament  Programs,” Great Britain, Public 

Records Office, 23 January 1939, FO 371/23358. 
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Office, the Federation of British Film Industries, and the Cinematograph Trade, which held the 

actual licensing authority. For example, in 1925, a controversy arose on the censorship of two 

British movies, Tommy Atkin and Show Life. On August 1925, a letter was sent from the Governor 

of Malays with regard an appeal to lift the ban on the movie Show Life. The Committee of Appeal 

decided that the portrayal of a young Chinese girl living with, and being brutally treated by a White 

man was a sordid subject and unfair for exhibition before mixed audiences, a view that was 

endorsed by a Chinese member of the Committee of Appeal. The committee also found that a 

scene of a fight between British troops and Arab tribesmen was likely to offend Muslim 

susceptibilities. The film house could not resolve the issue through the British Board of Film 

Censors. Instead, the film house had to communicate directly with the Colonial Office to which a 

letter of complaint was sent from the film house representative A. Dent. The latter found it 

unfortunate that a British picture like Show Life was banned in a British colony given that the same 

censorship Board passed two American films dealing with the activities of the French Foreign 

Legion- Beau Geste and Beau Sabreur, the heroes of which were Englishmen. Moreover, Dent 

complained that Tommy Atkins was passed by the censors all over the world, and was shown in 

India, where the problems on the score of offending racial susceptibilities should be somewhat 

similar to those in the Straits Settlements. Dent further complained that the foreign managers at 

UFA of Berlin had no difficulties with censorship of their films in that territory, despite the fact 

that their production was frequently of a controversial nature that should have made them liable to 

the censor’s knife. After almost two years, The Federation of British Film Industries replied on 20 

June 1929 to Secretary of the Colonies, urging the Colonial Office to lift the ban on the two movies 

as they were of greatest importance to open the overseas markets for British films as wide as 
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possible. That was especially the case since the home market was not sufficient to pay for a 

production significant enough to compete with the American and German films.57 

While the British censorship policies constituted a challenge for the British film industry and 

the possibilities of using film to advance British cultural hegemony, the exercise of film censorship 

strategies in the colonies served the same purpose and rather more effectively. As early as 1927, 

there were attempts to formulate a general strategy for film censorship in all the colonies. The 

overall goal was to preserve the existing social class hierarchy within the British Empire and to 

emphasize the supremacy of the White man within that hierarchy, thereby  protecting the image of 

the soldiers of the Empire. 58 

3. Film Censorship and British Cultural Hegemony  

The Colonial Office had three major goals with regard film censorship in Egypt. The first was to 

ensure that the soldiers of the Empire would not be misrepresented in films. The second was to 

avoid any incidents that could offend religious susceptibilities and arouse undesirable racial and 

political sentiments in the film. The third was to sustain the Egyptian amour-propre as equal 

partners even though in reality the power balance subjugated the Egyptian ruling elites to the 

British ruling elite.  

                                                 
57 “British Cultural Propaganda,” Great Britain, Public Records Office, August 1925, CO 323/10145/1 
58 Ibid. For example, a film committee was appointed by the Secretary of State to examine the arrangement 

existing for the supply and censorship of cinematograph films for public exhibition in the colonies, 

protectorates and mandated territories.  In October 22, 1927, the governor general of Dar al-Salam 

Tanganyika Territory wrote a letter in which he was transmitting a Report of a Select Committee of 

Legislative Council upon film. The Committee saw it was impracticable to prevent certain classes of people 

from going to any particular Hall. That meant if, for example, a film was passed for Europeans only no 

other class could be allowed into the hall at which it was being exhibited. In this case, the film will go 

through three processes of censorship and a note had to be to placed on the door of the movie theather to 

announce, which class was admitted at what time. Thus, the committee recommended the films to be 

censored for all classes of the population. In the case of Egypt, the situation was different.  
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The three censorship goals were regulated by the British Board of Film Censors, which 

directed the Colonial Office with regard censorship in the colonies. The Board was formed in 1913. 

It was an unofficial body financially independent of the cinematograph trade, which held the 

licensing authority. The initial constitution of the Board classified six categories of prohibited 

incidents that required the intervention of the censor’s knife. The first category covered religious 

incidents, which included the depiction of the materialized figure of Christ, religious rites and 

ceremonies treated with irreverence, or in a way calculated to bring religion into contempt, even 

when the treatment was reverent. The irreverent introduction of quotations from the Bible or 

church services to produce comic effects, and equally the comic introduction of Biblical characters, 

Angels, Gates of Heaven, etc., which were offensive to a vast majority of the audience in England 

were subject to censorship. The second category dealt with political incidents that included a 

depiction of topics, which were calculated to wound the susceptibilities of foreign peoples, and 

especially of fellow-subjects of the British Empire. The Board equally objected to stories and 

scenes, which were calculated and possibly intended to provoke social unrest and discontent. 59 

The third category covered social incidents. It was not allowed to depict nudity, both in 

actuality and shadowgraph. Swearing or language in the nature of swearing, in titles or sub-titles, 

were censored. Incidents that broke class hierarchy by bringing into contempt public characters 

acting in their capacity as such. That was to say, officers and men wearing a military uniform, 

ministers of religion, ministers of the crown, ambassadors, and representatives of foreign nations, 

administrators of the law, medical men, were censored. Any scenes of embraces that “over-

stepped” the limits of affection or even passion, and become lascivious, were cut. Excessive 

drunkenness, even when treated in a comic vein, was considered offensive vulgarity not suitable 
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for public screening. The same rule applied in the case of suggestive and indecorous dancing. 

Scenes connected with childbirth, such as puerperal pains were considered too intimate for public 

exhibition. Subjects dealing with venereal disease or any other matters suitable only for the 

Hospital or Medical Lecture Theater were banned. It was not allowed to depict any stories showing 

any antagonistic or strained relations between White men and the colored population of the British 

Empire, particularly with respect to the question of sexual intercourse, moral or immoral, between 

individuals of different races. 60 

Under the fourth category fell issues of sex. Scenes of rape and intentions of rape; stories 

of immoral women; scenes of street soliciting; White slave traffic and procuration were censored. 

Scenes of a father making love to his unknown daughter or brother to his unknown sister were 

classified as repugnant. 61 

The fifth category included the depiction of crime, especially scenes demonstrating the 

methods of crime, which might lend themselves to imitation. Subjects dealing with a drug habit, 

the board classified as a vice with its insidious allurements that involved the danger of spreading 

the pernicious habit. The Board objected to prolonged scenes of extreme violence and brutality, 

hanging scenes, and the depiction of actual executions treated seriously or in a comic spirit. Stories 

of which the sole interest was that of crime and the criminal life, without any counterbalancing 

element, such as love or adventure, were also censored. Organized fights and themes calculated to 

give an air of romance and heroism to criminal characters were cut. Also, the story should not be 

told in such a way as to enlist the sympathies of the audience with the criminals, whilst the 
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constituted authorities and administrators of the law were held up in contempt as being either 

unjust or harsh, incompetent or ridiculous. 62 

The sixth category covered cruelty, which included scenes of cruelty to children, and incidents, 

which appear to involve the infliction of cruelty on animals. 63 

The constitution was amended in 1927. The religious category was shortened; the objection 

to the depiction of materialized figure of Christ was omitted, and the objections were made more 

general to include censoring scenes related to consecration; administration of the Eucharist; 

travesty and mockery of Biblical characters; comic treatment of incidents connected with death. 

The political category grew into a more detailed one. It censored any reference to the Prince of 

Wales, libelous reflections on Royal Dynasties, or to any parts of British Possessions, which cannot 

be represented as “lawless sinks of iniquity.”64 Censorship also applied to themes likely to wound 

the just susceptibilities of friendly nations, White men depicted in a state of degradation amidst 

Far Eastern and Native Surroundings, and equivocal situations between White girls and men of 

other races.  The social category had two new objectionable depictions, namely, the reference to 

well-known and public characters and the depiction of painful scenes of lunacy. The Sex category 

was modified to include themes indicative of habitual immorality, crude immorality; women in 

alluring and provocative attitudes, street scenes of accosting, lives of prostitutes, procuration, and 

incidents intended to show how clearly that an outrage had been perpetrated, scenes depicting 

white slave traffic, indecorous bathroom scenes, vamping, men and women in bed together, 

indecent inscriptions.65The Crime category was modified to include the banning of scenes 
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depicting the breaking of a bottle on man’s head. The cruelty category included new items like 

bullfights; girls and women fight scenes; torture scenes; carnage scenes; scenes of martyrdom 

exploiting the agony of the victim.   

Three new categories were added, namely military, the administration of justice and titling. 

The new military category banned the depiction of officers in British uniform shown in a 

disgraceful light, depiction of conflicts between the armed forces of a state and populace, the 

reflection on wives of responsible British officials stationed in the East. Under the administration 

of justice category, the Board censored any scenes referring directly or indirectly to police firing 

on the defenseless populace, fights between police and organized criminal gangs, incidents that 

convey false and derogatory impressions of the Police Forces in Britain, in addition to prison 

scenes, persecution of ex-convicts by detectives. The category of titling was added to ban offensive 

main movie titles, irreverent quotation of the Biblical tests, irreverent and blasphemous sub-titles, 

inflammatory sub-titles, sub-titles in the nature of political propaganda; sub-titles in the nature of 

swearing; and expressions regarded as objectionable in Britain; equivocal and suggestive subtitles, 

and objectionable innuendoes. 

One example of censorship in Egypt was the British movie, Four Feathers (dir. Zoltan 

Korda, 1939). The governor general of Sudan wrote a letter on January 22, 1939, to Foreign 

Secretary Viscount Halifax. The former was expressing reservations about the movie Four 

Feathers, in which a scene portrayed a successful attack by dervishes on a small British force 

encamped in a thorn zariba. The zariba was fired on and carried by storm, and after the massacre 

of most of the survivors, two British officers were tied up and dragged away behind camels to the 

Khalifa’s camp. An Englishman in disguise was shown under the liberal application of whips in a 

further incident. Some of the scenes captured British officers driven through the streets of 



  

 

91 

 

Omdurman; there were prison scenes of varying degrees of brutality, and the character of the 

Khalifa himself was painted in very dark colors. On 8 Feb 1939, Viscount Halifax endorsed the 

view of the governor general of Sudan’s on the film The Four Feathers. Halifax further suggested 

that it might be of interest that a similar omission was made in film recently shown in Cairo entitled 

Sixty Glorious Years, in which a column of purely British troops was shown marching into 

Omdurman after the defeat of the Dervishes. The Foreign Office replied to Halifax, on March 8, 

1939. It advised that while the Foreign Office would forward the concern about Four Feathers to 

the British Board of Film Censors, the Board was not concerned with licensing of films outside 

Britain, and therefore the local censorship authorities should take whatever steps necessary to 

prevent the exhibition of the film in Egypt. On 11 March 1939, the War Office that assisted in the 

production of Four Feathers, resolved the issue by sending eight representatives, who watched the 

film on April 4, 1939, at 2.30 pm. Foreign Office personnel were welcomed to attend. Mr. Kelly 

and Mr. Fraser of the Sudan agency saw the film; they had some objections, which they 

communicated to the producer. Considering the British prestige in Egypt and Sudan, they objected 

to certain episodes in the treatment of two British officer prisoners, notably their being dragged 

behind camels, exposed in a cage and pelted with dust and being manhandled when put into prison. 

They requested the producer to cut those scenes out especially the cage scene, which irritated the 

representative of the War Office. As regard the effect on Egyptian amour-propre, the 

representatives concluded that the script was always careful to refer to the Anglo-Egyptian Army; 

the Egyptian National Anthem was played at an inspection of the British troops in which some 

Egyptian troops also figured, and they found nothing positively wounding to Egyptian 
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susceptibilities.66 The representatives suggested that the only way to improve the film would be 

by introducing further scenes to compensate the meager appearances of Egyptians and make them 

appear as partners. Lampson requested the exclusion of Egypt from the exhibition of Four 

Feathers. Kelly perceived Lampson’s decision to be drastic and decided to influence the decision 

of the local authorities in Egypt to override Lampson’s view.67 The records are silent on whether 

or not Four Feathers was screened in Egypt. It could be that Kelly’s request projected an indirect 

exercise of colonial power, thereby ignoring the new political form of the Egyptian state after 1936 

Treaty. Lampson was aware that similar situations culminated in clashes with Egyptian authorities, 

the matter that the British Government was keen to avoid after the 1936 Treaty and during WWII. 

Although, many incidents of intervention occurred during the war. Chief among those was the 

siege of the ‘Abidin Palace in 1942, which crushed the ruling elite’s amour-propre of national 

sovereignty. 

As evident from the above discussion, British cultural policy in Egypt relied on a negative 

strategy that focused on limiting other European cultural expansion in Egypt more than on 

empowering British cultural hegemony. After the 1936 Treaty, the British colonial authority hoped 

to rely on film to shift to a more positive cultural strategy driven by the desire to protect the amour-

propre of the ‘White’ man. Hence the image of the British soldiers of the Empire as the ultra 

modern and civilized is also protected. However, the entrenched French cultural hegemony in 

Egypt in addition to the Hollywood dominance over the filmmaker, and the high cost of film 

production made the British government resort to a less expensive and more effective option. 

                                                 
66 “Concerns about the representation of  British officers and depiction of Egyptian participation in the re-

conquest of Sudan: Films for Egypt and Sudan, ” Great Britain, Public Records Office, 20 February 1939, 

P 553/143/150-P553/205  
67 Ibid. 
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Instead of investing in film production to serve its ends, the British government invested in film 

censorship policies; this better suited the British long-standing negative cultural policy in Egypt. 

It was censorship of film, not film production, which served as the main cultural instrument used 

to promote British cultural hegemony in Egypt. The focus on censorship explains the absence of 

British characters in Egyptian movies. Except for Mrs. Sullivan (starring Joyce Gru) in Rabiha 

(Rabiha, dir. Niyazi Mustafa, 1945), there is hardly any reference to British characters in Egyptian 

cinema between 1930 and 1952. As I hope to show in the following chapter, the censorship strategy 

for Egyptian films abide by the code of British Board of Film Censors, despite it was a task left to 

local authorities in Egypt.  
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CHAPTER THREE: REGULATING THE AMOUR-PROPRE OF THE COLONIZED 

 

This chapter situates the formation of the 1947 Egyptian code of film censorship in the larger 

context of public media censorship, paying closer attention to theater and later cinemas as public 

spheres. I draw on a collection of newspapers and magazines in addition to the memoir of the first 

Egyptian woman film censor, I‘tidal Mumtaz, to show the shift from oral to written rules of 

censorship. I argue that the Egyptian Ministry of Interior, which was under the thumb of the British 

colonial authorities, and which was tasked with the censorship of public media, was also tasked 

with the censorship of theater and later film. The implementation of oral censorship policies 

reveals how the British colonial authority sought to suppress the public sphere, how it feared the 

public use of reason in theater and film halls, which became categorized as public spaces that 

constitute a threat to public order.  

The shift to written censorship policies gave Egyptian administrators more role in foreseeing 

the censorship process of theater and film. This shift, however, did little to almost no change to 

the strategies of censorship enforced by the British colonial authority. The Egyptian 1947 code of 

film censors, for example, continued to dwell in the same negative British cultural strategy that 

aimed at sustaining the amour-propre of the ‘White’ man, hence the soldier of the empire, as the 

ultramodern civilized being. The code continued to regulate the amour-propre of Egypt and its 

citizens as modern and civilized. This continuity does not only reveal how forms of the colonized’s 

forms of knowledge dwell in the the colonizer’s forms of knowledge, which aimed at the 

suppression of the public sphere and the free public use of reason, it also reveals how the colonized 

reactionary forms of knowledge could lead to far more repression and marginalization of the 
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colonized people. As I hope to show, the 1947 code censored the depiction of the lifestyle, the 

everyday practices, and the colloquialism of the peasants and awlad al-balad, who, despite being 

the majority of Egyptians, were seen by the code as a disparagement to Egypt’s amour-propre as 

a modern and civilized country.  

1. Censorship in Egypt Before 1947 

The issue of censorship and its archives inside Egypt has never been an easy task for the researcher 

to explore. This hardship is primarily due to the shifting responsibility of censorship between the 

Ministries of Public Works, Social Affairs, and Ministry of Interior with the final word being 

always to the latter. For the researcher today, it is almost impossible to access the archives of The 

Ministry of Interior.1 Apart from the difficulty in locating a policy for information access in Egypt, 

every new regime destroyed the previous records either by neglecting documentation in daily 

routines or for hiding information from the new staff.2 Moreover, the Public Security 

Administration that was in charge of the Printing Press Administration, which oversaw film 

censorship before 1952, had undergone many changes. Those changes rendered most of the records 

lost including records of administrations that had to do with cinema. The most important of those 

administrations was The European Administration, which was supervising all that concerned 

foreigners since 1922 and it used to participate with the head of the Printing Press Administration 

in licensing and appointing staff. While some documents are available in The National Archives, 

                                                 
1 See Mahmud ‘Ali, “Al-judhur al-tarikhiyya lil- raqaba wa-masadirha”, Al-raqaba ‘ala al-sinima al-quyud 

wa-l-hudud, ed. Husayn Bayyumi (Cairo: Maktabat al-‘Usra, 2012), 117-136. 
2 Ibid 
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no records of the silent era exist as the records started in 1933, and even those early documents are 

difficult to reach due to long lasting alleged renovations. 

Nevertheless, local censorship in Egypt could be understood through the beginning of the 

relationship between local authorities and public media, which first included the printing press and 

theaters. The first censor that Egypt knew was General Diageo during the French Campaign. 3 

Under Muhammad ‘Ali, Antoine Barthelemy Clot bey, a French physician (1793-1868) addressed 

consulates of foreign countries and foreign theater troupes to regulate the relationship between 

actors and audience for the protection of public order.4 Under Isma‘il (r. 1863- 1879) the latter 

appointed Paulino Dranit pasha, the first chair of the Opera House, to be the censor in January 

1879. 5  The first censorship law for the printing press was issued on November 26, 1881.6 It came 

in response to the revolutionary narrative in newspapers during the ‘Urabi revolt. 

After the British occupation in 1882, a constitution that regulated the work of public houses 

was issued on June 13, 1891. The first article stated that Acting Houses(dur al-tamthil) be they in 

the form of a circus, a teatro or theater or horse clubs or any shop for which the expression “circle 

club”(mahallat al-tashkhis) applied, should obtain a license. Article seven exempted religious 

public festivals, known in Arabic as mawalid, from getting a permit. However, article nineteen 

gave police an absolute right to enter any public house to protect public order. A new constitution 

known as the Teatri Bylaw (la’ihat al-tiyatrat) was issued in June 1896 to regulate the work of 

                                                 
3 See ‘Ali, “Al-judhur,” 117-136. 
4 I‘itdal Mumtaz, Mudhakkirat Raqibat Sinima ( Cairo: al-Hay’a al-‘Ama al-Misriyya lil-Kitab, 1985),27 
5See Sayyid Isma ‘il, “Paulino Dranit pasha awwal mudir lil-ubira al-khidiwiyya,” Al-Ahram al-Masa’i, 

December 16, 1996. 
6 See Samir Farid, Tarikh al-raqaba ‘ala al-sinima fi Misr (Cairo: al-Maktab al-Dawli li-Tawzi‘ al-

Matbu‘at, 2001), 6. 
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The Teatri Company in Egypt and Cairo, which was the major theater company in Egypt between 

1897 and 1899. The constitution dealt with public houses that could cause civil unrest and that 

were harmful to health. The available version of that constitution was its amended version in 1904. 

The Alexandria Comisión issued the amendment to regulate the relationship between city council 

and theater halls. It included general rules on safety measures, fire prevention rules, and fines for 

violating safety measures. In 1909, the cinematograph halls were added to the 1904 bylaw and 

were listed under dangerous public houses that could cause civil unrest.  

The task of censorship between 1882 and 1909 fell on the head of the local police 

authorities, which were under the control of the British colonial authorities since Egypt was during 

that time an occupied territory, albeit the Khediviate of Egypt remained an autonomous province 

of the Ottoman Empire. There were no written rules to guide censorship at that point. The overall 

strategy, however, was to exercise absolute control on public spaces in order to suppress any anti-

colonialist resistance. Media reports on police censorship of theater performances reflect that 

suppressive strategy. In 1900, the police censored a play called ‘Urabi pasha (‘Urabi) performed 

by al-Qabbani theater troupe.7 In 1906, the play Dinshuway was censored since it commemorated 

the unjust execution of Egyptian peasants by British colonial authorities. Attempting to resist the 

censorship strategies, the author of Dinshuway Hasan Mar‘i8 printed the text of the play and 

published it under a different title, Sayyad al-Hamam (Pigeon hunter). While the published text 

                                                 
7 See Ramsis ‘Awad, Itijahat siyasiyya fi al-masrah qabl 1919 (Cairo: al-Hay’a al-Misriyya lil-Kitab, 

1979), 19-20. Reports on this play are ambivalent. Some reports suggest that it was a critique of the ‘Urabi 

movement and some suggest it hailed the movement. Both reports however, agree that it was censored. 
8 In another source, the last name is Ramzi. 
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initially was not censored, the police confiscated many copies in 1908.9 The author, Hasan Mar‘i, 

contested the decision of the Ministry of Interior and complained that the censorship decision was 

delivered to him orally, not in a written legal form that allowed him to contest the censorship 

decision legally. He wrote, “There is no law nor a regime that can prevent me from performing a 

play, which is based on a true story that was authored and performed in every brutal manner by 

the same authorities that is trying to censor the play now.”10 The stance of Hasan Mar‘i, according 

to Samir Farid, was the first time in which an Egyptian author called for a law to regulate the 

censorship of performing arts. During the same year, ‘Aziz ‘Id troupe presented a play called Fi 

Sabil al-Istiqlal, which was censored after the first day of performance, since it represented 

Muhammad ‘Ali  as “a heartless monster,”11 who did not hesitate to kill even during the time of 

Muslim call to prayer (adhan).12  

The mechanisms by which the police forces implemented censorship in theaters show that 

theaters were public spaces that constituted a major threat to the colonial authorities and the local 

government, which gave the police an absolute power often directed by the chief commissioner of 

the police, who used to be a British officer. One example is the dynamics of censoring the play 

Dahaya al-jahl (Victims of ignorance) performed on the stage of the Arabic Acting House by the 

troupe of The Egyptian Teatro owned by Iskandar Farah. In July 1910, Ibrahim Rizq, the chief of 

the Muski police station, led a force of twenty policemen (ghafar) and cracked down on The Arabic 

                                                 
9 See ‘Awad, Itijahat, 22. 
10 See ‘Awad, Itijahat, 23. 
11 See ‘Awad, Itijahat, 1979, 24. 
12 See ‘Awad, Itijahat, 1979, 27. The play was not, however, censored outside Cairo for it was performed 

in Mansoura and Tanta in June 1908. 
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Acting House, during the performance of Dahaya al-jahl.13 The main reason was that Imam al-

‘Abd, a member of the troupe, gave an unplanned speech (khutba irtijaliyya) between acts three 

and act four. The speech commented on the injustice that befall the peasants and the importance 

of pursuing freedom despite all dangers.14 The police arrested the speaker, turned off theater lights, 

dismissed the audience, and arrested the owner of the theater Hasan Kamil.15  

In response to the censorship of the play, al-Liwa’ newspaper carried a campaign against 

the government and accused it of testing suppression strategies against theaters as a part of a 

general plan to suppress and censor freedom of expression and to issue laws in that direction.16 

Since WWI was approaching, the paper considered the incident an attack on freedom of protest, 

freedom of public gathering and freedom of expression a pretext for the absolute enforcement of 

martial law. The paper warned the government against the futility of policing the thoughts of 

people for “every person in the land of Egypt became aware that no one possessed control (sultan) 

over a person’s thoughts except God. People know that no human authority could control or 

prevent them from thinking of and believing in what they choose. Any government that tries to 

police thought and control it acts like a person chasing the air to hold it.”17 The strategy of 

suppression, the paper pointed out, was “a mediocre and impossible strategy because, as Spencer 

put it, tactic (hila) is a consequence of injustice and authoritarianism. What he means is that when 

the ruler’s oppression and authoritarianism intensify, the oppressed resorts to hila to accomplish 

                                                 
13  Al-Jarida, July 3, 1910, 5. 
14 Al-Liwa’, July 3, 1910, 4. 
15 Al-Jarida, July 3, 1910, 4. 
16 Al-Liwa’, July 3, 1910, 4. 
17 Ibid. 
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their goals. That is the nature of things (sunnatallah), which the government strives to change, 

despite the fact that all modern governments that exercised what the Muski police chief exercised, 

ended up realizing it is impossible to control the spirits and thoughts of nations. Those 

governments resorted to appealing to their people and negotiating to achieve through justice what 

they could not achieve through authoritarianism and oppression. European and American histories 

are full of similar examples.”18 

At another level, al-Liwa’ further questioned the double standards of the police in 

implementing censorship. While the police chief was shutting down the Arabic Acting House, a 

foreign troupe was performing a play in which a French girl was killed by a German officer. The 

girl was serving her country during the Franco-Prussian War. The play had many killing and death 

scenes and many speeches on freedom. Yet, the foreign play was not censored. The newspaper 

blamed the “government for allowing the police to treat the audience of the foreign theater like 

humans, while dictating the police to treat the audience of its own country inhumanely.”19  

Al-Muqattam newspaper20that often spoke the voice of the British colonial authorities 

supported the decision of the police and argued that the play could have disturbed the diplomatic 

relationship between Egypt and Greece. In support of the police, al-Muqattam claimed that it had 

received a letter from an honorable citizen (muwatin sharif) by the name of Ahmad bey Khayri. 

The latter complained that the speech given between acts was an interruption to the play. He 

lamented his loss for he neither watched the play nor got his money back the matter that, he 

                                                 
18 Al-Liwa’, July 3, 1910, 4. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Al-Muqattam, July 8 1910, 5. 
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thought, did not become the amour-propre of Egypt as a modern country and it could have never 

happened in any other civilized country. While al-Muqattam blamed the police for excessive use 

of force during its crackdown on the performance of the play Dahaya al-jahl, the newspaper tried 

at the same time to justify the violence by claiming that it was not a policy, but an individual 

behavior on the part of the police. To justify the  argument of ‘individual behavior’ further, the 

newspaper framed the incident as a good intention on the part of the government that was not 

attempting to silence or suppress freedom of expression as much as it was pushing for a new firm 

policy instead of its former lenient one.21  

The Prime Minister, Muhammad pasha Sa‘id responded to the incident assuring that he 

was against unconditional application of martial laws. Al-Liwa’ criticized his set back attitude for 

he knew about the incident from newspapers not from a special report that should have been 

submitted to him by the Ministry of Interior. The newspaper further blamed Harvey pasha, the 

British Commissioner of Cairo police, because he ordered the Muski police chief to dismiss the 

audience in that inhuman manner. The newspaper found Harvey pasha’s attitude not surprising 

since it reflected his long-standing policy of suppression for he used to tell protestors, “I am the 

law” (ana al-qanun). Al- Liwa’ called upon people to express their dissatisfaction about the 

incident and to organize a non-violent protest. The newspaper further urged the Prime Minister to 

lift the ban on the theater troupe and to order the police chief to acknowledge his mistake officially, 

the matter that never happened.22  

                                                 
21 Al-Liwa’, July 11 1910, 1. 
22 Al-Liwa’, July 18 1910, 4 and al-Balagh al-Misri, July 23, 1910. 

 



  

 

102 

 

After that incident, the government reduced the number of police forces in theater houses 

to five instead of twenty. They no more existed in theater wearing uniforms. Instead, they used to 

dress like civilians, thereby serving as secret police.23 In addition, the police established a new 

division called public moralities (al-adab). 24  The division was to appoint three writers/journalists 

to decide on censorship related issues because the police chief does not have the skill to determine 

the implicit meanings of Arabic sentences and metaphors.  

In 1911, another constitution also known as The Teatro Bylaw (la’ihat al-tiyatrat)25 was 

issued to regulate police intervention. Article ten censored all acting and public gathering that 

violated public order. The article gave the police the right to interrupt the performance and shut 

down the theater. Article eleven allowed the police to suspend performance if audience existed in 

passageways, if the audience smoked or if noise occurred while acting. Article twelve stated that 

the police should be assigned a place in the theater to be able to monitor the performance. Article 

thirteen required theaters’ owners to obtain permission from the police to open post-midnight. 

Article seventeen instructed that any person, who intended to transfer his shop into a theater, a 

circus, or an acting house, had to apply for a new license.26 

In 1915, actors started thinking of forming a syndicate.27 Three troupes, namely, the Abyad, 

the Hijazi, and the ‘Ukasha, were the nucleus of the syndicate. The basic idea was to have a shared 

fund i.e. the revenue of the three troupes would be put in a shared fund and would be redistributed 

                                                 
23 Al-Liwa’, 30 July 1910, 4. 
24 Al-Liwa’, September 3, 1910, 1. 
25 Al-Jarida, July 18 1911, 5. 
26 Farid, Tarikh, 2001, 9. 
27 Al-Mahrusa, January 20, 1917, 1. 
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among all troupes. That plan, however, did not succeed and it was not until 1919 that the syndicate 

was established. 28 But as of 1919, the theater started to decline. ‘Abd al-Rahman Rushdi broke up 

his troupe.29 The Abyad troupe left Egypt, and the ‘Ukasha troupe stopped their activities for 

renovations.30 

By 1920, cinema was starting to attract more audience, and the police considered any store 

that had more than 50 grams of raw celluloid to be rest disturbing (muqliq lil-raha). In 192, ‘Abd 

al-Khaliq Tharwat pasha, the Minister of Interior consulted with Ibrahim Fathi, the Vice Minister 

of Finance31 to approve a decree to regulate the import of films that violated public morals (adab) 

and public order.32 Article one banned custom clearance of films without obtaining a license from 

the Ministry of Interior. The importer had to pay extra 4% in addition to customs. On April 15, 

1922, the Court of Appeal approved a law to restore and amend 1904 constitution so ban immoral 

scenes from entertainment public houses (malahi). The same law applied to any public gatherings 

that were against civility and public order.  

In 1928, ‘Ali Mahir pasha, the Minister of Finance, in consultation with the Minister of 

Interior, Muhammad Mahmud pasha, issued a decree no 42 to regulate the export of films shot in 

Egypt. The goal was to regulate the amour-propre of Egypt and its inhabitants abroad. Article one 

banned any attempt to export films shot in Egypt without obtaining a license from the Ministry of 

Interior.  

                                                 
28 Al-Basir, May 1,, 1919, 2. 
29 Al-Minbar, September 7, 1919, 3. 
30 Al-Minbar, September 30, 1919, 1. 
31 The minister was Isma‘il Sidqi 
32 Farid, Tarikh, 2001, 19. 
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Despite the rising market of film in Egypt after 1928, no written rules for film censorship 

existed. However, there were two review processes for film censorship between 1928 and 1947. 

One was for foreign films, and another was for Egyptian films. Foreign films were reviewed before 

screening in the basement of the Ministry of Interior through The Film Censorship Department 

(qism al-sinima), which was directed by the Printing Press Administration. The basement had a 

wide room in which censors were seated. It also had two exhibition halls, a small room reserved 

for the manager, and another smaller room used as a storage for movies or files.33 Initially, two 

men censors held a brief review session after watching the film. One censor represented the 

Ministry of Interior and the other represented the Ministry of Social Affairs, which used to share 

the task of censorship with the Ministry of Interior. A more detailed review session administered 

by five women censors followed.34 Three were khawagat, and two were locals. As for the 

khawagat, the first was Randa Clementine an Italian, a daughter of a police commissioner. She 

lived in Egypt since childhood and spoke Arabic very well. She joined the department in 1923 and 

reviewed Arabic, Italian, French and English films. She continued to work in the Department of 

Film Censorship until she left Egypt to Italy in 1967.35The second was Madam Cunneil,36 who 

was of Russian origin and had a British husband. She lived in Egypt on a refugee status since the 

Russian Revolution took place in 1917. She joined the department in 1922, and she supervised 

English and French movies. She continued to work in the Department of Film Censorship until she 

                                                 
33 I‘itdal Mumtaz, Mudhakkirat Raqibat Sinima (Cairo: al-Hay’a al-‘Ama al-Misriyya lil-Kitab, 1985), 12. 
34 In another source, they were eight. 
35Mumtaz, Mudhakkirat, 1985, 12. 
36 Last name is not mentioned in the sources 
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died in 1951. The third was of Turkish origin, and her name was Zaynab Fu’ad. She used to review 

Arabic, English and Turkish films.37As for the two women censors of local origin, the first was 

Nur Sharif, the Chair of the English Department at Alexandria University and the second was 

Safiyya Rabi‘, a Professor of English at the Faculty of Arts, Cairo University.38 I‘tidal Mumtaz 

was the sixth woman censor, who joined the Department in 1945.39 

Since no written rules existed to detail the actual process of censorship strategies, most of 

the censorship strategies were oral instructions.40 According to Mumtaz, the censorship was a 

process of implementing oral instructions, which relied on analogy i.e. new cases were decided 

based on older ones. Mumtaz described the process as a settled norm or custom (‘urf), which was 

decided by the British head of the English Department at the Faculty of Arts, Cairo University Mr. 

Francis.41 He became the general censor in the Ministry of Interior in 1938. The chairman of the 

English Department at Alexandria University, Nur Sharif, used to perform censorship duties of 

foreign news as assigned by the general censor.42 

In 1938, the Ministry of Social Affairs administered censorship duties. Nevertheless, the 

Ministry of Interior restored those duties back in the same year for military reasons. This was not 

surprising since WWII was about to break. After the war, a tension arose between the two 

Ministries over the control of the Film Censorship Department.43 To solve the problem, there was 

                                                 
37 Mumtaz, Mudhakkirat, 13. 
38The names are not mentioned in the sources. 
39 Mumtaz, Mudhakkirat, 13. 
40 Ibid, 12. 
41 Last name is not mentioned in the sources. 
42 Mumtaz, Mudhakkirat, 13. 
43 Ibid, 14. 

 



  

 

106 

 

a proposal to divide censors into two groups to represent the two Ministries. The group appointed 

by the Ministry of Interior would present reports about public safety and order. The Ministry of 

Social Affairs supervised the second group, which would report all issues affecting social order, 

family, public moralities, social structure, customs, and traditions. However, the upper hand 

always used to be for the Ministry of Interior. Mumtaz, however, objected to the process for she 

found it impractical to ask the censor to censor herself while taking notes. Instead, she suggested 

that all censors take their notes and the burden should be left to the two Ministries to decide which 

censored parts fell under their domain. 44  

Examples of censorship of foreign films at that time included cutting a scene for Gary 

Cooper holding a gun and aiming at balloons on the stage while nude women were coming out of 

the balloons.45 Other examples included a scene for Maureen O’Hara sitting in a relaxed posture 

and saying to the hero, “I am ready.” Samuel Goldwyn, the producer of Roman Scandals (dir. 

Frank Tuttle, 1933), objected when the censors cut a scene for five hundred dancers wearing only 

fig leaves. The idea behind the scene was to depict Adam and Eve in paradise, and the company 

saw it was impossible to depict the scene in any different fashion. Notorious (dir. Alfred Hitchcock, 

1946) featuring Ingrid Bergman and Carry Grant was subject to the censor’s knife because of an 

extended kiss scene in which Bergman was touching Grant’s hair with her fingers. The censorship 

found the depiction of the kiss in that fashion too seductive. 46 

                                                 
44 Mumtaz, Mudhakkirat, 14. 
45 The name of the movie is not mentioned in the primary source. Further research is required in this regard. 
46 Mumtaz, Mudhakkirat, 14. 
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The review process of Egyptian movies was complicated. Egyptian movies were evaluated 

once based on the scenario and another time after shooting. An Egyptian company presented a 

scenario one day to the Film Censorship Department. The returned notes by censors abided by the 

British Code of Film censors echoed the colonial policy on film censorship in Egypt. The 

overarching strategies implied by the censors’ notes were: (a) to protect class hierarchy, (b) sustain 

the superiority of the soldiers of the British Empire, (c) regulate the amour-propre of Egypt as a 

modern and civilized country. For example, the censors ordered the omission of a scene in which 

an upper Egyptian man was calling his wife as “mother of Kitchener,” in respect of the memory 

of Lord Kitchener, thereby protecting the amour-propre of the soldiers of the British Empire.47 

Another note reflected the importance of preserving class hierarchy; the note stated that since the 

hero of the novel was depicted as a villain, he could not be a pasha. Under the fourth category 

dealing with questions of sex, the British Code of Film Censors regulated what constituted an 

appropriate depiction of the father-daughter relationship. In addition, the third category covering 

social incidents suggested that any scenes of embraces that over-stepped the limits of affection or 

even passion, and became lascivious, were to be cut. It is common for a father to kiss a daughter 

or hug her in Egypt at that time. It is rather customary for men to kiss women they were not legally 

eligible to marry since it is not common to kiss women, who they were legally eligible to marry. 

Yet, the censor’s third note on the returned scenario addressed the same concern dealt with by the 

British Code. The note stated that the father should not kiss his daughter twice for it is enough to 

kiss her once to keep the norms of propriety. Under the same category of the British code, bringing 
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into contempt public characters acting in their capacity as such officers in uniform was considered 

an attempt to break class hierarchy. A note on the returned scenario requested the omission of the 

phrase “Your eyes are a threat to public order,”48 because it implicitly lampooned the duties of the 

Public Security Administration. For the same purpose, the censor cut the sentence “you are 

economical, and we will appoint you as The Minister of Supply (tamwin) in the house” because it 

disparaged the Ministry of Supply. By the same token, the phrase: “I knew you were with him 

yesterday. I have a secret police,”49 because the phrase hinted to state security known as The 

Political Division. Even cruelty related issues were addressed in the notes. For example, the 

censors ordered the omission of the slang phrase “, I gouge out your eyes”50 (abazzaz ‘iyniyyik) 

because it was thought to encourage cruelty.  

The toughest clash between Egyptian films and censorship before 1947 was over the movie 

Lashin (Lashin, dir. Fritz Krampe, 1938). The clash was primarily because the film discussed 

autocratic rule and religious despotism. It was the first movie to depict a revolution that toppled a 

king. Egypt’s Company for Acting and Cinema produced the film. The works of German novelist 

Heinrich Mann (1871-1950), whose novels had strong socialist themes, inspired the story.51 Poet 

                                                 
48 Akhir Sa‘a, no. 658, 1947, 13. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid. 
51 The name is not clear in the sources. It was written in Arabic. It appears to me that he is Heinrich Mann, 

whose works were adapted to the screen at that time. Example include his book Professor Unrat, which 

was freely adapted into the legendary movie The Blue Angel (dir. Josef von Sternberg, 1930). See David 

Gross, The Writer and Society: Heinrich Mann and Literary Politics in Germany, 1890-1940 (Humanities 

Press, N.J., 1980). See Walter Delabar and Walter Fähnders, Heinrich Mann 1871 - 1950 (Berlin: Weidler, 

2005). See Martin Mauthner, German Writers in French Exile, 1933-1940 (London: Vallentine Mitchell in 

association with the European Jewish Publication Society, 2007). 
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Ahmad Rami (1892-1981), who was a mentor for Egypt’s diva Umm Kulthum, wrote the dialogue. 

Initially, the censorship division approved the movie for public screening; it was supposed to be 

in the movie theaters on March 17, 1938. But the Vice Minister of Interior, Hasan pasha Rif‘at, 

banned the movie claiming that it disparaged the Royal self (al-dhat al-malakiyya) and the current 

political regime. The movie released on November 14, 1938, after the director changed finale 

making the army leader save the king, whom corrupt advisors misled.  

Another movie that faced censorship because of its political themes was Min Fat Qadimuh 

(Never Give Up on the Origin, dir. Farid al-Gindi, 1943) produced by Yahya al-Sayyid—son of 

the often labeled as the father of Liberalism in Egypt Ahmad Lutfi al-Sayyid.52 The movie 

criticized party politics in Egypt and attacked al-Nahhas pasha, the head of the Wafd majority 

party at that time. Since the film depicted the wife of a party leader interfering in the party and 

government decisions, the film was seen hinting to Zaynab al-Wakil, the wife of al-Nahhas pasha. 

Made while al-Wafd was not in power, the movie was not initially censored. When al-Wafd 

restored power on February 4, 1942, the government recommended the cut of 480 feet of the film, 

which thus became meaningless. When the movie screened on January 18, 1943, the audience 

rioted and almost destroyed the movie theater.53  

By 1945, the Ministry of Social Affairs reinstated its shared responsibility of film censorship 

with the Ministry of Interior. 54  The shared responsibility continued until the break of 1948 war in 

Palestine, after which the responsibility of film censorship shifted back to the Ministry of Interior. 

                                                 
52 This information needs further research. 
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Between 1945 and 1947, the Publicity and Social Instruction Division in the Ministry of Social 

Affairs created a film censorship code, issued in February 1947, to empower the decisions of the 

censors against the complaints of production companies.55  

While the Egyptian 1947 code can appear to echo the American Motion Picture Production 

Code of 1946, the two codes differ significantly. For example, the American code was not legally 

binding, as that would violate the first amendment to the USA constitution. The American code 

was merely a set of ideas or rules for the producers to take into consideration. The Egyptian 1947 

code, however, was a law. It was referred to in Arabic as ‘the law of censorship’ (qanun al-

raqaba). The Egyptian code was more detailed than the American code. There was no category 

for a public order under the American code. The category of religion in the American code 

included three articles dealing with the ridicule of religion and ministers of religion. In the 

Egyptian code, the religion category had five detailed articles specifying what constituted censored 

religious practices; the articles paid more attention to Islamic practices than other religions. Under 

the crime category, the American code abides by the second amendment to the USA constitution; 

thus, it did not specify the types of weapons banned in films. The crime category in the Egyptian 

code had a detailed description of banned weapons. The sex category was more detailed in the 

American code than the Egyptian one. While examples of obscene expressions were not detailed 

in the American code, the Egyptian code classified the slang expressions of specific social classes 

as obscene. The Egyptian code thus emphasized the importance of preserving and sustaining class 

hierarchy, leaning more towards the British 1927 code. This echo shows how forms of knowledge 

                                                 
55 ‘Ali, Al-judhur, 122. 



  

 

111 

 

put in place by colonialist institutions regulated the forms of knowledge produced by the colonized 

and their institutions. 56 As I show in the following discussion the Egyptian 1947 code reflected 

the same British negative cultural policy, which focused on film censorship rather than production 

to empower the amour-propre of Egypt as a modern and civilized nation. Rather, many articles of 

the Egyptian 1947 code showed a more excessive exercise of that negative cultural policy. 

2. The Egyptian 1947 Code 

The 1947 film censorship code constitutes the most concrete knowledge on the exercise of film 

censorship in Egypt at that time. The Egyptian 1947 code included seven categories: security and 

public order, religion, crime, sex, the amour-propre of Egypt abroad and in neighboring countries.  

Under the category of religion, it was not allowed to represent the power of God through 

materialized things such as a body, a sound, etc. or to depict the pictures of any of the Abrahamic 

Prophets. Religious ceremonies and rituals especially Islamic ones should be depicted in an 

appropriate and respectful manner. It was not allowed to depict Qur’anic recitation taking place 

on the side of the road (or in an inappropriate place). If the film depicted a reciter, the latter should 

not be depicted wearing his shoes while reciting. It was not permitted to quote from holy texts 

including dialogues from the Qur’an or quoting Prophetic tradition in a comic fashion. Films were 

expected to respect all religions and avoid disparaging belief. All topics and dialogues that could 

cause religious or national divide had to be avoided.57 

                                                 
56See Bernard Cohn,  Colonialism and its Forms of Knowledge(New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 
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The security and public order category censored scenes and themes that explicitly or implicitly 

encouraged the disdain or hurt the feelings of Egyptians or foreigners residing in Egypt. No topics 

of communist nature or topics that included propaganda against Royal regimes were allowed. Any 

reference to social justice was not permitted. Depictions of hostile indifferences caused by 

differences in opinions about the social or political order were banned. The depiction of workers 

gathering or going on strike or suspending work or workers attacking the business owner was 

censored. The favorable depiction of crime among workers could not be shown. Films could not 

depict workers spreading the spirit of rebellion among them as a mean of fulfilling their demands 

and their rights. Scenes of revolutions, protests, or strikes were considered violations of social 

order and were censored. Nationalist figures and their legacy had to be represented accurately 

especially when stories could cause riots (shaghab) or agitate sentiments (itharat al-khawatir). 

Political regimes in Egypt or any other friendly country had to be treated with respect in films. 

Scenes depicting political speeches or talks that were controversial were not allowed. It was not 

acceptable to hint to the founding principles of the constitution. It was not allowed to disparage 

political life in Egypt or senators and members of parliament. Public officials— judges, police 

officers, and army personals— had to be depicted fittingly. It was not allowed to bring into 

disparage honorary titles, ranks and medals. No critical depiction of the police or the military was 

permitted. None of the following locations could be filmed without written permission from the 

Ministry of Defense: 

a. Military constructions, entrenchments, airports, artilleries, searchlights, and camps. 
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b. Arsenals, ammunition storages, locations or factories, in which work took place for 

national defense purposes. 

c.  Major telephone, telegraph stations, and labs of water, gas, electricity, fuel or oil. 

d. Installations in harbors or in the Suez Canal. 

e. Military formations, especially those considered among the secrets of the army and 

its special operations. 

The category of crime banned scenes of criminals depicted as patriots and scenes that gained 

the criminal sympathy, while simultaneously ridiculing police officers as oppressive or inefficient. 

Law could not be subject to ridicule. Innovative ways of committing crimes were censored along 

with scenes conveying criminal tactics that could be replicated. No scenes of severe violence and 

cruelty or aggression, especially those applied to children or animals, were allowed. Scenes of 

hanging, wiping, torture, and cruel ways of taking revenge (such as slaughter or cutting body parts) 

were cut. Films on vendetta were not allowed, unless they presented vendetta as reprehensible 

custom. Violent murders could be shown briefly to prevent imitation. Exaggerated use of guns and 

killing scenes had to be cut. The code abridged scenes of fire weapons such as machine guns, 

armored cars, used by gangsters or criminals; the same rule applied to every conversation about 

those weapons especially conversations suggestive of the use of weapons as a source of pride. 

Scenes of innovative ways of hiding weapons were deleted. Crimes of child kidnapping, unless 

the story depicted the criminal getting a deterring punishment, had to be avoided. The same rule 

applied to scenes of kidnapping men and the depiction of criminal schemes to release the 

kidnapped person for a ransom. Scenes and dialogues that led the events of the movie to 
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committing crimes were censored. Scenes of innovative ways of hiding or distributing drugs and 

drug consumption were deleted.58 

The sex category banned scenes of men and women in the same bed, and seductive baths. Hugs 

and kisses that exceeded normal passion to lustful depiction and extreme positions, which 

stimulated ‘mean’ desires, had to be avoided. In general, seduction scenes and scenes encouraging 

young women and men to go astray (fisq) or indulge in immoral physical pleasures (fujur) were 

discouraged. Scenes of white slave trafficking, unless it was a historical story, were cut. Films 

could not mention sexually transmitted diseases or childbirth diseases and similar medical issues, 

which were of a private nature. Scenes of nudity, whether as photographs or shadows, were 

censored. Scenes of body movements that violated public civility (adab) such as indecent (khali‘) 

seductive dance were not allowed. The code also banned dance costumes exposing private body 

parts to perform distasteful dance movements. Body parts, which modesty required their coverage, 

had to be depicted covered especially female body parts (e.g. stomach, chest, and other private 

body parts). In addition, zooming in private body parts in a way that could make them appear in 

violation of public civility or in a way that proved uncomfortable for public taste (al-dhawq al-

‘am), was not permitted.59 

The category dealing with the amour-propre of Egypt strived to suppress the life of the peasants 

and awlad al-balad on the screen. For example, the code banned scenes showing the houses of the 

peasants and  traditional pieces of furniture in those houses such as water storage container (zir), 

especially if the furniture looked of poor condition that could bring down the Egyptian amour-
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propre. Exceptions were given in cases of cultural educational films, which were objectives i.e. 

showing the good and bad sides of the subject matter. Scenes of banat al-bald wearing their black 

wrap gown, while talking and using ‘distasteful’ hand gestures could degrade the amour-propre of 

Egypt. Only limited depiction of scenes of begging, beggars and bare footedness was possible. 

Interior scenes depicting the Egyptian household should pay attention to social status and should 

follow Eastern traditions and customs. In general, Eastern customs and traditions had to be 

followed. Examples of violation of Eastern customs included scenes of sons attacking parents, 

scenes of smoking or consumption of wine among young women and men, or scenes of unfamiliar 

gender mixing. While filming Egyptian social life, the code urged filmmakers to avoid all what 

could disparage or distort the amour-propre of the Egyptian family. That included any hints to 

local practices of quackery, magic or fortune telling and parties held to dismiss evil spirits (zar). 

Those practices were considered non-modern practices that had to be omitted unless the practice 

was treated in a way that outweighed its effect and directed the attention of the audience to its 

falsity and harmful consequences. Scenes of prostitution and parties that exceeded the limits of 

civility were considered a threat to Egypt’s amour-propre. The same rule applied to the depiction 

of movements of effeminacy among young men (e.g. a man could not be depicted trying a dance 

that was common only among women). In addition, a man could not be depicted making any 

gestures or saying any phrase that imitated women, especially if she was a bint balad. Examples 

included the common phrase among banat al-bald ‘Oh boy! What a loss!’(yakhti ya nadamti). 

Scenes of consumption of wine, profligacy, explicit and implicit courting, and going to 

garçonnière were classified as a source of evil and threat to Egypt’s amour-propre as a modern 
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and civilized country. Cabarets, if depicted, could not be shown dirty. The elaboration of dirty 

included the depiction women, wine, profane movements, obscene laughs, and indecent 

positions.60 

Another category regulated the amour-propre of Egypt in neighboring countries.61 Under this 

category exaggerated scenes of dirty bars and mentioning phrases like ‘bandit nests’ (wakr al-

‘isabat) were banned. Scenes of dirty allies, donkey carts, handcarts, street vendors, and 

coppersmith whitening copper were not allowed. Moreover, the category promoted Egypt’s soft 

power in the region by appealing to a rising understanding of Islam, which advocated the 

suppression of what it saw as non-modern Islamic practices. For example, a bier or a stone grave 

could not be depicted out of respect for the glory of death. The scenes of women walking in 

funerals following the dead were also censored. Egyptian customs of mourning tended to follow 

Shi‘i rituals at that time. It was customary to commemorate the memory of the dead every 

Thursday for at least forty days. Groups of women also used to walk in funerals. Women used to 

follow funerals a profession known as the mourner (al-mi‘addida), who used to count the good 

traits of the dead person. The suppression mourners aim to suppress the display of rituals of death 

as practiced by awlad al-bald and the peasants, thereby silencing local theatrical display of power 

that was common in Egypt at that time.62  

As evident in the aforementioned categories, the Egyptian 1947 censorship code was a brief 

snapshot of the deep imprints of the British colonial era, which did not regulate only how Egyptians 
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thought of the colonizer, but also how Egyptians dealt with their amour-propre of modernity. The 

idea of sustaining an amour-propre that projected a modern civilizational image in the eyes of the 

Other (here being the British colonizer or the Khawaga) meant the suppression of the voice the 

peasants and awlad al-balad. These two social groups were treated as a burden and source of 

shame that threatened and disparaged Egypt’s amour-propre as a modern country. The idea of 

preventing women from walking in funerals shows the a covert interest in regulating the amour-

propre of Islam by  regulating what it meant to be a modern Muslim woman, by regulating her 

presence in space and time. Similarly, the idea of banning the depiction of stone grave was a 

reaction to a growing anti-Shi‘a discourse, which prohibited the glorification of graves and visiting 

it, which continue to be a common practice in Egypt until today. 

3. Censorship After 1947 

After 1947, even though film censorship was a shared task between the Ministry of Social Affairs 

and the Ministry of Interior, the latter continued to control censorship issues. One example, which 

shows the complexity and the varying levels of censorship and the absolute authority of the 

Ministry of Interior over film censorship, after 1947, is the case of Paramount Production Samson 

and Delilah (dir. Cecil B. DeMille, 1949). The company submitted its request for licensing on 

December 13, 1949. The movie was reviewed by Safiya Rabi‘ and Madam Cunneil, who censored 

the film. They both found the film to be a Zionist propaganda unsuitable for screening after 1948. 

The company refused the censors’ decision and filed a complaint with Jamal al-Din al-‘Utayfi, the 

Vice Minister of Interior, who was also the general censor at the time. The latter requested a second 

review, which was done the head of the censorship department, Muhammad   Shawqi, who licensed 

http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0001124?ref_=tt_ov_dr
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the film. He stated in his report, “the story of the film upon review is a well-known historical 

narrative. It does not refer to anything that could violate Egypt’s political position from Zionism. 

The film did not include any references to a national homeland for the Jews. Many Christian 

institutions supported the screening of the film. The Egyptian government had recently invited an 

Italian troupe to perform the same story in the Opera House. The invitation implies the 

government’s lack of objection to the representation of the biblical story of Samson and Delilah.”63 

During that time, ‘Abd al-Basit Hajjaji became the head of the Printing Press Administration, 

which supervised film censorship in the Ministry of Interior. Hajjaji requested ‘Abd al-Mun‘im 

Shumays, an employee at the Printing Press Administration to watch the movie and write a report. 

The latter endorsed the initial censorship decision since he considered the movie a Zionist 

propaganda. Hajjaji sent the report to ‘Abd al-Fattah pasha Hasan, the parliamentary representative 

of the Ministry of Interior, who licensed the movie under the condition that the movie could be 

censored if it caused any problems. Hajjaji sent the film again for the third round of review by 

I‘tidal Mumtaz, who recommended the deletion of sentences that referred to Egypt. Examples 

included: “My silver will open the gates that bar your way,” “By nightfall, we will be in the land 

of the Pharaohs”; “In the Valley of the Nile, we will be safe. We will be together,” “Hurry Samson! 

Egypt has a thousand temples each more beautiful,” “By midday we can be in the spring of Yumis 

with Egypt almost in sight,” and “the Bible the greatest of all books.” While most of the phrases 

above appeared unobjectionable, Mumtaz explained her reasons for censoring two of the 

sentences. She recommended the cut of the first sentence because it implied that Egypt was a land 
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of corruption and that bribe opened all doors. She objected to the use of the superlative adjective 

‘greatest’ to describe the Bible in a majority Muslim country like Egypt. 

After Mumtaz’s suggestions, the movie underwent a fourth review. The Ministry of Interior 

appointed Lieutenant Colonel Kamal Riyad to investigate all previous reports and write his own. 

He found the idea that the movie had Zionist propaganda to be farfetched. The cinematography, 

focused mostly on the physical power of Samson, whose people gave him up to their Palestinian 

enemies, who were depicted as the rules of the kingdom. Since the dialogue did not include the 

word “Israel” or the word “Jew,” Riyad licensed the movie on January 3, 1951. But the Minister 

of Interior banned the film and shows were canceled in Royal and Muhammad ‘Ali movie theaters 

in Alexandria, and Diana movie theater in Cairo.  

Examples of Egyptian movies that were censored after 1947 include the movie Mustafa Kamil 

(Mustafa Kamil, dir. Ahmad Farrakhan, 1948). While shooting the film, martial law was 

announced because of the 1951 Cairo riots. In January 1951, al-Fann magazine published an 

article summing up a meeting between the head of the Film Censorship Department, ‘Abd al-Basit 

Hajjaji and filmmakers,64 including Asiya, Mary Quieni, Yusuf Wahbi, Ahmad Badrakhan, and 

Husayn Sidqi among others.65 The main purpose of the meeting was to urge Egyptian filmmakers 

to pay attention to Egypt’s amour-propre in films. When filmmakers objected, Wahbi calmed them 

down and responded to Hajjaji’s request: 

A good film story is derived from everyday life events that ought to be depicted without sugar 

coating truths. We must record the three socials classes in the film story. The first class has to 

be represented by rich families that monopolize wealth, power, and resources. Those families 

are full of problems that cause social problems, which need to be addressed to push boundaries 
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for social reform. The second is the suppressed middle class that strives to achieve social 

justice. The third is the working class, which includes various professions that require physical 

labor. As filmmakers, we cannot be expected to overlook depicting rich families or the gap 

between classes, thereby ignoring social injustice and depriving the working class of learning 

the better lifestyles, which otherwise are inaccessible. If we were to avoid all that, we would 

be killing the film industry in Egypt.  

 

Wahbi then questioned the censorship regime that deprived filmmakers of making films on 1919 

revolution and other anti-colonialist national themes. Hajjaji denied that the censorship division 

objected to Wahbi’s argument. In response, Husayn Sidqi, whose movie Yasqut al-Isti‘mar (Down 

with Imperialism, dir. Husayn Sidqi, 1952) was censored, questioned the censorship of anti-

colonialist movies including Mustafa Kamil. Hajjaji claimed that the film was approved. Sidqi 

objected pointing out that the censorship division requested the deletion of the Dinshuway story. 

Wahbi interrupted to underscore that deleting the story of Dinshuway rendered the film story 

meaningless. Hajjaji stated that the censorship decision was motivated by the political need to 

avoid any clashes with the Khawagat. Attendants complained that the censorship process had 

double standards applying the rules more strictly with Egyptian films than with foreign films, 

especially American ones. While Sidqi’s Yasqut al-Isti‘mar and Badrakhan’s Mustafa Kamil were 

released after 1952, Egyptian cinema until today fails to present movies with explicit anti-

colonialist themes, in which the injustices committed by the White racial supremacy is discussed.66  

All these different layers of censorship reveal the absolute power of the Ministry of Interior 

when it came to licensing films. More importantly, they tell how various political regimes and 

governments during the colonial period made the Ministry of Interior undertake a task outside its 
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expertise; it had to carry the burden of evaluating the political context and issuing rules to regulate 

the relationship between society and political authority. By doing so, the British colonial 

authorities changed the function of the institution, thereby making it operate as a legislative power, 

instead of executive power. This mixing in the expertise of the ministry continued to be the case 

after 1952 and perhaps even until today. The phenomenon is often referred to in public media as 

the ‘security solutions’ (al-hulul al-amniyya). Sharif ‘Arafa explicitly addressed this issue in his 

famous film al-Irhab wa-l-Kabab (Terrorism and Kabob, dir. Sharif ‘Arafa, 1992).  

One example for the continuity of the absolute power of the Ministry of Interior over 

censorship is the review of the Three Musketeers (dir. George Sidney, 1948), which went through 

two censorship processes under two different political regimes. In 1949, two women censors, 

‘Aliya Farid and Saniya Mahir reviewed the film. The first censor licensed the film and suggested 

cutting three sentences, “It is imperative to destroy the king” and “The king’s position is critical,” 

“Your loyalty to the throne will make you fail.” She considered the sentences  to be a 

disparagement to the royal persona. She also recommended cutting a scene of the Prime Minister 

kissing the queen mother and a scene of the King appearing weak in front of his Prime Minister. 

These scenes were considered controversial because of the alleged relationship between the Queen 

Mother and Ahmad Hasanayn pasha, the mentor of King Farouk and the head of the royal court at 

that time. At the same time, tensions always existed between al-Nahhas pasha, the head of the 

majority Wafd party and King Farouk. The second censor decided to ban the film completely. The 

head of the Printing Press Administration, Yahya Khashshab reviewed the film himself on 

September 3, 1949, and endorsed the ban. The film copy was sent back to borders and customs 

http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0796645?ref_=tt_ov_dr
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three days later. The production company complained and requested a third review, which was 

conducted by Madam Cunneil and I‘tidal Mumtaz, who recommended cutting all phrases that 

referred to the weak image of the king. The movie was finally licensed. When the 1952 Officer’s 

Movement took place, the company requested a permit to show a fifth edition of the film. Anwar 

Habib, the socialist public prosecutor, and Major Muhammad Thabit, the military censor, reviewed 

the film and licensed the original copy without any cuts.67 Although the new regime was more 

lenient in its approach to censorship, film censorship continued to be administered by the Ministry 

of Interior, which became under the thump of the new military authority like it was under the 

thumb of the the colonial authority before 1952. 

As I have tried to show in the above discussion, the oral and written rules of censorship were 

colonial strategies that aimed at the suppression of the public use of reason in theater and film as 

emerging public spheres in Egypt. While the shift to written censorship policies gained the 

Egyptian administrators more power in supervising the process of censorship, it ironically 

produced more suppression of theater and film. Thereby, Egyptian administrators further 

essentialized the strategies of control and marginalization enforced by the British colonizer. It is 

quite ironic that the Egyptianization of censorship through the 1947 code of film censors sustained 

the amour-propre of the colonizer as the ultramodern civilized man. It is more ironic that the code 

suppressed the voice of peasants and awlad al-balad, who constitute the majority of Egyptians, 

stigmatizing them as backward, less modern, and less civilized, just because they do not follow 

the Cairene bourgeoisie imported sensibilities at home, workplace and leisure activities. 
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I show in the following chapter how the suppression of theater and film as public spheres was 

also due to covert forms of censorship that were exercised by the growing religious authority of 

the ‘ulama,’ advanced by print-capitalism. On the one hand, the growing popularity of theater and 

film compelled the ‘ulama’ to form positions on the art of modern theater acting, which was an 

unprecedented category in Islamic legal literature. On the other hand, the ability of theater and 

film to imagine modern social experiences and challenge the order of things constituted a threat to 

the growing authority of the ‘ulama’ in the public sphere. This threat intensified as cinema spoke 

to the public in their colloquial language, used by the majority of Egyptians. After all, the ‘ulama’ 

addressed the public in standard Arabic, the language of the educated minority. While some 

‘ulama’ chose to accommodate and appropriate acting in theater and cinema, others decided to 

fight it.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: MASLAHA, A FILM SANCTIONING APPARATUS OR A COVERT CENSORSHIP? 

At the turn of the twentieth century, film emerged as a new medium of communication that gained 

worldwide popularity. The lawfulness of film posed a challenge for Muslim ‘ulama,’ who sought 

to expand and adapt the law to meet changing social conditions and to accommodate innovations 

while abiding by the Lawgiver’s will as articulated in the sources of law.1 The fact that the film 

camera was an innovation, developed in colonial Europe, further complicated the challenge. 

Simultaneously, the ‘ulama’ sought to carve a space for themselves through predominantly 

secularist efforts to modernize Egypt. They endeavored to show that Islamic law is not an obstacle 

to social reform; rather, it maintains a rational frame of reference that is compatible with modern 

reform projects and can accommodate modern inventions. 

Focusing on the formative years of Egyptian cinema, I analyze Islamic public discourses 

and legal opinions (fatawa)2  on the lawfulness of the two primary components of film, namely, 

photography and acting. I draw on a collection of legal opinions published in al-Manar and al-

Azhar, the two major religious journals at the time. I discuss legal opinions issued by several 

jurisprudents, including Rashid Rida (1865-1935), Mahmud Shaltut (1893-1963), Mahmud Abu 

al-‘Uyun (1882-1951), Hasanayn Makhluf (1890-1990), ‘Abdullah al-Ghumari (1910-1993), and 

Ahmad al-Sharabasi (1918-1980). These figures represent diverse channels disseminating Islamic 

legal discourses on photography and acting during the first half of the twentieth century. Rashid 

                                                 
1 Felicitas Opwis, Maslaha and the Purpose of the Law: Islamic Discourse on Legal Change from the 

4th/10th to 8th/14th century (Leiden: Brill. 2010), 1-8. 
2 On fatawa, Wael Hallaq, “From Fatawa to Furu‘: Growth and Change in Islamic Substantive Law,” 

Islamic Law and Society 1, no. 1 (1994): 29-65.  
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Rida is often labeled as the representative of “Islamic Modernism.”3 I show he relies on the legal 

concept of maslaha to sanction figural representation, thereby setting the stage for the 

permissibility of photography and acting. Rida’s views fostered the idea of ‘Islamic acting’ (al-

tamthil al-Islami), which was later promoted by the founder of the Society of the Muslim 

Brotherhood, Hasan al-Banna. Al-Ghumari wrote a treatise on the prohibition of acting and Islamic 

acting, both of which he considered a form of ‘lying’ (kadhib), a ‘reprehensible form of leisure’ 

(lahw), a ‘reprehensible innovation’ (bid‘a) and an instrument of cultural imperialism. Al-

Sharabasi belonged to an emerging generation of Azhari ‘ulama’, who sympathized with the 

Muslim Brotherhood. He endorsed the idea of Islamic acting and contested al-Ghumari’s treatise. 

Al-Sharabasi also wrote many plays and screenplays. Hasanayn Makhluf wrote one of the earliest 

legal opinions on the lawfulness of depicting Islamic history on the screen. A friend to many actors 

and singers, Abu al-‘Uyun was most famous for witnessing Egyptian Jewish diva Layla Murad’s 

conversion to Islam. His statements on the permissibility of singing and acting as professions for 

Muslim women remain among the most explicit and straightforward on the topic. 

I argue that the legalization of photography and acting required the ‘ulama’ to take 

positions from a set of classical legal disputes thought to threaten the Islamic doctrine of the 

‘unicity of God’ (tawhid), violate the proper conduct of Muslim women, and cause hadith forgery. 

A major dispute is the permissibility of figural representation in general, and of Prophets and 

Companions in particular. Another is the lawfulness of acting as a profession for Muslim women. 

                                                 
3 See Charles Adams, Islam and Modernism in Egypt: A Study of the Modern Reform Movement 

Inaugurated by Muhammad ʻAbduh (New York: Russell & Russell, 1968). See also Ahmad Dallal, 

“Appropriating the Past: Twentieth-Century Reconstruction of Pre-Modern Islamic Thought,” Islamic Law 

and Society 7, no. 3 (2000): 325-358.  
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The activation of the legal concept of maslaha helped reformist ‘ulama’ such as Rashid Rida and 

Ahmad al-Sharabasi sanction photography, thereby setting the stage for the permissibility of acting 

in theater and cinema. Yet maslaha also placed many limitations on the content of acting, resulting 

in self-censorship. This limitation was due primarily to Rida’s utilitarian approach to activating 

maslaha to sanction film. His approach deemed the medium of communication an instrument of 

Islamic cultural hegemony and did not address film as a domain for freedom of creativity and 

freedom of expression. Accordingly, maslaha failed to solve the classical dispute on the lawfulness 

of representing the Prophets or the participation of Muslim women in acting. These issues continue 

to be disputed even today. 

1. Early Public Islamic Discourses on Film in Egypt 

One of the most famous public controversies on the lawfulness of film occurred in 1926 when 

pioneer Egyptian theater and film actor Yusuf Wahbi announced his intention to play the role of 

the Prophet Muhammad in the German movie, al-Nabi Muhammad (Prophet Muhammad).4 Al-

Masrah, a popular variety magazine campaigned against the film. The magazine questioned the 

company’s motivations for producing the film and called upon the ‘ulama’ in Egypt to rise up in 

protest against it. The magazine claimed that Wahbi’s characterization of the Prophet resembled 

his earlier characterization of Rasputin and was thus defamatory. The magazine accused Wahbi of 

committing an act that made him a renegade (mariq).5 

                                                 
4 See Yusuf Wahbi, ʻIshtu alf ʻam: Mudhakkirat fannan al-shaʻb Yusuf Wahbi, 5 vols (Cairo: Dar al-

Maʻarif, 1973), 3:75. 
5 “ ‘Ala masrah al-fann: Fi al-nihaya,” Al-Masrah, May 27, 1926. 
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Al-Ahram newspaper published a piece by ‘Abd al-Baqi Na‘im Surur, a reader 

characterized by the paper as a zealous (ghayur) Muslim. Surur claimed that it was anti-Islamic to 

produce such films in an Islamic country with a constitution that acknowledges Islam as the official 

religion of the state. He urged the government to prevent Wahbi from traveling to shoot the movie 

in Europe, where people perceived the Prophet differently than in Egypt. Surur claimed that 

religion was often subject to ridicule in Paris, which he characterized as a land of reprehensible 

leisure and ‘recklessness’ (khala‘a). He concluded that if the movie were to be made, it would 

disparage the reputation of the Prophet and would pay lip service to the enemies of Islam.6 

Such accusations dispirited public officials, who initially supported the film, including the 

head of the Royal Court, Ahmad Hasanayn pasha, the former Prime Minster Sa‘id  Dhu al-Faqqar 

pasha, the Prince Isma‘il Shirin, and the Prime Minister Ahmad Ziwar pasha.7 King Fouad sent a 

message to Wahbi threatening him with exile. In addition, he threatened to withdraw Wahbi’s 

Egyptian citizenship if he were to carry out his plans and act in the role of the Prophet Muhammad.8 

In response to the media campaign, Wahbi published a letter in al-Ahram titled Khitab 

maftuh li-l-‘ulama’: “I write to you as a Muslim man who loves his religion and his Prophet and 

as a man, who loves his country. I seek your help to decide on a project that, if it happened, might 

be a big event in the Islamic world.”9 The motivation behind the production, according to Wahbi, 

was to explain the character of the Prophet Muhammad to Europeans and to correct the 

                                                 
6 ‘Abd al-Baqi Surur, “Kayfa yusawwirun al-Nabi?” Al-Ahram, May 21, 1926. 
7 Ayman al-Hakim, Al-fann al-haram: Tarikh al-ishtibak bayn al-salafiyyin wa-l-mubdiʻin (Cairo: Dar 

Kitabat, 2012), 18-29. 
8 Wahbi, ʻIshtu alf ʻam, 3:75. 
9 Yusuf Wahbi, “Khitab maftuh li-l-‘ulama’,” Al-Ahram, May 24, 1926. 
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misconception of Muslims as idol worshipers. Wahbi hoped that his letter would encourage the 

‘ulama’ to approve his project. He emphasized that if he were to refuse the offer, the company 

would assign the role to a European actor.10 He also denied accusations that his characterization 

of the Prophet was similar to that of Rasputin. Wahbi assured his reader that he was keen not to 

violate any religious rules while acting in the character of the Prophet and offered to share the 

casting photographs taken for the film.11 

Wahbi’s letter intensified the campaign against the film, with Azhari graduates now taking 

the lead. For example, Sheikh Ibrahim Jaballah accused Wahbi of misguidance and deceit. Jaballah 

questioned the company’s motivation for producing the movie and accused it of appropriating 

religion for financial gain.12 Another Azhari graduate, Sheikh  Ahmad Haridi al-Sari, wrote a 

response to Wahbi in al-Ahram calling upon those ‘ulama’ participating in the 1926 Caliphate 

Conference, held in Cairo, to meet and discuss the lawfulness of the movie.13 Al-Sari claimed that 

                                                 
10 See Wahbi, ʻIshtu alf ʻam, 1976, 3:72. The company had originally nominated many actors for the role 

including German actors Emil Janings and Conrad Vidt, Canadian actor Matieson A. Lang, Italian actor 

Carlo Ninghi, and French actor Edouard Alexandre Max, known as De Max. However, Turkish filmmaker 

Widad ‘Urfi and the production company Marcos Film nominated Wahbi. 
11 “Al-Nabi Muhammad kayf yusawwirunah: Nihayat al-niza‘,” Al-Masrah, May 31, 1926. Al-Masrah 

published three photographs of Wahbi dressed in a white gown and a white turban, wearing a short beard. 

A caption under one of the photos states that it is a photo taken for casting, as Wahbi was preparing for the 

role of the Prophet. I compared two of the photos published in al-Masrah to an almost identical photo of 

Wahbi in his memoirs. It appears to me that the two photos published in the magazine are of Wahbi as 

Amazigh freedom movement leader ‘Abd al-Karim al-Khattabi. Wahbi played Khattabi’s character in an 

anti-imperialist play titled al-Isti‘bad (Enslavement) which was performed after the assassination of Sir Lee 

Stack on November 19, 1924. The play was censored at the end of Sa‘d Zaghlul’s term as Prime Minister 

on November 24, 1924. The third photo might have been of Wahbi as Prophet Muhammad. Although Wahbi 

seems to wear the same turban in the four photos, there is a slight difference in the makeup of the third 

photo, published in al-Masrah. The makeup artist made Wahbi’s eye makeup appear more intense. It is 

often reported that the Prophet used kohl. In addition, the angel of light in the photo renders the face fairer, 

shining to convey an aura of holiness. 
12 Al-Ahram, May 24, 1926. 
13 Al-Ahram, May 26, 1926. 
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many established legal opinions prohibited the practice of figural representation, in general, and 

the figural representation of the Prophet, in particular. Al-Sari’s supported his claim with the ratio 

legis (‘illa) that the figural representation of the Prophet might lead to the ‘degradation’ (imtihan) 

of his holy status in the future. Al-Sari suspected that the movie was a conspiracy to agitate 

sectarianism (fitna) in the Muslim world.  

On May 27, 1926, al-Masrah published the al-Azhar’s response to the incident and 

described the institute’s intensified efforts to censor the film. Those efforts had culminated on May 

18 when al-Azhar asked the government to contact the German Ambassador in Cairo to ask him 

to prevent the Marcos Film Company from producing the film. Al-Azhar also contacted the 

Ministry of Interior to intervene and prevent Wahbi from traveling abroad to participate in the 

making of the film. The newspaper acknowledged the quick response of the Ministry, which 

demanded Wahbi to announce in the newspapers that he had turned down the offer from the 

Marcos Film Company. On May 30, Wahbi announced that in deference to the ‘ulama,’ he had 

declined the offer, noting however that another company would produce the same movie in Algeria 

and Tunisia. Wahbi urged the ‘ulama,’ who were keen about censorship, to contact every other 

country in the world because prevention inside Egypt would not necessarily guarantee censorship 

outside it.  

Wahbi saw the film as a lost opportunity for Muslims to represent their religion for 

themselves. He realized, however, that the censorship of his acting was a symptom of a deeper 

Islamic discourse on the adaptability and expandability of Islamic law to meet new and changing 

social conditions. He expressed his views as follows:  
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I wonder if it would have been possible for us to have a renaissance in painting (rasm) and 

sculpting (naht), among many other forms of art that flourish in our civilized time, if we 

had continued to hold to what some people [in the past] thought of as prohibited, non-

permissible and a deviation from religious teachings. However, I would rather not delve 

any deeper into this controversial issue.14  

 

In what follows, I trace Islamic legal discourses that sought to accommodate the two major 

components of the film: photography and acting. At the turn of the twentieth century, Muslim 

jurisprudents dealt with the lawfulness of photography and acting through the lens of figural 

representation, also called taswir, a standard category in Islamic legal literature. Disputes over the 

lawfulness of figural representation further complicated the legal reasoning process on 

photography and acting. 

During the formative period of Islam, taswir was the principal Arabic term used to signify 

the representational arts, such as drawing, sketching, engraving, and sculpting. The practice of 

figural representation during the lifetime of the Prophet continues to be a subject of dispute among 

art historians.15 Some argue that the prohibition of figural representation existed in Christianity 

during the formative period of Islam, a fact that influenced the early Muslim community and might 

explain the lack of evidence concerning figural representation during the Prophet’s lifetime.16 The 

                                                 
14 Wahbi, ʻIshtu alf ʻam, 3:76. 
15 See Thomas Arnold, Painting in Islam: A Study of the Place of Pictorial Art in Muslim Culture (New 

York: Dover Publications, 1965). See also Anna Contadini, Arab Painting: Text and Image in Illustrated 

Arabic Manuscripts (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2007). See K. A. Creswell, “The Lawfulness of Painting in 

Early Islam,” Ars Islamica 11 (1946):159-66. See also Patricia Crone, Islam, “Judeo-Christianity and 

Byzantine Iconoclasm,” JSAI 2 (1980):59-95. See Richard Ettinghausen, Arab Painting (Geneva?: Skira, 

1962). See Marshall G. S. Hodgson, “Islam and Image,” History of Religions 3, no. 2 (1964): 220-260. See 

G. R. D. King, “Islam, Iconoclasm, and the Declaration of Doctrine,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and 

African Studies University of London 48, no. 2 (1985):267-277. See W.J.T Mitchell, Iconology: Image, 

Text, and Ideology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986). See Daniel Sahas, Icon and Logos: 

Sources in Eighth Century Iconoclasm (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1986). 
16  Christianity experienced a famous Iconoclastic Movement that coincided with the rise of Islam. For more 

details, see Edward James Martin, A History of the Iconoclastic Controversy (Milan: Mimesis, 2014) and  

https://www.amazon.com/Edward-James-Martin/e/B001KDRTNM/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_1
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earliest extant evidence of the practice of figural representation in Islam are the images in Qusayr 

‘Amra (in present-day Jordan), which date to the time of the Umayyad Caliph Yazid b. ‘Abd al-

Malik (101-105/720-724). Others argue for the occurrence of figural representation during the 

Prophet’s lifetime. They rely on a report in Akhbar Mecca, attributed to the Meccan historian, al-

Azraqi (864? 837? 858?), stating that when the Prophet entered the Ka‘ba after his return to Mecca 

(fath), he destroyed all the idols inside the Ka‘ba except for a picture of Mary and Jesus. Art 

historians agree that figural representation continued to be practiced until the thirteenth century 

when al-Qarafi (683/1285) practiced sculpting. Art historians attribute the rise of opposition to 

figural representation to an ideological reaction against Byzantine doctrinal art during the 

Umayyad Caliphate.17  

The Qur’an does not explicitly prohibit painting or other representational arts. 

Nevertheless, the root s-w-r appears in the Qur’an in several forms.18 For example, the verb 

sawwara appears conjugated in a third person ‘we’ with its subject usually interpreted as ‘God,’ 

the creator and fashioner of forms. Its derivative noun sura—, which translates as an image, a 

picture, or anything that is formed, fashioned, figured, or shaped19—appears in the Qur’an as the 

form of a human being well-fashioned by God.20 The active participle ‘musawwir’ refers to God 

                                                 
Patricia Crone, “Islam Judeo-Christianity and Byzantine Iconoclasm,” From Kavad to al-Ghazali: Religion, 

Law and Political Thought in the Near East, c.600-c.1100 (Aldershot: Ashgate Variorum), 63. Art 

historians subjectively argue that the prohibition arising from hadith could not have had an impact on early 

Muslim community as canonical hadith collection were compiled in later periods.  
17 See Tharwat ‘Ukasha, Mawsuʻat al-taswir al-Islami (Beirut: Maktabat Lubnan Nashirun, 1999), 1-20. 
18 See Qur’an 3:6, 7:11, 40:64, and 64:3. 
19 See Arabic English Lexicon, s.v. “sura.” 
20 See Q 64:3. 
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as the fashioner of forms.21 The association between these derivational patterns and acts decreed 

by God raises several controversies over the lawfulness of practicing figural representation. 

Evidence for the prohibition of figural representation comes primarily from hadith 

literature. The six canonical Sunni collections of hadith include a chapter on figural representation. 

Five hadiths widely circulated as textual evidence for the prohibition of figural representation. The 

first hadith promises dire punishment, on the Day of Judgment, for ‘the creators of figural 

representation’ (musawwirin), because they emulate (mudahat) the creation of God. The second 

hadith mentions the curse that befell the musawwirin, whose practice of figural representation was 

as evil as turning the graves of Prophets into mosques. The same punishment applies to people, 

who commemorate the legacy of the good men of their community by inducting ‘images/statues’ 

(suwar) for them in their graves. The third hadith refers to curtains embroidered with ‘pictures’ 

(tasawir) that might distract a believer while praying or prevent angels from entering a house, and 

the fourth records the Prophet’s tolerance towards images found on cushions/pillows. The last 

hadith orders the obliteration of any cross-like images.22 Regarding authenticity, these hadith are 

not all sound (sahih). Some are popular (mashhur)23 and serve as a major textual evidence for the 

prohibition of figural representation. This is due primarily to two nouns, derived from the root s-

w-r, ‘image/statue’ (sig. sura, pl. suwar) and ‘picture’ (sig. taswira’, pl. tasawir), which appear in 

the hadiths and are often interpreted as idols made for worshiping purposes in the Arabian 

Peninsula before the arrival of Islam. 

                                                 
21 See Q 59:24. 
22 Rashid Rida, “Fatawa al-Manar: Hukm al-taswir wa-ittikhadh al-suwar,” al-Manar, 20 vols (Cairo: 

Matba‘at al-Manar, 1918) 5: 220-35. 
23 A hadith in which a tradition has more than two transmitters, some sound (sahih), others not.  
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Idol-worshiping thus developed as the main ratio legis for the prohibition of figural 

representation. Many jurisprudents found prohibition a precautionary act (ihtiyat) required to block 

the doors of unbelief(shirk) and protect the Islamic doctrine of the unicity of God by avoiding 

everything that might lead to the worship of anything but God, even if the impact of that thing was 

very marginal or minor in society.24 The prohibition, however, was not absolute because not every 

figural representation was made for worshiping purposes. Therefore, jurisprudents from the four 

doctrinal schools of law (sing. madhhab, pl. madhahib) developed different legal positions on 

various types of figural representation. For example, they distinguish between figural 

representation without shadow (ma laysa lahu zill, i.e., flat) and figural representation with shadow 

(ma lahu zill, i.e., inducted statues). They also made sub-distinctions between animate (ma lahu 

ruh) and inanimate (ma laysa lahu ruh) taswir,25 as well as between complete and incomplete.  

In the case of figural representation with shadow, the followers of the Maliki madhhab adopted 

the view that figural representation was prohibited when an animate was represented in a visible 

full form statue with all the organs necessary for survival. They further reasoned that if a hole was 

created in the head or the stomach of the statue, the hole invalidated the context of prohibition 

since no animate lived with a hole in their heads or stomachs. The Hanafis and Hanbalis agreed 

                                                 
24 Muhammad ‘Abd al-Latif al-Fahham, “Bab al-as’ila wa-l-fatawa: Al-taswir wa-l-suwar,” Al-Azhar, ed. 

Muhammad Farid Wajdi, 29 vols (Cairo: Matba‘at al-Azhar, 1940), 11:163-65. 
25 Al-Fahham, “Bab al-as’ila wa-l-fatawa,” 1940, 11:163-65. Abu Sulayman al-Khattabi distinguished 

between the figural representation of entities with and without soul (ruh). He considered the figural 

representation of an entity with soul to be of the same genus (jins), i.e., identical to the figural representation 

that used to be worshiped. For more details on al-Khattabi, see Jalal al-Din ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Suyuti and 

Muhammad Ibrahim, Bughyat al-wu‘at fi tabaqat al-lughawiyyin wa-l-nuhat (Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, 1979), 

546-7. See also Shams al-Din al-Dhahabi, Kitab tadhkirat al-hafiz, 4 vols (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘ilmiyya, 

1955), 3:1018-9. 
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with the Malikis on the condition that the statue maintains some imperfection (naqs), such as a 

missing organ, one necessary for survival. For example, a statue could be made without a head or 

as a half-statue.26 The literal understating of the two schools’ statements on taswir indicated that 

naqs referred to a visible imperfection. That was to say, a small hole in the head or stomach of the 

full statue was not sufficient in their view. If the statements of the Hanafis and Hanbalis on naqs 

were not taken literally, however, their understanding of naqs matched the Maliki’s opinion, i.e., 

that naqs did not have to be visible. 27 

In the case of figural representation without shadow (i.e., flat images28), some Malikis 

permitted it, while others found it reprehensible (makruh). Hanbalis and Hanafis were in agreement 

with the Malikis in this regard. Yet the Malikis and the Hanbalis maintained that a flat image could 

not be magnified or respected because the permissibility of the image was conditioned by its 

degradation, which ensured the image would not gain holy status and, over time, become 

worshiped, violating the the Islamic doctrine of the unicity of God.29 

In a major departure from the three doctrinal school, Shafi‘is made a distinction between 

the ‘making’ and the ‘owning’ of figural representation. They allowed ‘owning’ all types of figural 

representation as long as it was subject to degradation. They also allowed ‘making’ figural 

                                                 
26 ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Jaziri, “Al-Sunna: Al-taswir wa-ittkhadh al-masajid ‘ala al-qubur fi nazr al-Islam,” 

Al-Azhar, ed. Muhammad Farid Wajdi, 29 vols (Cairo: Matba‘at al-Azhar, 1941), 12:328-38.  
27 Al-Jaziri, “Al-Sunna: Al-taswir,” 12:328-38. 
28 Reports here refer to ‘Aisha, who had a curtain that had images. It was reported that the images prevented 

angels from entering her house. See Muslim b. al-Hajjaj, Sahih Muslim bi-sharh al-Nawawi, 18 vols (Cairo: 

al-Matḅaʻa al-Misriyya bi-l-Azhar, 1929), 14: 81-92. 
29 A major controversy on degradation, in the twentieth century, occurred during the siege of Mecca of 1979 

when the followers of Juhayman al-‘Utaybi obliterated the images of the King of Saudi Arabia on the coins 

and notes.  
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representation in the case of inanimates such as plants. However, they prohibited ‘making’ all 

types of figural representation of animates. 

At the run of the twentieth century, the famous reformer Muhammad ‘Abduh made an 

analogy between figural representation and poetry arguing the first be considered a silent poetry. 

Both figural representation and poetry functioned as platforms for expressing conceptual images. 

Moreover, both functioned as nutshells preserving the cultural heritage of communities. According 

to ‘Abduh, those who stood for the prohibition of figural representation presented a stagnant literal 

interpretation of the hadith reports. They overlooked the possibility that ‘the direst punishment’ 

was not absolute, and that the punishment related to those who practiced figural representation for 

idol-worshiping. Accordingly, ‘Abduh concluded that the figural representation practiced for the 

purpose of beauty and entertainment was permissible, as long as it did not serve the purpose of 

idol worshiping.30  

 ‘Abduh’s views allowed many students from al-Azhar to study and practice figural 

representation. Chief among those was Sheikh ‘Abd al-Majid Wafi.31 Wafi was a student at al-

Azhar and a professional painter for al-Ahram from 1949 to 1955. He earned a degree from the 

School of Fine Arts in Cairo, where he studied with famous Egyptian artists including Ahmad 

Sabri and Husayn Bikar. At al-Ahram, Wafi painted many public figures including Salim and 

Bishara Taqla, the owners and the founders of the al-Ahram. He also made a portrait of the national 

leader Sa‘d Zaghlul, the rector of al-Azhar ‘Abd al-Majid Salim, Taha Husayn and the members 

                                                 
30 Rashid Rida, Tarikh al-ustadh al-imam al-Sheikh Muhammad ʻAbduh: Wa-fihi tafsil siratuhu wa-

khulasat sirat munqidh al-sharq al-hakim wa-l-Islam Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, 2 vols (Egypt: Matḅaʻat al-

Manar, 1906), 2:498-501.  
31 Samir Subhi, “Al-Sheikh Wafi awwal rassam fi al-Ahram,” Al-Ahram, August 13, 2001.  
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of the Free Officers movement such as Nasser, Sadat, Kamal al-Din Husayn, ‘Abd al-Latif al-

Baghdadi, Salah Salim, and Husayn al-Shafi‘i. Wafi was a friend of the famous journalist Anis 

Mansur and the archeologist Kamal al-Mallakh. He founded the Association of Wikalat al-

Ghuriyya Artists and created a magnified portrait of the leader of the ‘Urabi revolt, Ahmad ‘Urabi. 

The painting was hosted in the latter’s museum in his village in al-Sharqiyya governorate in the 

Nile Delta. 

Nevertheless, the view of ‘Abduh did not solve the problem of the lawfulness of figural 

representation. Many jurisprudents32 continued to consider ‘Abduh’s argument subjectively, as a 

mere point of view (ra’y),33 which rendered it less authoritative as a legal proof for the 

permissibility of figural representation. The emergence of new forms of figural representation such 

as photography further complicated the legal debate.34 Rashid Rida, a student of ‘Abduh, 

                                                 
32 For example, in al-Bayt Baytuk [Baytak] show—produced by Egyptian National Television and aired on 

Channel 1 in June 2009—Egypt’s grand mufti, ‘Ali Jum‘a, stressed that ‘Abduh’s argument on figural 

representation should be treated as a point of view (ra’y) not a fatwa. Jum‘a’s view came in the context of 

a heated debate with Egyptian secularist intellectual and poet Ahmad ‘Abd al-Mu‘ti Hijazi, who criticized 

the setback attitude of al-Azhar in facing the growing religious fanaticism in the Egyptian society.  
33 In this case, ra’y is used negatively as un-based opinion. Ra’y had a positive connotation until the middle 

or late eighth century. As a process of deriving law, raʾy does not constitute any single method of reasoning 

but it is often used in the process of legal analogy. Historically, however, raʾy was used in the context of 

adherence to a body of theological doctrine of ahl al-ra’y vis-à-vis ahl al-hadith, i.e., adherents of reason 

versus the adherents of textual sources. Every subsequent ra’y is a negative evaluation, namely an opinion 

that is not based on authoritative textual sources. See Ahmad Hasan, “Early Modes of Ijtihad: Raʾy, Qiyas 

and Istihsan,” Islamic Studies 6 (1967): 47-79. 

34 It is not clear when the Arabic word ‘taswir’ started to denote photography. Nonetheless, we know that 

the origin of the camera obscura is traced back to the Basra-born polymath al-Hasan Ibn al-Haytham (353-

431/965-1040), who identified the laws of light’s refraction and produced accurate anatomical descriptions 

of the receptive interactive eye. Ibn al-Haytham’s methods have been linked through Roger Bacon, Francis 

Bacon, and Isaac Newton to the development of inductive reasoning and related experimental techniques.34 

In Egypt, photography was known as early as 1839 during the reign of Muhammad ‘Ali. Three French 

painters, namely Horace Vernet, his student Fredric Goupil Fequest, and the Swiss-Canadian Pierre-Gutav 

Joly de Lotibiniere, introduced the daguerreotype equipment. According to Golia, the earliest record of an 
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sanctioned photography and acting by activating maslaha to break the ‘consensus’ (ijma‘) on the 

prohibited types of figural representation. Before exploring Rida’s activation of maslaha, I first 

shed light on models of maslaha to explain the model of maslaha used by Rida and the limitations 

causing maslaha to function as a covert censorship. 

2. Maslaha and its Models 

Maslaha, literally a source of good or benefit,35 functions in Islamic legal tradition as a 

vehicle for finding solutions to unprecedented cases. According to Opwis, the use of maslaha to 

articulate legal opinions was primarily influenced by the debate on the purposes of law (maqasid 

al-shari‘a) shaped by the works of Abu Hamid al-Ghazali(450-505/1058-1111), who placed the 

purposes of law under three categories of interests (masalih): (a) necessities (al-darurat), (b) needs 

(al-hajiyyat) and (c) improvements (al-tahsinat).36 He defines maslaha as the advancing of good 

(manfaʿa) and the averting of harm (madarra). He activates the use of maslaha only in necessities, 

which have a certain (qat‘i) ratio legis that applies to all believers universally. He excludes the 

                                                 
Egyptian Muslim who practiced photography was of colonel Muhammad Sadiq bey. He studied 

photography in France, where he received an engineering degree from Paris École Poly-technique. He used 

a wet-collodion plate camera to record his pilgrimage journey, producing the earliest photographic images 

on record of Medina, in 1862, and later of hajj in 1880. During his first journey, he spent five days in 

Medina, where he photographed the Prophet’s mosque and tomb. He also improvised a panorama of the 

town. The second trip by Sadiq to Mecca was in September 1880. He photographed the pilgrim camps and 

the circumambulations around the Ka‘ba. He befriended sheikh ‘Umar al-Shaybani, the guardian of the key 

of the Ka‘ba. The latter even sat for a portrait. In the same year, Sadiq attended an assembly of the Khedival 

Geographic Society, where he met and described his journey to the famous explorer and Orientalist Captain 

Richard Burton.  
35 See Abdul ‘Aziz Bin Sattam, Shari‘a and the Concept of Benefit (London: I. B. Tauris & Co. Ltd, 2015), 

3. 
36 On what is considered a necessity, see Birgit Krawietz, “Ḍarura in Modern Islamic Law: The Case of 

Organ Transplantation,” Islamic Law, Theory and Practice, ed. R. Gleave and E. Kermeli (London: Tauris, 

1997), 185-93. 
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activation of maslaha in needs and improvements unless supported by a textual source, consensus 

or legal analogy (qiyas).37  

While later jurisprudents accepted al-Ghazali’s definition of maslaha, they disagreed with 

him on how detectable maslaha without revealed texts and on the inactivation of maslaha in needs 

and improvements. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (543-605/1149-1209) activated maslaha in the case of 

necessities that were not certain and did not apply to all believers. Shihab al-Din al-Qarafi (626-

683?4?/1228-1285) expanded the use of maslaha to inactivate existing legal principles, as in the 

use of legal licenses (rukhas) and the principle of ‘blocking the legal mean used to arrive at illegal 

end’ (sadd al-dhara’i‘).38 Najm al-Din al-Tufi (657-716/-12761316) employed maslaha as a legal 

evidence (dalil)39—“one that was known with certainty, based on an inductive reading of the 

scriptures and that was perceptible by the human intellect.”40 Al-Tufi gave maslaha priority over 

contradictory textual rulings, but he limited this priority by inactivating maslaha in cases 

associated with acts of worship (‘ibadat). Yet, maslaha, to al-Tufi, could not override a legal 

indicator from the Qur’an, Sunna, and consensus.41 Abu Ishaq al-Shatibi (720-790/1320-1388)42, 

like al-Tufi, excluded acts of worship from maslaha. In a major departure from his earlier peers, 

                                                 
37See Felicitas Opwis, “Islamic Law and Legal Change: The Concept of Maslaha in Classical and 

Contemporary Islamic Legal Theory,” Shari‘a: Islamic law in the Contemporary Context, ed. Abbas 

Amanat and Frank Griffel (Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 2007), 66-67.  
38 See Opwis, “Islamic Law and Legal Change,” 2007, 68. 
39 As a legal term, dalil is usually used to refer to types of evidences. The first type is called certain (qat‘i), 

which includes textual evidence from the Qur’an, the Sunna transmitted with an uninterrupted chain of 

transmission, and a definite consensus. The other type is called probable (zanni), which includes but is not 

limited to hadith with interrupted chain of transmission. 
40 Ibid. 
41 See Opwis, “Islamic Law and Legal Change,” 69. 
42 See Muhammad Khalid Mas‘ud, “Shatibi’s Theory of Meaning,” Islamic Studies 32 (1993):5-16. 
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he adopted a theory of law in which he distinguished between the purposes of the verses (asbab 

al-nuzul) revealed to the Prophet in Mecca and those revealed in Medina. The Meccan verses 

embodied “the general message of Islam in which the universal sources of law [had been laid] 

down.”43 He considered the Medinan verses as well as accounts of Sunna constituents “of the 

particulars of the law that elucidate, specify and qualify or complement the Meccan revelation.” 44 

Al-Shatibi contended that an act was in line with the law based on its outcome. He adopted the 

view “that attaining maslaha and averting ‘harm’ (mafsada) at the level of necessities, needs, and 

improvements was a universal source of the law and the purpose of the Lawgiver.”45 He gave 

priority to maslaha over any particular ruling from the Qur’an or Sunna. In a way, al-Shatibi’s 

deliberation on maslaha pushed for its activation in the domain of independent legal reasoning 

(ijtihad).46 Although all these models of maslaha continued to influence its use in twentieth century 

Egypt, al-Ghazali’s model surpassed all models, thereby limiting the use of maslaha to necessities 

and needs. 

The legal principle of sadd al-dhara’i‘, which inactivates the use of maslaha, also placed 

many limitations on the use of maslaha. The term sadd al-dhara’i‘ consisted of the verbal noun 

‘to close’ (sadd) and the broken plural ‘excuses/reasons’ (sing. dhari‘a, pl. dhara’i‘). As a legal 

concept, it was not clear if sadd al-dhara’i‘ was a source of law (asl),47 or evidence (dalil) or an 

                                                 
43 See Opwis, “Islamic Law and Legal Change,” 69. 
44 Ibid.  
45 Ibid. 
46 Opwis, Maslaha, 324. 
47  As a legal term asl refers to the textual source of law such as the Qur’an and Sunna, it refers to ‘the base’ 

of a legal analogy and it refers to a legal principle based on necessity. 
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established legal principle (qa‘ida). Some jurisprudents saw it as a continuation of unattested 

benefit (maslaha mursala). This view is based on its application as a part of the overarching 

purpose of the law ‘to prevent harm’ (darʾ al-mafasid), and on the legal maxim, which stated that 

‘preventing harms’ had preference over ‘achieving benefits’ (jalb al-masalih). A major difference 

between maslaha and sadd al-dhara’i‘ was that the latter did not target what was ‘beneficial’; it 

targeted what was ‘harmful’ or led to ‘harm’(darar). While employing sadd al-dhara’i‘, 

jurisprudents differentiated between three frequencies of harm: recurrent, infrequent or rare, and 

imminent.48 

For the purpose of this paper, I translate maslaha as public interest “when it referred to the 

permissibility of the political authorities to issue rulings that concur with the public good within 

the sphere of […] politics. When, however, a jurist […] gives a legal opinion on the grounds of 

maslaha, this [has] little to do with public well-being but was usually based on considerations of 

a single private case.”49 I highlight that the boom of the printing press, in the twentieth century, 

blurred the distinction between the ‘private’ and the ‘public’, i.e., once a jurist published a legal 

opinion, based on maslaha, in a private case, the circulation of the legal opinion in the printing 

press makes it exceed the private to the public domain. I also underscore that the printing press 

                                                 
48 See Noel J. Coulson, A History of Islamic Law (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1964), 141. See 

also Encyclopedia of Islam Second Edition Online, s.v., “Sadd al- dhara’i‘.” The third category was based 

on the intention of the person rather than the possible outcome. Due to the significance of intention, 

jurisprudents from the four doctrinal legal schools vary in how often they refer to sadd al-dhara’i‘, with 

the Hanbali and Maliki schools referring to it most frequently. This was caused by their different 

methodology in establishing the intention of a person. While al-Shafi‘i was reluctant to formulate a ruling 

based on showing the circumstances proving intention, the Hanafi, Maliki, and Hanbali schools referred to 

the circumstances to find the proof. 
49 See Felicitas Opwis, “Maslaha in Contemporary Legal Theory,” Islamic Law and Society 12, no.2 

(2005): 182-223. 
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gave the ‘ulama’ more voice in the context of modernization.50 They used the press to show that 

Islamic law is not an obstacle to social reform; rather, it maintains a rational frame of reference 

that is compatible with modern reform projects and that can accommodate modern inventions. 

Thus, the authority of the ‘ulama’s increased as the guardians and transmitters of knowledge, in 

both public and private life..51 Their new power allowed the political authorities to activate 

maslaha to issue rulings in accord with their instrumental value of ‘public interest,’ within the 

intersecting spheres of religion and politics perceived in Egypt at that time as a more secular 

domain. 

3. Using Maslaha to Sanction ‘Figural Representation’ (Taswir) 

According to Opwis, Rida adopted al-Tufi’s model of maslaha, giving maslaha priority over 

contradictory textual rulings, although he limited this priority by inactivating maslaha in cases 

associated with ‘acts of worship’ (‘ibadat). Maslaha did not override evidence from the Qur’an, 

Sunna, and consensus.52 He also limited its use to ‘necessities’ and ‘needs.’ Therefore, when Rida 

addressed the lawfulness of figural representation, he explained that the permissibility of figural 

representation as maslaha should be a matter of common sense (amr badihi) because it became a 

necessity for the development and progress of nations. But he did not argue directly from maslaha. 

Instead, he started by highlighting the contradiction in the textual sources of law on the prohibition 

of figural representation. In what follows, I analyze the legal opinions of Rida, and his activation 

                                                 
50 See Opwis, “Islamic Law and Legal Change,” 71-72. 
51 See Felicitas Opwis, “Changes in Modern Islamic Legal Theory: Reform or Reformation?” An Islamic 

Reformation? ed. Michaelle Browers and Charles Kurzman (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2004), 33-34. 
52 See Opwis, “Islamic Law and Legal Change,” 68. 
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of maslaha to permit figural representation of full form animates in order to set the stage for the 

permissibility of photography.  I discuss Rida’s inductive reading of the hadith literature on the 

prohibition of figural representation to explain how he gave maslaha priority over contradictory 

textual rulings. 

In 1918, Rida started writing about figural representation in al-Manar. He framed his view as 

a fatwa, pointing out that he approached the question of figural representation in response to a 

letter from an anonymous reader, residing in Singapore. The letter inquired about the legal rulings 

on figural representation made from gypsum, metal, pencils/pens and via a camera (alat habs al-

zill).53 In his reply, Rida explained how the ‘historical (athar)54 on figural representation were 

more tolerant towards the practice if compared to the hadiths. For example, the historical reports 

on figural representation recounted the prevalence of the practice among the narrators, on whose 

authority the hadiths, which prohibited figural representation, were transmitted. For example, some 

historical reports mentioned that Zayd b. Khalid used to own curtains with images, despite being 

one of the narrators of the hadith that angels did not enter a house that had figural representation. 

Similarly, Muhammad b. al-Qasim b. Abi Bakr, the famous successor, was reported to have owned 

a hopping game (hajla)55 that had images of beaver (al-qundus) and phoenix (al-‘anqa’), even 

though he was the narrator of the hadith discouraging the mere ownership of curtains embroidered 

with images. Similarly, Yasar b. Numayr, the freed slave (mawla) and accountant of ‘Umar b. al-

                                                 
53  Rida, “Fatawa al-Manar,” 5:220-35 and the following issue Rashid Rida, “Fatawa al-Manar: Hukm al-

taswir wa-ittikhadh al-suwar,” Al-Manar, 20 vols (Cairo: Matba‘at al-Manar, 1918) 6:270-276. 
54 See Encyclopedia of Islam Second Edition Online, s.v. “Hadith.” Trace or vestige (athar) usually refers 

to traditions from Companions or Successors, but sometimes the word is used to refer to traditions from the 

Prophet. It should not be mistaken for hadith. 
55 A children’s game of hopping over squares or oblongs marked on the ground to retrieve a flat. 
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Khattab was reported to have owned figural representation. Some historical reports stated that 

figural representation used to be made in the house of Marwan b. al-Hakam and Sa‘id b. al-‘As, 

who both ruled in Medina. While the Marwan’s incident may be apocryphal, it indicates that 

figural representation used to be practiced among Muslims during the time of the Companions. 

Reports claim that angels would abstain from entering houses with figural representation, which 

suggests that the context was exclusive only to the Prophet and the angels of mercy.56 

Having contested the authenticity of the primary textual evidence used to prohibit figural 

representation, Rida cited hadiths accounting for the permissibility of figural representation based 

on maslaha. He referred to a hadith recorded in Sahih al-Bukhari and narrated on the authority of 

‘A’isha, who said, “I used to play with dolls (banat)57 at the Prophet’s house, and I had girlfriends, 

who used to play with me.” Rida cited another hadith to explain and emphasize that banat referred 

to dolls. The hadith is narrated on the authority of Abu ‘Uwana, among others, who reported that 

‘A’isha said, “I used to play with banat, and those were dolls.” 58 Rida further supported his 

argument by citing the legal opinions of jurisprudents such as al-Qadi ‘Iyad’s (475-543/1083-

1149), Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqalani’s (772-851/1371- 1448), and al- Qurtubi’s (610-671/1214-1273), 

who legalized figural representation with shadow in the case of full form statues of animates. For 

example, al-Qadi ‘Iyad mentioned that dolls were sold for girls to train them on the future maslaha 

of running a household and raising children. As Ibn Hajar contended, an explicit consensus 

                                                 
56 Rida here relied on the views of al-Hafiz b. Hibban. 
57 The word banat is used to refer to small statues made to be used as dolls. See Lisan al-‘Arab, s.v. “b-n-

y.” 
58 The hadith appeared in Fath al-Bari, a commentary written on Sahih al-Bukhari. 
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occurred on the permissibility of dolls for girls. Al-Qurtubi permitted eatable sugar statues (halwa), 

since they were perishable. 59 

As for idol-worshiping, the main ratio legis behind the prohibition of figural representation, 

Rida did not deny that the dhari‘a of worshipping figural representation continued to exist in his 

time. He agreed that it was possible to activate sadd al-dhara’i‘ to prohibit figural representation 

to block the ratio legis of idol-worshipping. However, he also reasoned that figural representation 

had a lower probability of being a dhari‘a for idol-worshiping when compared to the practices of 

building mosques over the graves of good people, the circumambulation near those graves, or the 

practices of asking those buried to bring good and drive away evil. Rida further claimed that while 

there were no reports that the Companions demolished any of the figural representation existing 

in the Palaces of Chosroe Anushiruwan, sound hadiths reported the demolishing of shrines built 

over graves of good people. One example was the hadith narrated on the authority of Abu al-

Hayyaj al-Usdi. The hadith indicated that the cousin of the Prophet and the fourth guided Caliph, 

‘Ali, ordered the destruction of shrines built over graves and the demolition of statues.60 Rida thus 

concluded that the activation of sadd al-dhara’i‘ in the case of figural representation was an 

exaggerated argument (ghuluww). 

                                                 
59 Rida, “Fatawa al-Manar,” 5: 220-235. 
60 Ironically, the hadith transmitted on his authority is dominantly used to legalize recent destructions of 

statues in Syria. This hadith gained widespread circulation because of its reference to ‘Ali, a central figure 

in Islam especially among Shi‘a Muslims. His mention in a hadith prohibiting figural representation, in a 

way, is appropriated to legitimize the elimination of any possibility to argue for the permissibility of figural 

representation as practiced among Shi‘a Muslims. In addition, it allows for a fundamental condemnation of 

Shi‘a commemoration of ‘Ali and his household by means of building mosques over their graves. 
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Second, Rida argued that prohibiting figural representation based on the principle of sadd al-

dhara’i‘ was an abrogated legal opinion, since an issue that is prohibited by and for itself (al-

muharram lidhatuh) ceases to be so in contexts of necessity and need, which bring about a 

preeminent benefit (maslaha rajiha). For example, eating pork and meat of the dead is permissible 

in the context of necessity, for survival. The physician can see the private body parts of a woman 

based on the legal principle that the believers are obliged to take the least harmful option in 

situations where they have to choose between two undesirable conditions (irtikab akhaff al-

dararayyin wajib).61 From that perspective, Rida saw figural representation as a necessity for 

illustrating the natural history, the history of medicine, the anatomy of humans or animals, the 

preservation of language and the illustration of many sciences and arts required for military, 

administrative, and political purposes. Rida further argued that figural representation was a 

maslaha because it was a necessity in war operations to take photographs of locations, roads, army 

units, and ammunitions. It was also necessary for keeping records of suspects. To him, Muslims 

should not take the risk of ignoring figural representation as an industry, as their ancestors did 

when they ignored many of the advanced weapons of their time.62  

Rida cited the drastic consequences of ignoring figural representation to illustrate how some 

classical books included obscure references to names of plants and animals. Sometimes the authors 

sufficed to use abbreviations such as the letter ‘m’ for known (ma‘ruf). To Rida, the abbreviation 

was an inefficient way to preserve the language: “Had the author bothered to put a picture next to 

the name in the same manner Ancient Egyptians used to do, and as civilized nations do nowadays, 

                                                 
61 See Rida, “Fatawa al-Manar,” 6:270-276. 
62 Ibid. Rida does not specify which weapons. 
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it would have been the best mean to preserve the language.”63 The issue of naming the species was 

imperative to Rida because the gap of knowledge on the names of species resulted in a gap in the 

legal knowledge associated with their treatment as food sources and their eligibility to be hunted.  

The use of maslaha to sanction full form taswir was an imperative step that allowed 

photography to exist as a permissible form of figural representation and occupation among 

Muslims. It was also a significant step towards sanctioning acting and later film. In what follows, 

I analyze Rida’s legal opinions on acting. I show how his opinions led to the rise of the idea of 

Islamic acting, promoted by the founder of the Society of the Muslim Brotherhood, Hasan al-

Banna. I also discuss different theater troupes that embraced Islamic acting, after which I examine 

both secular and religious opposition to Islamic acting. 

4. Using Maslaha  to Sanction ‘Acting’ (Tamthil) 

It is not clear when the word tamthil started to signify ‘acting.’ Lisan al-‘Arab dictionary does not 

include a reference to tamthil as ‘acting.’ It emphasizes the word’s association with the act of 

imitation for reaching perfect likeness. The root m-th-l refers literally to the act of ‘standing erect.’ 

The word tamthil recurs in the Qur’an through its derivative noun ‘example’ (mathal). Acting was 

not common among the inhabitants of the Arabian Peninsula before the arrival of Islam, unless we 

consider the rituals performed near the Ka‘ba, such as running, dancing and singing as a form of 

                                                 
63 See Rida, “Fatawa al-Manar,” 6:270-276. 
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acting. 64 Sunni Muslims—until the eighth century—did not pay attention to acting. They did not 

translate the Iliad or the Odyssey, among what they translated of Greek literature.65 

In Egypt, ‘modern theater acting’ (fann al- tamthil al-hadith) was introduced in the second 

half of the nineteenth century by Syrian travelers such as Marun al-Naqqash, who visited Egypt in 

1846. By 1869, Khedive Isma‘il (r. 1863-1879) had inaugurated the Opera House in Cairo and 

different European theater troupes performed in Egypt. Only French troupes, however, were 

allowed to perform in the Opera. This remained law until 1878, when al-Naqqash’s nephew, Yusuf 

al-Khayyat, moved to Cairo. He communicated his desire to perform in the Opera to the Khedive 

Isma‘il. The first play performed by al-Khayyat was al-Zalum, which Isma‘il found offensive in 

its reference to the injustices of his rule. He ordered the deportation of al-Khayyat and his troupe. 

When the British forced Isma‘il to leave Egypt in 1882, another Syrian, Sulayman al-Qirdahi, 

formed a group, whose members included pioneer Egyptian actor Sheikh Salama Hijazi. Hijazi 

received his education in al-Azhar, as did his student Sayyid Darwish. Modern theater acting, 

however, remained underdeveloped because of the lack of state support until 1910, when Khedive 

Tawfiq (r. 1879–1892) sent George Abyad to study acting in Paris.66 Yet the theater of Abyad 

                                                 
64 Jurji Zaydan, “Al-tamthil al-‘Arabi wa-nahdatuhu al-akhira ‘ala yadd al-janab al-‘ali,” Al-Hilal 18 

(1910): 464-72. 
65 Among Shi‘a Muslims in Persia, the art of acting continued to occupy a marginal position except for the 

performance of a play on ‘Ashura’. The play used to be performed in front of the Shah and Statesmen in a 

big square, where actors represent all fighting parties, including Husayn and his household. The play was 

described in details in the Morier’s work on his second journey to Persia in 1811. See James Justinian 

Morier, A Second Journey through Persia, Armenia, and Asia Minor to Constantinople between the Years 

1810 and 1816 with a Journal of the Voyage by the Brazils and Bombay to the Persian Gulf, Together with 

an Account of the Proceedings of His Majesty's Embassy under His Excellency Sir Gore Ouseley (London: 

J. G. Barnard and A. Strahan, 1812). 
66 See Jacob Landau, Studies in the Arab Theater and Cinema (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 

Press, 1958). He was an Egyptian actor of Lebanese origin. He migrated to Egypt at the age of 18. He 

presented the first Egyptian musical film and was the first Chair of the Egyptian Syndicate for Actors.  
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continued to attract the educated, who were able to understand standard Arabic.67 It was the 

colloquial theater of Sayyid Darwish, whose anti-colonialist plays criticized the alliance between 

the Turkish ruling elite and the British occupation that gained widespread popularity for the 

theater. The notorious comedian Nagib al-Rihani increased that popularity with his famous 

colloquial show Kishkish Bey, which started in 1916. Women in particular had a visible presence 

as actors and producers in standard and colloquial theaters. To mention but few examples, Munira 

al-Mahdiyya, Dawlat Abyad and Fatima Rushdi had their own theater troupes. 68 

In 1918, Rashid Rida addressed the lawfulness of acting in al-Manar.69 He framed his 

argument as a fatwa, which he provided for a reader by the name of Muhammad Muhammad 

Sa‘fan, a student of Islamic jurisprudence. The latter inquired about the legal rulings for acting  as 

a profession for Muslim women. He also asked about the permissibility of performing the 

characters of the Prophets, in general, and the Prophet Muhammad, in particular. Sa‘fan explained 

how he raised those questions among a group of well-read people in a social club. Some of the 

group members found acting permissible for Muslim women; they did not find a problem with 

acting the characters of the Prophets, for they made an analogy between acting and sermons (wa‘z). 

Other members prohibited acting absolutely and perceived it as a source of evil that endangered 

the morals of the Muslims. They further stigmatized acting as a European conspiracy intended to 

control uneducated Muslims and convince them that acting was imperative for modernization.70 

                                                 
67 Jurji Zaydan, “Al-tamthil al-‘Arabi,” 464-72. 
68 See Ziad Fahmy, Ordinary Egyptians: Creating the Modern Nation through Popular Culture (Stanford 

University Press: 2011). 
69 Rashid Rida, “Fatawa al-Manar: al-tamthil al-‘Arabi, ishtighal al-mar’a al-muslima bi-hi wa-tamthil 

qasas al-anbiya’,” al-Manar, 20 vols (Cairo: Matba‘at al-Manar, 1918) 6: 310-315. 
70 Ibid. 
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Responding to the first question, Rida thought acting was a maslaha as long as it did not bring 

a harm or include ‘reprehensible practices’ (munkarat). He found the argument on the importance 

of women’s participation in acting sensible. Still, he denied the absolute permissibility of acting 

for Muslim women, because he considered it inclusive of a number of reprehensible practices, 

which Islam required Muslim women to avoid.71 These reprehensible practices included women 

appearing unveiled in front of men, hugging scenes between women and men, directly touching 

the skin of women, lovemaking scenes and women dressed like men or vise versa.72 Rida reasoned 

that acting was recommended (mustahabb) for Muslim women, if a Muslim author wrote a story 

in which Muslim women did not have to show their ‘ornaments’ (zina) or participate in any of the 

aforementioned reprehensible practices. One example that Rida gave was a story on the legacy of 

the poet al-Khansa’, whom Rida praised as a raw model for virtue and perfection. If such context 

was created, Muslim women could act. Otherwise, Rida saw that non-Muslim women could fill in 

the need for the presence of women on the stage.73 

Commenting on the lawfulness of acting the characters of the Prophets, Rida prohibited their 

figural representation absolutely. He based his opinion on three reasons. The first was the ratio 

legis of degradation, which was considered a ‘major sin’ (kabira) and a ‘heresy’ (kufr), if proven. 

Rida argued that although Islam taught that the Prophets were humans, Prophets belonged to a 

higher status than other humans did. To him, the human forms of Prophets were veils on the eyes 

of the unbelievers. While Islam did not allow the glorification the Prophets, it encouraged Muslims 

                                                 
71 Ibid. 
72 This argument is based on the legal process of sadd al-dhara’i‘. 

73 Rashid Rida, “Fatawa al-Manar: al-tamthil,” 6: 310-315. 
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to dignify them without excess,—that is, without violating the Islamic doctrine of the unicity of 

God. Acting the characters of the Prophets, Rida explained, might lead to their degradation. 

Examples of degradation included having actors “who belonged to lower social classes”74 appear 

on the screen as Prophets. Even if the actor was of a noble origin, Rida feared that some ‘reckless 

people’ (khula‘a’) might not shy away from using the name of the Prophet as a nickname for the 

actor in real life. Those reckless people might also find it funny, if the actor committed a sin while 

acting or in daily life, to comment sarcastically, “Oh Messenger of God, send thy blessings [i.e. 

sins] our way” (madad ya rasulallah). Rida further claimed that degradation was also inclusive of 

depicting Prophets in weak situations such as depicting Joseph among criminals in prison or 

depicting him as a Bedouin being seduced by a woman.75 

Because of the difficulty of avoiding degradation, the prohibition of figural representation of 

Prophets became an ‘Islamic common practice or custom’ (‘urf). One example, which Rida gave 

for Islamic common practice during his time, was a public controversy on a legal case of a primary 

school teacher. The latter was accused of attempting to seduce a married woman by explicitly 

expressing his views on her beauty. The judge found the teacher not guilty because his words 

indicated nothing but thoughtfulness and courtesy. Rida described the judge as Westernized. To 

Rida, the Islamic common practice as expressed in newspapers and media, which he considered 

indicative of the view of the majority of Muslims, condemned the judge’s sentence. The head of 

The Printing Press Administration, which was in charge of censorship, had to interfere to repress 

the criticism of the judge in the newspapers. Another example of Islamic common practice, again 

                                                 
74 Rashid Rida, “Fatawa al-Manar: al-tamthil,” 6: 310-315. 
75 Ibid. 
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provided by Rida, was of the rulers who did not allow their representations in acting because they 

feared the degradation of their status. Since the Prophets were in a higher status than rulers were, 

the prohibition of the figural representation of the Prophets was stricter. Rida cited an incident 

about a group of Christians in Syria. They wanted to act the story of Joseph.76 Their news infuriated 

Muslims, who tried to prevent the performance by force. When the news reached the Ottoman 

sultan ‘Abd al-Hamid al-Thani (r. 1876 - 1878), he banned the acting of similar stories. 77 

Second, Rida prohibited acting the characters of the Prophets because he saw acting 

inclusive of lying. If lying about the Prophets occurred, the authenticity of reports about them 

might be harmed. Lying about the Prophet also has consequences in the afterlife. While Rida 

acknowledged that the intentionality in lying was a condition for afterlife punishment, he cited 

other versions of the hadith that did not mention intentionality as a condition for punishment. Thus, 

the punishment included both intentional and unintentional lying regarding the Prophet. Rida 

further argued that even if lying was avoidable by means of writing authenticated stories, the 

authenticated writing can be an excuse for abusing the literature on the Prophet’s life.78 Primarily, 

it was not possible to represent accurate information on the lives of the Prophets by relying on 

Islamic sources. The Qur’an did not include complete stories, except those of Joseph and Solomon 

with Queen Sheba. The only story the Sunna deemed suitable for acting was that of the Prophet 

Muhammad. According to Rida, nobody among the ‘ulama’ during his lifetime ventured to write 

a story for acting based on Sunna. Rida further warned that allowing that adventure to take place 

                                                 
76 It is not clear to whom he  refers.  
77 Rashid Rida, “Fatawa al-Manar: al-tamthil,” 6:310-315. 
78 Ibid. 
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might lead authors, who were ignorant of Sunna to forge stories to appeal to the audience because 

authors prioritized financial gains and fame over anything else. He denied the possibility of 

tolerating lying in acting for didactic reasons (‘iza), such as in Maqamat al-Hariri, in which the 

author made animals talk.  

To Rida, thus, acting stories of Prophets was permissible only by avoiding degradation and 

lying, as well as abiding by the condition of dignifying the Prophets without violating the Islamic 

doctrine of the unicity of God. In such cases, only scholars known for their conclusive knowledge 

among Muslims would deliberate to decide if acting was a maslaha. Of course, Rida continued to 

set limitations on the permissibility of acting as a profession for Muslim women—along with the 

figural representation of Prophets, the Rightly Guided Caliphs, and the Companions. Rida’s 

opinions on sanctioning photography and acting paved the way for what came to be known as 

Islamic acting. 

5. The Rise of Islamic Acting 

In my investigation of Islamic acting, I explore the idea of al-tamthil al-Islami advocated by the 

founder of the Society of the Muslim Brotherhood, Hasan al-Banna. Al-Banna described Islamic 

acting as a form of acting free of unrealistic romance stories detached from the events of everyday 

life. Three major theater troupes were reported to have practiced Islamic acting: the Muslim 

Brotherhood Troupe, the Young Muslim Men Association (YMMA) Troupe, and al-Azhar Troupe. 

In what follows, I examine the experience of each troupe. 

While it was the brother of Hasan al-Banna, ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Banna, who started the 

Muslim Brotherhood Troupe in the mid-1930s, the troupe adopted Hasan al-Banna’s views on 
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acting.79 He advocated the idea of acting as an ‘open art’ (al-fann al-maftuh). That is to say, the 

actors did not have to be Muslim Brotherhood members to participate in performances presented 

by the Muslim Brotherhood Troupe. He also advocated a notion of “non-obscene art” (al-fann al-

multazim): art that did not lead to committing or celebrating a prohibition. He also employed the 

principle of ‘the universality of art,’ which considered any acting Islamic if it achieved an Islamic 

goal. 80 Al-Banna’s notion of ‘the universality of art’ should not be understood as independent 

legal reasoning. Thinking of poetry as analogous to acting, al-Banna relied on hadith reports, which 

mentioned that the Prophet did not prohibit poetry composed by non-Muslim poets as long as the 

poetry did not encourage sinful feelings (fuhsh). For example, the Prophet was reported to have 

commented on the poetry of Ibn al-Salt (8/630)81 that the latter’s poetry believed in God, while he 

did not believe.82 It is also attributed to the Prophet that he said, “Most truthful were the words of 

the poet Labid (41/661),83 who used to say, ‘everything except God was void.’” However, al-

Banna could be credited for preferring the easiest among legal views (al-taysir) as long as the issue 

in question was subject to independent legal reasoning. Other exceptions included instances 

                                                 
79 ʻIsam Talimah, Hasan al-Banna wa-tajribat al-fann (Cairo: Maktabat Wahba, 2008), 10. 
80 Talimah, Hasan, 67. 
81 See Bahjat ʻAbd al-Ghafur Hadithi, Umayya b. Abi al-Salt: hayatuh wa-shiʻruh (Baghdad: Wizarat al-

Iʻlam, 1975). 
82 The hadith, narrated on the authority of Ibn ‘Abbas,  appears in Muhammad b. Ishaq al-Fakihi, and ʻAbd 

al-Malik b. ʻAbdullah b. Duhaysh, Akhbar Makka fi qadim al-dahr wa-hadithih (Beirut: Dar Khidṛ, 1994), 

203. See also Ibn Hajar al-‘Asqlani, Kitab al-isaba fi tamyiz al-sahaba (Cairo: Markaz al-Buhuth wa-l-

Dirasat al-Islamiyya, 2008), 251.  
83 See William Milligan Sloane, The Poet Labid (Leipsic: Print. by Breitkopfu. Haertel, 1877). See also 

Labid b. Rabiʻa, Diwan Labid b. Rabiʻa al ʻAmri, tr. Arthur Wormhoudt, (Oskaloosa, Iowa: William Penn 

College, 1976). 
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wherein the sources of law were probable (zanni) or where the evidence used for prohibition and 

permissibility were of equal credibility.84 

The goal of the Brotherhood Theater was missionary, i.e., it intended primarily to spread 

their cause in rural areas deprived of theaters and cinemas. In his book al-Ikhwan al-Muslimun 

ahdath sana‘at al-tarikh (The Muslim Brotherhood: Events that made history), Mahmud ‘Abd al-

Halim described how in the rural area of Fuwah there were no institutions for entertainment such 

as cinema and theater. He saw that gap as an opportunity to spread the Muslim Brotherhood’s 

ideology among villagers. For that purpose, he wrote a few plays, including one on the siege of 

the Prophet in Mecca. He also wrote a play on the battle of al-Qadisiyya (14/636).85 These plays 

were performed in standard Arabic and the majority of Egyptians at that time were illiterate; thus, 

‘Abd al-Halim decided to present plays in colloquial Egyptian to echo the success of the colloquial 

theater and the rise of cinema, whose actors spoke colloquially. His plays addressed the widespread 

practice of borrowing money with excessive interest rates in the countryside.86  

 That said, the majority of plays presented by the Muslim Brotherhood Troupe were adapted 

from Arabic and Islamic heritage and performed in standard Arabic. Their first documented play 

presented the platonic love story between the famous Umayyad poets Jamil b. ‘Abdullah b. 

Ma‘mar b. al-‘Adhri al-Quda‘i (82/701) and his beloved Buthayna. When Buthayna’s father 

objected to her marriage from Jamil, the latter composed some of the most famous ghazal poetry. 

Judging by the funding and actors’ participation in the play, it seems that it was successful. For 

                                                 
84 Talimah, Hasan, 10. 
85 It was a fortification at the edge of the Syrian Desert. After this battle, Arab Muslims took control of 

Persia. Salah Abu Sayf’s presented the battle in his film al-Qadisiyya, released in 1981. 
86 Talimah, Hasan, 12. 
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example, the Egyptian Ministry of Education, through its newly established Association of 

Encouraging Theater in 1934, produced the play. Many leading Egyptian actors at the time took 

part in the performance. Chief among them were George Abyad, Ahmad ‘Allam, ‘Abbas Faris, 

Hasan al-Barudi, Fattuh Nushati, Mahmud al-Miliji[al-Miligi], Fatima Rushdi, and ‘Aziza Amir. 

‘Allam was mainly a theater actor. He played the role of Arabic poet Qays b. al-Mulawwah in a 

short operate, sang by ‘Abd a-Wahhab in Yawm Sa‘id (Happy Day, dir. Muhammad Karim, 1939). 

Another famous role by ‘Allam was his role as the feudal lord in Rudda Qalbi (Return My Heart, 

dir. ‘Izz al-Din Dhu al-Faqqar, 1957), a milestone in the history of Egyptian cinema. The movie 

was produced during Nasser time as nationalist anti-feudal propaganda. ‘Abbas Faris started his 

career as a theater actor in the troupe of George Abyad and worked later with Nagib al-Rihani. In 

cinema, Faris’s career began as early as 1929, and he continued to work as a supporting actor in 

more than sixty films. Chief among his movies was al-Sarab (Mirage, dir. Anwar al-Shinnawi, 

1970), based on the novel of Naguib Mahfouz. Hasan al-Barudi was an actor in the troupes of 

Fatima Rushdi and Nagib al-Rihani. Among his most famous roles is the station vendor in Bab al-

Hadid (Cairo Station, dir. Yusuf Shahin, 1952). Al-Barudi also worked in the movie 

Khartoum (dirs. Basil Dearden and Eliot Elisofon, 1966). Fattuh Nushati was a theater actor who 

participated in more than sixty plays. Mahmud al-Miligi became an icon in Egyptian popular 

culture; he represented the face of evil on the screen. Fatima Rushdi was not only the owner of a 

theater troupe; she was a successful theater and film actor often compared to Sarah Bernhardt. She 

was famous for her role in al-‘Azima (The Will, dir. Kamal Salim, 1939). ‘Aziza Amir was one of 
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the six pioneer women filmmakers. With the participation of all those actors in Jamil Buthayna 

(Jamil and Buthayna), it is hard to dismiss the success of the play.  

 The Muslim Brotherhood Troupe also performed the play Bint al-Ikhshid (The Ikhshidid’s 

daughter), a historical play that delivered a message of tolerance between Sunni and Shi‘i 

Muslims.87 Another play was al-Mu‘izz li-Dinillah (Caliph al-Muizz), performed to celebrate a 

thousand years anniversary of al-Azhar and commemorate the life and legacy of its founder, al-

Mu‘izz li-Dinillah al-Fatimi (r. 952-974/1546-1567). The performance took place at the Royal 

Opera House, directed by film star Siraj [Sirag] Munir. Another play was a musical called Su‘da 

(Su‘da) which was performed by the artist Malak on the stage of her casino known as Malak Opera 

and Theater.88 Malak was famous for demanding of casino owners that female singers and dancers 

not be forced to sit and drink alcohol with customers.89 The Muslim Brotherhood Troupe also 

presented a play on the emigration of the Prophet from Mecca to Medina and another play that 

commemorated the legacy of Salah al-Din al-Ayyubi (r. 569-588/1174-1193). 

The overall experience of the Brotherhood theater succeeded in attracting iconic actors 

such as ‘Abd al-Mun‘im Madbuli, Sirag Munir, ‘Abd al-Badi‘ al-‘Arabi, Sa‘d Ardash, Hamdi 

Ghayth and his brother ‘Abdullah, and the comedian Ibrahim Sa‘fan. Some of these actors were 

established theater and film stars. Many of them became iconic actors in Arabic theater, film, and 

television production. To mention but a few examples, Hamdi Ghayth’s role as Richard I in al-

Nasir Salah al-Din (Saladin, dir. Yusuf Shahin, 3196 ) introduced the latter in Arabic popular 

                                                 
87 Majallat al-Nadhir, no 18, 1939.  
88 Majallat al-Ikhwan al-Muslimin al-Nisff Shahriyya, no. 5. October 24, 1942. 
89 Majallat al-Dunya al-Musawwara, no. 4, June 12, 1929. 
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culture. Similarly, Gayth’s brother ‘Abdullah introduced the character of Hamza, the uncle of 

Prophet Muhammad, on the Arabic screen for the first time, when the director of al-Risala (The 

Message, dir. Mustafa al-‘Aqqad 1976) had ‘Abdullah Gayth replace Anthony Quinn as Hazma in 

the Arabic version of the film. 

Did the Brotherhood Troupe continue after al-Banna? The sources are silent in this regard. 

However, if we accepted that it did, at least within the tight networks of the Muslim Brotherhood, 

it is imperative to note that the Brotherhood Theater did not enjoy the same success it achieved 

during the life of al-Banna. This is due to a number of reasons, chief of which is the ban of the 

Muslim Brotherhood, blamed for a series of assassinations that took place in Egypt at that time.90 

A second reason is the progressive social milieu in which al-Banna lived and could express his 

religious views freely; the worst that could happen was to shut down his newspaper.91 The 

prosecution of the Muslim Brotherhood during Nasser time further suppressed their theatrical 

initiative. A fourth reason is an elegiac mode, which dominated the Muslim Brotherhood cultural 

production after al-Banna. A fifth reason is the predominance of the principle of sadd al-dhara’i‘ 

over the Brotherhood Islamic legal views.92 

Other troupes that adopted the idea of Islamic acting included al-Azhar Troupe. The troupe 

was part of al-Azhar’s initiative to reform its curriculum. Many Azhari ‘ulama’ used to attended 

theater performances. The rector of al-Azhar Mustafa al-Maraghi used to go to the Opera House, 

                                                 
90 See Richard P. Mitchell, The Society of the Muslim Brotherhood (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1996), 68-69. 
91 See Ahmad Anas al-Hajjaji, Ruh wa-rayhan min hayat da‘i wa-da‘wa (Cairo: Dar Ihya’ al-Kutub al-

‘Arabiyya, 19?). 
92 Talimah, Hasan, 12-14. 
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and he attended premiere shows for some Egyptian movies. Mustafa ‘Abd al-Raziq, another rector 

of al-Azhar, was famous for his friendship with ‘Abd a-Wahhab and Umm Kulthum. Sheikh ‘Abd 

al-Jalil ‘Isa talked to his students about the importance of theater. A report in the al-Ithnayn 

magazine, the most popular variety magazine in Egypt during the first half of the twentieth century, 

documented Azhari students rehearsing a play on the life and legacy of the Prophet’s Companion 

Khalid b. al-Walid. The play was performed in the Azbakiyya Garden Theater House during the 

anniversary of al-Azhar. The students received positive comments from their teachers and 

professionals in the field of theater. The performance started with Qur’anic recitation. Between 

acts, students presented religious songs (anashid). After the end of Act II, one of the students called 

for the Maghreb prayer after which the performance resumed. 93  

The Association of Young Muslim Men (YMMA) also adopted the idea of Islamic acting. 

Its manager, Muhammad ‘Uthman, had attended a German biblical play, on the passions of the 

Christ, which inspired ‘Uthman to make similar plays. The chair of the YMMA, at that time Salih 

pasha Harb, welcomed the idea. 94 However, he maintained that women could not participate in 

the performances. The first show presented the life-story of the Prophet’s Companion, Bilal, to 

whom the lyrics of the Muslim call to prayer (adhan) was attributed. A member of the 

Brotherhood, Muhammad Yusuf al-Mahjub, wrote the play. After the success of Bilal(Bilal) 

YMMA expanded its activity. As of 1944, the troupe performed at the Royal Opera House, starting 

with a play on Khalid b. al-Walid, written by Sheikh Ahmad al-Sharabasi, by then a student at al-

                                                 
93 Al-Ithnayn, no. 774, April 11, 1951. 
94 He was the Egyptian commander-in-chief (1939-1940). See Muhammad Salih Harb, Ahmad Hasan 

Muhammad Kinani, and Ahmad Zakariya al-Shalaq, Dhikrayat al-liwaʼ Muhammad Salih Harb (Cairo: al-

Hayʼa al-ʻĀmma li-Qusur al-Thaqafa, 2009). 
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Azhar.95 In 1945, YMMA performed another play to commemorate the life and legacy of the 

Umayyad Caliph ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Nasir (277-349/891-961), the eighth ruler of the Umayyad 

dynasty, which was reinstated in Andalusia in 318/931. The play was followed by another play on 

the legacy of ‘Abdullah b. al-Zubayr, the grandson of Abu Bakr al-Siddiq, the first Muslim Caliph 

and Companion of the Prophet. The Egyptian Radio aired the play.96 The YMMA Theater received 

support from Mahmud Fahmi al-Nuqrashi, who was by then the Minister of Foreign Affairs and 

government consultant for artistic matters. Al-Nuqrashi influenced the association and was able to 

change its view on the participation of women in acting. The first play in which women acted was 

‘Abd al-Rahman al-Nasir (Cordoban Caliph Abd al-Rahman III) where famous Egyptian actress 

Zuzu Nabil performed.97  

 The success of the YMMA Theater Troupe grew; the troupe traveled inside and outside 

Egypt; it worked in partnership with the al-Azhar troupe in two plays, Islam Hiraql (Heraclius 

becoming Muslim) and Khalid b. al-Walid (Khalid b. al-Walid). The troupe also teamed up with 

students from Dar al-‘Ulum College to perform the play al-Hadi (The guide) A number of YMMA 

plays were adapted to the screen, such as Baytullah al-Haram (The Sacred house of God, dir. 

Ahmad al-Tukhi, 1957). By 1961, the total theatrical production of YMMA reached fourteen plays, 

most of which focused on Islamic history.98 

                                                 
95 In a later discussion, I talk in more detail about al-Sharabasi’s efforts to legalize acting. 
96  Talimah, Hasan, 34. 
97 Zuzu Nabil or the Scheherazade of the Egyptian Public Radio was a theater actor, who worked with 

Yusuf Wahbi in Ramsis Theater Troupe. She was famous for playing roles of non-conformist female 

characters. She is most remembered for her role as the divorcee of Ahmad ‘Abd al-Jawwad in Hasan al-

Imam’s filmic adaptation of Naguib Mahfouz’s Trilogy. The role is often credited as one of the major 

depictions of uneducated women challenging patriarchal norms.  
98 Talimah, Hasan, 36.  
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6. Opposition to Islamic Acting 

Both secularist intellectuals and traditionist ‘ulama’ opposed the ideas of Islamic acting. One 

example of secular opposition was the case of Egyptian socialist intellectual Salama Musa (1887-

1958), who was most famous for his feminist views and his calls for acknowledging Egyptian 

colloquial as an official language in Egypt. Musa wrote an article against Islamic acting. He 

accused the Muslim Brotherhood of being regressive and blamed the government for not taking 

action against their society. By ‘regressive,’ Musa specifically referred to the group’s imposition 

of religion on politics by insisting on reviving forms of governance that prevailed among Muslims 

in past centuries. Musa saw the idea of Islamic acting as dangerous because it aimed to resurrect 

an imagined ideal past in a modern form in the present. While he did not deny the Muslim 

Brotherhood its civil right and freedom to political activism, Musa warned against the use of art, 

which he saw as a predominantly secular domain, to propagate Islamist ideologies. He argued that 

the use of art for Islamist propaganda might agitate sectarian sentiments in Egypt because Coptic 

Christians might call for the enforcement of the laws of “enlightened Christian Europe.” 99 Musa 

expressed his worries and objection to Islamic acting as follows: 

We read in the published program of the Egyptian Radio that at 9:50 p.m. there will be a live 

broadcast of a play on the life of al-Mu‘izz li-Dinillah. The Muslim Brotherhood Troupe will 

perform the play at the Royal Opera House. This news means that we are facing a governmental 

policy, which contradicts the order of things before 1942 when the [Egyptian Prime Minister] al-

Nahhas pasha decided to shut down all offices of the Muslim Brotherhood, lest their extremism 

tears apart our national unity. My pen shivers in my hand at the news that our government supports 

the troupe. This is a dangerous sign of leniency towards fanaticism. God blast a homeland, which 

tolerates such fanaticism. Every day there are magazines, plays, and street protests in which Copts 

are insulted. What do these pessimists (manakid), who do not live in the twentieth century, want? 
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I hereby accuse the Egyptian government of supporting regressive fanatics and fighting tolerant 

secularists.100 

 

 Such harsh accusations did not pass without a response. Majallat al-ikhwan al-Muslimin 

published a response to Musa’s article. The magazine attributed the response to whom it described 

as an “honorable” Christian citizen (muwatin sharif) by the name of Tawfiq Ghali, a merchant, 

and a school-uniform contractor. In his response, Ghali stated that he interacted closely with the 

Muslim Brotherhood and he found no regressive values among them. Ghali denied Musa’s claim 

that the Muslim Brotherhood had insulted Copts and accused Musa of serving an imperialist 

agenda.101 

Secularists, however, were not the main opposition to the idea of Islamic acting. 

Traditionist ‘ulama’ prohibited acting in general and Islamic acting in particular. Chief among 

those was Sheikh Abu al-Fadl ‘Abdullah Muhammad b. al-Siddiq al-Hasani al-Ghumari al-Tanji 

(1910-1993), who relied selectively on the views of Rashid Rida to classify acting as reprehensible 

innovation, reprehensible entertainment, lying and an instrument of cultural imperialism. In what 

follows, I discuss the views of al-Ghumari on acting in general and Islamic acting in particular. 

This done, I present al-Sharabasi’s contestation of al-Ghumari’s views. 

 Al-Ghumari was born and raised in Morocco. He traveled to Egypt to study at al-Azhar in 

the 1930s and specialized in the study of hadith criticism. Chief among his works are Bidaʻ al-

tafasir (Reprehensible innovation in Qur’anic exegesis) and al-Rasaʼil al-Ghumariyya (The 

Ghumari’s treatises). His elder brother Abu al-Fayd Ahmad al-Ghumari also specialized in hadith 
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criticism. Abu al-Fayd traveled to Egypt in 1921 to study at al-Azhar, and again in 1923 to attend 

the Caliphate Conference held in Cairo. Abu al-Fadl was famous for his debates with his fellow 

hadith traditionist, Muhammad Nasr al-Din al-Albani. Despite Abu al-Fadl’s attestation to al-

Albani’s knowledge of hadith, the debate between them became personal and involved character 

attacks. The two brothers wrote tracts on the prohibition of tamthil. Abu al-Fadl wrote the first 

tract titled Izalat al-iltibas ‘amma waqa‘ fihi kathirun min al-nas (Eliminating confusion about 

common sinful practices among people),102 The second tract, Iqamat al-dalil ‘ala hurmat al-

tamthil (Establishing proof for the prohibition of acting), was written by Abu al-Fayd. Both 

brothers posed similar claims and used similar textual and methodological sources to prohibit 

acting. I focus here on the earliest tract written by Abu al-Fadl between 1919 and 1952. 

6.1. Al-Ghumari’s Tract on Acting 

 The tract came in response to the performance of the play al-Dhabih (The sacrificed) 

presented by the Muslim Brotherhood Troupe in the city of Damanhur. The tract addressed the 

permissibility of attending and practicing acting as a profession, the lawfulness of acting the 

characters of the Prophets, the permissibility of representing the voice of the angel Gabriel, the 

possibility of sanctioning acting based on legal analogy and maslaha.  

To begin with, al-Ghumari considered acting a reprehensible innovation that brought no benefit 

(manfa‘a) for it was an imported European practice that should not be imitated. The imitation of 

the practices of non-Muslims, he argued, might lead to unbelief (kufr). He relied on an account of 

Sunna—recorded in Sunan Abi Dawud (Abu Dawud’s hadith collection) and narrated on the 

                                                 
102 Ahmad, and ʻAbdullah b Muhammad Siddiq al-Ghumari, Iqamat al-dalil ʻala hurmat al-tamthil (Cairo: 
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authority of ‘Abdullah b. ‘Umar b. al-Khattab—which stated that the Muslim who imitated a group 

of people became one of them. Al-Ghumari cited another hadith in Sahih b. Khuzayma (Ibn 

Khuzayma’s collection of sound hadiths) as an indicant for the obligation of the Muslims to 

differentiate themselves from non-Muslims. The hadith was narrated on the authority of Umm 

Salama, the Prophet’s wife, who reported that the Prophet used to fast on Saturdays and Sundays 

and that he used to say, “Those [i.e. Saturdays and Sundays] were holidays for non-Muslims and 

I wanted to differentiate myself from them.”103 Thus, al-Ghumari argued that Muslims must avoid 

imitating any non-Muslim practices including acting. For the same reason, al-Ghumari prohibited 

the idea of Islamic acting, which he considered a product of ignorance that turned the good into 

evil and the reprehensible innovation into a normative practice (sunna). He criticized the adherents 

of Islamic acting as “a group of ostentatiously educated people, [who] claimed to have knowledge 

of jurisprudence, and who elevated the status of that reprehensible innovation [i.e. acting] by 

forcing it on religious history.”104 “How dare the Brotherhood [denigrate the characters of Prophets 

by] presenting them just like they presented Antony and Cleopatra.”105 The danger of Islamic 

acting, to al-Ghumari, lied not in sanctioning acting by casting an aura of religiosity on it to make 

it permissible. Al-Ghumari was more concerned that the permissibility of Islamic acting might 

encourage non-Muslims to act in the character of the Prophet. This might make it more difficult 
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104 Ibid. 
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for traditionists, like al-Ghumari, to prevent hadith forgeries, which, he argued, might become a 

universal practice.106 

Second, al-Ghumari considered acting a reprehensible leisure due to its reliance on prohibited 

music and singing. It is imperative here to note that the association between reprehensible leisure 

and music is subject to dispute. This is mainly because the word lahw recurs in the Qur’an in 

disputed contexts. The most common dispute on lahw had to do with the interpretation of the 

Qur’anic notion of ‘idle talk’ (lahw al-hadith) and the activities that fell under that definition.107 

Classical commentaries referred more explicitly to the association between entertainment, music, 

singing, and the Qur’anic notion of idle talk.108 However, the prohibition of music and singing was 

not predominant during al-Ghumari’s time. The rector of al-Azhar, Mahmud Shaltut, allowed 

                                                 
106 Ibid. 
107 See Q 31:6. 
108 See Muhammad Al-Atawneh, “Leisure and Entertainment (malahi) in Contemporary Islamic Legal 

thought: Music and the Audio-Visual Media,” Islamic Law and Society 19, no.4 (2012): 397-415. For 

example, classical exegist and historian al-Tabari was of the view that lahw referred to any activity, which 

diverted a person from the ‘right path’ (al-tariq al-mustaqim) and listed in that category polytheism, playing 

musical instruments, and singing. Al-Zamakhshari suggested that lahw referred to the performance of evil 

actions, such as ill joking and laughter, singing or engaging in musical activities. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi 

argued that lahw meant abandoning wisdom. Authors of treatise on music disagreed on the association 

between music and ‘idle talk’ (lahw al-hadith). Ibn Abi al-Dunya, the author of Dhamm al-Malahi linked  

idle talk to music and song, whereas al-Mufaddal b. Salam and Ibn Khurradadhbih wrote a book entitled 

Kitab al-Malahi on musical instruments without any negative reference to idle talk. The main association 

between lahw and music appeared more explicitly in the hadith literature. Classical jurisprudents, including 

Ibn Hazm al-Zahiri, al-Sulami, al-Ghazali, Ibn al-‘Arabi, al-Kasani, and Ibn al-Humam contested the 

authenticity of those hadiths. Yet the hadith continued to influence the lawfulness of music. While literalists 

were more in favor of prohibition, Hanafi jurisprudents such as al-Kasani and Ibn al-Humam argued that 

music was permissible as long as it positively influenced people. Ibn al-Humam listed a number of 

conditions for ‘positive.’ To him singing should not include descriptions of a living person’s beauty and 

features, the virtues of wine, encouraging wine drinking, the intimate details of private matters, and songs 

that mock and ridicule others. On the other hand, songs that describe natural landscape such as scenes of 

flowers and streams, religious hymns, or songs in praise of relatives, are permissible. He sanctioned the 

playing of tambourines at weddings and celebrations, even when they were rimmed with bells. 
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listening to and learning music as long as the practice did not prevent the believers from performing 

their religious duty. Shaltut argued that the purpose of the divine law was not to suppress natural 

desires. Divine law aimed to limit extremes to preserve moral consciousness and to help people 

carry out their everyday life responsibilities. The principle of moderation and the use intellect 

(‘aql) could help Muslims understand what appeared to be a contradiction.109 God tasked intellect 

as His agent in His Creation (hujja ‘ala ‘ibaduh) to discipline nature according to the divine law. 

The ears were created to be naturally inclined (majbulin) to enjoy nice sounds as the process of 

discovering the unknown—the sight of green landscape, the nice smell, and the soft surface—

pleased the hearts.110 Because God was the creator of nature, it was not possible that He prohibited 

music and singing for His law did not contradict the nature of His creation. Perhaps being aware 

of Shaltut’s argument, al-Ghumari underscored that acting was reprehensible leisure not only 

because it included music and singing, but also because acting did not fall under the proper ways 

for Muslims to spend leisure times. Al-Ghumari argued that Islam dictated four proper ways for 

Muslims to spend leisure time. He relied here on a non-sound hadith that appeared in al-Tabrani’s 

exegesis. The hadith stated that everything, which did not include the remembrance of God (dhikr), 

was a form of reprehensible leisure except four activities: taking a walk between prayer times, 

riding a horse, spending time with family, and learning how to swim.111  

                                                 
109 He relies here directly on the textual sources (Q 31: 19) to prove that intellect is a source of law in the 

process of deriving legal rulings.  
110 Mahmud Shaltut, Al-fatawa (Cairo: Dar al-Shuruq, 1959?), 355-359. 
111 Al-Ghumari, Iqamat al-dalil, 34. 
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Third, al-Ghumari argued that acting fell under the category of ‘cursed practices’ (la‘n) in 

Islam because acting required the use of makeup to change gender and play different roles. He 

considered that temporary change to be a change of the original form of the creation as fashioned 

by God. From that perspective, he saw Islamic acting more inclusive of the cursed practices, 

because male actors had to dress as women to compensate for the prohibited presence of women 

on stage.112 

Fourth, al-Ghumari saw acting as a form of lying, because he considered any 

representations of the points of views of the dead to be a lie about them.113 Here, he expanded the 

scope of Rida’s argument, which prohibited the figural representation of Prophets based on acting 

being a form of lying, to include acting in general. 

Fifth, al-Ghumari denied the claim that acting could be analogous to metamorphism, which 

existed in Islamic history since historical reports mentioned that Gabriel appeared in human form 

to Mary and in a dog form to the Prophet. To al-Ghumari, this was an invalid analogy, because an 

action decreed by God should not be compared to a human action. He explained that the ratio legis 

behind the metamorphism of Gabriel is that human nature could not stand the original form of an 

angel. Here, al-Ghumari referred to a report that described how Gabriel’s original form—he was 

reported to have had six hundred wings that blocked the horizon—made the Prophet faint.  

                                                 
112 One example al-Ghumari provided for change of form in Islamic acting is an incident that occurred in a 

play depicting the story of ‘Umar’s conversion to Islam. 
113 Al-Ghumari, Iqamat al-dalil, 34. 
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Sixth, al-Ghumari denied that Islamic acting was a permissible type of figural 

representation based on the maslaha of commemorating the legacy of historical Muslim figures 

and their deeds. He argued that commemorating the legacy of early Muslims could only be 

achieved by writing books. Aware of arguments for the permissibility of figural representation, al-

Ghumari cited the view of Egyptian-born Maliki jurisprudent Ahmad al-Dardir (1126-1200/1715-

1786), who proscribed the mere looking at all types of figural representation. Al-Ghumari further 

emphasized that great Muslim figures of the past did not brag about their deeds; they used to do 

everything for God’s sake; they did not expect worldly rewards in return. Islamic acting, al-

Ghumari argued, was an excuse/reason to legalize harmful and illegal practices. He compared the 

adherents of Islamic acting to a person, who earned money through the lottery and used the money 

to help the poor. The holy purpose of helping the poor (here being a legal mean) should not 

legitimatize lottery (here being an illegal end). Similarly, the permissible purpose of 

commemorating the legacy of Muslim figures should not be used to serve the illegal end of 

acting.114 Hence, al-Ghumari concluded that acting, whether Islamic or not, brought no maslaha. 

Moreover, even if acting brought maslaha, al-Ghumari favored its prohibition based on sadd al-

dhara’i‘.The Muslim Brotherhood Troupe was reported to have exercised self-censorship by 

suspending the performance of the play of al-Dhabih based on sadd al-dhara’i‘.115 Maslaha thus 

continued to serve as a covert censorship, albeit its activation by Rida allowed acting to exist as a 

permissible practice. 

6.2. Al-Sharabasi’s Contestation of al-Ghumari’s Tract 

                                                 
114 Al-Ghumari, Iqamat al-dalil, 34. 
115 Talimah, Hasan, 36-39. 
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 Ahmad al-Shirbini Jum‘a al-Sharabasi was born on November 17, 1918, in the village of 

Bajillat in the Nile Delta of Egypt. Al-Sharabasi graduated from al-Azhar with a degree in Arabic. 

He worked as a teacher in the Ministry of Education but soon moved to work for al-Azhar in the 

cities of Zagazig, Cairo, and Suhaj. In 1945, he earned his master’s degree, which gained him a 

position as the dean of administrative affairs of the Hanfi doctrinal school. In 1958, he became the 

chair of the censorship division in al-Azhar. The division was commissioned with giving legal 

opinions on publications and media that raised public controversy or disputes. In 1967, Al-

Sharabasi defended his doctoral thesis, which he wrote on Rashid Rida and al-Manar. In his 

introduction to the book, based on his dissertation, al-Sharabasi notes that he had not intended to 

argue for or against Rashid Rida’s views as much as he had meant to provide an accurate 

representation of Rida’s anti-colonialist stance and the legal views that developed from it. The 

book focused on cultural and political transformations that shaped Rida’s time, especially the 

advance of print-capitalism. Al-Sharabasi was appointed an assistant professor in the College of 

Arabic Language at al-Azhar University.116 

 One crisis that befell al-Sharabasi’s life was his detention on April 16, 1949, after the 

assassination of Hasan al-Banna. Al-Sharabasi was released in September 1949. As he mentioned 

in his memoirs, he never knew why he was detained, for he was not a member of the Muslim 

Brotherhood. While detained, he experienced a closer encounter with members of the Muslim 

Brotherhood, including Yusuf Tal‘at. Despite the picture of al-Banna showing on the second page 

                                                 
116 Muhammad Khafaji, Al-Azhar fi alf ‘am, 6 vols (Cairo: Maktabat al-Kulliyya al-Azhariyya, 1988) 3: 

466. 
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of al-Sharabasi’s memoirs, it remained unclear whether al-Sharabasi was a member of the Muslim 

Brotherhood or not. He was clearly a sympathizer, who rejected the prosecution of the society. 117 

 Al-Sharabasi’s intellectual contribution covered a broad range of specializations. Unlike 

many of his Azhari peers, al-Sharabasi wrote his books in literary rather than juristic style. As a 

chair of the fatwa committee in al-Azhar, he wrote three collections of legal opinion titled 

Yas’lunak fi al-din wa-l-haya (Questions on religion and life). He presented a series of radio 

programs on the proper conduct of youth in an Islamic society and raising a family according to 

Sunna. He led reform efforts in al-Azhar curriculum and introduced athletic activities and 

scouting.118Al-Sharabasi also contributed a number of plays and screenplays. Chief among those 

was the script of Khalid b. al-Walid (Khalid b. al-Walid, dir. Husayn Sidqi, 1958), which al-

Sharabasi wrote in collaboration with scriptwriter ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Sallam. In addition, al-Sharabasi 

wrote a number of plays such as Mawlid al-Rasul (The Prophet’s birth), Muru’at al-Abtal (The 

valor of champions), Mashriq al-Nur (The rise of light), al-Hakim al-‘Adil ‘Umar b.’ Abd al-‘Aziz 

(The just ruler ‘Umar b. Abd al-‘Aziz), and  ‘Aduww al-Salam (Enemy of peace).119 Despite the 

scarcity of information on reception of these plays, we know that they were performed by different 

theater troupes. Some of these plays also were adapted to film and television screen in the 1980s 

and 1990s. The greater significance of these plays lie in their heavy utilization of primary sources, 

                                                 
117 See Ahmad al-Sharabasi, Mudhakkirat waʻiz ̣asir (Cairo: Matḅaʻat Dar al-Kitab al-ʻArabi, 1952). On 

the one hand, he lamented their prosecution, but on the other, refused the Muslim Brotherhood’s offer to 

give lessons in exegesis and hadith to the Brotherhood members and claimed that he himself was in need 

of education. 
118  Khafaji, Al-Azhar, 3:466. 
119 Majallat al-Kawakib, no. 2 April 2, 1957. 
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especially the Qur’an. For example, ‘Aduww al-Salam (The enemy of peace) presents the Qur’anic 

story of creation.120  

Al-Sharabasi’s views on acting appeared best in his slogan that read, “the religiosity of the 

artist and the artistry of the jurisprudent should meet half way to serve the straight doctrine and 

the appropriate art” (inna tadayyun rajul al-fann wa-tafannun rajul al-din iltaqaya fi muntasaf al-

tariq li-khidmat al-‘aqida al-qawima wa-l-fann al-salim).121 In what follows, I discuss al-

Sharabasi’s contestation of al-Ghumari’s claims that prohibited acting and Islamic acting. 122 

Responding to the claim that acting was a reprehensible innovation as it was a European 

innovation; al-Sharabasi argued that not every European innovation was reprehensible. Some 

innovations did not exist during the Prophet’s time but became either a necessity or need. As long 

as these innovations brought a benefit or eliminated a harm, Muslims should make use of them.  

As for al-Ghumari’s analogy between acting and reprehensible leisure, al-Sharabasi argued 

that a distinction must be made between acting and cinema. The latter might fall under the 

definition of reprehensible leisure. Acting, on the other hand, was a need; it was innocent and pure 

entertainment, for ears and eyes need to be entertained as much as bodies are in need of rest. The 

statements of both al-Ghumari and al-Sharabasi placed cinema in the domain of the European 

romance films that brought no benefit. When asked about the permissibility of cinema, al-

Sharabasi replied, “No! No! I do not write romance stories. I am a married man, and I have 

children.”123 His reaction showed that he considered the word ‘cinema’ a signifier for foreign 

                                                 
120  Q 2:34. 
121 Ahmad al-Sharabasi, ‘Aduww al-salam (Beirut: Dar al-Ra’id al-‘Arabi, 1981), 9. 
122 Majallat al-Ikhwan al-Muslimin al-Nisff Shahriyya no. 140, February 22, 1947. 
123 Majallat al-Kawakib, no. 2 April 2, 1957. 
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romance films, which he considered obscene stories intended to arouse evil desires and falsify 

human aspirations. Islamic acting, he argued, should not be equated to reprehensible leisure, such 

as cinema.124 To al-Sharabasi, a professionally performed play depicting Islamic history could 

more efficiently deliver the message of Islam than an archaic sermon (khutba). 125 Acting, al-

Sharabasi argued, was better than other harmful and useless sources of entrainment such as going 

to casinos or brothels.126 

To contest al-Ghumari’s claim that acting was a form of lying, al-Sharabasi argued that 

adherents of Islamic acting were keen to present only the authenticated information about Islamic 

history. Marking a difference between acting and lying, al-Sharabasi made an analogy between 

acting and a sermon in which the preacher re-performed the last sermon of the Prophet (khutbat 

al-wada‘). “Does the preacher lie about the Prophet, because the Prophet said the sermon in the 

past, while the preacher is re-performing the same sermon in Egypt or Khartoum?”127  

Al-Sharabasi questioned the reasonableness of al-Ghumari’s claim that only books could 

commemorate the greatness of Islam. Al-Sharabasi argued that if Muslims should not use any 

medium to record history but books, why did they build mosques, practice preaching, listen to 

preachers, radio, and lectures. He further argued that the diglossic linguistic reality in Egypt made 

it difficult for people to understand books in Standard Arabic. Watching a play, on the other hand, 

                                                 
124 Ahmad al-Sharabasi, Yas’alunak fi al-din wa-l-hayat (Beirut: Dar al-Jil, 1977), 644-645. This view, as 

I hope to show in al-Sharabasi’s argument for the permissibility cinema, will change. 
125 Al-Sharabasi, Yas’alunak, 644-645. 
126 Majallat al-Ikhwan al-Muslimin al-Nisff Shahriyya No. 140, Feb. 22 1947. 
127 Al-Sharabasi, Yas’alunak, 644-645. 
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with its audiovisual effects, was more accessible to the public, who spoke in colloquial. It was, for 

this reason, more influential.128 

 As for al-Ghumari’s claim that presenting patriotic stories of Muslim historical figures 

defeated the purposes of their deeds, al-Sharabasi explained that the purpose of presenting patriotic 

stories of Muslim leaders was to learn from their bravery so that Muslims could find out how to 

excel. 129 

Opposing al-Ghumari’s claim that acting was a cursed practice, al-Sharabasi argued that 

the prohibited change of form, to which the hadith referred, was not the kind of temporary change 

required in acting. He explained that the change, which was subject to cursing, related to a 

permanent change of the original form of creation. 130 

Lastly, al-Sharabasi refuted the claim that acting was analogous to prohibited types of 

figural representation (here the reference is to full form statues inducted in the squares of Cairo). 

While al-Sharabasi tolerated acting as a maslaha based on need, he prohibited pictorial depiction 

and sculpting based on sadd al-dhari‘a. The ratio legis here is idol-worshiping. This, as I hope to 

show in al-Sharabasi’s argument on the permissibility of cinema, was one of the reasons why al-

Sharabasi initially hesitated to sanction cinema.131 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
128 Al-Sharabasi, Yas’alunak, 644-645. 
129 Ibid. 
130 Ibid. 
131 Ibid. 
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7. Using Maslaha to Sanction Film 

Albeit public media controversies on acting existed as early as 1926 when Wahbi attempted to act 

the character of the Prophet in the movie al-Nabi Muhammad, the official fatwa on the lawfulness 

of cinema appeared only in 1950, in response to the film Zuhur al-Islam (Dawn of Islam, dir. 

Ibrahim ‘Izz al-Din, 1951).132 The fatwa reacted specifically to the film director, who asked about 

the permissibility of depicting the character of the Prophet in a movie commemorating the story 

of Islam based on Taha Husayn’s book, Al-wa‘d al-haqq. Below is a translation of the fatwa given 

by Sheikh Hasanayn Makhluf: 

Question: What is the religious ruling (hukm) regarding the screen adaptation of the book 

titled Al-wa‘d al-haqq (The Message)? 

Answer: We have had the chance to investigate a summary of the themes dealt with in the 

screen adaption of the well-known book, Al-wa‘d al-haqq (The true promise) [We 

understand that you [i.e. the director] intend to direct the movie without the depiction of 

the Prophet, his Companions, and the Rightly Guided Caliphs. In other words, there would 

be no representation of their figures or voices. If this is the case, Islamic law does not 

prevent the direction of the movie. Rather, directing this film will further spread the cause 

of truth and will raise the awareness to adhere to truth especially during these times, in 

which people are in need for Islam. While deliberating to provide this fatwa, I read the 

book of Prof. Taha Husayn, and I found it truly miraculous in its creativity, depiction, style, 

and expression. I pray to God to guide the author in directing other stories to delineate truth 

and guide people. Therefore, we encourage you to direct the movie. May God guide and 

reward you in what you intend to do.133  

 

Hasanayn Makhluf issued the above fatwa as the grand mufti of Egypt. Makhluf was most famous 

for his contributions to legal reform with regard to child custody. In 1944, he was appointed vice 

president of the supreme court of Islamic law. Two years later, he became the grand mufti of Egypt 

                                                 
132 It was released on Monday, April 9, 1951 in the movie theater of Studio Masr in Cairo and Cinema Ritz 

in Alexandria. 

133 Hasanayn Makhluf, “ ‘Adam al-ta‘arrud li-shakhsiyyat al-rasul fi aflam al-sinima,” Fatawa al-Azhar, 

May 7, 1950. 
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(1946-1950). He wrote over twenty books on exegesis, treatment of animals in Islam, inheritance, 

and criticism of hadith, among many other topics.134 His above fatwa, despite not explicitly stating 

its reliance on maslaha, clearly stated that directing the movie would bring the benefit of spreading 

the cause of truth, understood as the cause of Islam. The fatwa, however, continued to set 

limitations on the content of depiction such as the prohibition of depicting any of the figures or 

voices of the Prophet, the Companions, and the Rightly Guided Caliphs. Thus, the movie was shot 

without any depictions of the Prophet.  

The permissibility of cinema based on maslaha appeared more explicitly in the al-Sharabasi 

collection of legal opinions. Initially, al-Sharabasi prohibited cinema because he reduced it to 

European romance stories.135 It seems, however, that the main reason for which al-Sharabasi 

prohibited cinema was its connection to prohibited types of figural representation for cinema relied 

on the making of images, which al-Sharabasi prohibited. It seems that despite being the head of 

the Hanafi doctrinal school, al-Sharabasi leaned more towards the Shafi‘i view prohibiting all 

forms of figural representation based on the ratio legis that figural representation was an attempt 

to emulate the Creator, the matter that contradicted the Islamic doctrine of the unicity of God. 

Thus, al-Sharabasi had first to sanction the making of figural representation in order to sanction 

cinema. For this purpose, he avoided participating in the debate on the classical disputes on 

different types of figural representation. Instead, al-Sharabasi argued that cinema relied on the 

photographic image, which did not fall under prohibited forms of figural representation because 

                                                 
134 For more insights on the legacy of Makhluf, see Ahmad ‘Umar Hashim, Al-muhaddithun fi Misr wa-l-

Azhar (Cairo: Maktabat Gharib, 1993). 
135 Al-Sharabasi, Yas’alunak, 644-45. 
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the ratio legis of emulating the Creator ceased to exist in the case of photography, which relied on 

capturing shadows on paper without the intervention of a human hand. This is to say, the 

photographer could not technically be involved in the making of the original forms of the objects 

depicted in the photo. Photography did not therefore constitute any attempt to emulate the Creator. 

Al-Sharabasi thus argued that cinema was a permissible form of acting, which became a necessity 

for discussing life problems, which would lead to explicit or implicit contemplation about human 

mistakes to learn from them.136 He found cinema a need required to serve religion, morality, and 

nationalist cause. Therefore, he wished to have a closer relationship with artists. This, to him, 

would increase the quality of art presented and would emphasize the role of Islamic values and 

principles in acting.137  

8. The Limitation of Maslaha in Forming Legal Views on Film 

Indeed, the use of maslaha allowed film to exist as a permissible Islamic practice and profession. 

However, as I tried to show in the above discussion, maslaha continued to set many limitations on 

the content of depiction, failing to break the consensus on banning the figural representation of 

Prophets. The reformist al-Sharabasi, like the traditionist al-Ghumari, used sadd al-dhara’i‘ to 

limit the activation of maslaha, thereby making it function as a covert form of censorship. Maslaha 

also did not solve the problem of the permissibility of acting for women. Rashid Rida and al-

Sharabasi sufficed to suggest that non-Muslim women could fill in the absence of Muslim women 

on stage.  

                                                 
136 Al-Sharabasi, Yas’alunak, 644-45. 
137 Ibid, 644-45. 
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Without reliance on maslaha, more tolerant legal views that permitted acting as a 

profession for Muslim women existed. Consider for example the opinion of Sheikh  Mahmud Abu 

al-‘Uyun in this regard. Abu al-‘Uyun graduated from al-Azhar in 1908. He developed an anti-

colonialist stance in 1912, in the wake of the Tripolitania war, fought between the Ottoman 

Empire and the Kingdom of Italy. Abu al-‘Uyun marched in and led one of al-Azhar’s 

demonstrations during the 1919 revolution and was arrested. As a jurisprudent, he was most 

famous for leading media campaigns against prostitution. He fought to cancel the decree issued 

under Cromer by the Ministry of Interior in 1896 to legalize prostitution. Abu al-‘Uyun was known 

for being outspoken and confrontational with public officials. On one occasion, a police officer 

did not recognize him and hit his turban to the ground. Abu al-‘Uyun wrote a petition to the Prime 

Minister announcing that the Azhari turban was more honorable and important than the Prime 

Minister’s tarbush, after which the Prime Minister, by then al-Nuqrashi pasha, apologized to him. 

In the following interview, he prohibited dancing, especially European forms, but he explicitly 

permitted singing and acting as professions for Muslim women: 

Question: What do you think of the singing of Umm Kulthum?  

Answer: She is a modest woman, and there is no harm in listening to her beautiful voice. 

Q: Whom among the singers do you like her voice? 

A: Umm Kulthum comes first. After that comes Layla Murad, who has a very affectionate 

voice. I also like Asmahan for her voice is very nostalgic. Among male singers, I like the 

voice of Salih ‘Abd al-Hayy. As for ‘Abd al-Wahhab, I do not like his singing, which lacks 

the valor of manhood. 

Q: Why do you fight Western dance? 

A: Because it is worse than the local dance, with all its movements and the way hands 

surround waists, or the way bodies touch other bodies. This kind of dance is indeed a step 

outside the domain of religiosity and modesty. It kills audacity and manhood. A wife can 

dance with her husband at home. 

Q: What do you think of women becoming actors? 
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A: There is no harm in that as long as the acting is modest and as long as it is intended for 

education and calls for morality. However, kissing and the likes of these issues should be 

avoided. These are sinful practices. I came to know that they opened a college for acting 

in 1931, where gender mixed in classrooms and there were other activities, which morality 

does not tolerate. I visited the college and saw Ma’am Munira Sabri, who teaches dancing. 

As soon as I objected to the idea, I found that she and her students were crying in tears, 

because of my views. I then attacked the college in newspapers. The Minister of Education 

at that time was Murad pasha Sayyid. He was outraged at my views. However, he resigned, 

and his successor Hilmi ‘Isa pasha shut down the college.138  

 

In the above interview, Abu al-‘Uyun did not classify singing as reprehensible leisure, and he 

explicitly stated that acting was a permissible profession for women. While he put a limitation on 

some of the content depicted, his statement on acting remains one of the most explicit and 

straightforward statements on the lawfulness of acting as a profession for women until today.  

Limiting the activation of maslaha to the domain of necessities and needs without 

improvements made maslaha fall short of addressing film as an artistic experience. As an art, it is 

not possible to subject film to linguistic, ethical, philosophical, or religious standards. Art, like 

science, improves current knowledge by introducing new knowledge.139 Both art and science 

survive on a continuous process of development that bases itself on breaking the current standards 

by reevaluating them critically and introducing new standards. Freedom of creative practice and 

experimentation in art and science is the only guarantee to develop standards. Limiting the 

activation of maslaha to necessities and needs without improvements will thus continue to make 

maslaha function as covert censorship, which often results in the artist’s self-censorship. Wahbi 

did just that, abandoning his dream to act the character of the Prophet in the movie al-Nabi. 

                                                 
138 Akhir Sa‘a, “Sa‘a li-qalbak ma‘a al-Sheikh Abu al-‘Uyun” no. 513, 1946, 12. 
139 Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd, Al-tajdid wa-l-tahrim wa-l-ta’wil (Beirut: al-Markaz al-Thaqafi al-‘Arabi, 2010), 

91. 
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Moreover, Hasan al-Banna did the same when he suspended the play al-Dhabih. Egyptian cinema 

produced tens of movies on the emergence of Islam, though the Prophet Muhammad and many of 

his companions continue to absent. Although Egyptian women have become film and theater stars, 

their participation is always criticized in public media as anti-Islamic. The withdrawal of many 

women stars, including Shadiya and Shams al-Barudi, among many others from acting, was a 

symptom of the unresolved problem of the permissibility of photography and acting in general and 

as a profession for Muslim women in particular.140  

So far, the previous chapters have tried to show the intensity of overt and covert censorship 

discourse exercised by the Cairene bourgeoisie, the colonial state and the ‘ulama’ on theater and 

film as modern forms of arts and emerging public spheres. In the following chapter, I focus on 

resistance. I show how many pioneer filmmakers relied on critical realism to critique the false 

consciousness of modernity that drove the covert and overt censorship of their art and profession, 

thereby using the screen to challenge what was almost life threatening to challenge, let alone 

change, on the ground.  

                                                 
140 See Lila Abu-Lughod, “Movie Stars and Islamic Moralism in Egypt,” Social Text 42 (1995):53-67. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: TAFARRNUG 

 

By tafarrnug, I signify the process of cultivating of an amour-propre of being modern and civilized 

by imposing European and later American everyday life practices on local dining habits, dress 

code, house decor, workspaces, and leisure time activities. Tafarrnug is also inclusive of 

cultivating an amour-propre of being a guardian of local culture. The purpose of tafarrnug is to 

exercise patronization to regulate the imagination of “the modern” and the reinterpretation of the 

past to sustain tafarrnug as a dominant culture. This process does not take into account the 

internalization of modern notions of equity and social justice, chief of which is women’s new 

soical roles as individuals and citizens. Tafarrnug, thus, is a delusive amour-propre and a discourse 

of modernity. 

 Most of my discussions in the chapter analyze the depiction of tafarrnug in films produced 

during the 1930s and 1940s. I focus on roles and dialogues of supporting actors, who filmmakers 

often employ to lampoon the practice of tafarrnug and critique its marginalization of metaphors 

representing Islam in everyday life practices of subaltern film characters. I show how early films 

depicted the mutafarrnigin (i.e. adherents of tafarrnug) as Cairene bourgeoisie, who succeeded in 

making tafarrnug a dominant culture and a hegemonic practice among awlad al-balad and the 

peasants. In every section of the below analysis, I start by discussing the metaphors that filmmakers 

use to construct tafarrnug. Then, I trace the construction of the moments of losing empathy with 

the characters of the mutafarrnigin to show how filmmakers lampoon tafarrnug as a delusive 

amour-propre.  
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1. Acknowledging Tafarrnug as a False Conciousness of Modernity  

Al-Warda al-Bayda’ (The White Rose, dir. Muhammad Karim, 1933) is the first Egyptian musical 

and the second talkie. The shooting started on March 12, 1932. It took place in Cairo and Paris 

where the sound was recorded in Studio Topis. By then, Egypt did not have a sound studio. Karim 

made the makiage of the main actors himself. He finished shooting in Paris on August 1, 1932. It 

took him thirteen days to shoot a hundred and sixty-five scenes in fifteen decors. He then made 

the montage himself and sold the movie to theaters before finalizing the montage. The brother 

Ra’isi, the owners of Royal and Metropolis movie theaters, visited Karim in Paris to bargain for 

hosting the film’s premiere show in their movie theaters. The movie sold 2000 tickets in the first 

day, an unprecedented number at that time especially for Egyptian films.141 Initially, the movie 

was screened twice a day, and later four times a day.  

Al-Warda al-Bayda’ is often studied as an ‘Abd al-Wahhab film since he acted the main 

role and he was the producer. This approach, however, marginalizes the role of a pioneer director 

like Muhammad Karim. Karim wrote the screenplay in collaboration with Sulayman Nagib and 

actor Tawfiq al-Mardinly.142 Moreover, Karim was not even sure about his collaboration with ‘Abd 

al-Wahhab in al-Warda al-Bayda’. On the one hand, Karim found ‘Abd al-Wahhab delicate. 

Armbrust misinterpreted the words of Karimin this context.143 It was not that Karim thought that 

                                                 
141 Karim, Mudhakkirat, 252-55 
142 While it is true that the idea of al-Warda al-Bayda’ was sparked by a short story written by Muhammad 

Mitwali, a relatively unknown writer, the screenplay was significantly different from Mitwali’s story. 
143 Armbrust, Mass Culture and Modernism in Egypt, 63-85. Armbrust was trying to establish a connection 

between the image of ‘Abdel Wahab as Karim described in his diaries and an image of a caricature of the 

delicate modern man depicted in al-Ithnayn. Armbrust went a step further by suggesting that Wahab was 

seen at that time as westernized, who did not know how to pronounce standard Arabic. This a mistake on 

the part of Armbrust for he misunderstood the words of ‘Abd al-Wahab and confused Abd al-Wahab 
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‘Abd al-Wahhab was a delicate man or less masculine (if we can even say so). When Karim 

described ‘Abd al-Wahhab as delicate, he specifically referred to his concern about ‘Abd al-

Wahhab’s stamina to bear the labor intensive work that cinema required. Karim’s concerns were 

primarily due to the lack of latest light technology in Egypt and the need to subject the actor to 

lights at a very close distance in an unconditioned shooting location. Karim’s doubts were proven 

right, when  ‘Abd al-Wahhab complained during the shooting and often sulked in his room becuase 

of the the heat of the lights. In one interview, ‘Abd al-Wahhab mentioned how he underestimated 

the work that cinema required. To use his words,“cinema is a very complicated work” (alabanda 

kibira awi). At another level, Karim had little knowledge of music and singing. He was concerned 

that the habits of the singer and the facial expressions that ‘Abd al-Wahhab might come up with 

while singing in the movie could significantly interfere with the facial expressions required for 

acting. Karim, however, was comforted after watching ‘Abd al-Wahhab sing without making any 

facial expressions.144 As Karim explained in his memoirs, ‘Abd al-Wahhab had little to no interest 

in the story. His interest in cinema was secondary to his main interest in filming his songs.145 All 

that ‘Abd al-Wahhab cared for was to work with a director, who could successfully empower and 

magnify ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s star aura. There is no doubt that Karim succeeded in that. In what 

follows, I shall analyze al-Warda al-Bayda’, primarily, as a Karim movie.  

                                                 
Egyptian colloquial with his use of Standard Arabic. I shall explore this further in a future version of this 

research. 
144 Karim, Mudhakkirat, 252-55. 
145 Ibid. 
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Al-Warda al-Bayda’ follows the unfulfilled dreams of Muhammad Galal, whose father, a 

former feudal lord, dies leaving his family in debt. Muhammad quits his education and his passion 

for music and singing. He seeks the help of his father’s friend, Isma‘il bey (starring Sulayman 

Nagib), to find a job. The latter offers Muhammad a clerical position in the estate. The relationship 

between Muhammad and the bey takes a sharp turn when the latter discovers that his daughter 

Raga’ (starring Samira Khulusi) is in love with Muhammad. Isma‘il bey objects to the relationship 

primarily because he cannot resist the pressure of tafarrnug exercised on him by his wife(starring 

Dawlat Abyad ) and her brother, Shafiq (starring Zaki Rustum), who also wants to marry Raga’. 

Isma‘il fires Muhammad, who decides to pursue his childhood dream of becoming a professional 

singer. Muhammad hopes his new career will change Isma‘il’s mind. But the latter’s objection to 

his daughter’s relationship with Galal intensifies, because Muhammad’s new profession is a source 

of shame and a threat to the amour-propre of Raga’s Cairene bourgeoisie family.   

Karim represents tafarrnug in al-Warda al-Bayda’ through the character of Isma‘il bey’s 

wife and her brother. Karim constructs their tafarrnug as a false modernity and a delusive amour-

propre by showing the contradictions in what the characters claimes to believe in as an attribute of 

modern lifestyle and its toleration of that attribute in its own life. Consider, for example, the 

character of of Isma‘il’s wife played by Dawlat Habib Butrus Qasabgi(1896-1978), who is also 

known as Dawlat Abyad or Ma’am Abyad. 

 Dawlat Abyad was born in the city of Asyut in Upper Egypt for a mother of Russian origin 

and an Egyptian father, who used to work as a translator for the Egyptian Ministry of War in 

Sudan. She went to a Catholic high school in Khartoum, where her father worked. Pioneer theater 
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director, ‘Aziz ‘Id discovered her in 1917. She worked in ‘Id’s theater troupe for a while but soon 

she moved to al-Rihani’s theater troupe. In 1923, she met George Abyad and they got married. 

Together they worked in Wahbi’s Ramsis Theater Troupe. In 1944, Dawlat Abyad built her own 

theater in the neighborhood of Qubba Gardens in Cairo.  

The character of the stepmother, which Dawalt Abyad plays  in al-Warda al-Bayda’, might 

initially appear as another cinderella stepmother. A closer look, however, reveals that Karim 

employs her as an embodiment of tafarrnug. She is a middle-aged woman obsessed with foreign 

fashion.When the stepmother first appears in the movie, she wears her hair in the famous Joan 

Crawford hair style of the 1920s; she dresses in the Anita Page open sleeveless party dress. She 

smokes while making a prova of the dress. In another scene, Karim depicts the stepmother looking 

at her dress in the mirror. The scene might appear dedicated for showing the self-centered attitude 

of the character— a technique that Karim uses in other movies too. However, the mirror scene 

upon discussion has the dress as its main subject. In a later scene, Karim underscores the dress as 

the main subject in Isma‘il’s dialogue. In this scene, Karim’s rarely moving camera depicts Isma‘il 

talking to his daughter. As soon as the stepmother enters the cadre, the husband praises how chic 

the dress is and asks his wife to have one made for Raga’. 

Karim’s dedication of four shots for the dress of the stepmother and her interest in 

European (mainly French) fashion highlights the contradiction in the character. Contrary to her 

fascination with European and modern fashion, the stepmother does not have any interest in 

European aesthetics. At the opening scenes of the movie, the stepmother notices that Raga’ is 

dancing while holding her cat in her hands; Raga’ is depicted enjoying the sound of music on the 
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radio. Annoyed by the music, the stepmother rushes to turn off the radio; she criticizes Raga’ for 

listening to foreign music (mazzika afrangi). “Did not we say earlier that you will not listen to 

foreign music anymore?” says the stepmother. In another scene, Karim depicts the stepmother 

testing her fixed piano. Of all the notes that she possibly could have played on the piano, Karim 

depicts her playing oriental notes. What does it mean to depict the villain in the movie as a 

mutafarrniga, who is playing oriental notes on a piano, which is a European musical instrument; 

while she is discouraging a young woman like Raga’ from listening to foreign music(mazzika 

afrangi)? What does it mean to have that scene in a movie, which is primarily about the 

marginalization of musicians and artists in society?  

The stepmother’s piano scene is a nascent attempt by Karim to show how the Cairene 

bourgeoisie appropriate the narrative of the preservation of tradition— represented here through 

the oriental notes—to exercise a monopoly over traditional culture and the attempts to innovate it. 

The mutafarrnigin exercise monopoly in a two steps approach. First, they monopolize access to 

‘the foreign’ and ‘the modern,’ like the stepmother does when she reproaches Raga’ for listening 

to foreign music. She dictates which art form could be considered ‘high’ or ‘low,’ and what sort 

of ‘foreign’ practice is to be embraced or banned. This approach explains the contradiction 

between discouraging Raga’ from listening to foreign music (mazzika afrangi) and hosting a 

European instrument like the piano, for which the stepmother hires a French pianist to tune. What 

the mutafarrniga stepmother is trying to do is to cultivate an amour-propre of being modern, while 

simultaneously dictating what sort of innovation could be done to the traditional art form, while 

experiencing the foreign.  
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‘Abd al-Wahhab was aware of the Cairene bourgeoisie attempts to exercise a monopoly over 

the exposure to the foreign. He was aware of the accusations of westernization that followed any 

attempt to break that monopoly. Almost thirty years after the release of the al-Warda al-Bayda’, 

in one interview ‘Abd al-Wahhab emphasized that the artist (fannan)—here being the musician—

could not survive without being open to foreign influence be it from the East or the West. While 

responding to a question on whether he discouraged the influence of western classical music on 

Arabic music, ‘Abd al-Wahhab smiled and denied the possibility that he opposed western 

influence. He acknowledged that he copied some pieces of Beethoven in songs like Ya ward min 

yishtirik  and that he used pieces from Russian folklore in his song How beautiful the peasant’s 

life is (Ma ahlaha ‘ishit al-fallah). While ‘Abd al-Wahhab was not proud of the fact he copied 

somebody else’s music, he explained that it was a time during which he was more in the artistic 

phase of imitation than innovation. He added that when he copied those pieces, there was no clear-

cut line describing fair use versus plagiarism in Egypt.  

Another and more complex construction of tafarrnug in al-Warda al-Bayda’ is the 

character of Shafiq. This character is perhaps the first representation in Egyptian cinema of 

Amrbrust’s print-capitalism effendi, who works for a government institution, to which Shafiq 

refers as (diwan). Karim frames the character as a materialist hypocrite; a wealth hunter, who 

achieves his ends by means of tafarrnug. Shafiq is the brother of Raga’s stepmother. Encouraged 

by his sister, Shafiq seeks to marry Raga’ to control the wealth of the bey. Karim constructs 

tafarrnug in Shafiq’s character in both costume and dialogue. When Shafiq first appears in the 

movie, Karim depicts him talking to Raga’. He is simultaneously carrying books in his hand to 
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cultivate his amour-propre, in the eyes of Raga’, as an educated modern man, who is well versed 

in the latest foreign cultural production and who speaks foreign languages. For example, Shafiq 

greets Raga’ in French saying: “Bonjour,” instead of “sa‘ida/sabah al-khayr,” the more common 

morning greetings in Arabic, in particular among the Cairene bourgeoisie at that time. Shafiq is 

always depicted paying attention to modern fashion. He dresses in a white sharkskin suit and a 

French bow in the morning. At night, he spends his time with his French friends at Shepherd Hotel, 

where he dresses in a smoking suite and comes home drunk every night to sleep, again in the suit. 

He also tries to cultivate an amour-propre of individualism by emphasizing his independence as a 

self-made man, while he relies on connections to be promoted.  

Karim’s critique of Shafiq’s tafarrnug as a false consciousness of modernity does not 

explicitly unfold in the movie until his sister visits him at his apartment. She goes to give him 

money to buy a proposal ring for Raga’. In a patriarchal society, a man, who is dependent on the 

wealth of a female member of the family is not normally respected. Most of the scenes taken in 

Shafiq’s apartment emphasize his fascination with his amour-propre as a man, who masters 

modern code of dress. He appears dressed in his robe de chambre; he is depicted checking his 

looks (qiyafa) in the mirror. In some shots, Karim’s stable camera depicts only the costume of 

Shafiq. The cadre conceals Shafiq’s head completely; the dialogue attracts attention to his sister 

as she is seating herself. The absence of Shafiq’s head from the cadre implies the superficial 

materialist personality of Shafiq, who is only keen on showing how modern he is through his 

mastery of modern code of dress. The sister’s visit also reveals Shafiq’s view of women. As a 

mutafarrnig, Shafiq views women as objects of flirtation. Before his sister arrives, he is flirting 
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with a modern looking woman, who dresses very fashionably, while standing in her balcony 

opposite to Shafiq’s balcony. Similarly, Shafiq considers Raga’ a source of income. He is 

interested in getting married to her because of her father’s wealth. Thus, when Shafiq sees Raga’ 

with Muhammad, Shafiq does not blame Raga’. To Shafiq, Raga’ is a helpless girl with no will. 

The responsibility falls on the man, who seduces her. Therefore, Shafiq storms into Isma‘il’s house 

urging him to punish Muhammad. 

The scene of Shafiq telling Isma‘il about the relationship between Muhammad and Raga’ 

reveals how tafarrnug eventually blocks the conscience of its adherents. In this scene, Karim 

resorts to ‘showing’ more than ‘telling.’ Instead of using dialogue, Karim depicts Shafiq’s back 

blocking the camera. This shot dramatizes the class pressure, which Shafiq exercises on Isma‘il. 

This choice of mise-en-scène emphasizes the dominant nature of tafarrnug in the life of Isma‘il  

and his class, which prioritizes cultivating an amour-propre of  guardianship to the Cairene 

bourgeoisie patriarchal order that does not approve of women’s  right to choose and fall in love, 

no matter how educated they are. 

As Shafiq’s body blocks the vision of the audience, it also blocks the sight of a tapestry on 

the wall behind Isma‘il. The phrase written on the tapestry reads “In God we trust” (tawakkaltu 

‘ala Allah).” The phrase represents Isma‘il’s conscience and ability to act according to his better 

judgment. The idea of tawwkul can be briefly defined as the taking of risk and capacity to act in a 

contingent situation by means of relying on intellect (‘aql) as God’s agent in humans to act 

according to one’s better judgment. The opposite of tawwkul is ‘lack of action due to denial of 

human will’ (tawakul). By blocking the tapestry, Shafiq’s tafarrnug censors the possibility of 
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Isma‘il activating tawwkul and hence approving of his daughter’s right to marry a man of her 

choice. While the characters of Shafiq and his sister exemplify tafarrnug as a hegemonic practice, 

the passiveness of Isma‘il bey discloses how tafarrnug is a dominant culture that cannot be resisted 

by the bourgeoisie who are aware of its falsity. 

Karim represents Isma‘il trapped in the dominant culture of tafarrnug. On the one hand, 

Isma‘il admits its injustices as a false consciousness of modernity enforced by his Cairene 

bourgeoisie class. On the other hand, he admits his inability to resist. For example, Isma‘il 

confesses that tafarrnug is a backward mindset which marginalizes the artist: 

Isma‘il: [Galal my son] no matter how you succeed, I cannot justify this relationship. You will 

never understand me. I am talking as a father, who knows his circumstances, his family’s 

circumstances, and the traditions of his country. However, you are listening to me as a young man, 

who cares only about his passion and his love. Is not it so? [...]Who would agree with you that I 

should approve of my daughter’s marriage to a singer? Thirty years ago, even lawyers had 

difficulty proposing to a girl from a noble family. That was the situation for the lawyer, who is a 

mediator for good intentions between rivals, and a guide to the judge in fulfilling his mission. Why 

was that so? It is because the country’s mindset was backward. 

 

This entrapment explains Karim’s framing of Isma‘il’s character as contradictory. All through the 

movie, we see Isma‘il cultivating an amour-propre of a modern, non-conservative and progressive 

father, who promots equal rights for women. In most of Isma‘il’s scenes, he dresses in a full suit 

without the tarbush, which is viewed “as an accessory marking the idea of being modern, Eastern, 

Egyptian and in many ways pro-Ottoman.” 146 When Isma‘il visits the village, he does not change 

the suit and dresses a galabiya—the more common dress of a feudal bey or pasha living in the 

countryside. Isma‘il appears in a suite or in his robe de chambre, which he wears above his shirt, 

                                                 
146 See Wilson Chacko Jacob, Working Out Egypt: Effendi Masculinity and the Subject Formation  in 

Colonial  Modernity, 1870-1940 (Durham : Duke University Press, 2011), 219 
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tie, and pants. Isma‘il believes in the importance of education for men and women equally. He 

sends his daughter to a French school. At the same time, Isma‘il denies his daughter her freedom 

to choose and act on that choice. In the following scene, he tells her that he sends her to receive a 

better education not to do as she wishes but to follow his rules (i.e. the norms of his class): 

Isma‘il: You are not in love with him! I do not expect this kind of answer from my daughter. Do 

you understand? Was I wrong to allow you some freedom? It seems I have given you more freedom 

than I should. I am your father. I have more foresight than you have. I know what would bring you 

benefit and what would harm you. 

 

Isma‘il’s anger, in the above scenes, is not only caused by his daughter’s choice to act freely, but 

also due to his awareness of the social pressure caused by the dominance of tafarrnug in Isma‘il’s 

class. Isma‘il is concerned that Raga’s attitude will violate the norms of tafarrnug and makes her 

a misfit in her class. He is aware that Raga’s education is not enough proof, for her class, to trust 

in her ability to differentiate between ‘benefit’ (manfa‘a) and ‘harm’ (darar) and hence protect her 

interest. Karim emphasizes the social pressure caused by the dominance of tafarrnug in Isma‘il’s 

life in the mise-en-scène. Karim depicts the father and daughter physically close when Isma‘il 

elicits information from his daughter about her reasons for rejecting Shafiq’s proposal. When 

Raga’ confesses she is in love with Galal, the next frame depicts Isma‘il and Raga’ apart. Karim 

first separates the two character’s by Isma‘il’s hands accusing his daughter of betraying him. The 

distance increases until a marble table separates the two characters completely. This marble table 

symbolizes the stagnancy and rigidity of tafarrnug and its immense pressure on Isma‘il. In what 

follows, I discuss how modern social roles of women were reduced to their freedom to practice 

tafarrnug. 
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2. Reducing Freedom of Women to Tafarrnug  

A more optimistic version of al-Warda al-Bayda’, is Karim’s Yawm Sa‘id (Happy Day, dir. 

Muhammad Karim, 1938). Yawm Sa‘id is Karim’s idea, a story that he writes and originally calls 

Gharam (Passion).147 Karim, in collaboration with actor ‘Abd al-Warith ‘Assar (1894-1982), 

writes the dialogue. Most of the movie 35 mm boxes were lost to a fire in ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s office. 

The police investigation, which  ended inconclusively, revealed the fire was not an accident. The 

movie would have been lost was not for a copy stored in Studio Masr, where most of the shooting 

took place.  

Yawm Sa‘id tells the story of the fulfilled dreams of Kamal, an emerging singer and 

musician, who refuses the commodification of his art. For the same reason, Kamal does not make 

enough money, and he is often delinquent in paying rent to his property owner Sheikh Mitwalli 

(starring Fu’ad Shafiq). Kamal changes his view of the relationship between art and mechanical 

reproduction, when he falls in love with Amina (starring Samiha Samih), a young woman who 

works for a vinyl records shop. Initially, Amina’s parents disapprove of her relationship with 

Kamal. After watching Kamal succeed as a singer, Amina’s parents approve of the relationship. 

The story gets further complicated, when Suhayr, a recently divorced aristocratic woman, has a 

crush on Kamal. Suhayr threatens Amina’s father, ‘Atif effendi, to fire him from his job as a 

manager of Suhayr’s estate, unless ‘Atif effendi opposes his daughter’s plan to marry to Kamal. 

The character of Suhayr is the female master character in Yawm Sa‘id and the major 

representation of tafarrnug in the movie. Through her character, Karim critiques how the Cairene 

                                                 
147 Karim, Mudhakkirat, 300. 
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bourgeoisie class reduces the modern freedom of women to the practice of tafarrnug. In his 

memoirs, Karim described his first meeting with the actor playing Suhayr. He initially thought the 

actor is not Egyptian, because of what Karim referred to as ‘her tafarrnug’ (farrnagitha).148When 

Karim knew that her full name was Ilham Husayn al-Ra‘i, Karim’s doubts disappeared. However, 

it occurred to him that he could capitalize on the seeming tafarrnug, which would come naturally 

in the movie. He phoned ‘Abd al-Wahhab and told him that he found the heroin of Yawm Sa‘id. 

According to Karim, he could not initially hire Ilham Husayn, because she was seventeen years 

old and the hiring process required the consent of a legal guardian to sign the film contract. To 

Karim’s surprise, Ilham Husayn was married, and her husband was the famous film star and 

director Anwar Wagdi, who was by then an emerging actor in The Egyptian Theater Troupe. Karim 

chose the character’s costumes himself. He recalled that the cost of Suhayr’s costumes was 600 

Egyptian pounds, a huge budget at that time.  

Karim constructed a complex amour-propre for the character of Suhayr. On the one hand, 

Suhayr is a Cairene bourgeoisie, a younger and more mutafarrniga version of the character of the 

stepmother played by Dawlat Abyad in al-Warda al-Bayda’. On the other hand, Suhayr is depicted 

as a feminist, who is trying to discover what she sees of as her missing freedom after getting a 

divorce. Karim depicts that duality in Suhayr’s character in various ways. One technique is to show 

the vulnerability and the arrogance of the character simultaneously. This duality is evident in her 

relationship with ‘Atif effendi. On the one hand, Suhayr considers ‘Atif effendi, a family member, 

and therefore she does not shy away from telling him that she is in love with the suitor of his 

                                                 
148 Karim, Mudhakkirat, 307. 
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daughter, Amina. On the other hand, Suhayr considers ‘Atif effendi inferior in class. In one scene, 

Karim depicts the character of Suhayr exercising her feudal power to influence the decision of 

‘Atif effendi. Simultaneously, she begs her employee to understand that she is in love with Kamal.  

I read Karim’s construction of the duality in Suhayr’s character as a tactic to preserve the 

audience empathy with the character. Karim further accentuates that empathy by presenting 

Suhayr’s self-pity monolog, which Karim films as a one complete shot showing the full body of 

the character. The distance between the audience and the subject of depiction in this shot is slightly 

less than the normal distance between the audience and the stage in a theater. This shrinking 

physical distance belittles the psychological distance between the audience and the character, 

thereby gaining the character more empathy. The light angle emphasizes one side of her face to 

convey the goodness in the character that is tormented by experimentation in search for an 

understanding of the position of self in society after divorce. Karim makes the character ask what 

went wrong and why she is unable to be loved the way she wants to be loved. Through that 

perplexity in Suhayr’s character, Karim features tafarrnug as delusive amour-propre that does not 

gain Suhayr the freedom that she aspires for as a feminist. After all, Suhayr reduces the meaning 

of ‘being-modern’ to the mastery of appearances (mazahir), which Suhayr defines as mastery of 

European code of apparel and leisure activities. For example, when Suhayr tries to convince ‘Atif 

effendi to oppose his daughter’s plan to marry Kamal, Suhayr celebrates the attributes of modern 

life mastered by the son of Fadil pasha, whom Suhayr perceives as a better suitor for Amina than 

Kamal. Those attributes includes ‘being gentian man,’ ‘knowing how to play tennis and bridge,’ 

and ‘knowing how to dance impressively.’ Similarly, what attracts Suhayr in Kamal is his ability 
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to master European code of apparel. Suhayr is impressed by the ability of an Egyptian singer to 

sing in a tailcoat (frak). Suhayr  first listens to Kamal sing in a charity party after which she invites 

Kamal to her villa. The first question she asks him is, “Where is the frak that you wore last night?” 

(ummal fayn il-frak illi kunt labsuh imbarih?). Kamal faces Suhayr’s question with a sarcastic 

smile and says, “In the closet.” Suhayr’s question is an unusual way of initiating a conversation 

with a guest, who comes to visit her in her villa for the first time. Through that unfamiliar 

exchange, Karim implies how Suhayr reduces Kamal’s success as an emerging singer to his ability 

to master foreign code of dress. She expects Kamal to be a mutafarrnig, since he does not fit in 

her stereotypical image of the Egyptian singer wearing a suit and a tarbush, holding a lute and 

accompanied by a traditional band (takht). She expects of Kamal to behave like a foreign artiste, 

whose lifestyle she also stereotypes in the following scene: 

Suhayr: Have you been to the horse race? 

Kamal: Unfortunately, I did not. 

S: That makes sense! After all, what would you do there? You seem to belong to the type of people 

who love parties, night outings, and dance. I know all artiste belong to that type. 

K: Well, I guess I am an exception! 

S: This way you cannot claim you are an artiste! 

K: If there is no art (fann) except in cabaret and dance, then I am not an artist (fannan). 

S: Where do you compose your art (fann) then? 

K: In my room. 

S: Only inside your room! Nothing happens outside of it! 

 

In the above scene, Karim revisits the idea of the marginalization of the artist (fannan)—here being 

symbolized through singing—and the reasons why Cairene bourgeoisie families do not accept art 

as an appropriate profession. It was an attempt, on the part of Karim, to break the stereotype of the 

artist and to promote the idea that being an artist (here specified as a musician) is a noble profession 

(mihna). For that purpose, Karim highlights the difference between Suhayr’s and Kamal’s word 
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choice to refer to the word ‘artist.’ While Suhayr uses the French artiste to describe Kamal’s 

profession, Kamal prefers the Arabic word fannan. The immediate implication here is that Kamal 

uses the word fannan to differentiate between his art as ‘high’ as opposed to ‘low’ art presented in 

the cabaret. Yet, it appears to me that Kamal’s distinction between artiste and fannan is more of 

an attempt to create a space for the respect of Kamal’s emerging art in the Cairene bourgeoisie 

culture that often view foreign art as immoral (khali‘) and looks down upon local art or at best 

views it with an Orientalist gaze.149 For example, when Suhayr tries to show appreciation of 

Kamal’s art, Suhayr has an Orientalist gaze at that art.  

Karim shows this Orientalist gaze in Suhayr’s reaction to artistic innovation coming from 

local artists. To Suhayr, local art is not capable of innovation; local artists are neither capable of 

mastering European musical instruments such as the piano nor able to master foreign dress code 

like wearing a tailcoat, for example. Karim constructs Suhayr’s Orientalist gaze in the scene of the 

song, al-Siba wa-l-jamalu milku yadayyki (Youth and beauty lay in your palms), written by al-

Akhtal al-Saghir, Bishara al-Khuri. As Kamal is playing the piano and singing, Karim depicts 

Kamal sitting behind a silk curtain, while Suhayr watches him. Suhayr’s villa is almost like a 

harem prison; she enjoys the idea that Kamal sings and plays the piano for her alone in her villa; 

she tries to keep Kamal locked inside her villa. Every time Kamal visits, Suhayr claims she is 

holding a party. Kamal arrives to find Suhayr making the illusion of a party noise coming from the 

radio. There is however no party and no invitees except Kamal. Suhayr’s Orientalist gaze 

symbolizes the Cairene bourgeoisie gaze at the innovative and the creative non-bourgeoisie 

                                                 
149 I will come back to Kamal’s perception of art in later chapters on asala. 
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Egyptian, who comes from non-privileged classes. This gaze further intensifies in Kamal Salim’s 

al-‘Azima (The Will, dir. Kamal Salim, 1939). Here, the preconceived notion of the Cairene 

bourgeoisie is that an Egyptian from financially underprivileged groups like the peasants or awlad 

al-balad cannot ‘be modern.’ Moreover, if a person, who belongs to these two groups, tries to ‘be 

modern,’ the Cairene bourgeoisie ensured that tafarrnug had to be the only path to this modernity, 

which is otherwise censored and lampooned.  

3. Tafarrnug as a Hegemonic Practice among Awlad al-Bald 

Egyptian filmmakers and film scholars often consider al-‘Azima to be the beginning of realism in 

Egyptian cinema. This claim, however, overlooks many early realisms, between 1930 and 1939, 

including Karim’s Zaynab as well as al-Warda al-Bayda’ and Tugu Mizrahi’s early silent films 

such as Barsum Yabhath‘an Wazifa (Barsum Looking for a Job, dir. Tugu Mizrahi, 1923). Perhaps, 

it is Salim’s depiction of working class Egyptians living in the ally (hara) that singled out al-

‘Azima as a more ample beginning of realism in Egyptian cinema.150 He was born in 1924 in the 

popular neighborhood of al-Gammaliyya to a wealthy father, who was a parliament member and 

owner of a silk factory. Salim witnessed the survival struggle of awlad al-bald during Egypt’s 

deteriorating economy caused by the two world wars. Salim depicts this struggle by showing the 

challenges facing awlad al-balad while working hard to acquire an up-to-date knowledge of the 

world. Chief among those challenges is the Cairene bourgeoisie dominant culture of tafarrnug, 

which became a hegemonic practice among awlad al-balad.  

                                                 
150 Muhammad Shusha, al-Nass al-Kamil li-Sinariyu Film al-‘Azima (Cairo: al-Hay’a al-‘Ama al-Misriyya 

lil-Kitab, 1975), 7. 
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Al-‘Azima follows the economic challenges facing a son of a barber, Muhammad Hanafi 

(starring Husayn Sidqi), who recently graduates from the school of commerce and who wishes to 

be an entrepreneur instead of working for the government or serving in an administrative job to 

become an effendi. Muhammad is also in love with his uneducated neighbor Fatima (starring 

Fatima Rushdi), whose father owns a bakery in the same neighborhood. Initially, Muhammad 

works in partnership with his friend ‘Adli (starring Anwar Wagdi), a son of a pasha who 

encourages his son to start a small business with Muhammad. Yet, ‘Adli’s tafarrnug puts an end 

to that partnership and Muhammad has to find a clerical job so that he can help his father out of 

debt. This job also allows Muhammad to marry Fatima. Muhammad’s life takes a sharp turn when 

he loses his clerical job, and he is forced to work as a part-timer wrapping gifts in a department 

store. 

Salim constructs tafarrnug in the movie in several ways. I limit my discussion in what 

follows to Salim’s depiction of tafarrnug practiced by the character of Fatima. The first time we 

see Fatima’s adherence to tafarrnug is when she changes her dress code after getting married to 

Muhammad. Fatima ceases to wear the black wrap (milaya) and the colorful embroidered scarf 

(mandil bi-quya), which is part of the traditional dresses of banat al-balad, at the time.  

As the movie unfolds, we know that Fatima associates social status and success with 

tafarrnug. For example, Salim depicts Fatima reading a letter she receives from her cousin, who 

writes to congratulate Fatima on getting married to an effendi. As Fatima reads the letter aloud, 

she repeatedly stresses how her cousin is impressed by the new social status of Fatima as a wife 

of an effendi, who dresses in a suit and works in an office. Getting married to an effendi is, to 
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Fatima, a better opportunity than getting married to a worker or an artisan. The title of ma’am of 

the employee Muhammad effendi Hanafi (haram Muhammad effendi Hanafi al-muwazzaf) is mind 

blowing to Fatima. It is an opportunity to practice tafarrnug and feel superior to her fellow banat 

al-balad.   

Through the roles played by supporting actors, who feature as Fatima’s fellow banat al-

balad, Salim critiques Fatima’s tafarrnug as a false modernity and a delusive amour-propre. 

Fatima’s girlfriends are aware of Fatima’s hegemony to tafarrnug and her wish single herself out 

as more superior in social status than banat al-balad. They are aware of Fatima’s gaze of inferiority 

at the local code of dress such as galabiya and milaya that she considers inferior to the modern 

code of dress such as chemisier and le tailleur. In one occasion, Fatima’s friends convinces her 

that they need her newly acquired chic and fashionable taste to help them buy cloth. The 

unannounced intentions of Fatima’s friends are to see the shock on Fatima’s face when she sees 

her husband wrapping gifts in the same department store, where Fatima and her friends will go 

shopping. Salim depicts the most devastating part of Fatima’s reaction at her husband’s job loss 

as her response to the news Muhammad’s loss of the effendi apparel i.e. the full suit and tie. To 

Fatima, the new reality of her husband’s hourly paid job destroys her amour-propre as a modern 

woman. She cannot not bear that he is not anymore an effendi, who works with pen and papers 

and sits to a desk. She is ashamed of his yellow uniform (al-badla al-safra). That uniform is the 

reason why Fatima’s friends took Fatima to shop. They want her to see her husband dressed in 

what Fatima perceives as inferior apparel to that of the effendi. In this scene, Salim depicts 

Muhammad in a middle shot to convey the disorientation in Fatima’s mind. This shot paves the 
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way to the focus of the next shot, which depicts Fatima’s inferiority gaze at her husband apparel. 

Ironically, Fatima’s hegemony to tafarrnug makes her divorce Muhammad, the love of her life. 

As much as tafarrnug looks down upon the culture of awlad al- al-bald, it does not think 

any better of the culture of the peasants. Tugu Mizrahi and Yusuf Wahbi respectively presented a 

fierce criticism of the gaze of the mutafarrnigin at the peasants in Layla Bint al-Rif (Layla, 

Daughter of The Countryside, 1941) and Bint Dhawat (The Daughter of the Nobles, 1942). 

4. Tafarrnug and the Inferiority Gaze at the Peasants 

Maid: [She hears the chamber’s door open] Is it you, sir. I did not expect you to come so early. I 

thought you were taking a walk. The weather is very pleasant outside. 

Fathi: A walk! Are you kidding? You mean stumble (adabbish) in the darkness and wade in 

(akhwwad) the drainage.  

 M: I bet you aren’t used to the peasants lifestyle yet. 

F: I have not, and I am not planning to get used to it. What an elegant lifestyle! A smoky lamp, a 

suffocating mosquito net, and on top of that people won’t leave me alone and give me privacy. 

 

The above scene from Layla Bint-a-Rif  depicts the hero Fathi (starring Yusuf Wahbi) visiting his 

birthplace, the village of Kafr al-Shamayila, where his mother is the feudal lady and the head of 

the family. The movie follows the misfortunes of Fathi’s cousin, Layla (starring Layla Murad), 

who marries Fathi and moves with him to Cairo. Fathi studied medicine in Cambridge—one of the 

rare occasions in which a classic Egyptian movie identifies where exactly in Europe a mutafarrnig 

lived. However, Fathi abandons his profession upon his return to Cairo, choosing to lead a life of 

feudal dependency. Fathi’s relationship with Kafr al-Shamayila is limited to receiving his mother’s 

financial support, a check of hundred pounds that the mother sends her son every month. Fathi 

despises the lifestyle of the villiage; he looks down at farming communities. It is only under the 
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pressure of his extravagant lifestyle that he accepts to marry his cousin Layla so that his mother 

will not deprive him of being the legal heir of the family’s estate.  

Tugu Mizrahi(1901-1986), the director of Layla Bint al-Rif, was raised in an  Egyptian 

Jewish family of Italian origin. He was born to a rich merchant family that worked mainly in the 

production of cotton. Against the wish of his family, Mizrahi left a successful career as a merchant 

and traveled to Rome to study cinema in 1921. He studied in France for seven years before settling 

in Egypt to establish a film production company known as The Egyptian Film Company(Sharikat 

al-Aflam al-Misriyya), for which Mizrahi rented Yusuf Wahbi’s Studio in Giza. Like many 

filmmakers at that time, Mizrahi had to go by a fame name, not his family name, because his 

family, again like many Cairine bourgiosie families at the time, was ashamed of his profession as 

a filmmaker. Most of Mizrahi‘s films dealt with class struggle and income disparity among many 

other issues. He is most famous for his trilogy adaptation of the One Thousand and One Night to 

the screen. Mizrahi directed twenty eight films out of which he wrote the scenario of eighteen 

films.151  Perhaps no other film director celebrated the aesthetic of the rural woman as Mizrahi did 

in Layla Bint al-Rif. 

Mizrahi constructs the mutafarrnigin’s inferiority gaze at the peasants in a variety of ways.  

For example, in the scene above, Fathi expresses his contempt towards Kafr al-Shamayila as a 

backward place where aspects of societal modernization has not arrive yet. But instead of blaming 

the delay of societal modernization on the colonial state, which in 1941 does not extend 

infrastructure to the village,  Fathi blames the lag on the  peasants. Similarily, Fathi reveals to his 

                                                 
151 Baydas, Abyad wa-aswad, 2013, 113-122. 
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mother that he could not marry Layla, whom Fathi considers a backward peasnt woman, who 

knows nothing of the attributes of modern life. Fathi cannot imagine the idea of introducing Layla, 

in her traditional village dress (i.e. the galabiya and the long black silk scarf (tarha)) to his Cairene 

bourgeoisie friends. To Fathi, Layla is a source of social shame for she not master the latest foreign 

code of dress and etiquette; she is not even good enough to be hired as a maid in his Cairene house, 

which is run by French looking maids.   

In addition to his construction of tafarrnug and its gaze of inferiority at the peasants in 

dialogue, Mizrahi’s camera also serves the same purpose. Consider for example, the scene of 

Layla’s arrival to Fathi’s new apartment complex in Cairo. In that scene, Mizrahi constructs 

Layla’s inferiority even to the Cairene servants at Fathi’s house. Perhaps, nothing made that scene 

successful in constructing Layla’s inferiority as Mizrahi’s mise-en-scène and deep shot. At the 

center of the shot, Mizrahi positions Fathi. The servant is positioned next to Fathi to the right. 

Fathi’s superiority to the servant is emphasized when the servant greets Fathi and kisses his hand. 

On the contrary, Layla is positioned at the back of the shot behind Fathi and his servant. Her face 

appears at a distance. When the servant notices Layla‘s presence, he summons her to run to the 

kitchen. The implication is that the servant thought of Layla as a new servant, whom Fathi brought 

with him from the village.  

In another scene, the inferiority-gaze at Layla is constructed through Fathi’s French looking 

maid, who is depicted shocked to see Layla’s braid. Through the gaze of the maid at the braid, 

Mizrahi conveyes that the braid is a symbol of a backward non-modern hair style, which is inferior 

to the maid’s shorter and styled hair. To the servants in Fathi’s Cairene house, Layla is a crazy 
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peasnt, who comes to disturb the house routine by insisting to wake up and awaken the entire 

household every day at 6.00 am, the time when Fathi usually comes back home after spending the 

night before in a cabaret.  

Mizrahi blames the inferiority-gaze at the peasant woman on Fathi’s tafarrnug. Mizrahi 

uses supporting characters to frame Fathi’s tafarrnug as negative and to critique it. For example, 

Mizrahi employs the character of Samira (starring Zuzu Shikib), a Cairene childhood friend of 

Layla,  to help Layla, her cousin Salwa(starring Salwa ‘Allam)  and their uncle(starring Hasan al-

Barudi) aware of the mutafarrnigin’s inferiority-gaze at the peasants’s sensibilities. Making the 

object of the inferiority-gaze conscious of the gaze is a process that can be described as the process 

of ‘transferring the gaze’ to reveal the nature of the ideology behind it. This process is Mizrahi’s 

first tactic to deconstruct the gaze of the mutafarrnigin at the peasants and to critique tafarrnug. 

For this purpose, he relies on both dialogue and cinematography. In the following scene, Samira 

explaines to Layla why her husband is rude to her. In the process, Samira reveals the inferiority-

gaze to Layla: 

Samira: Listen, Layla, I have, to be frank with you and I hope you will not be offended.Your 

husband is embarrassed by who you are. 

Layla’s cousin: How come? 

Layla’s Uncle: How come? 

S: Yes, he is. Come over here. [Layla stands up as Samira holds her brade] How can you call this 

[brade] a hair style. [Samira holds Layla’s dress] How can you call this a dress? Look at your nails! 

Sit down.[Layla sits down as Samira pulls up Layla’s dress until it reaches her knees]. How can 

you call these socks? You need to change all this. You have to hang out outside home, have fun, 

wear the latest fashion, become spore and moderne like your husband. 

L: Moderne like my husband! What does this mean? 

S: Tell me, did not we go to the best schools together? Did you forget French and English? 

Did you forget the  days of Mère de Dieu152( Avez-vous oublié le La Mère de Dieu)? 

                                                 
152 A name of French catholic school. 
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L: [Answered in Fench] No, I did not. I do not know what I would have done without you. (Moi 

no, je n'ai pas su plia de tu) 

S: All right, come with me, then. 

L: Where are we going? 

S: Do not worry. Just come with me. 

LC: Can I come too? 

S: Sure, you can come.[Addresing the unlce] and you too can join us. 

LU: What do you intend to do? 

LC: Let us go uncle; they will cut my hair and let us see what they can do to style yours. 

 

Samira, who gives Layla a recipe for tafarrnug, is an urban bourgeoisie woman. Samira went to  

French school with Layla. Unlike Layla, Samira resides in Cairo. She mingles in the Cairene 

bourgeoisie social circles of Fathi. Samira’s list of reasons why Fathi rejects Layla are similar to 

the list of the attributes of tafarrnug, which Suhayr mentions to ‘Atif effendi in Yawm Sa‘id. To 

be modern, as Samira points out,  Layla has to master foreign code of dress, go to Groppi (by the 

1940s a first class coffee shop introducing foreign drinks and desserts), have evening tea, attend 

horse races, hold dance parties at her house, have male friends, learn how to dance, speak foreign 

languages and above all get rid of her village sensibilities. This recipe is supposed to help make 

Layla aware of the gaze of inferiority and at the same time reveal the nature of the ideology of 

tafarrnug to the sublatern, here being the peasant woman, and the audience. Mizrahi’s camera 

depicts Samira transferring the gaze by making the objects of the gaze(here being Layla, her 

cousin, and their uncle) look at themselves and compare their traditional appearel to Samira’s 

modern apparel.  

Layla’s ability to master tafarrnug, which her husband idolizes, without being 

mutafarrniga is Mizrahi’s third tactic to criticque tafarrnug. Layla starts to dress more fashionably 

which entails replacing the scarf (tarha) with a hat and  replacing the galabiya with a tailleur. She 
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changes her daily routine. Instead of waking up at 6.00 am and having a simple breakfast, she 

wakes up later and starts having breakfast outside the home at Groppi Cafe in downtown Cairo. 

But Layla, unlike her husband, is proud of her cultural heritage. In away, Layla accepts the 

modern sensibilities of European appearel without having an inferiority-gaze at the local culture. 

Therefore, it is not surprising to see Mizrahi deepening his critique of tafarrnug by making 

supporting actors comment sarcastically on European sensibilities idolized by the mutafarrnigin. 

For example, when Layla attends her first party in her modern apparel, her uncle(starring Hasan 

al-Barudi) cannot understand the Italian soprano singer. The uncle wonders why people claps their 

hands feverishly after listening to a woman, who sounds, to him, like a woman mourning a dead 

person (bit‘addid). Surprised that the Italian woman is singing, not mournig, Layla’s uncle 

wonders what would the guest’s reaction be if they listen to Layla’s voice singing in Arabic without 

an Orchestra. By comparing Layla’s voice as a local form of art to foreign art, Mizrahi, long before 

Pierre Bourdieu, addresses the social theory of taste.  

To further empower the local culture, Mizrahi inserts advertising scenes to emphasize the 

idea of promoting the local over foreign products. For example, when Layla goes to style her hair 

in a beauty salon, Samira asks the hairdresser if he has the most recent shampoo from Paris.The 

hairstylist replies that they use Nabulsi Faruq soap, which the hairstylist describes as better than a 

hundred of French shampoo. 

It is imperative here to mention that Mizrahi takes the critique of tafarrnug a step forward 

by critiquing the Carian bourgeoisie’ inferiority-gaze at the peasants’ lifestyle independent of their 

wealth. In other words, Mizrahi shows how the inferiority-gaze at the peasants is not merely a 
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class gaze. Rather, it is a racist gaze, because it is associated with looking down upon the village 

lifestyle as an ethnicity that in and by itself is inferior. After all, Layla is not a poor village girl. 

She owns 300 acres. In a way, she is a feudal lady. Mizrahi, in that sense, adds another layer to the 

critique of tafarrnug among Egyptian directors of his time. Yusuf Wahbi further developes this 

idea in his movie Bint Dhawat (The Daughter of the Nobel, dir. Yusuf Wahbi, 1942) in which the 

origin of the inferiority-gaze at the peasants is traced back to the Orientalist gaze at the traditional 

lifestyle of the peasants. 

5. Tafarrnug and the Dehumanization of the Peasants  

Revealing the nature of the ideology of tafarrnug in Layla Bint al-Rif is accomplished by making 

the peasant woman conscious of the inferiority-gaze, which the Cairene bourgeoisie exercise 

against the peasants. In Bint Dhawat, Wahbi takes the critique of tafarrnug a step further by 

embarrassing the mutafarrnigin and confronting them with the local lifestyle of the peasants as the 

social reality that the mutafarrnigin must accept. In other words, Wahbi does not depict the 

peasants trying to prove their ability to master foreign code of dress and etiquette. Instead, Wahbi 

depicts the mutafarrnigin in a situation that forces them to face and accept the seseibilities of the 

peasants as equal.  

Bint Dhawat follows the conflicting aspirations of Samiya (starring Raqiya Ibrahim), who falls 

in love with Ibrahim(starring Yusuf Wahbi), the son of hajj Mitwalli, who serves as a ‘gardener’ 

(khuli) in the estate of Samiya’s father, Murad pasha Sarhan. Samiya grows up with Ibrahim and 

his sister(starring Layla Fawzi) in the village of Abu al-Matamir, where Sarhan is the feudal lord. 

Samiya is aware of the class difference between herself and Ibrahim. Therefore, when Ibrahim 
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proposes to Samiya after getting his degree in engineering from an unnamed place in Europe, she 

refuses his proposal. As a Cairene bourgeoisie young woman living in Cairo of the 1940s, Samiya 

believes in a class hierarchy, which even education cannot disrupt. Samiya’s stance is motivated 

by her keenness to preserve her father’s tafarrnug in the social circles of the Cairene bourgeoisie 

and Khawagat. 

As becomes a typical mutafarrnig, Murad pasha Sarhan spends extravagantly on parties and 

gambling in horse races; he travels to Europe to spend the summer in Karlsbad Germany, where 

he can maintain his diet. Sarhan is least interested in his thousand acres in the village of Abu al-

Matamir, located in the northern governorate of  al-Bihiyra. Sarhan’s interest in the village is 

limited to four visits in fifteen years. He dehumanizes the peasants and considers the village 

inferior to the city. In one occasion, Sarhan comments sarcastically on the possibility of spending 

one summer in his village; he says to the manager of his estate,“Do you want  me to spend the 

summer in  the pools of  the de la blaj  kafr al-matamir and watch Ma‘am Abu Dishish(nickname 

for donkey)— i.e. the wife of the fellah—in her bathing suit.” To Sarhan, there is an ontological 

contradiction between the village and the la blaj, between the French woman and the village 

woman. To him, French leisure activities and French women are superior to the Egyptian village 

activities and the peasant woman.   

Moreover, Whabi depcits Sarhan perceiving the peasants as a commodity. In one scene Sarhan 

takes the train  from the villiage back to Cairo. His children cry, because they have to leave the 

village and they will not be able to play with the children of the gardener, Ibrahim’s father. Sarhan 

takes the children of the gardener with him as if they were two toys, which the pasha bought to 
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entertain his children. Wahbi could have depicted the scene by allowing the children of the 

gardener to get into the train, properly, through the door of the train. However, Wahbi emphasizes 

the status of Sarhan’s perception of the peasants children as commodities by showing the children 

being handed to the pasha through the window just like two baskets or two bottles. In a later scene 

in which Ibrahim becomes a successful engineer, Wahbi depicts Ibrahim remembering that 

moment in his childhood to counter argue the pasha’s claim that Ibrahim’s success is a direct result 

of the Cairene upbringing that Ibrahim receives at the pasha’s house in Cairo. Ibrahim confronts 

the pasha with his tafarrnug, pointing out to him that the children of the gardener were admited in 

the pasha’s palace for the sole purpose of entertaining the pasha’s children. Ibrahim argues that it 

is only through his hard work and dedication that he is able to secure a scholarship after the other 

(al-maganiyya) and become an engineer. 

Wahbi uses a number of tactics to lampoon the mutafarrnig Murad pasha Sarhan and to depict 

his tafarrnug as a delusive amour-propre and a false consiousness of modernity. Chief among these 

tactics is the use of reaction shots of supporting roles to witness and comment sarcastically on the 

pasha’s tafarrnug. In the opening scene, Murad pasha Sarhan boards the train from Cairo to the 

village. The scene depicts the pasha looking from the train window and chatting with some friends, 

who come to bid him farewell. At the same time, the pasha looks around for his servant who went 

to buy him two bottles of wine. The pasha is depicted anxious that the train may leave without 

having a hold on the wine. At the same time, he tries to avoid being judged by his friends, not as 

much for drinking, but for being so keen on it at the last minute. To preserve his amour-propre as 

a moral person, the pasha lies to his friends telling them that his anxiety is because he is afraid his 
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servant will be late buying two bottles of medicine. When the servant arrives, the train starts 

moving. Accidently, the servant drops the bottles while passing them to the pasha through the 

window. The pasha cries over the spelt wine and shouts: “the medicine, the medicine,” while 

camera moves to reveal that the broken bottles were bottles of wine, not medicine. The image of 

the broken bottles is sufficient to frame the pasha’s amour-propre as delusive. However, Wahbi 

adds the voice of a supporting actor, who comments sarcastically, “It looks like the pasha’s 

prescription is issued from Yanni’s bar.” Yanni was a common name among Greeks living in 

Egypt and is often used in Egyptian cinema to refer to a barman. The comment, in a way, is 

employed to emphasize the delusive amour-propre of morality that the mutafarrnig pasha is keen 

to cultivate. 

 Another tactic that Wahbi uses to critique tafarrnug is the inferiority-gaze. This time the 

inferiority-gaze of the mutafarrnigin at the peasants is depicted as the gaze of the Khawagat, in 

whose eyes the Cairene bourgeoisie is keen to cultivate an amour-propre of being-modern and 

civilized. Wahbi dedicats multiple shots to the depiction of unknown characters playing the roles 

of Khawagat invited to a banquet held at Ibrahim’s house after getting married to Samiya, who 

has accepted the marriage to save her father from bankruptcy. The banquet is held to celebrate 

Ibrahim’s  success in winning the parliamentary elections. A separate shot is dedicated to the lady 

picking her glasses to look closely at Ibrahim’s  parents, who has just arrived at the party. Wahbi’s 

shot shows the character of the Khawagaya as if she is examining alien creatures. Feeling 

embarrassed by the looks of her in-laws and feeling sorry for her amour-propre of tafarrnug in 

front of her guests, Samiya appears shrinking in her seat, while Ibrahim’s parents congratulate her 
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on her marriage. She then faints out of shame. Simlatanosuly the camera shifts to show Murad 

pasha Sarhan rushing to hide under the table to escape the embarrassment. Wahbi took his critique 

of tafarrnug a step further in Ibn al-Hadad (The Son of the Blacksmith, dir. Yusuf Wahbi, 1944), 

in which he provides reasons for the phenomena of tafarrnug. 

6. Tafarrnug as a Radical Shift  

Ibn al-Hadad (The Son of The Blacksmith, dir. Yusuf Wahbi, 1944) follows the misfortunes of 

Taha (starring Yusuf Wahbi), a son of a blacksmith who invests in his son’s education until he 

sends him to earn a doctoral degree in engineering in Europe. Taha’s tragedy begins when he 

marries Zinat (starring Madiha Yusri), a Cairene bourgeoisie young woman, who and her family 

lead an extravagant lifestyle, which they see as the ‘good’ modern lifestyle to be. As  

mutafarrnigin, they list the attributes of ‘being modern’ as the ability to master foreign forms of 

leisure such as attending ballmasqué in the Arizona Hotel every week, holding weekly cocktail 

and birthday parties, going on safari trips to enjoy the ‘Oriental’ atmosphere in the desert, gambling 

and holding weekly dinner parties. Zinat’s parents do not think that Taha’s education in Europe 

can help him become modern i.e. mutafarrnig as they expect him to be. They consider Taha to be 

a socially inept person, whose poor origin and upbringing among awlad al-balad prevents him 

from appreciating the Cairene bourgeoisie modern lifestyle. 

Wahbi employes the character of Taha to critique tafarrnug explicitly.  Taha is aware of 

the class difference between himself and his wife. He is aware of the Cairene bourgeoisie’ 

inferiority-gaze at awlad al-balad. Taha, however, does not perceive himself as inferior to his in-

laws. His awareness is, on the one hand, because his in-laws were living on his dime. His father-
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in-law falls in debt and decides to get his daughter married to a wealthy man who can save him 

from bankruptcy. When Taha manages to turn his father’s shop into a big factory and become a 

wealthy man, the pasha favors Taha as a groom. But the pasha expects Taha to be ashamed of his 

class of origin, a point of weakness which the pasha believes can be used to control Taha’s wealth. 

On the other hand, Taha does not see himself as inferior, because he finds the problem of Zinat’s 

family as a larger societal problem. To Taha, the issue at stake is not of a class trying to live above 

its means;  the problems of Zinat’s family are the problems facing modernity in Egypt. Taha 

accuses the mutafarrnigin of misunderstanding and misrepresenting the values of modernity and 

hence setting a a deformed example of modernity for others. In the following scene, Taha comes 

back from the factory after reading in the popular al-Dustur newspaper that Zinat is lost in the 

desert, where she went on a safari trip with her friends for a few nights. When Taha  realizes that 

Zinat is back  home safe and sound, he seizes an opportunity to react to what he finds a consistent  

irresponsible pattern in Zinat‘s lifestyle: 

Taha: What happened was too much to comprehend. From now on, I prevent my wife from mixing 

with reckless(mubtadhal) youth [...] I prevent you from mingling in that environment. 

Zinat’s Mother: What nonsense! 

Zinat’s Father: What kind of time do you live in? 

Taha: We live in the most dangerous time; it is the time of non-gradual transition from exaggerated 

prohibitions(hijab) to the reckless( mubtadhal) expression of liberties(sufur); it is the time in which 

vices overcome virtues. We live in chaos everywhere, a confused father, a blind imitator mother 

and a mutafarrniga daughter. Yesterday, a girl would be shy to stand behind the window, and 

today parents celebrate their daughter’s presence among a group of drunk people in the middle of 

the desert. What remained undone is to legalize(nihallil) and the illegalize (niharram) without 

consideration of honor(sharaf) and reputation(‘ard). [...][Taha addresses Zinat].You did not marry 

me. You put your class in one palm and my wealth in the other palm. This way, we become equal 

in your eyes. You are nothing but a doll, who cares only about ornament and clothes. I have not 

found any life partner in you, unfortunately. 
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Temporarily, I resist the temptation to critique Wahbi’s depiction of Taha’s views on the 

freedom of women. I shall deal with this point in a later discussion. The major implication of the 

above scene is not Taha’s objection to Zinat’s interest in being an independent woman. It is rather 

in her lack of interest in her independence and in reducing the idea being a free modern woman to 

the practice of tafarrnug, while she remains completely dependent on others.153 What Taha’s in-

laws advocate as freedom of women is primarily an objectification of the female body. They teach 

their daughter the freedom of choice by teaching her how to master foreign forms of dance and 

music, how to develop a sensibility for enjoying art originating in Egypt but through an Orientalist 

gaze while favoring tango more. They encourage her not to breastfeed her child and to hire a nanny 

to look after the child even when the child is seriously ill. They encourage the child to detach 

emotionally from the mother and to act independently, so that the mother, Zinat, can spend the 

night partying, while her son suffers from fever. 

Taha sees the interest in sustaining tafarrnug as the problem of his Cairene bourgeoisie in-

laws. They have no interest in modern notions of equity and social justice that value human 

innovation over imitation. In one occasion, Taha comes back home carrying a gift for his child. 

His in-laws fail to understand his reasons for choosing a simulation of a grinding machine over a 

more conventional toy, like a wooden horse or a plastic doll. Taha’s point is to raise the child’s 

interest and curiosity in creativity rather than buying him a toy, which teaches him how to repeat 

and imitate. Similarly, Taha’s Cairene bourgeoisie in-laws fail to understand Taha’s motivations 

for inviting the workers for dinner at his villa; they fail to see his stance as an expression of 

                                                 
153 Wahbi’s view of the freedom of woman and her individualism in relation to modernity appear best in  in 

the movie Jr. Madiha (al-Avukatu Madiha, 1950). 
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gratitude to the workers as business partners. To the mutafarrnigin, Taha advocates communist 

values. They fail to see that he is not anti-modern; he is anti-tafarrnug. 

Kamal Salim took the critique of tafarrnug a step forward by representing modes of local 

resistance to the mutafarrnigin in al-Mazahir (Appearances, dir. Kamal Salim, 1945). A new 

bourgeoisie class that emerged in Egypt after the end of WWII led that resistance. The emerging 

bourgeoisie class could not resist tafarrnug on its own because the financial interest of the class 

members was bound by their acceptance in the existing Cairene bourgeoisie social circles and by 

their adherence to tafarrnug. That new bourgeoisie class leaned more towards awlad al-balad and 

supported their resistance to tafarrnug. 

7. Enforcement of Tafarrnug and Resistance to It 

Al-Mazahir traces the struggle of Mahmud (starring Yahya Shahin), a young mechanic, who 

advocates socialist views among awlad al-balad living in Bab al-Sha‘iriyya, a popular 

neighborhood in Cairo. Mahmud’s tragedy begins when his beloved and neighbor Haniyya moves 

out of the neighborhood to live with her uncle, Radwan. The latter makes his wealth during the 

war and lives in the neighborhood of Zamalik, by then the bedrock of Cairene bourgeoisie families. 

There, Haniyya is introduced to the life of feudal dependency, which she, temporarily, favors over 

the socialist views of Mahmud.  

Al-Mazahir differs in its critique of tafarrnug than earlier movies in two ways. As 

mentioned earlier,  the movie introduced local resistance to tafarrnug. Earlier movies make it a 

pre-condition for awlad il-balad or the peasants to be educated and to have exposure to European 

culture (mostly French), to be admitted for living under the same roof with the mutafarrnigin. In 
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earlier movies also a mediator(an educated subaltern) often spoke for the uneducated subaltern,  

who has no exposure to Europe, as was the case of Taha in Ibn al-Haddad and  Ibrahim in Bint 

Dhawat. In al-Mazahir, we come across awlad al-balad who has no encounter with Europe and 

its values of modernity and who reside in Bab al-Sha’iriyya, a popular neighborhood in Cairo. To 

them, tafarrnug is nothing but an unjust practice that has nothing to do with becoming modern. 

By allowing awlad al-balad to critique tafarrnug without resorting to a mediator, Salim empowers 

the subaltern to claim their space on the screen as a constructed public sphere. 

The depiction of tafarrnug in the movie is introduced through the character of Munira. The 

following scene depicts Radwan and his wife Munira in conflict over the cultural code of 

communication that ought to be used in their daily life: 

 

Gizawi: I beg your pardon, your excellency. 

Radwan: What is it? What do you want Gizawi? 

Munira: [Shouting at her husband]Radwan, that is impossible! When are you going to stop 

behaving in an indigenous (baladi) way? I told you a thousand times not to call him Gizawi 

R: [Sarcastically]Do you prefer if I import a name for him?[addressing Gizawi] Is not Gizawi your 

name? 

M: [answered on behalf of Gizawi] Yes, but at my Dad’s house, we used to call him Jizi 

G: That is true. The pasha used to call me Jizi and the noble brothers of the lady used to also call 

me Jizi. 

M:[adressing her husband Radwan] Please do not confuse the ambiance. Here, we live in Zamalik, 

not in Bab al-Sha’iriyya. 

R: Did Bab al-Sha‘iriyya commit a sin(kafarit)? Why did you marry a man from Bab al-Sha‘iriyya, 

if you grew up in Garden City? But I shall overlook all that nonsense talk! [addressing Gizawi]Why 

did you interrupt us, Mr.Jizi? 

G: There is a girl outside. She looks indigène and pauvres. 

R: [Addressing his wife] What does indigène mean? Ma’am, please translate! 

M: [laughs] Jizi meant to say that she is an indigenous (baladi) girl. 

R: An indigenous girl! 

J: Yes, your Excellency and she also said she is your relative! 

R: My relative! I do not have any relatives alive. 

J: She explained to me that she is your niece  
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R: My niece! 

J: Her name is Haniya, your Excellency.  

R: Haniya! That is true. I remember now. 

M: Is she the daughter of your brother Mubarak? 

R:[addressing Gizawi] Invite her in! 

J: Where do you want me to invite her, your Excellency? Certainly, you do not want me to invite 

her here inside the salon? Her looks...[interrupted] 

R: That is nonsense! Hurry up and do as I said. Invite her in. 

M: [Addressing her husband] Radwan, this girl should not know anything about her share of 

inheritance. 

R: How come? Is not that her right? Do you want me to steal her money? Was not my brother my 

partner in the mills? 

M: When he used to be your partner, the mills were facing foreclosure, and you used to live in dust 

and mud in dirty narrow slums. 

R: Munira, those dirty narrow slums gave you the money which enabled you to live in the clean 

houses with those high ceilings. 

M: Rudi, behave yourself. 

R: My name is not Rudi. My name is Radwan. Do not make me a Khawaga, please. 

 

 In the above scene, the tension between Radwan and Munira is a byproduct of Munira’s 

interest in tafarrnug. Munira names everything around her in French; she uses short forms of 

Arabic names for her husband  and butler. Instead of  the Arabic name Radwan, Munira calls her 

husband ‘Rudi.’ Instead of  the name ‘Gizawi,’ an adjective relating the butler to the neighborhood 

of Giza, Munira calls her butler, Jizi. Jizi is a short form that follows the same pattern used in  

English to shorten the long form of James into Jimy and  John into Johny. Munira’s butler is aware 

of her interest in tafarrnug. The butler often tries to please Munira by calling her Lady Rudi.  

Resistance to tafarrnug featuers in the conflict between the butler Jizi (starring Muhammad 

al-Dib)  and Umm ‘Azzuz, a bint balad nanny(starring Fardus Muhammad  ) who used to work at 

Radwan’s house before he marries Munira and moves to  Zamalik. Unlike Jizi, Umm ‘Azzuz 
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refuses to accept the new norms of tafarrnug enforced by Munira. In the following scene, Umm 

‘Azzuz challenges Munira’s enforcement of  tafarrnug: 

Radwan: Please listen carefully! 

Umm ‘Azzuz: Yes, master (si) Radwan. 

Munira: My blood boils when I hear you say, master (si).  Where do you think you live? We do 

not live in an ally here. He is to be addressed as the bey. Address him with “Your Excellency.” 

U: I cannot. My tongue is not used to this title. I  am used to address  him master (si)Radwan. That 

is how it used to be when I lived in his father’s house. Even when he becomes a pasha, I will still 

address him as master (si) Radwan. 

R:[Addressing his wife] Please keep yourself busy with your Khawaga Jizi and leave us to our 

norms/understandings (akhlaqna). We are awlad balad. 

 

The tension in the above scene is not only a class tension. Umm ‘Azzuz is aware her status as a 

servant in Radwan’s house, but she also thinks that she is a member of Radwan’s family and she 

is entitles to an opinion in the family affairs. That is how she used to be treated in the house of 

Radwan’s father in the allies of the popular neighborhood of Bab al-Sha’iriyya. The tension arises 

because of Munira’s interest in suppressing Umm ‘Azzuz’s status as a member of Radwan’s 

family. Through her attempt to enforce tafarrnug, Munira stresses the inferiority of Umm ‘Azzuz, 

who refuses to be programmed like a French maid. To Umm ‘Azzuz, the idea of accepting to 

behave like Jizi means to accept to be treated as inferior. Apart from her explicit resistance to 

tafarrnug in her dialogues, Salim highlights Umm ‘Azzuz’s resistance to tafarrnug through her 

apparel and her name.  

Umm ‘Azzuz is not addressed with her first name. She is addressed in her kunya as a way 

of showing respect. By the same token, she respects Radwan and is used to calling him in Egyptian 

colloquial si, a short form for the colloquial sidi, which could be traced to the Standard  Arabic 

word my master/lord (sayyidi). In many occasions, the word signifies a master-servant 
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relationship. The word even becomes a symbol of a woman’s inferiority to her husband as Naguib 

Mahfouz shows in The Trilogy. In many other occasions, the word is used to show respect between 

wife and husband. The equivalent of the masculine si is the feminine sitti or sitt, which translates 

literally as a lady. We know for example that the famous singer Umm Kulthum used to be called 

al-sitt to acknowledge her respected status as ‘the lady’ or the diva of Egypt or Arabic singing. 

The mutual respect between Umm ‘Azzuz and Radwan infuriates Munira because it challenges 

her efforts to impose tafarrnug as the one and only way to ‘become-modern.’ 

In addition to allowing the subaltern, Umm ‘Azzuz, to speak,  Salim heightens Umm 

‘Azzuz’s  resistance to tafarrnug through her choice of dress code. Mostly, she dresses in the 

famous black silk scarf (tarha) and galabiya, a common dress for  a middle age bint balad. In all 

of her scenes with Jizi and any mutafarrnigin, Umm ‘Azzuz is depicted in her traditional dress. 

This, however, is not necessarily a stance against modern fashion.  After all, Salim depicts Umm 

‘Azzuz wearing a more modern looking dress and carrying an umbrella. Umm ‘Azzuz helps 

Radwan’s niece, Haniyya, to dress fashinably and acquire a modern outlook. In one scene, Umm 

‘Azzuz does not pay attention to the prejudices of a tarbrush maker (tarabishi), who picks on Umm 

‘Azzuz and tries to tease her by calling her ‘ma’am umbrella’ to stigmatize her a westernized 

woman. The character of the tarbrush maker (starring ‘Abd al-‘Aziz Khalil )is framed as a negative 

representation of tradition. He  behaves like a thug in his popular neighborhood; he forces people 

to wear the tarbrush and opposes social change. His character is used to depict a counter-modern 

reaction that reduces tradition to a question of form on which he thrives and makes his wealth.  
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Despite attempts of resistance, it seems that tafarrnug becomes more dominant after 

WWII. By 1945,  the same actor who plays Radwan’s character plays another role that represents 

tafarrnug as a Faustian temptation among Awlad al-balad. Wahbi, in Safir Jahannam (The 

Ambassador of Hell, dir. Yusuf Wahbi, 1945) introduces tafarrnug as a product of a new capitalist 

economy resulting from the United States growing influence in the region after WWII. The  new 

tafarrnug intensifies the gap between classes and gives the new Cairene bourgeoisie class more 

power and control than it already has. Here Wahbi takes the critique of tafarrnug a step forward; 

tafarrnug shifts from of being a delusive amour-propre and false conciouness of modernity to 

being an instrumental use of reason. 

8. An American Based Tafarrnug  

Safir Jahannam is written and directed by Yusuf Wahbi. The movie is a classic thriller that presents 

Satan on the screen for the first time in the history of Egyptian cinema. Wahbi frames the movie 

as A Thousand and One Nights story. The first narrator is a mother telling her daughter about the 

new film presented in cinema by Yusuf bey Wahbi. The second frame of narration is a dream. The 

hero, Ramadan ‘Abd al-Khallaq(starring Fu’ad Shafiq) is a primary school teacher; he goes to bed 

angry after having a bad day at work and a fight with his children and wife. The influence of The 

Nights on the narration can hardly be grasped from the cinematography. Much of the influence 

shows in the dialogue, which Wahbi writes in the form of a rhymed colloquial prose.  

Safir Jahannam constructs tafarrnug as a  Faustian temptation. This  is evident in the 

representation of Satan in the movie. When we first meet Satan, we see a classic imagination of 

Satan as a twisted human figure. The popular myth about Satan in Egypt is that it does not appear 
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in its original form.  Satan thus appears in disguise throughout the movie. Of all the possible forms 

of disguise that Wahbi could have chosen to frame and present Satan, he chooses the character of 

Bahir ‘Irfan, a lawyer who comes from the United States(bilad al-Amirikan) to make a deal with 

Ramadan ‘Abd al-Khallaq.  

The deal between Satan and Ramadan entails that Ramadan betrays his conscience by 

taking a false oath that he has a twin brother who migrated to America long time back and died 

there. In return, Ramdan will inherit the wealth of that alleged brother. Giving up on the prayers, 

which Ramadan finds useless as  it does not save him from poverty or cure his sick wife, Ramadan 

decides to take the false oath. 

As the journey of Ramadan's temptation unfolds, Wahbi constructs a correlation between 

Satan and European forms of luxury as well as modern inventions. Consider for the example the 

transformation of Satan in above and Wahbi’s choice of apparel. Satan looks like Charles Boyer 

in Gass Light (1944, dir. George Dewey Cukor), the well-known Hollywood thriller, which is 

released in Egypt as Wahbi was working on his movie in Nasiban Studio. Satan also is depicted 

playing classic music. Of all the notes that Wahbi could have chosen, he makes Satan play 

Beethoven’s Death Note. Wahbi’s Satan is technologically advanced. He has a lab in which he 

uses advanced machines to create his schemes. When Satan tries to tempt the son of Ramadan, he 

resorts to Cocaine, which is, by then a recent drug. Also, when Satan tempts the son to kill a belly 

dancer, with whom the son falls in love, Satan gives the son dynamite to blow the theater, while 

the dancer is on stage. Satan’s two assistants, Samir (starring ‘Abd all-Ghani al-Sayyid) and 

Samira (starring Layla Fawzi), abide by French code of dress. When Satan transforms his assistants 



  

 

218 

 

from being statues into human form, they greet Ramadan and his wife in French. They say, “a 

votre service madame...a votre service monsieur.” Similarly, the scenes, in which Ramadan is 

introduced to luxury, emphasize the consumption of European forms of luxury through the 

presence of the tailor, who also speaks French and introduces Ramadan to different dress codes 

according to different occasions.  

Wahbi uses the reaction of Ramadan and his wife towards the French code of apparel to 

critique tafarrnug. Their comments show how tafarrnug acts on the body to control it and hence 

to regulate the imagination of what is an ideal body and an ideal luxury. Ramadan and his wife 

already has a local schema for the expressions of wealth and its luxury. For example, Ramadan’s 

imagination of luxurious dress has to do with silk suits made in the city of Mahalla, famous for its 

production of fabric and later its textile industry. Ramadan’s wife wants a colorful scarf (mandil 

bi-quya) with crystal beads to look richer. However, as Satan argues, there is no way to introduce 

Ramadan and his wife to the Cairene bourgeoisie community without mastering tafarrnug. 

Therefore, it is important to start by shaping the body according to the European criteria of body 

fitness, which means Ramadan and his wife must lose weight, receive massage, and go into an 

oven just like cars go into the oven. This scene shows the transfer of the body of awlad al-balad 

from being human bodies to being commodities. 

Wahbi relates the commodification of the body to the adherence of American tafarrnug, 

which he sees as more dangerous than European tafarrnug for the former leads to a systematic 

lack of integrity in society. Consider the following scene depicting an argument between Ramadan 

and his superior at school:  
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Headmaster: So, you failed the student ‘Ali Khatir. Why did you give the student seven points in 

Arabic, two in history, and one in geography? 

Ramadan: Sir, the student, deserved zero points in every subject. 

H: What! Do you want to close the school and shut down my business? 

R: God forbid, Sir! 

H: Don’t you know that the father of the student is a very wealthy man? He might think we 

neglected his son’s education and he might send the child to another school. Moreover, all that 

fuss would happen just because you refused to give a few extra credits. Let us see; you gave the 

student seven in Arabic. This grade is unfair; his handwriting looks exquisite. 

R: What has his handwriting got to do with his knowledge of the language? 

H: Well, let me explain to you the connection in one line like the one they use in newspapers’ 

headlines. It is because he is the son of Khatir pasha 

R: I do not understand! 

H: You do not need to understand. Let us add eight credits for his handwriting. This way he will 

pass in Arabic. Let us move to his grade in geography. You gave him one. Could you explain 

why? 

R: He said that Paris was the capital of the USA. 

H: How do we know he was wrong? Nobody can guarantee borders of countries these days. He 

is a foresighted kid. Add ten points for his foresight and add another four points for his sense of 

humor. 

R: Points for sense of humor! How is that possible? 

H: Sense of humor, these days, is one of the main reasons of success. What remains is his grade 

in  history. Did you give him two points? It is discrimination! 

R:  He said that de Lesseps discovered America. 

H: So what! Is Christopher Columbus any better than de Lesseps? Are you making exceptions 

for Columbus and discriminating against de Lesseps? Did you see Columbus while discovering 

America with your own eyes? 

R: And how about his answer to the second question on who built the pyramids? 

H: What was his answer? 

R: Greta Garbo! 

H: [Laughs] That kid’s sense of humor is hysterical. It is a big advertisement for our monuments 

because Greta Garbo is more famous than [the pyramids of] Khufu and Manqara‘. The kid must 

pass in all subjects. Have a good day, Mr. Ramadan ‘Abd al-Khallaq. 

R: But this is a matter of integrity! 

H: Get out of here! Idiot! 

 

The above scene depicts a conflict over the ethics of education between Ramadan and the school’s  

headmaster. The later objects to Ramadan’s grading system and urges him to change the grades so 

that the student called ‘Ali  Khatir,  passes.  To the headmaster, it is crucial to increase the number 
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of students who belongs to upper-class families.  That ensures the financial stability of the school, 

which the headmaster considers first to be a mere business. Ramadan considers the headmaster’s 

interference in the grading system a sign of corruption and absence of integrity, which Wahbi 

blames on the commodification of the educational process. Commodification brings about 

contradictions evident in Ramadan’s grasp of the lack of integrity in society, despite the visible 

presence of metaphors signifying integrity everywhere around him. For example, the school itself 

is named Public Integrity School (madrasit al-dhimma al-ahliyya). The headmaster has a picture 

on the wall showing the word ‘integrity’ framed. Ironically, the scene frames integrity as 

proportional. To the headmaster, there is a fundamental crisis in integrity around the world and in 

the act of writing the history of this world. The headmaster perceives the discovery of America by 

Cristopher Columbus and the Suez Canal project initiated by de Lesseps as two faces of the same 

coin i.e. both are colonialist projects. Wahbi used the headmaster’s arguments as a form of political 

satire on the instabilities of social norms caused by the instabilities of borders of countries due to 

WWII. The headmaster finds those norms to be as unpredictable as the boundaries of states. As 

the movie unfolds, Ramadan’s American tafarrnug does not change his deteriorating economic 

situation. Rather it makes him fall in more debt. And the movie becomes an allegory for the 

consequences of an American tafarrnug, which more is drastic than European tafarrnug.  

Tafarrnug, be it European or American, produces a form focused counter-tafarrnug 

reaction in which the female body becomes a battleground for the proponents of tafarrnug and the 

advocates of counter-tafarrnug. Nothing reveals how the counter-tafarrnug position is a form-
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focused reaction to tafarrnug than the monolog on modernity (madaniyya) in Sayyid Ziyada’s film 

Khadra wa-l-Sindibad al-Qibli (Khadra and the Southern Sindbad, dir. Sayyid Ziyada, 1951).  

9. A Form-Focused Counter-Tafarrnug Stance 

Khadra wa-l-Sindibad al-Qibli is a light romance comedy. It is the second film in a series of 

movies produced by the brothers Ziyada, who formed The People Film Company (Sharikat Aflam 

al-Sha‘b). The first film in the series is Mughamarat Khadra (The Adventures of Khadra dir. 

Sayyid Ziyada, 1950). Both movies are inspired by the release of Hollywood’s Sinbad the Sailor 

(dir. Richard Wallace, 1947), influenced by The One Thousand and One Nights. The influence of 

the Nights in Ziyada’s movie appears in his use of rhymed colloquial prose. Also, Ziyada adopts 

the classic imagination of The Nights. He makes Khadra’s father dress like Sindbad; he uses 

Rimsky-Korsakov’s Scheherazade as a soundtrack in some scenes. 

Unlike previous filmmakers, whose works are discussed in this section, the brothers Ziyada 

grew up in rural Egypt near Tanta. Sayyid Ziyada used to work as a journalist in the popular variety 

magazine al-Lata’if al-Musawwara. He was a poet and a songwriter. Albeit not as famous as 

Karim and Wahbi, Ziyada started producing movies as early as 1935; he made more than sixty 

features. Many of his movies presented a melodramatic imagination of the migration from the 

country to the city; he focused on the misfortunes that befell non-Cairene women when 

encountering the norms of a Cairene bourgeoisie community. He also tackled topics like honor 

killing and arranged marriages.  

In the Khadra series, Ziyada presents a character-based comedy i.e. the comic effect or the 

humor is driven by a persona invented by the performer, and it often relies on stereotypes. For 
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example, the character of Khadra is a stereotype of a young woman from Upper Egypt. Ziyada 

frames the character of Khadra as rich, illiterate, judgmental, and conservative. In the following 

discussion, I show how Ziyada’s employment of the stereotype is mainly a tactic, not meant to 

ridicule Upper Egyptian women, as much as it is used critique the Cairene bourgeoisie tafarrnug.  

The depiction of tafarrnug in the Ziyada’s movies took the critique of tafarrnug to its peak 

by framing the mutafarrnigin as a criminal gang using tafarrnug as a camouflage for criminal 

activities to control rural bourgeoisie wealth by means of identity theft. It is imperative to note 

here that Ziyada’s movies were also critical of the rural bourgeoisie as far as the problem of the 

accumulation and transfer of wealth is concerned. For instance, in Mughamarat of Khadra, 

Khadra’s father is criticized for saving money in gold instead of investing his money in developing 

the farming communities. Part two, Khadra wa-l-Sindibad al-Qibli questions the injustice that 

often befalls the peasants, when the court assigns a mutafarrnig as a custodian of a trust fund.  

It is imperative here to mention that I read the two parts of the Khadra series as one unit. 

By doing so, I consider the thematic unity of the two movies. I by no means intend to overlook the 

dramatic context of each movie and the slight variation in the plot dynamics.154 I find it imperative 

to read the two movies as one unit, because the construction of the character of Khadra as the main 

voice, which critiques tafarrnug, starts in the first part of the series. It is inaccurate to interpret 

Khadra’s counter-tafarrnug reaction in the modernity monolog—sang in the second part of the 

                                                 
154 In both movies, Ziyada kept his entire primary cast unchanged. Even when he replaced some of the cast, 

the replacement did not affect the characterization. Some of the cast replacements involved replacing the 

actors playing the role of the mutafarrnigin such as replacing actor Mimi Shakib with her sister actor Zuzu 

Shakib. The two characters of the male mutafarrnigin were reduced to one character. Khadra’s naive father 

(starring Hasan Fayiq) in part two, replaced Khadra’s naïve brother (starring Isma‘il Yasin) in part one. 
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series—without taking into consideration Khadra’s celebration of Cairo as the land of 

enlightenment, a song that she sings in the first movie.  

Mughamarat Khadra is the first part of the series. The film follows the challenges facing 

Khadra, who wants to protect her inheritance, over which two parties are competing. The first 

party is depicted as a group of greedy rural bourgeoisie characters. The second party is depicted 

as a group of Cairene bourgeoisie characters, whom Khadra’s father identifies, mistakenly, as his 

nephews and nieces. To introduce Khadra, Ziyada utilizes reaction shots of Khadra’s father and 

village men praising Khadra for being smarter (ansah) than her brother Faris (starring Isma‘il 

Yasin). We know that village men value and respect Khadra’s opinions and that they often consult 

her. Khadra first appears in the movie singing for her recently born buffalo that fell sick. The 

buffalo is Khadra’s favorite pet, which she considers more of a family member. In the eyes of the 

village woman, who milks her buffalo every day and has bond with it as a source of income, the 

scene is familiar and normal. However, the scene is funny to the Cairene bourgeoisie, because it 

confirms their stereotype of a village woman, whose life is tied to the buffalo. The Cairene 

bourgeoisie often refer to that stereotype in Egyptian colloquial as “She comes from the buffalo 

side” (gayya min wara al-gamusa). The implication is that the village woman grows up behaving 

in the same way a buffalo does. That is to say, the village woman is rude and unable to express her 

thoughts in what the Cairene bourgeoisie approve of as ‘civilized manner,’ because a village 

woman spends a lot of her time in a context of non-verbal communication while attending to her 

buffalo’s needs.  
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Khadra’s first encounter with tafarrnug is when her alleged Cairene bourgeoisie cousins 

visit the village. When she first meets them, she comments, “I do not know I have cousins who 

know how to dress so nicely.” The comment implies that she is impressed by their European code 

of dress and that she finds her cousins less conservative than she imagines them to be. However, 

Khadra listens to her father’s criticism of her views about her cousins. The father sums up her 

inability to understand their less conservative attitude as her failure to understand the idea of 

‘becoming-modern,’ which Khadra’s father describes in his vernacular as ‘the modernity of Cairo’ 

(al-tumuddun bita‘ Masr). Cairo then, to Khadra, becomes the land of light (nur), a common 

metaphor for enlightenment (tanwir). When Khadra travels with her alleged cousins to Cairo, she 

sings celebrating her expected experience of enlightenment in Cairo: 

Here I am I left my village to the land of light (bilad al-nur) 

[Repetition] 

Will I find justice and equity (atnisif) and live for months and years? 

Will go back to the village tormented with sorrow? 

How puzzling are these thoughts!  

If only I can predict the future! 

 

Khadra has many expectations of Cairo, where she hopes to find social justice. While Khadra 

develops a gaze at her Cairene cousins’ adherence to modern code of dress and social practices, 

Khadra’s gaze is initially part of what could be described as the usual suspicion of unfamiliar social 

practices. Ziyada invests in depicting a stereotypical reaction of the peasnt towards the unfamiliar 

practices of the city. Chief among the unfamiliar practices that receive Khadra’s gaze are the scenes 

of women smoking cigarettes, men paying attention to facial grooming in public, a woman feeling 

free to take off her stockings in front of men, owning nude pictures in the house, installing statues 

inside and outside the house. 
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A paradigm shift takes place in Khadra’s attitude towards the Cairene bourgeoisie’ 

adherence to a modern code of dress, when she travels with her Cairene bourgeoisie cousins to 

Alexandria. While on the beach, girls dressed in bikini exercise the inferiority-gaze at Khadra, 

because of her dress. When she asks Kamal(starring Kamal al-Shinnawi), a pianist that she meets 

and falls in love with, about the reason the girls are laughing, Kamal replies, “Did not I tell you 

that people will find the way you dress funny.” The same way Mizrahi employs the character of 

Samira in Layla Bint al-Rif, Ziyada employs the character of Kamal to transfer to Khadra the 

inferiority-gaze of the mutafarrnigin at the peasant woman. The inferiority-gaze that Khadra 

experiences on the beach produces a counter- tafarrnug reaction. That reaction focuses primarily 

on the rejection of the idea of ‘being-modern’ as expressed in form. Ziyada does not depict that 

rejection explicitly. He depicts a process of a negotiation of Khadra’s amour-propre through a 

negotiation of the choice of apparel. This idea unfolds in two scenes. The first is Khadra’s song in 

which she criticizes the beach practices.  

On the beach, Khadra’s initial unfamiliarity-gaze at modern forms of dress changes to a 

reactionary immorality-gaze, which can initially be interpreted as the male-gaze. But Ziyada gives 

equal attention to the depiction of both male and female bodies in bathing suits. That seems to 

suggest that the object of the gaze is the beach practices, which Khadra considers a degradation to 

local inhabitants (ahl al-balad), who overlooked, what Khadra described as, ‘propriety’ (adab) 

and ‘local norms of respectability’ (hishma). The connection between the gaze of inferiority that 

Khadra experience on the beach and the negotiation of her amour-propre is constructed in her 

interior monolog below: 
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Khadra: Does he love me as I love him. I do not think so. He is in a higher social status than I am. 

He looks like a francophone (ala franka) young man. He sees every day hundreds of beautiful 

Cairene girls who know how to dress as francophone (farankawi); they speak foreign languages 

(yurtunu) and dance. Why cannot I be like them? I must be like them! 

 

Torn between her condemnation of the inferiority-gaze and the effect of the gaze on her, Khadra 

starts daydreaming of herself as a Cairene bourgeoisie woman who masters tafarrnug. Ziyada 

presents this conflict and its negotiation in Khadra’s choice of dress in the dream. On the one hand, 

the dream scene depicts Khadra’s desire to preserve her village dress. Khadra’s conscience blames 

her for mistakenly thinking that she needs to change her dress code to appeal to Kamal, while he 

is not a mutafarrnig. On the other hand, the scene reveals Khadra’s desire to prove that she is equal 

to the mutafarrnigin; she fancies showing her ability to master the attributes of tafarrnug by 

mastering French language and fashion.   

As the story unfolds, Khadra finds nothing of modernity in Cairo but tafarrnug. The exception is, 

of course, Kamal. Therefore, Ziyada constructs the character of Khadra more conscious of the gaze 

of inferiority in the second part and more ready to fight back. Unlike Mizrahi, Ziyada does not 

make the peasant woman participate in a scheme to prove her equality through her ability to master 

tafarrnug. Ziyada directly gives the peasant woman voice and allows her to critique tafarrnug as 

an exclusive and false consciousness modernity. 

The second part, Khadra wa-l-Sindibad al-Qibli (Khadra and the Upper Egyptian Sindbad, 

dir. al-Sayyid Ziyada, 1951) tells the story of Muhsin pasha (starring ‘Abbas Faris), who loses his 

sanity after he knows that Lula, his daughter and heir residing in Brazil, passed away. His nephew 

Zaki (starring Mahmud al-Miligi) and his girlfriend Fifi (starring Zuzu Shakib) manage to get a 
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court order that makes Zaki the legal guardian of the pasha’s estate. The manager of the estate, 

Fu’ad (starring Kamal al-Shinnawi), comes to know about the falsity of Lula’s death news. Fu’ad 

sought Lula’s help to save her father and his wealth. Lula is scheduled to arrive in Cairo to save 

her father, but she postpones her trip suddenly. Faced with the delay of Lula’s flight and the 

possibility that Zaki can act on the court order, Fu’ad convinces an Upper Egyptian village girl by 

the name of Khadra to introduce herself to Zaki and his Cairene bourgeoisie social circles as Lula. 

Fu’ad has met Khadra in the train coming from Bani Suwayif to Cairo. Khadra was taking the train 

to al-Wasta, a stop on the way between Cairo and Bani Suwayif, to treat her father, a fisherman 

who suffers from a mental disorder. The father (Starring Hasan Fayiq) lost his mind after watching 

the Hollywood blockbuster Sinbad the Sailor (dir. Richard Wallace, 1947). He identifies with the 

character of Sindbad to the extent that he dresses and behaves like Sindbad; he also calls himself 

the ‘southern Sindbad’ (al-sindibad al-qibli). The title is to differentiate himself from the Sindbad 

of Hollywood, whom Khadra’s father considers northerner (bahari). The distinction also serves 

the purpose of emphasizing Khadra’s identity as southern girl vis-à-vis northern girls (banat 

bahari), who are often stereotyped in the south as less conservative and more leaning towards 

tafarrnug.  

The movie critiques the lack of infrastructure in the village by showing how Khadra has to 

travel from her village to the peripheral city of Bani Suwayf and to the center of the state, Cairo, 

just to find a doctor and treat her father. Ziyada took the criticism of tafarrnug a step ahead by 

framing tafarrnug not only as a criminal activity but also as a sham (fashrr). That is to say; the 

mutafarrnigin lacks integrity even when mastering their tafarrnug. For example, Zaki has doubts 
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that Khadra is lying about her identity as Lula. When Khadra is introduced as Brazilian-Egyptian 

Lula to the Cairene bourgeoisie community, Zaki decides to test her Spanish. The only Cairene 

bourgeoisie person who knows Spanish turns out to be faking it. In another occasion, the manager 

of the estate, Fu’ad, tells Khadra that she can fake tafarrnug to appear as Lula. Ironically, Khadra 

assures Fu’ad that she memorizes all the etiquette. She cannot pronounce the word ‘etiquette’ 

correctly and often mispronounce it as ‘kitikat’ that sounds in Arabic like the colloquial word 

‘katakit’ translating as ‘baby chicken.’ Khadra’s statement “Do not worry I memorized all the 

kitikat [i.e. etiquette]” (ma-tikhafishi hafazt al-kitikit kulluh), became one of the most popular jokes 

referred to in day-to-day conversations in Egypt until today.  

The irony of the second part, however, is that Khadra responds to modernity through her 

response to tafarrnug that she rejects. She finds the traditional social roles for women more 

sensible. We see this clearly in the modernity monolog sang in the context of introducing Khadra, 

as Lula, to the Cairene bourgeoisie in Cairo. Ziyada co-authored the following monolog with 

prolific songwriter Fathi Qura: 

Galal: What a paradise the era of modernity is! 

Compare not the past to how the present is! 

The present is a paradise! Indeed it is! 

Our life progressed, and we adapted to a new lifestyle 

Our daughters went to American schools 

We transformed and understood how the world is. 

Compare not the past to how the present is! 

The present is a paradise! Indeed it is! 

 

Khadra: Cut it short! Forget it. It is a gross failure! Indeed it is. 

Pull yourselves together Mr. and Mrs.!  

What modernity are you talking about your Excellency? It is a mess. 

[Repetition] 

It is over! You have turned modernity into a mess!  
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[Repetition] 

Forget it! It is nothing but a gross failure! Indeed it is. 

 [Repetition] 

[Interruption by Cairene young woman] 

 

Cairene young woman 1:  What is she and what does “it” want? 

 

Khadra:  I want you to cover your arm for our sake! That is what I want! 

  I want you to live for your man! That is what I want! 

 I swear that if he were to sell you in the market, you won’t sell for a rusted nickel.  

That is all what your worth is. 

Forget it! It is nothing but a gross failure! Indeed it is 

 [Repetition] 

 [Interruption by old Cairene woman] 

 

Old Cairene woman: Oh, No! You became unbearably rude. 

 

Khadra: The rude is your behavior. It is no use blaming you. It  

 Makes no difference in your case. 

For how much are you selling your flesh? I hope you are selling according to law.  

Forget it! It is nothing but a gross failure! 

 

 [Interruption by another Cairene young woman] 

 

Cairene young woman 2:  Why are you so astonished? 

 Did not you have [people dressed like us] in Brazil? 

 

Khadra:  In our southern (qibli) Brazil, if you go dressed like this, you will be killed. 

  [Repetition] 

 There, if people saw a finger of my feet, I will cut it and through it in the field. 

Forget it! It is nothing but a gross failure!  

 

Cairene man: You are backward and poor. 

 

Khadra: I hope you will be too poor to live! Pull yourself together!  

Are not you ashamed of your [lack of manhood and valor]?  

Put your mustaches to some use!  

[Repetition] 

 How could you approve of your wife’s dress? Your name must be Jacki, not Jack. 

 Forget it! It is nothing but a gross failure! Indeed it is 
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Galal (starring Galal Sadiq) sings the first part of the monolog. His character is part of the 

mutafarrnigin group in the movie. His lines celebrate and mark modernity with the passage of time 

from the past, which Galal refers to as the year eight (sanat tamanya), to the present, which he 

refers to as the year nineteen hundred (alf wi-tus‘umiyya). Another marker of modernity, in the 

lines of Galal, is the education of women in American Schools, which he celebrates, because such 

education teaches women how to understand the world and adapt to new lifestyles. In support of 

Galal’s lines, earlier in the movie, Khadra’s lover Fu’ad explains to Khadra that industrialization 

is a marker of modernity for the year 1900 is no more the age of relying on mules and donkeys as 

primary means of transportation.  

The lines sang by Khadra should not be mistaken for an anti-modernity stanace. She rather 

reacts to the reduction of modernity to tafarrnug. To Khadra, who lives in the underprivileged 

region of Upper Egypt, the year 1900 and the year 1951 are still the age of mules and donkeys; the 

time is still a time when people take a mentally sick person to a Sheikh instead of taking him to a 

psychiatrist. For example, when Khadra met Fu’ad on the train, she was on her way to the town of 

al-Wasta to see a Sheikh, who can make some protection icon (hijab) to cure her father. Suffering 

from the lack of infrastructure, which societal modernization brings to the city without the 

countryside, in addition to the inferiority-gaze of the Cairene bourgeoisie at the peasants, Khadra 

reacts to Galal’s celebration modernity. The lines sang by Khadra thus are an anger release reaction 

known in Egyptian colloquial as fashsh ghill at the practice of tafarrnug. Ziyada underscores this 

idea, when he depicts Fu’ad blaming Khadra for messing his plans up (labbakhit al-dunya) with 
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her song that insulted the guests in the party. Khadra replies, “I did not mean to be rude, I just 

wanted to release my anger” (fashshayt ghilli wi-khalas).  

The Cairene stereotype of the peasant woman, which Ziyada creates in the character of 

Khadra to critique tafarrnug, reveals a dichotomy of tafarrnug and counter-tafarrnug, both of 

which commodify the female body. A modernity that is reduced to tafarrnug leads to a battle of 

gazes between the forces of tafarrnug and those of counter-tafarrnug. The battle starts with the 

Cairene bourgeoisie exercising an inferiority-gaze against the peasants, who are stereotyped as 

ignorant backward and poor for they cannot understand foreign sensibilities of dress and etiquette. 

The peasants counter respond by exercising an immorality-gaze at the mutafarrnigin who are 

perceived as less moral (see fig 76-77 below). To the peasants thus education in American schools 

make the Cairene bourgeoisie master nothing of modernity but tafarrnug and modern notions of 

social justice (insaf), which Khadra expects to see more among people with access to better social 

resources, does not exist. And the battle goes on. 

 Then the battle shifts to the female body that gets commodified and becomes a batte field. 

For example, Khadra perceives women’s bodies as flesh for sale. She perceives herself as an ideal 

chaste Upper Egyptian woman, who won’t hesitate to cut her toe, but cannot uncover it in public. 

This brutal image objectifies the body of the peasant woman as a container for the mummification 

of an imagined ideal tradition. Ziyada uses this image to transfer Khadra’s counter-tafarrnug gaze 

of immorality at Cairene women adhering to tafarrnug. For example, when Khadra mentions 

cutting her toe, the camera shifts to depict Fifi gazing at her own body covering her shoulders with 

her arms. The implication is that the mutafarrniga becomes aware of the gaze of immorality. The 
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gaze of inferiority at the peasant woman and the gaze of immorality at tafarrnug, thus, make the 

female body a battleground for the idea of tafarrnug and its reactionary counter-tafarrnug stance.   

As evident from the above discussion, tafarrnug is a delusive amour-propre and a false 

conciousness modernity, which the Cairine bourgeoisie reduced to the practice of imposing 

European and later American everyday life practices on local dining habits, dress code, house 

decor, workspaces and leisure time activities, without the internalization of modern notions of 

equity and social justice. To sustain tafarrnug as a dominant culture, the adherents of tafarrnug 

exercise patronization to regulate attempts to imagine ‘the modern;’ they install themselves as 

guardians of the local culture of the past to ensure that its interpretation serves the dominant culture 

of tafarrnug. In the following chapter, I analyze the idea ‘as if becoming-modern’ (ta‘ssul) as 

residual culture that tafarrnug tolerates. 
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CHAPTER SIX: TA ‘SSUL 

 

By the ‘as if becoming-modern’ (ta’ssul), I refer to film characters, whose understanding of 

modernity  is depicted as an attempt to establish continuity between the past and the present by 

suppressing the difference between the old and the new, the present and the past, the local and the 

foreign. Filmmakers depicted ta’ssul as a negative process, i.e. indirect and passive. The adherents 

of ta’ssul (al-muta’ssilin) were depicted celebrating  European code of dress and etiquette, while 

simultaneously condemning tafarrnug and stigmatizing it as a blind imitation of European 

practices. Al-muta’ssilin present themselves as more loayal to local traditions by emphasizing 

modernity as a proces of  resurrecting what they imagin to be an ideal past in a modern frame. 

Alternatively, they seek to cast a traditional frame on a given ‘modern’ practice, which is claimed 

to have existed as a part of the imagined ideal past. The result is ta’ssul, a delusive amour-propre 

and a false conciousness of modernity.  

 In the following discussion, I analyze the depiction of ta’ssul in Karim’s Yawm Sa ‘id and 

Yahya al-Hub (Long Live Life, dir. Muhammad Karim, 1938) as well as Wahbi’s ‘Aris Min 

Istanbul (A Groom from Istanbul, dir. Yusuf Wahbi, 1941). I discuss how the al-muta’ssilin fail 

to convince the mutafarrnigin of ta’ssul; how the muta’ssilin try to market ta’ssul among awlad 

al-balad and peasants, who either listen impatiently or shut their doors in the faces of the 

muta’ssilin. 

1. Migahid’s Cocktail: Marketing Ta’ssul as an Innovation 

Yahya al-Hub (Long Live Love, dir. Muhammad Karim, 1938) follows the story of 

Nadiya(starring Layla Murad), a student of music, who falls in love with her neighbour 
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Muhammad Fathi(starring Muhammad ‘Abd al-Wahhab) a bank clerk, who shares with Nadiya 

her passion for music and singing. The story takes a sharp turn, when Nadiya mistakenly accuses 

Muhammad of not being the modern gentleman he claims. The following scene depicts Nadiya at 

the very beginning of the movie before falling in love with Muhammad. Nadiya breaks up her 

engagement with Migahid bey (starring Amin Wahba), a professor of entomology:  

Nadiya: Did not you come to tell me you  discovered, after research and investigation, that I am 

not qualified to be your bride? 

Nadiya’s Father: Not qualified. How dare he! 

Migahid: Nadiya! 

N: This situation is indeed very sad. What is sad isn’t the breakup. Rather, it is our engagement. 

How did it even happen? A woman who spends her entire day learning music and her evenings 

going to movies can never be fit to marry a serious man, who is a professor of entomology in 

whatever bloody college! 

M: No Nadiya! Music and cinema are not the points of conflict. It is true that music does not appeal 

to my ear, but I can’t deny its benefits. We often use music to tame insects, which I teach its life 

cycle. And nobody can make fun of cinema. I teach most of my lectures on the life of the insect 

and its anatomy through cinema [Nadiya smiles. Migahid notices her smile]. What is it that you 

find so funny? 

Nadiya: Nothing! You know how sometimes when I want to cry, it looks like I am smiling. But I 

am happy to hear you saying so, because [your words] explain many issues that my father would 

ask me about, but I wont have answers for him. 

N: Like What? 

Nadiya: Like why Migahid drives you crazy! 

M: What is it about me that drive you crazy? I lecture in front of three hundred male and female 

students. 

Nadiya’s Father: [addressing Migahid] I don't understand what is the big deal here? You proposed 

to Nadiya, and now she is turning down the proposal.  

M: [Addressing Nadiya] Breakup, then, should not be considered my fault. I tried to leave my 

imprints on your personality. I tried to make you a carbon-copy of myself. I tried to explain to you 

that tea contains poision that could be neutralized by adding more sugar. But you would prefer to 

drink tea without sugar. Even when it came to colors, I tried to change your view. Who would 

agree with you that the red is less refined than champagne pink? 

N: I do not understand what point are you trying to make here. Are you trying to prove to me that 

I am superficial? Nadiya, for your information, I think we should stay apart for some time and 

think more about our relationship. This is not a breakup. 
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Karim employs the character of Migahid bey to depict ta’ssul in Yahya al-Hub. Migahid’s ta’ssul 

features in his desire to establish continuity between an imagined ideal past and reductionist 

understanding of a modern present, which Migahid approachs through instrumental rationality. To 

construct Migahid’s ta’ssul, Karim depicts Migahid paying attention to European code of dress 

and etiquette. All through the movie, Migahid dresses in a suit and tarbush or in a tailcoat. At the 

same time, Migahid insists on using standard Arabic in his conversation. In the above scene, for 

example, Migahid emphasizes the tanwin in words like ‘pardon me,’ (ma‘dhiratan), ‘Well’ 

(hasanan), ‘Goodbye’( wada‘an). Not only that the tanwin is dropped in colloquial, but the 

standard Arabic expressions, which Migahid uses, are not commonly used in day-to-day 

conversation. The colloquial equivalent for ma‘dhiratan is ma’allish and the colloquial for 

hasanan is kuwayyis. Migahid’s insertion of standard expression in his day-to-day conversation 

with Nadiya serve the purpose of depicting Migahid indulging in the creation of an artificial 

construct; it frames his amour-propre of modernity as artificial. That artificially reaches its peak 

when Migahid refuses to acknowledge that there is a fundamental conflict between his 

instrumental view of a modern invention like film and Nadiya’s view of film as art. Karim frames 

Migahid’s view as negative through Nadiya’s attitude towards him. For example,  she sarcastically 

smiles and says, “You know how sometimes when I cry, it looks like I am smiling.” The 

implication is that if Migahid cannot realize the apparent contradiction between film as art and the 

instrumental use of film, he might as well not notice the visible sarcastic smile at Nadiya’s face 

and take it for a cry. The problem of Migahid’s ta’ssul is that it eventually turnes out to be 

totalitarian i.e. he tries to impose his reductionist understanding of modernity as ta’ssul on his 
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fiancee. Migahid cannot accept Nadiya as a modern woman,  a person who can think, choose and 

act according to her will.  To Migahid,  Nadiya’s modernity means that she has to imitate, to follow 

his choices and his instrumental reason.In short, she has to follow ta’ssul or else she fails to be 

modern. 

To frame Migahid as a caricature, Karim depicts Migahid’s ta’ssul as a hypocritical 

practice. There is always a contradiction between Migahid’s amour-propre of modernity and his 

subject position on modern social values especially those pertaining to the modern social roles of 

women. For example, Nadiya and Muhammad had a fight after which the latter refuses to sing in 

the party unless Nadiya leaves the party. Migahid, who is also in the party, blames Muhammad for 

his rude behavior. Migahid says to Muhammad, “How dare you insult a woman like that.” To 

Migahid, it is not insulting to deny a woman her equal will to choose and act in society as long as 

discrimination against women is not done in public. For Migahid, the modern civilizational image 

is the amour-propre that he strives to sustain at any cost. Another instance in which Karim ridiculed 

Migahid’s ta’ssul as hypocritical is in Migahid’s bar scene. Migahid is depicted undecided whether 

or not to have a drink for he is concerned about inebriation. While sitting at the bar, Migahid asks 

the bartender, “ If we mix gin, lemon, with ice and add an egg, what would you call this drink?” 

The waiter replies, “It would still be called a cocktail.” Migahid disagrees and says, “No, it will be 

called Migahid’s cocktail.” While the invention of gin is often traced to the mid-seventeenth 

century, the twentieth-century popular gin and tonic is a modern drink. In tropical British colonies, 

gin is used to mask the bitter flavor of quinine, which is the only effective anti-malarial compound. 

Migahid‘s attempt to spoof the effect gin by calling the drink after his name, is part of Karim’s 
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tactic to show how Migahid’s ta’ssul makes him unable to accept ‘the modern’ as it is. Migahid 

has to put his imprints even when they introduce no substantial change.  

Migahid’s ta’ssul was not welcomed among the Cairene bourgeoisie, at least so is the case 

as presented by Karim in Yahya al-Hub. In Yawam Sa‘id, Karim employs the same actor, Amin 

Wahba, who plays Migahid to play the character of ‘Azzuz bey. Yahya al-Hub takes the critique 

of ta’ssul a step forward by depicting the character of ‘Azzuz as a mediocre(sakhif), who tries to 

market and sometimes enforce his ta’ssul among awlad il-balad, who are not very welcoming 

either.  

In Yahya al-Hub, the character of ‘Azzuz functions as a mediator between classes. Through 

his connections, he introduces the hero Kamal, an emerging singer, to the Cairene bourgeoisie 

social circles. In exchange, ‘Azzuz wants Kamal to promote ‘Azzuz’s philosophy of ta’ssul in 

songwriting.  Karim depicts this theory that as a caricature or another Migahid’s cocktail. The only 

differnce this time is that ‘Azzuz exercises ta’ssul by casting a traditional frame on another product 

of modernity, namely the theory of new modernism. 

 To prove he is a new modernist poet, ‘Azzuz draws on themes from everyday life practices. 

But he also wants to present his version of new modernist poetry. As as a muta’ssil, his new 

modernism means abiding by the traditional form of the  Arabic poem (qasida) i.e. he adhers to 

the pattern(al-wazn) and rhyme(al-qafiya) instead of free verse. Consider the following example: 

They slaughtered my heart and soul when they slaughtered the dove  

They hung it and let it softly dangle. It looked like a crescent wrapped in red(laziwardi) 

It was swinging and shaking like the threads of an effendi’s tarbush(zirr al-afandi) 
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‘Azzuz called the above poem ‘Slaughtered Dove’ (al-hamamatu al-madhbuha). His poem 

sketches an image of a typical scene in a souk. The scene depicted a dove slaughtered and hanged 

awaiting further processing to be sold. ‘Azzuz makes a simile between the swinging slaughtered 

dove and the red threads dangling from an effendi’s tarbush, another contemporary scene in the 

streets of Cairo at that time. As a muta’ssil, ‘Azzuz insists on framing contemporary everyday 

scenes in a classical poetic form,  applying classical Arabic pattern and rhyme to Egyptian 

colloquial words.  

For the same reason, ‘Azzuz does not favor French greetings. He creates his own version 

of greetings. For example, when he visits Kamal and his property owner, ‘Azzuz greets them using 

a combination of French and Arabic greetings. He says, “Bonjour ‘alayyikum,” a line that becomes 

a popular joke among Egyptians until the present time. 

To construct ‘Azzuz’s ta’ssul as a negative understanding of being-modern,  Karim resorts 

to major character’s reception of ‘Azzuz’s thoughts and ideas. This depiction applies to both 

educated and uneducated characters. For example, Karim depicts Kamal and his property owner, 

Sheikh Mustafa smiling at ‘Azzuz’s code switching in greetings. Both Kamal and Sheikh Mustafa 

reply in Arabic only, ‘Peace and God’s mercy be upon you,’ (wa-‘aliyykum al-salam wa-

rahmatullah). As two educated awlad al-balad, their reply imply that they found ‘Azzuz’s choice 

of greeting artificial. Similarly, ‘Azzuz awaits for Kamal at the apartment of his landlady, Umm 

Anisa. While waiting, ‘Azzuz talks Umm Anisa into listening to the poem ‘Slaughtered Dove.’ 

Karim depicted Umm Anisa listening impatiently to ‘Azzuz, who ignores her obvious boredom 

and continues reciting the poem. As an uneducated bint balad, the impatience and boredom of 
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Umm Anisa are primarily due to her inability to understand the standard Arabic in ‘Azzuz’s poetry. 

She can only connect to the word ‘pigeons’ (hamam) in the poem doe she has been cooking stuffed 

pigeons for lunch and the poem reminds her that the food, on the stove, might burn. ‘Azzuz urges 

her to sit in the living room and listens to his poem. Similarly, Kamal refuses to sing ‘Azzuz’s 

poem and comments sarcastically, “Where am I supposed to sing this poem, in theater or at the 

vegetables’ market?”155 The only group depicted celebrating ‘Azzuz’s ta’ssul is a group of drunk 

friends. The implication of the scene is that one must be drunk to promote ‘Azzuz’s ta’ssul as 

innovation.  

While Karim depicts ta’ssul as a sort of mediocrity (sakhafa), Wahbi capitalizes on sakhafa 

and depicts ta’ssul as a deformed (maskh) understanding of modernity in ‘Aris min Istanbul (A 

Groom from Istanbul, dir. Yusuf Wahbi,  194 ). 

2. Ta’ssul as a Deformed (Maskh) Modernity 

‘Aris min Istanbul follows the story of Muhsin (starring Yusuf Wahbi) and Samira (starring Raqiya 

Ibrahim), whose Turkish grandfather, Faruq pasha Artughul made their matrimony a precondition 

for them to keep their share in the family’s trust fund (waqf). Initially, Muhsin objects to the idea. 

Faced with his inability to act against his better judgment and accept the unjust condition set by 

his grandfather, it occurs to Muhsin that he can escape his grandfather’s plan by exchanging social 

roles with his driver, Rashid (starring Mahmud al-Miligi). Muhsin introduces himself to his cousin 

as the chauffeur, and the driver is introduced as Muhsin, the anticipated groom from Istanbul. 

Likewise, Samira does not approve of her grandfather’s plans, and she introduces herself to 

                                                 
155 In the second section of this chapter, I discuss how Kamal statement in relation to his understanding of 

the ‘high’ and the ‘low’ form of singing. 
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Muhsin as the chief maid in the house. All through the movie, Samira’s presence as the cousin and 

the anticipated bride is presented through a picture on the wall. The picture features Badawiyya, 

Samira’s teacher (ustadha).  

It is through the character of Badawiyya, played by a male actor by the name of Ibrahim 

Husayn, that Wahbi constructs ta’ssul and critiques it as a deformed modernity. Like the characters 

of Migahid and ‘Azzuz, Badawiyya’s ta’ssul attempts to sweep under the rug any seeming 

contradictions between products of the present and products of the past. While Migahid and ‘Azzuz 

practice ta’ssul by casting a traditional frame on the modern, Badawiyya’s ta’ssul attempts to 

resurrect an imagined ideal tradition(be it associated with an Arabic, Islamic or  Pharaonic cultural 

heritage) into a modern frame. 

Badawiyya is Samira’s Arabic teacher. She lives, with her husband Sheikh Baratishi, 

somewhere between Tanta and Mansoura in the Nile Delta. They come to Cairo to visit Samira 

and gift her a photograph of Badawiyya. Wahbi depicts Badawiyya and her husband abiding by 

modern code of dress. Badawiyya always wears a tailleur and a hat, while her husband wears a 

suit and a tarbush. Both insist on speaking rhymed Standard Arabic in day-to-day conversation. 

For example, when Badawiyya expresses how much she misses Samira, she does not say the 

common Egyptian colloquial phrase ‘I missed you’ (wahshtini). Instead, she says, “Hugs, longings, 

and woeness, caused by distance, have torn my heart apart” (‘inaqun wa-ashwaq wa law‘atu firaq 

asabat mararat al-qalbi bi-infitaq). Badawiyya also applies Arabic inflection rules on foreign 

words like the English word ‘pose’ to which she addes accusative case ending (tanwin al-fath) to 

make it become ‘posan.’ The implication is that she wants to domesticate the foreign by enforcing 
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the local tradition of the past on it. While explaining to Samira how Badawiyya took her new 

photograph, Badawiyya says, “No, I did not take the picture in the street. I took it to a photo shop, 

where I posed for a picture modestly. It came out so nice that the photo almost spoke.”(la la lam 

akhudhha fi al-shari‘ bal ‘inda al-rassam waqaftu posan fi ghayit al-ihtisham, fakharajat sura 

natiqa bidun kalam). It is through this combination between modern apparel and adherence to 

classic linguistic register that Wahbi constructs Badawiyya’s ta’ssul as a caricature of modernity, 

which presents nothing new save casting a traditional form on the new.  

To critique Badawiyya’s ta’ssul as a deformed and mythical understanding of modernity, 

Wahbi uses different techniques. He first relies on other characters’ reception of the unfamiliar 

physical form of Badawiyya. Consider, for example, the comments of Badawiyya’s husband, 

Sheikh Baratishi, who complains constantly about the physical form of his wife. Baratishi 

perceives Badawiyya as a mythical figure. He describes her as a deaf monkey with a beard 

(qirdatun wa-tarsha‘). He imagines her face like a mountain torn down by continuous volcano 

lavas (wa-wajhin yukhriju al-hamama fi kul hin) coming from her nose. He makes an analogy 

between her hands and snake heads (yadayha karu‘us al-tha‘abin). To Baratishi, living with such 

a mythical construct is the worst of divine punishments (hadha ashaddu anwa‘ al-bala’). Baratishi 

complains that he must have been among the mislead and cast away from God’s mercy(al-

maghdub ‘alayyihim wala al-dalin amin) that he is punished by being  Badawiyya’s husband. 

When Badawiyya tries to prove to Samira that she has no problem with modern innovations like 

photography, Baratishi comments on his wife’s photograph by saying, “This is what they call the 

ugly depictions” (hadhihi hiya al-qaba’ihu al-musawwara). The comment is an oxymoron about 
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al-Lata’ifu al-Musawwara, a famous variety magazine at the time. Wahbi further capitalizes on 

Baratishi’s comments by having major characters like Muhsin make similar comments. In a scene 

depicting Muhsin talking to Badawiyya’s photograph—thinking she is his promised pride 

Samira—Muhsin says,“Oh! No! Her mouth is bigger than God’s mercy” (ya ummu bu’q awsa‘ 

min rahmitillah). 

Another technique that Wahbi uses to frame Badawiyya’s ta’ssul as a deformed modernity 

is relaince on other characters’s  reception of Badawiyya’s choice to speak rhymed standard Arabic 

in day-to-day conversation. For example, when Badawiyya first arrives at Samira’s house in Cairo, 

the latter’s cousin, Tahir (starring Fakhir Fakhir) comments sarcastically on Badawiyya’s use of 

standard Arabic in day-to-day conversation. Tahir says to Samira, “Here you go, your teacher has 

arrived arrived, and she is going to speak to you in the language of Ibn al-Muqqafa’. And you will 

be forced to speak to her in the same language until your throat comes out of your mouth.” The 

implication is that speaking in standard Arabic in day-to-day conversation is artificial; it requires 

effort and practice because it is not natural for Egyptians living in the 1940s. To Tahir, it does not 

make any sense that Badawiyya wants to resurrect a language that may have been spoken in eighth 

century Baghdad where Ibn al-Muqqafa’ lived and wrote his famous Kalila wa-Dimna (Kalila and 

Dimna). 

Wahbi’s critique of ta’ssul does not apply only to the attempt to resurrect standard Arabic 

as an attribute of an imagined ideal Arabic culture in Wahbi’s contemporary Egypt. Wahbi’s 

critique of ta’ssul equally applies to the attempt to resurrect an imagined ideal Pharaonic past. For 

example, in the climax scene of ‘Aris min Istanbul, Wahbi brings almost all his characters together 
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in one scene taken in one long shot. The scene starts with all characters lying down on the floor. 

Each has fainted in previous scenes for various reasons. The camera moves slowly to depict 

Badawiyya who is the first among character to wake up. When she fainted in an earlier scene, 

Muhsin’s chauffeur carried Badawiyya and hid her body in what looked like a mummification 

box(tabut). When Badawiyya wakes up, Wahbi depicts Badawiyya getting out of the same box 

and repeating, “The ghosts, the spirits, the dead, the pharaohs, ancient Egyptians, Khufu, Khafra‘, 

Manqara‘,  Ramsis, Tut Ankh Amun” (al-ashbah, al-arwah, al-mawta, al-fara‘ina, qudma‘ al-

misriyyin, Khufu, Khafra‘, Manqara‘, Ramsis, Tut ‘Ankh Amun, Tut ‘Ankh Amun, Tut ‘Ankh 

Amun). Badawiyya has been reading a book on the history of ancient Egypt. Samira gifted the to 

her teacher long time back. As the camera shows other characters waking up one after the other, 

Wahbi depicts them gradually repeating the last words of Badawiyya, namely the name of Ancient 

Egyptian King Tut (Tut ‘Ankh Amun).While repeating the name of the famous King Tut as a 

mantra, all characters were simultaneously swinging their heads around(biyf’arru). The depiction 

makes them look like they are in a sufi circle(halqa) intended to remember God (dhikr) and chant 

words of gratitude(tasbih bi-l-hamd). The implied sarcasm is that the characters are doing tasbih 

taking Tut’s name instead of God’s name. It is imperative here to mention that the Arabic 

expression ‘al-tasbih bi-l-hamd’ is not necessarily limited to God. It is often used sarcastically in 

Egyptian colloquial to criticize hypocrisy. So one could say X yusabbih bi-hamid his superior at 

work to imply that X is ready to do anything to show utmost alliance and loyalty to his superiors. 

In that sense, the scene lampoons the idea of holding to the praise of or hailing in praise of an 
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imagined ideal past as the savior from the challenges faced in the present. To Wahbi, any attempt 

to do that will be as mythical and false as the character of Badawyyia.  

In the above discussion, I have tried to show how fillmakers  depited ta’ssul as  a delusive 

amour-propre and a false conciousness of modernity. Adherents of ta’ssul see modernity as 

mastering modern forms of luxury such  code of dress and etiquette while simultaneously 

condemning tafarrnug and stigmatizing it as a blind imitation of European practices. Ironically, 

ta’ssul  does not introduce anything new save establishing continuity between the past and the 

present by means of attempting to resurrect an imagined ideal tradition of the past in a modern 

frame. Alternatively, ta’ssul  casts a traditional frame on ‘the modern,’ which is claimed to have 

existed as a part of an imagined ideal tradition of the past. The result is that ta’ssul  appears as if 

introducing something new, while it is another negative understanding of modernity.  In the 

following chapter, I examine how the adherents of tafarrnug and ta’ssul deal with metaphors 

representing Islam in their lives.  



  

 

245 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN:  REPRESENTATION OF ISLAM AMONG CARICATURES OF MODERNITY 

 

In this chapter, I focus on the depictions of metaphors representing Islam—such as rituals, 

festivals, Islamic law, Qur’anic verses, and hadith—among adherents of tafarrnug and ta’ssul. 

Three patterns of depiction recur in this regard: (a) marginalization, (b) appropriation, (c) ridicule. 

Muhammad Karim and Kamal Salim critiques the marginalization of practices associated with 

Islam in the mutafarrnigin’s everyday life practices. Yusuf Wahbi and Husayn Sidqi are more 

critical showing how metaphors representing Islam are ridiculed. While Wahbi limits his critique 

to Muslim Cairene bourgeoisie, Sidqi includes Christian Cairene bourgeoisie. Anwar Wagdi 

condemns the mutafarrnigin’s appropriation of Islamic personal law.  

1. Islam on the Margin 

In almost all his movies, Muhammad Karim associates metaphors representing Islam with rural 

more than urban settings. He thus depicts the village and its religion on the margin of the 

mutafarrnigin’s urban life practices. For example, in al-Warda al-Bayda, Karim uses two 

metaphors to represent Islam. The first is Qur’anic verses and the second is the character of Sheikh 

Madbuli, the manager of Isma‘il bey’s estate.  

In the case of Qur’anic verses, it might initially seem that Karim uses Qur’anic verses in 

his movies as a decor filler. A closer look at his diaries reveals that Karim’s depiction of Qur’anic 

verses is directly connected to his perception of himself as a Muslim. He mentions his discomfort 

at the marginal position assigned to metaphors representing Islam as a religion of the Orient in 

foreign films. This discomfort however does not make him over emphasize metaphors representing 

Islam in his film. He often employs the presence and absence of these metaphors for a reason. For 
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example, the camera, in the opening scene of al-Warda al-Bayda’, follows the heroin Raga’ as she 

dances with her cat and moves from one room to the other in Isma‘il’s house. In all the objects that 

the camera depicts, we barely find any object that represents an Islamic influence in the decor. 

When the family moves to the village of Kafr al-Sawalih, the decor dramatically changes. It 

suddenly becomes less complex, and tapestries appear on the walls behind characters in almost 

every scene. Most of the tapestries are depictions of Qur’anic verses including verses expressing 

the glory of God such as “God is the light of heavens and earth” (allahu nur al-samawat wa-l-

ard). Other Qur’anic phrases expresses faith such as the verse “In God I trust” (tawakkalltu ‘ala 

Allah). 

As for Sheikh Madbuli, Khalil effendi introduces him as a “pious man” (ragil salih). Also 

in another scene, Madbuli depicts offering consolation to Galal when the later is fired. In that 

scene, Madbuli says, “God shall not abandon you,” (rabbak mayinsash ‘abduh). Like the village 

where he lives, Madbuli is on the margin Isma‘il’s Cairene bourgeoisie life. Karim constructs this 

marginalization by avoiding to depict Madbuli inside the Isma‘il’s Cairene house. When Madbuli 

visits the Isma‘il in Cairo, the audience knows about Madbuli’s meeting with Isma‘il in the context 

of conversation between Madbuli and Khalil effendi.  

The marginalization of metaphors representing Islam among the mutafarrnigin does not 

only apply to Islam in the village. It also applies to Islam among awlad al-balad. Consider, for 

example, Salim’s employment of the Muslim call to prayer (adhan) in the opening scene of al-

‘Azima. In this scene, Salim’s camera depicts the daily routine of Muhammad’s father vis-à-vis, 

the daily routine of Fatima’s father, whose character represent tafarrnug as a hegemonic practice 
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among awlad al-balad. As the sound of the dawn call to prayer (adhan al-fajr) plays in the 

background, Salim’s camera moves to announce the locality as Ma‘tuq Street (darb Ma‘tuq). The 

camera then follows Muhammad’s father, who heads towards the mosque to pray. At the same 

time, the call to prayer (adhan) marks the end of the night for Fatima’s father, who comes back 

from the bar as the call to prayer plays in the background. He approaches his bakery shop, while 

simultaneously singing a popular song at the time, ‘The moon has been shining for a few nights’ 

(Qamr luh layali). Fatima’s father asks his assistant if the latter has covered up for his boss’ 

absence in front Fatima’s mother (starring Mary Munib). As the assistant assures his boss there is 

no problem, the latter pulls out a bottle of wine and transfers the wine from the bottle to a traditional 

Egyptian water jar (qulla) so that he can drink as much as he wants during the day and it will look 

as if he drinks water. The implication is that the father of the mutafarrniga Fatima is invested in 

cultivating an amour-propre of religiosity. Later in the movie, Fatima’s father makes a case to 

justify his excessive drinking by saying, “A little amount of alcohol is useful for the stomach” 

(Qalilun minhu yusilihu al-ma‘ida). The implication is that a mutafarrnig does not mind using a 

legal mean to achieve an illegal end. In other words, the mutafarrnigin are depicted primarily 

appropriating Islam which I  shall explore in more details in the following section. 

2. Islam Appropriated 

 By appropriation, I refer to the use of a legal mean to achieve an illegal end (dhari‘a). Chief 

among the dhara’i‘, which filmmakers depicts as appropriated, both by the mutafarrnigin and the 

muta’ssilin, is the Islamic laws of inheritance and divorce. In ‘Aris min Istanbul and Man al-

Gani(Who is the Criminal, dir. Ahmad Badrakhan, 1944), Wahbi and Badrakhan critique how the 
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muta’ssilin promote the  monopoly of the eldest surviving male over the family’s trust fund (waqf) 

and how such a monopoly leads to the concentration of wealth within an uninterrupted patriarchal 

order from grandfather to father to son. In Talaq Su‘ad Hanim (Divorce of Su’ad Hanim, dir. 

Anwar Wagdi, 1948), Wagdi critiques the mutafarrnigin’s resort to a facilitator (muhallil) to go 

around the legal rule that prohibits marrying the same woman for a fourth time without having to 

fulfill the condition that she first has to marry someone else. In al-Zawja al-Sabi‘a (The Seventh 

Wife, dir. Muhammad ‘Imara, 1950) ‘Imara critiques the abuse of a Muslim man’s right to marry 

and divorce as many times as he wishes for the sole reason of securing a male heir. In the following 

discussion, I discuss the violation of of Islamic law of inheritance through the appropriation of 

Islamic trust fund (waqf) 

2.1. The Appropriation of  Islamic Trust Fund (Waqf) 

In Islamic law, waqf has its origin in hadith literature. The hadith, which features in most of 

canonical hadith collections, is narrated on the authority of Ibn ‘Umar. The hadith told the story 

of the second Caliph ‘Umar Ibn al-Khattab, who acquired a piece of land in Khaybar in Medina. 

In one occasion, ‘Umar consulted the Prophet about the land. The text (matn) of the hadith 

suggested that ‘Umar could, if he wished, make the land itself unalienable and give the harvest 

away as alms. ‘Umar gave it away as alms in the sense that the land itself was not to be sold, 

inherited or donated. The practice of ‘Umar became the most famous type of trust fund in Islamic 

law. It is commonly referred to as public or charitable trust (al-waqf al-khayri). “This kind of trust 

is created for religious/and or charitable purposes from the outset. It may be for the welfare of poor 

people or for the establishment and/or upkeep of a mosque, hospital, cemetery, or other public 
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facility.” 156  A second type of trust is the private trust referred to as family trust (al-waqf al-ahli) 

and created for “the benefit of the founder and his relatives to provide for their needs during their 

lifetime. […] After their death, [it is] used for charitable purposes.”157 Under family trust fund falls 

another category known as ‘personal trust fund’ (al-waqf ‘ala al-nafs) that entailed the possibility 

of making the donor the sole beneficiary from his trust fund during his lifetime. He also can 

determine specific beneficiaries after his death, thereby interrupting the regular process of 

inheritance.  

‘Personal trust fund’ (al-waqf ‘ala al-nafs) was subject to dispute among Muslim jurisprudents. 

Two major positions could be summed up in this regard. The first position leaned towards the 

permissibility of personal trust fund. That was the view held by Abu Hanifa and Abu Yusuf,158 

some of the Shafi‘is,159 some of the companions of Ibn Hanbal,160 and later the permissibility 

became the choice of Ibn Taymiyya.161 They all relied on the possibility that a person can benefit 

from his charity (sadaqa) and by analogy, one can also benefit from his trust fund. The second 

                                                 
 
156  Raj Bhala, Understanding Islamic law: Shari ‘a (Massachusetts: LexisNexis publishing, 2011), 1031. 
157 Ibid. 
158 See Muhammad Ibn ‘Abidin, Radd al-muhatar ‘ala al-dur al-mukhtar hashiyat ibn ‘Abidin, 13 vols 

(Riyad: ‘Alm al-Kitab, 2003) 4:423 and Kamal al-Din al-Hanafi, Fath al-Qadir, ed. ‘Abd al-Raziq ghalib 

al-Mahdi (Beruit: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 2003), 216-225. 
159 See Shams al-Din al-Shirbini, Mughni al-Muhtaj (Beruit: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 2000), 3:540-552 

and Yahya Abu Zakariya, Rawdat al-taibin wa ‘umdat al-muftin, 12 vols. ed. Zuhayr al-Shawish (Beruit: 

al-Maktab al-Islami, 1991) 5:318. 
160 See Al-Mardawi, ‘Ala’ al-Din. Al-insaf fi ma ‘rifat al-rajih min al-khilaf, 12 vols (Cairo? Maktabat al-

Sunna al-Muhamadiyya, 1955), 7: 3-80 and Mansur al-Bahuti, Kashshaf al-Qina‘, 6 vols (Beruit: ‘Alm al-

Kitab, 1983) 4:240-97 and al-Maqdisi, al-Furu‘, 1122, Mansur al-Bahuti, Sharh Muntaha al-Iradat. ed 

‘Abdullah al-Turki( [Riyad?] Al-Risala Nashirun, 2000) 4: 329-366 and Hasan al-Shatti, Matalib Uli al-

Nuha, 6 vols ([Dimashq]: Manshurat al-Maktab al-Islami bi-Dimashq, 1961) 4: 270-367. 
161 See Taqiyy al-Din Ibn Taymiyya, Al-fatawa al-kubra, 6 vols. ed. Muhammad ‘Abd al-Qadir ‘Ata 

(Beruit: Dar al-Kutub al- ‘Ilmiyya, 1987)5:425-33. 
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position leaned towards the prohibition of personal trust fund and considered it an invalidation to 

the founding principle of donating property for charity. Adherents of the second position 

constituted the majority (jumhur) of Shafi‘is, who pointed out some exceptional cases in which 

personal trust fund could be allowed. Exceptions included cases such as: (a) a trust fund established 

for students, while the donor was himself a student  (b)  a trust fund established for the poor and 

the donor himself became poor (c) a trust fund founded by a person who named the beneficiaries 

literally as ‘sons of so and so’ (abna’ fulan), while the founder was himself one of the specified 

sons.162 In ‘Aris min Istanbul and Man al-Gani, Wahbi and Badrakhan lean more towards the 

second position and depicted personal trust fund as an illegal mean (dhari‘a) used by the 

muta’ssilin to sustain the concentration of power and wealth within a patriarchal social order.  

For example in ‘Aris min Istanbul, Muhsin’s grandfather turns a hundred thousand acres 

into a trust fund and makes himself the sole beneficiary and custodian as long as he is alive. Upon 

his death, his family members, including his grandson Muhsin, Muhsin’s sister, uncle, and his 

wife, will inherit the trust fund. For the grandfather to allow the normal process of inheritance to 

take place after his death, he puts the condition that Muhsin must marry his Egyptian cousin 

Samira. Otherwise, the grandfather is to leave the trust fund to the state and all legal heirs will lose 

their anticipated shares. Since Muhsin is a successful lawyer, the consequences of refusing his 

grandfather’s unjust condition are not severe. However, Muhsin’s refusal will have a negative 

impact on female members of the family, whose future financial stability depends on their shares 

of inheritance in the family trust fund.  

                                                 
162 Al-Shafi‘i, Mughni al-Muhtaj, 2:308, Abu Zakariya, Rawdat al-Talibin, 6: 315. 
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Wahbi constructs the character of Muhsin’s grandfather (starring Bishara Wakim) as a 

muta’ssil. For example, the grandfather is invested in establishing continuity between an imagined 

ideal Ottoman bourgeoisie past, which he refers to as ancestral code of conduct (usul ajdad), and 

a modern reality represented through the lifestyle of his grandson Muhsin, a successful lawyer who 

cares less about his Ottoman past. Badrakhan depicts that past in the movie through the many 

pictures of Muhsin’s ancestors spread across the walls of the grandfather’s villa in Istanbul. To the 

grandfather, the pictures are the ultimate expression of Ottoman patriarchal power that is missing 

in his modern grandson, who shaves his beard and mustache and refuses to wear a tarbush.  

The conflict, however, between the grandfather and the son is not a conflict over the 

manifestations of being-modern neither was it a conflict over Muhsin’s lack of respect to usul 

ajdad. The conflict is about the ta’ssul of the grandfather and his appropriation of Islamic law 

through ta’ssul. Muhsin objected to his grandfather’s hegemony to ta’ssul as maslaha for future 

generation and as the only way to be-modern. Muhsin sees ta’ssul as a dhari‘a used to appropriate 

Islamic law and preserve the concentration of wealth and power within an uninterrupted patriarchal 

order. All through the movie, the conflict between the grandfather and grandson is depicted by 

means of lampooning the ta’ssul of the grandfather and his appropriation of Islamic law.  

For example, Wahbi depicts the grandfather imagined ideal past as a myth represented on 

the wall through a portrait of Muhsin’s great grandfather, who is described as a mythical figure, 

on whose mustaches two hawks can stand and whose nose produces fire. Every time the 

grandfather meets his grandson, he makes him stand in front of the picture and acknowledge its 

glory. Muhsin often refuses to listen to his grandfather’s commemoration of his ancestors, and he 
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says, “Grandpa, we heard this record thousand times.” Muhsin comments sarcastically on his great 

grandfather’s name ‘Kharshufughli,’ which to Muhsin sounds like a mix between “Artichoke” 

(kharshuf) and the Turkish last name ‘Ughlu.’ 

Wahbi further ridicules the grandfather’s ta’ssul by constructing the character of the 

grandfather as a stereotype of a Turkish bourgeoisie, whose Arabic was not clear and who uses 

case endings and inflections for colloquial words. Consider for example the following lines:  

Wahayat jiddi Artughul wi-Abu Artughul wi-Abu Abu Abu Artughul wi-khalit jiddit Abu Artughul, 

in lam Muhsin hafid hazrit ana sama‘an kalam jawaz halan katb kitab balan min bint halal, hirman 

kullukum min mirath. 

 

I swear by the name of Artughul, his father, and the father of the father of his father. I swear by 

the aunt of the grandmother of the father of Artughul, Muhsin must immediately marry. Otherwise, 

all of you will be denied your shares in inheritance. 

 

The grandfather’s words are depicted as words of an unreasonable man. This effect is achieved by 

making the character exaggerate in swearing by the lives of all his ancestors and creating artificial 

connections between them. It is also achieved by making the character confuse grammar. For 

example, he uses verbal nouns instead of verbs, and he ignores the use of pronouns completely. 

Moreover, his sentences has no subjects. The implication is that the grandfather is not sensible 

enough to be taken seriously (biykharraf), and so is his ta’ssul. While Wahbi ridicules the 

appropriation of trust fund by the muta’ssilin in ‘Aris min Istanbul, Badrakhan presents his critique 

of the appropriation of trust fund and how it eventually leads to crime.  

Badrakhan’s Man al-Gani takes the critique of the muta’ssilin’s appropriation of Islamic 

law a step further by showing how that appropriation produces and sustains tafarrnug, which the 
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muta’ssilin claims to oppose. The movie follows the misfortunes of al-Barki family’s female 

members after al-Barki pasha dies leaving behind the following will:  

Mansur al-Barki b. Hasan b. Mahmud al-Barki turned his estate (260 acres) in Qaha into a trust 

fund and made himself the sole beneficiary of the trust fund. Upon his death, the Qaha trust fund 

belongs to his son ‘Umar and his male descendants until God inherits the land and its inhabitants. 

Also, the Barki pasha turned his estate in al-Badrashin (240 acres) into a trust fund and made 

himself the sole beneficiary of the trust fund as long as he was alive. After his death, the Badrashin 

trust fund belongs to his son ‘Uthman and his male descendants only. The guardianship of each 

trust fund belongs to the son assigned to inherit each particular trust fund. Also, each son should 

donate a quarter of a tenth of the interest of the trust fund. 

 

Badrakhan constructed the character of the al-Barki pasha as a metaphor for an unjust 

tradition. Al-Barki pasha believes in a patriarchal social order, which aims at the concentration of 

wealth and power within a direct patriarchal line of inheritance. To the pasha, his daughter’s 

marriage automatically shifts her alliance and loyalty from her birth family to her husband’s 

family. Hence, the pasha is convinced that giving a female family member her share of inheritance, 

according to Islamic law, means losing the wealth to a ‘foreign man’ (agnabi), who did not 

originally earn that wealth (ashab al-qulub al-bawarid). Since Islamic law safeguards women’s 

share of inheritance in different circumstances, the pasha uses personal trust fund to deprive female 

family members of their legal shares. Badrakhan depicts the pasha’s practice as an appropriation 

of Islamic law under the umbrella of preserving tradition against the modern practice of tafarrnug. 

While the pasha is depicted as a representative of an unjust traditional patriarchal order, his two 

sons are depicted in conflict whether to sustain or resist their father’s appropriation of Islamic law.  

On the one hand, the youngest son ‘Umar (starring ‘Abbas Faris) is depicted as a 

continuation of his father’s unjust tradition. Badrakhan achieves this continuity in both apparel 

and belief. Both father and son dress in a traditional dress composed of a galabiya (gibba) and 
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gown (quftan). ‘Umar, unlike his father, is keen to acquire modern look by wearing a tarbush 

instead of the traditional turban (‘imma). Like his father, ‘Umar believes that the family’s wealth 

and power should be concentrated within a patriarchal line of inheritance. ‘Umar sums up his view 

in the following pre-Islamic line of poetry, ‘Our children are our sons’ offsprings for our daughters’ 

children belong to foreign men’ (banuna banu abna’ina wa banatuna banuhunn abna’ al-rijal al-

aba‘idi)” 

On the other hand, Badrakhan depicts ‘Uthman (starring Faraj al-Nahhas) as a break up 

with the unjust tradition of the father. As a lawyer, ‘Uthman often appears in a suite and a tarbush 

(here being part of the institutional uniform of a lawyer). He is often depicted adhering to 

contemporary practices of spending leisure time such as holding birthday parties and going to the 

beach for vacation. Unlike ‘Umar, ‘Uthman believes that elimination of injustice (raf‘ al-zulm) 

caused by gender inequality is an integral part of modernity. For example, ‘Uthman tries to 

convince his brother, ‘Umar, to give away some shares of the trust fund to female family members. 

Faced with ‘Umar’s refusal, ‘Uthman gives forty acres for his sister and acknowledges that the 

land is still less than her legal share of inheritance. 

 The tension between ‘Uthman and ‘Umar is not only a tension over the family wealth. It 

also has its roots in their positions from modern social practices. For example, in the opening 

scene, ‘Uthman appears holding a birthday party for his daughter Safiya. Part of the celebration is 

to wear masques and hats to cheer up the children. When ‘Uthman offers his brother a cylinder hat 

to wear, ‘Umar says, “We are not Europeans (Khawagat).” Here, ‘Umar tries to claim superiority 
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over ‘Uthman by stigmatizing him as Westernized. In this scene, Badrakhan shows how ‘Umar 

uses Westernization as a strategy of control to silence his brother’s attempt to resist injustice.  

The movie takes a paradigm shift, when ‘Uthman dies suddenly, leaving the trust fund in 

control of his brother ‘Umar. ‘Uthman’s wife, who is pregnant, hopes that she will give birth to a 

son who can be a legal heir and safeguard ‘Uthman’s share in the trust fund. Unfortunately,  she 

has a miscarriage. To prevent ‘Umar from controlling the trust fund, female members of the family 

scheme to secure a baby boy and claim it is ‘Uthman’s newly born baby. Little did they knew that 

the son, whom they hoped would safeguard the trust fund will grow up to be a mutafarrnig, who 

will spend extravagantly on tafarrnug and the trust fund will be lost.  

So far, I talked about the appropriation of Islamic trust fund among caricatures of 

modernity. In what follows, I discuss the appropriation of Islamic personal law, another example 

of the appropriation of metaphors representing Islam. I focus my analysis on Talaq Su‘ad Hanim 

(Divorce of Su‘ad Hanim, dir. Anwar Wagdi, 1948) and al-Zawja al-Sabi‘a (The Seventh Wife, 

dir. Ibrahim ‘Imara, 1950). 

2.2. The Appropriation of Islamic Personal Law   

Talaq Su‘ad Hanim tells the story of Su‘ad and her husband, who strive to impress their Cairene 

bourgeoisie peers with their ability to master tafarrnug. Su‘ad and her husband rush into one 

instance of divorce after the other until they find themselves trapped in a situation where they can 

not remarry unless Su‘ad marries someone else first. In normal circumstances, Islamic law allows 

the same couple to be divorced twice, and they can still remarry for a third time. However, if the 

divorce takes place for the third time, the same couple cannot remarry unless the wife remarries 
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someone else and gets a divorce. In an attempt to overcome the dilemma of Su‘ad having to marry 

another man, the family resorts to the practice of muhallil,  which translates literally as someone, 

who makes  something legal, or a legitimator. The muhallil potentially acts like the man, who 

marries the divorced wife to authenticate or make permissible some legal process otherwise of 

doubtful legality or in fact prohibited. The practice formed part of the mechanisms and procedures 

subsumed under legal tricks (hiyal) used for evading the spirit of the law whilst technically 

satisfying its letter.163 Su‘ad and her family find their potential muhallil in the person of a homeless 

young man by the name of Wahid (starring Anwar Wagdi). He agrees to play the role of the 

muhallil in exchange for a large sum of money. Later, however, Wahid changes his mind. In the 

following scene, the director Anwar Wagdi depicts Wahid regretting his participation in the deal 

and condemning Su‘ad’s obsession with tafarrnug that led her to appropriate Islamic Law through 

the practice of muhallil: 

Wahid: Based on the short time I spent with you [in this house], I could see what  

the problem is. Su‘ad married Hasan, who divorced her and remarried her. Then he again 

divorced her and again remarried her. Despite knowing that the third divorce results in a 

situation deemed unacceptable to men’s dignity, [Hasan] divorced [Su‘ad] for the third 

time. Hasan felt confident that he is in control of the situation. He was sure that Su‘ad was 

a toy in his hands. He was sure he could fool her with two nice words, and he could so 

easily affect her will. Su‘ad was unable to live without Hasan. But, alas, this time Hasan 

could not remarry Su‘ad. What is to be done? They resorted to muhallil, which they thought 

was a legal practice approved by Islamic law, while it is nothing but deceit (tahayul), lie 

and hypocrisy (nifaq). The Prophet PBUH was reported to have said, “God cursed the 

muhallil and the one who accepts it (al-muhallal lahu).” I happened to be that cursed 

muhallil and your plan was against my will. I participated with you in this conspiracy 

without being aware of the illegality of the practice. And in the same devilish way you got 

me married to [Su‘ad] you are now pressurizing me to divorce her. And why do you want 

me to do that? It is just so that Su‘ad can come back to the matrimony (‘isma) of Hasan so 

                                                 
163 See “Muhallil” EI2, 2014. 
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that he can humiliate her again, torture her again and divorce her again and again. How is 

it possible to build an honorable family and give birth to normal children in this chaos, this 

cheating, and this hypocrisy? The muhallil serves an illegal end. Your participation in all 

that is a crime. You sacrificed your conscience, your honor, your dignity and you got your 

daughter married to me, an unknown man, whom you found in the street. You do not even 

know who I am. You tried to outwit (tahayltum) religion, people, and law. And it is all for 

your illegal ends. I am the poor, the homeless crook who cannot not afford a piece of bread, 

I refuse to participate in these crimes at any price. That does not mean I wish to keep my 

matrimonial rights. On the contrary, I do not aspire for that. [Addressing Su‘ad]. I am a 

poor man, and you are a rich woman. There are many barriers between us. Rest assured I 

would not hesitate to divorce you if it is in your interest. 

 

The above scene is one of the rarest occasions in early Egyptian film production where film 

characters are depicted abiding by a modern code of dress, while simultaneously reciting a 

prophetic tradition on the screen. The merit of the scene does not only lie in Wahid’s condemnation 

of the practice of muhallil but in its explicit condemnation of how the mutafarrnigin’s 

appropriation of Islamic law leads to the degradation and the humiliation of women in society. 

That is why Wahid ends the scene with his intentions to pursue Su‘ad’s interest. While Wagdi uses 

a male character to present his critique of the appropriation of Islamic personal law, ‘Imara, in  The 

Seventh Wife, takes the same critique a step further by giving a voice and agency to women, the 

main victims of the mutafarrnigin’s appropriation of Islamic personal law. 

Al-Zawja al-Sabi‘a follows the story of Wahid (starring Muhammad Fawzi) and his 

seventh marriage to a young woman by the name of Samiha (starring Mary Quieni). A son of a 

rural bourgeoisie, Wahid married six women and divorced  them all because none gave birth to a 

baby boy. His new bride Samiha knew nothing about his former marriages. Being a feminist, who 

believes and advocates modern social roles of women in society, Samiha is shocked at the news 

of Wahid’s marriages. But being also in love with Wahid, she decides to teach him a lesson that a 
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woman is not merely a pot (ma‘un) carrying a child; she is an equal agent in the world and is 

capable of changing the unjust order of things. Samiha’s plans to deprive Wahid of the right he 

abuses. Through a series of comic schemes, ‘Imara depicts Samiha employing every possible trick 

to prevent the consummation of her marriage so that Wahid will be forced outside his comfort 

zone and he becomes disoriented enough to divorce her according to her own will not according 

to his own. When Wahid eventually divorces Samiha, ‘Imara depicts her reciting the following 

monolog: 

Samiha:  I am glad that I won you over at last. I forced you into divorcing me. I made you  

divorce me against your will not as your mood and your money wished. You divorced me 

before consummating the marriage, and before deciding to throw me away like the six 

women whom you threw away before me. Can you explain to me what crime those six 

women committed? Their crime was that they did not give birth to a boy. This, in your 

view, was their horrible crime. I wanted to be separated from you at any cost, because I 

never felt my future would be safe with you. Iwould always be afraid of being divorced. 

[Let me remind you] dear bey that children are ‘sustenance’ (rizq) from God just like 

wealth and do not forget that God mentions in the holy book, “In God lies the supremacy 

over heaven and earth. God creates what He wills. He gives whom He wills girls and gives 

whom He wills boys or both. And He makes barren whom He wills. He is all-knowing and 

omnipotent” (lil-ahi mulku al-samawati wa-l-ardi yakhluqu ma yasha’u yahabu li-man 

yasha’u inathan wa-yahabu li-man yasha’u al-dhukura aww yuzawwijuhum dhukranan 

wa-inathan wa-yaj‘alu man yasha’u ‘aqiman innahu ‘alimun qadir).164 

 

In the above scene, Samiha resorts to the Qur’an to critique Wahid’s claim to be modern while he 

does not acknowledge new social roles for women in society and denies them even their traditional 

rights dictated by Islamic law. Some of these basic rights include sharing with Samiha that he was 

married before and acknowledging the fact that women do not  have control, at that time , over the 

gender of the fetus. By reciting a verse from the Qur’an, Samiha reveals how patriarchal society 

                                                 
164 Q 42:49 
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does not shy away from appropriating God’s  law to sustain the concentration of wealth and power 

within a patriarchal social order, even if the cost is to challenge God’s omnipotence, a fundamental 

doctrine in Islamic law, expressed in the above monolog in the Qur’anic notion of ‘sustenance’ 

(rizq). Wahid’s abuse of the right to marry and divorce is an attempt to control the future with the 

hope to find stability in the present moment, but in the process, Wahid threatens the stability of his 

marriage, which is imperative for getting a legal heir be it a boy or a girl. The movie thus is an 

early attempt by ‘Imara to condemn how tafarrnug eventually leads to the ridicule of Islam. 

3. Islam Ridiculed 

By the ridicule of metaphors representing Islam, I refer to the depiction of film characters accepting 

foreign and modern everyday life practices while simultaneously belittling and looking down upon 

local practices shaped by Islam as a component of the culture of the peasants and awlad il-balad. 

In the discussion to follow I examine the critique of ridicule of Islamic festivals, rituals and Azhari 

Sheikhs in Wahbi’s Bint Dhawat as well as Ibn al-Haddad and in Sidqi‘s Al-Shaykh Hasan (Sheikh 

Hasan. dir. Husayn Sidqi, 1951) 

In  The Daughter of the Nobles, Wahbi deals with two metaphors representing Islam. The 

first is a character of an Azhari Sheikh, with whom Murad pasha Sarhan shares a private cart while 

taking the train to his village. Wahbi depicts the Sheikh busy reading a newspaper and not paying 

attention to his fellow passangers. Murad wants to take a sip from a small bottle of wine, which he 

keeps in his pocket. It occurs to Murad that he has to preserve his amour-propre of religiosity in 

front of the Sheikh, list the latter questions the morality of the pasha if he starts to drink frequently 

from the bottle. Hence, Sarhan decides to fool the Sheikh into thinking that the bottle of wine is a 
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bottle of medicine. Sarhan initiates a conversation while sipping some wine and telling the Sheikh 

that it is time for Sarhan to take his daily dose of medication.When the Sheikh shows empathy for 

Sarhan’s sickness and asks  about the name of the medicine, Sarhan twists his tongue with words 

that does not make any sense but includes scientific terms such as the word ‘hemoglobin.’ The 

Sheikh offers to read the name of the medicine for the pasha, who becomes very confused. 

Assuming that the Sheikh cannot understand the French letters printed on the bottle, the pasha 

hands the bottle to the Sheikh. The Sheikh reads the words on the bottle out loud, “Cognac 

Tennessee primaire qualité.” Surprised at the Sheikh’s  ability to read French, the pasha wonders, 

“How come you could read French?”The Sheikh replies, “I went in Paris on a scholarship.” 

 The constructed surprise of Murad pasha is depicted as a result of his preconceived notion 

of a fundamental contradiction between being an Azhari Sheikh and knowing French, often 

celebrated by the mutafarrnigin as the language of modernity and modernization. It is worth noting 

here that Wahbi’s construction of the ridicule of Islam among the mutafarrnigin is primarily 

connected to Islam being a component of the culture of the peasants, who are looked down upon 

by the mutafarrnigin.  This correlation unfolds explicitly in  Bint Dhawat in the banquet scene, in 

which Wahbi uses two metaphors to represent Islam. The first can be traced in the depiction of the 

expression of excitement by the peasants when they enter the party. The second can be traced in 

the depiction of dining etiquettes and hygiene.  

 The banquet scene started with Ibrahim welcoming his parents to his banquet, which he 

has held after winning the parliamentary elections. As mentioned in earlier, Ibrahim’s parents were 

peasants, who work for Murad pasha, whose daughter, Samiya, is recently married to Ibrahim. 
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Wahbi depicts the parents arriving at their son’s party in their traditional dress, unlike all the 

invitees, who dress in fashionable Parisian dresses and tuxedos. The father is dressed in a galabiya, 

a gown, and a turban. The mother is dressed in a black silk galabiya and a black silk scarf; she 

wears a traditional golden necklace (libba). The very announcement of the parent’s arrival is to 

declare the arrival of the culture, the language, and the tradition of the Egyptian countryside. This 

message is evident in Wahbi’s choice of the mother’s words as she enters the dining room. Her 

northern rural accent precedes her physical presence. That is to say, the audience hears her voice 

before it sees her. She raises her voice calling her son endearingly ‘Birahim,’ instead of the 

standard pronunciation of the name as ‘Ibrahim.’ To Ibrahim’s Cairene bourgeoisie guests, the 

mother’s vernacular is less classy than the Cairene vernacular. When the parents notice the luxury 

of the party and Ibrahim’s new house in Cairo, the father chants, “May a stone reside in the eye of 

the envious, who would not wish to drive away the evil eye by remembering to mention a prayer 

for the Prophet” (haswa fi ‘iyn illi ma yisalli ‘ala al-nabi). To the Cairene bourgeoisie guests, the 

father’s colloquial chant is also less modern and hence less classy. Ibrahim is aware of his guests’ 

perception of his parents, and he orchestrates the scene to elicit that very reaction, which he knows 

is a product of his guest’s adherence to tafarrnug. In other words, the scene is a double acting 

scene i.e. Wahbi acts the role of Ibrahim and Ibrahim acts in front of his guests. We know this 

from Wahbi’s employment of the reaction shot in which he depicts Ibrahim’s servant smiling 

secretly at his master’s scheme to challenge the tafarrnug of his guests. As the parents take their 

seats to dine next to their son, the following dialogue takes place: 

Mother: What is type of dish is this? 

Ibrahim: Help yourself! 
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Mother: [Pointing to the servant] Ask this guy to place the dish in front of me. 

Ibrahim: [Addressing his servant] Place the dish in front of her, please. [Addressing his parents] 

Why do you look so confused? Father, show me your guts (himma) and start eating. 

Father: I cannot eat with fork and knife, son. 

Ibrahim: And how about your hands? Are not they clean? 

Father: I performed my ablution, and I prayed too. But I was thinking that eating with hands might 

be rude to your guests. 

Ibrahim: No, of course not! What is rude about that? There are many people, who do not eat with 

fork and knife and their hands are cleaner (andaf) than others who eat with fork and knife. 

Father: If you say so! Ok. [Let me start by taking] the name of God, the most merciful and the 

most compassionate. [Addressing his wife] Here Bahana, take this piece [The camera moves to 

depict Ibrahim’s guests laughing at his parents]. 

Ibrahim: [Ignored his guests’ reaction and addressed his mother] Mother, cut a piece for me with 

your hand. 

Mother: Here you go, son [She hands him a piece of the turkey]. 

 

To Ibrahim’s father, ablution (wudu’) is a marker of physical cleanliness (tahara) as much as a it 

is a marker of purifying the soul before prayer. As a man who lives all his life in the countryside, 

Ibrahim’s father is used to eating with his hands; he is not used to eating with a fork and knife. To 

him, the ritual of ablution is a good enough marker cleanliness. To the Cairene bourgeoisie 

mutafarrnigin, eating with hands is a sign of hygienic backwardness and ablution is insignificant 

in this regard. 

 The conflict in the above scene is not a conflict between rituals (eating with washed hands) 

of tradition and modern rituals (eating with forks and knives). The conflict is a class conflict in 

which tafarrnug does not have room for respecting the peasants and their dining habits, which is 

shaped partially by the peasants’ residual culture of which Islam is a significant component. 

Practices associated with Islamic rituals, however, is not the only object of ridicule among the 

mutafarrnigin. Festivals associated with Islam have its share of ridicule. In the following scene, 
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from Ibn al-Haddad, Wahbi critiques the mutafarrnigin’s ridicule of the idea of celebrating Islamic 

festivals: 

Izzat: We must throw a Chrismas party this year. 

Midhat: Taha bey, the blacksmith, won’t not like the idea! 

'Izzat: What does this cook fixer (kanun ni‘ammar)understand!Here comes Mum. Mum, is it true 

that we  won’t hold a Chrismas party this year in our villa. 

Taha: [entered the living area and the scene] No, ‘Izzat bey, this year we will hold a party to 

celebrate the anniversary of the Prophet’s migration to Madina. 

M: [Sarcastically] Great! We will throw a Quranic recitation party(khatma)! 

T: Why not! Every person has his religious beliefs. Until now, we never heared of foreigners 

holding a party for Qur‘anic recitations in Ramadan, neither do they celebrate the birth anniversary 

(mawlid) of Muslim saints like Sayyida [Zaynab or Nafisa]. 

M: I bet when you were a kid, you carried a lantern and roamed around the streets of your [poor 

neighborhood] along with kids singing in celebration of Ramadan ‘welcome back dear 

moon’(wahawi ya wahawi, iyaha). 

T: That is true, I did. You have not enjoyed the pleasure of that great experience because you lived 

all your life as strangers in your country. You lived intruding on festivals of other peoples. 

M: [Responding in French] Alo ‘Izzat! Ç’est trop 

 

The above scene depicted Taha in conflict with his in-laws over their plans for celebrating the new 

year. As a group of  mutafarrnigin, Taha’s in-laws do not respect local culture of feasting, which 

is shaped by Islam as a  residual culture among awlad al-balad. The conflict is not because Taha 

does not like to celebrate Chrismas. The conflict is a class conflict. To his in-laws, Taha is less 

modern because he adheres to the practices of awlad al-balad, who celebrates Islamic religious 

festivals such as the Hijri new year, the Prophet‘s birth (mawlid) by holding Quranic recitation 

banquet (khatma). As I pointed out in the earlier discussion, Wahbi employes the character of Taha 

to condemn tafarrnug and deem it responsible for a major identity crisis among his Cairene 

bourgeoisie in-laws.  

 The depiction of the ridicule of metaphors representing Islam reaches its peak in Sidqi’s  

masterpiece Al-Shaykh Hasan (Sheikh Hasan, dir.Husayn Sidqi, 1951). The movie follows the 
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challenges facing a reformist Azhari students of Islamic law, Hasan, who tries to enforce his 

reformist views on his contemporary society. Sidqi explores those challenges in two parallel love 

stories. On the one hand, Hasan’s neighbor, an uneducated bint balad, Nabawiya, falls in love with 

him. On the other hand, Hasan falls in love with Louisa(starring Layla Fawzi), a mutafarrniga 

Cairene bourgeoisie Christian, whose father is refered to in the movie as a khawaga or Monsieur 

George. In the second love story, Sidqi depicts the mutafarrnigin’s ridicule of Azhari Sheikhs and 

their reformist efforts. The following scene depicts Hasan meeting Louisa and her friend for the 

first time. The scene starts with Hasan awaiting in the sitting room for Louisa’s brother Joseph to 

come home so they can start the Arabic tutoring session which is the reason why Hasan originally 

came to the house of Monsieur George. Realizing that it is prayer time, Hasan wants to pray. The 

servant brings Hasan a prayer rug, which the latter finds unconventional to exist in the house of a 

khawaga. As Hasan faces the direction towards Mecca (qibla) to pray, Louisa enters the room 

accompanied by her friend and the following exchange takes place among the three characters: 

Louisa’s Friend: [Talking about a friend] She doesn’t know how to dress. What kind of dress was 

that? 

Louisa: [Talking to her friend before she notices Hasan in the room] She claims it’s the latest 

fashion from Paris. 

F: She is a liar. She didn’t even go to Paris this year [Looks towards the salon room]. What is this? 

It looks like you have a Sheikh in the salon. 

L: Oh, he doesn’t look like Sheikh ‘Abd al-‘Aziz. Let’s go check him out! 

F: Yeah, let’s check him out. Regardez il prie 

L: [French] I don’t like those who pray [for] all. What is this? ( Je n'aime pas ceux qui prient  

[pour]à tous. Qu'est-ce que c'est?) 

F: [French] May be it helps them look authentic and be able to deceive people (peut être  de tricher 

et de tromper les gens) 

L: Oui Oui! 

Hasan: [Ending his prayer with the words] ‘May God’s peace and mercy befall you’ [He looks to 

left and repeats]. 

L: Peace to you  
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F: Peace to you. 

H: I am not greeting you. 

L: Are you talking to yourself then? 

H: I am greeting creatures created from light (makhluqat nuraniyya), whose nature you do not 

understand. 

F: Are you the one who invites spirits? 

H: Why? Does it look like I invited you? 

L: [Laughs] He knows how to tell jokes too. 

H: I know how to tell jokes, that is true. But I do not know how to cheat and fool people with my 

prayers. 

L: Do you understand French? 

H: And English too. 

F: Huh! A Sheikh who knows French and English! He must be modern. 

L: And does the modern person overlook courtesy and prays in other people house. Should not he 

wait until he goes home? 

H: It looks like when you have an appointment with someone, you do not come on time. 

L: Who said so? The most important thing to me is to keep my appointments with my friends. 

H: And for me, the most important thing is to keep my appointment with my God. 

L: Huuuuh, is prayer timed in your faith? 

H: Prayer has a designated time, and it should be performed on time. 

L: And do you always keep your prayer randevu? 

H: Like you keep your dance randevu. 

L: Dance is a useful sport for the body. 

H: And prayer is a useful sport for the body and the soul (ruh). 

L: What soul? Is there anything called ‘soul’? 

F: Does he mean the smell of (ruh) of ammonia. [Louisa and her friend laugh outloud] 

H: It seems I was right about my first impression of you both. The moment my eye fell on you, I 

knew you were bodies without souls.  

L: Who the hell are you? And why did you come here? 

H: And who are you and in what position are you speaking to me? 

F: What is this? Did you hear him, Louisa? He is rude. 

H: Louisa! I see now that you are the daughter of Monsieur George. If her brother also has the 

same mentality, I will not be able to tutor him. 

F: Aaaah, he is the teacher coming to teach Joseph. 

L: You cannot be a teacher at all. 

H: Of course I cannot be a teacher for those who do not have souls like you. 

L: Are you insulting us? 

H: I am stating a fact. You are the one who insulted me. 

L: That was just a statement.  

H: Humans are worth as much as the statements they say. 

L: And you are not worthy of any statements. 
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H: Now you won me over, because when the Madmozil uses swear words, one cannot do anything 

except withdraw [Louisa and her friend laugh as Hasan as he leaves the room]. 

 

The tension between Hasan and Louisa is not because she disrespects Sheikhs. After all, Louisa 

knows Hasan’s teacher Sheikh ‘Abd al-‘Aziz, who tutors Louisa’s brother, Joseph. The tension is 

primarily a symptom of Louisa’s tafarrnug and Hasan’s counter-tafarrnug stance. Louisa’s 

tafarrnug is evident in her first scene, when Sidqi depictes her talking to her friend and referring 

to the embrace of Parisian luxury and fashion as the main criteria to evaluate someone’s status in 

Egypt of the late 1940s. At the same time, Louisa and her friend has an Orientalist gaze at students 

of al-Azahar as undereducated clergies, who lacks knowledge of modern European languages and 

who are merely using religion to gain status and power in society. As a person, who believes in 

the absolute separation between the physical and the metaphysical, Louisa does not acknowledge 

the spiritual dimension of prayer. In response, Hasan denies the spiritual dimension of modern 

dance.What made the tension between Louisa and Hasan more significant than any of the above 

examples on ridiculing metaphors representing Islam(here being prayer) among the mutafarrnigin, 

is not only the intensity of the tension and its explicit depiction in the dialogue. Rather, the  

signfiance of this example lies in the consequences of the tension. At the end of the argument 

between Louisa and Hasan, Louisa almost attacks and physically assaults against Hasan. On the 

other hand, Hasan words dehumanizes Louisa. 

The cinematic depiction of tafarrnug and ta’ssul appropriating, ridiculing and 

marginalizing metaphors representing Islam shows how Egyptian critical realist cinema of the 

1930s and 1940s critique the suppression of religion by false attitudes of modernity that advocate 

an amour-propre of modernity without the internalization of modern notions of equity and social 
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justice. As shown in previous discussions, being-modern in Egypt of the 1930s and 1940s is 

regulated by a class hierarchy that had the Khawaga on the top of that hierarchy. The Cairene 

bourgeoisie functioned in that hierarchy as producer and consumers of tafarrnug and ta’ssul.  

While censorship regimes banned the depiction of the Khawaga in the film, thereby 

banning the explicit critique of the injustices caused by colonialism, the Khawaga existed through 

the Orientalist gaze, which the mutafarrnigin and muta’ssilin used to project their superiority over 

awlad balad, the peasants, and the khawagat. Both tafarrnug and ta’ssul are thus attempts to 

negotiate the idea of being-modern, while constantly reacting to the Orientalist gaze. This reaction 

culminats in tafarrnug and ta’ssul both being delusive amour-propres and false attitudes of 

modernity that care for nothing but the projection of a modern civilizational form (al-shakl al-

hadari al-‘asri). Marginalized social groups such as peasants, awlad al-balad, women, and 

performing artists, who demand new social roles, threaten to expose the falsity of tafarrnug and 

ta’ssul. Therefore, any alternative understanding of modernity coming from these marginalized 

social groups has to be suppressed. In the following chapter, I show how critical realism gives 

voice to these marginalized social groups by depicting asala as an emerging equitive colloquial 

alternative to tafarrnug and ta’ssul.   
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CHAPTER EIGHT: ASALA 

 

In this chapter, I examine the depiction of asala as a positive (i.e. an active equitive alternative 

modernity to tafarrnug and ta’ssul. Asala features in films as a voluntary choice to relate to 

contemporary reality by undertaking the task of questioning the overrated connection between 

becoming-modern and giving priority to the cultivation an amour-propre of being a modern 

civilized individual. Adherents of asala do not reject novel local or foreign social practices. They, 

however, oppose the imposition of ‘the foreign’ and the simultaneous belittling and ridicule of the 

‘colloquial’ social practices be it from the past or the present.  

Filmmakers often connect asala to a character’s vulnerability, which is not depicted as a sign 

of the character’s weaknesses. Rather, a character’s vulnerability is depicted as a sign of courage 

that enables the character to overcome a myth of shame associated with breaking a dominant 

societal norm. This process often involves challenging the delusive amour-propre of tafarrnug or 

ta’ssul or introducing an unprecedented practice (in its context). Early movies present diverse 

depictions of asala. While sometimes asala is depicted suppressed or tolerated, it also features as 

an emergent modernity in the social practice of a‘da, held by marginalized social groups such as 

peasants, workers, women and performing artists.  

In the discussions to follow, I analyze examples of different depictions of asala to show how 

filmmakers depict their characters attempting to make an impossible condition possible and how 

those attempts are depicted as suppressed, censored or emergent. Islam does not appear as an 

obstacle or a challenge facing a character’s asala. Metaphors representing Islam are often depicted 
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as a substratum of the everyday life practices of characters adhering to asala; sometimes Islam is 

a driving force behind happy endings in the movies.  

1. Asala Suppressed  

In this section, I analyze patterns of depictions used by Muhammad Karim to construct the 

suppression of a character’s asala in Zaynab (1930 and 1952), al-Warda al-Bayda’ and Dunya 

(Dunya, dir. Muhammad Karim, 1946). 

1.1. I Shall Work Every Day and Bring You Money 

One of the earliest cinematic depictions of a suppressed asala is Karim’s adaptation of Hakayl’s 

novel, Zaynab. Karim presented two adaptations of Hakayl’s novel. The first is a silent feature 

released in 1930 and the second is a talkie released in 1952.  The silent version is considered a 

landmark in the history of Egyptian cinema for various reasons. I find the true merit of Karim’s 

two adaptations of Zaynab(1930 and 1952) in his critique of the commodification of women’s 

labor in an Egyptian rural community where women are perceived as a source of income to be 

transferred from father to husband. Unfortunately, we do not have access to the silent version of 

Zaynab. In his memoirs, Karim laments how Wahbi, the producer, sold the negative to a party 

contractor. Karim’s 1952 talkie does not differ from the silent version significantly. In some cases, 

it provides a more crystalized depiction of the injustice caused by the commodification of the 

peasant woman’s labor. While the 1952 version has a more optimistic ending, the plotline and the 

misfortunes of Zaynab remain similar in both versions. I rely here on the talkie to show how Karim 

critiques the suppression of asala.  
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Zaynab follows the misfortunes of a rural woman by the name of Zaynab (starring Raqiya 

Ibrahim), who falls in love with her fellow countryman, Ibrahim. At the same time, Ibrahim’s 

friend proposes to marry Zaynab. The story of Zaynab’s love to Ibrahim is more than a sentimental 

story of a female trapped between the suitor, Hasan, and her lover, Ibrahim. It is a story of a peasnt 

woman, who tries to ‘become-modern,’ which is not merely a depiction of Zaynab as a young 

woman believing in love as the foundation of marriage. Coming from a poor peasant family that 

does not own land, Zaynab’s asala lies in her interest in achieving sovereignty over her body and 

mind so that she can have control over the fruits of her labor. Zaynab’s love to Ibrahim is an 

allegory for that asala, which Karim frames as a positive representation of modernity. One 

technique he uses to highlight that idea is supporting actors’ gaze at Zaynab’s love to Ibrahim. For 

example, Sulayman Nagib, who plays the character of a feudal bey, is depicted encouraging 

Ibrahim to marry Zaynab. The bey is ready to help Ibrahim financially so that he can secure 

Zaynab’s dowry. Another technique is to creat empathy with Zaynab by revealing the manipulation 

of her labour by her community.  

For example, when the news of Hasan’s proposal to Zaynab spreads in the village, 

Zaynab’s mother says, “I am not quite sure I want to marry her off. Her siblings are still young. 

And she is a great help in running the household.” To Zaynab’s mother, the marriage of Zaynab to 

a rich farmer like Hasan will save Zaynab from poverty. The mother fancies the luxury that her 

daughter will enjoy if she agrees to marry into a rich family. Trying to convince Zaynab, the mother 

says, “You will be a lady (titsattiti), you will be veiled (tithaggibi), you will sit on sofas (tiglisi 

‘ala al-kanab), and you will sleep in bed (wi-tinami fi il-sirir). These forms of luxury are available 
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only for the rural bourgeoisie, who owns land, but not for the permanent field peasant (tamalli), 

whose daily income comes from working in the fields of the same rural bourgeoisie. To Zaynab’s 

father, the marriage of Zaynab means he is able to rent two acres from Hasan’s father and become  

a tenant (ugari) which means he will be his own boss. When Hasan’s friends ask him about the 

identity of his bride, he says, “It does not matter, any girl will do.” And when they blame him and 

say, “How is it possible to marry blindly?” He says, “It does not matter, Zaynab will know how to 

take care of the house and serve us (tikhdimna).” When Hasan’s father discusses his son’s marriage 

plans with his wife, the former states that the purpose of getting his son married is to bring 

somebody to help the mother in the household. To Hasan’s father, Zaynab is a suitable wife, 

because she is of poor origin (ghalbana) and she will not be as outspoken as other rural bourgeoisie 

girls will. Therefore, when Zaynab gets tuberculosis, her body loses its worth as a commodity in 

the eyes of her father-in-law, who controls the family wealth and is not ready to fund her treatment. 

Karim depicts the character of the father-in-law (starring Yusuf Ma‘luf) making calculations of 

the cost of Zaynab’s treatment, which comes down to 300 pounds. To the father-in-law, this sum 

of money could purchase him two acres of land. And Zaynab’s life is not worth it.  Karim critiques 

the unjust stance of the father-in-law by depicting him refusing to let Zaynab go to the local health 

clinic, because he is concerned his amour-propre as bourgeoisie will be diparaged in the village. 

He does not want his bourgeoisie class to stigmatize him as a poor man unable to fund his daughter-

in-law’s treatment. Zaynab is also depicted aware of the commodification of her body and labor. 

When Zaynab’s mother told her daughter about Hasan’s proposal, Zaynab refuses the proposal 
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and says, “I do not want that marriage. Let me stay with you. I shall work in the field and bring 

you money every day.” 

Karim constructs the suppression of Zaynab’s asala through Zaynab’s inability to separate 

her interest from her family’s interest. When Ibrahim proposes to Zaynab and her family truns 

down his offer, Ibrahim and Zaynab decide they cannot not live as individuals in the village. Cairo 

becomes the hope for their union and acceptance by society. They agree to meet at dawn time to 

elope. Hunted by her family’s worry about their amour-propre in the village and the shame that 

will befall her family if she elopes, Zaynab convinces Ibrahim that their plan is selfish. By doing 

so, Zaynab’s attempt to have control over the fruits of her labor is suppressed due to the grand 

strategy of shame exercised by her community and by her inability to have her interest as a priority 

in a community that is shaped by interest, albeit it strives to project itself otherwise. Therefore, 

Zaynab’s death in the novel and the silent film is a powerful protest of the body of the peasant 

woman against the commodification of its labor.  

The position of Islam in the depiction of Zaynab’s asala is central. For example, the call 

for prayer serves as a marker of time. In Karim’s Zaynab, everyday life practices relate to the five 

calls for prayers. To Zaynab’s family, the day starts after her father comes from dawn prayer. In 

the opening scene, Karim uses a narrator to tell the viewers that the dawn call for prayer breaks 

the silence of darkness to announce the beginning of the day in the village. Zaynab used to date 

Ibrahim under a fig tree right after the afternoon calls for prayer. On the day Zaynab plans to flee 

with Ibrahim to Cairo, their meeting time is marked by the dawn call for prayer. As she listens to 

the prayer call, she starts imagining the shame, which can befall her family if she were to flee. In 
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this context, the prayer call is a marker of a tormented conciseness. Karim used the prayer call as 

a soundtrack to depict Zaynab rethinking the consequences of her plans on her family’s amour-

propre in the village. Zaynab is often depicted praying. The scenes of Zaynab performing ablution 

and supplicating are rare occasions of an Egyptian Jewish actor acting as a practicing Muslim 

woman in a movie.  

 It is imperative here to note that Karim does not idealize Islam in his movie. His movies 

often condemn the appropriation of Islam. For example, the scene of Zaynab’s marriage party 

presents a critique of the Islamic legal opinions that consider the silence of a woman as a sign of 

consent to her marriage. As the village men ask Zaynab whether she agrees to marry Hasan or not 

so that the marriage contract could be signed, everybody is depicted laughing and taking her silence 

to be a sign of shyness. Simultaneously, Karim’s camera zooms in her face to show her torment 

and refusal of the marriage.  

Karim’s depiction of asala as a suppressed modernity extended beyond rural to urban 

Egypt in the al-Warda al-Bayda, in which the Cairene educated woman is depicted more 

suppressed than the peasnt woman. While the peasnt woman appear aware of the commodification 

of her body, the educated Cairene woman is depicted more easily co-opted by the norms of her 

bourgeoisie class. 

1.2. She is Brought Up in European Schools 

Khalil effendi: Have you met with the bey yet? 

Sheikh Madbuli: I met with him. The young lady came to greet me. But I, honestly, could not 

recognize her. 

Kh: What else did you expect? She is brought up in European schools. 

Sh: But thank God, she still knows how to speak Arabic. 
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The above scene from al-Warda al-Bayda’ featured Sheikh Madbuli and Khalil effendi, the two 

managers of Isma‘il bey’s estate, talking about the bey’s daughter, Raga’. Through the character 

of Raga, Karim presents the suppression of the educated Cairene woman’s asala. While Zaynab 

has the luxury of mobility in the village by virtue of working in the field, Raga’ did not work after 

finishing high school. Her life remains confined to the house of her Cairene bourgeoisie family. 

Karim captures Raga’s imprisonment in the house at the beginning of the movie by depicting Raga’ 

and her cat looking at a sparrow in a cage. Both the cat and the sparrow are allegories for Raga’s 

entrapment within the Cairene bourgeoisie norm that does not promote a woman’s sovereignty 

over her body and mind. Raga’, for example, does not choose her clothes. Moreover, her 

sensibilities and aesthetics are regulated by the tafarrnug of her Cairene bourgeoisie class. Raga 

is also depicted entrapped within a contradictory Cairene bourgeoisie order that is more interested 

in the form (shakl) of empowerment of women than in their personhood. On the one hand, Raga’s 

family sent her to French schools, but her stepmother constantly reminds her not to speak French. 

Her family hosts and celebrates a European musical instrument like the piano, but her stepmother 

objects every time Raga’ listens to European music. Raga’s father claims to believe in 

entrepreneurship. But he insists on getting Raga’ married to an effendi, who works for a 

governmental institution. The most unjust contradictions of all shows when Raga’ discovers that 

her father—despite the progressive aura he projects—does not believe in her right to marry a man 

of her choice.   

Therefore, the above scene between Sheikh Madbuli and Khalil Effendi is not merely a 

scene condemning Raga’s as a Westernized young woman. It is a commentary on Raga’ being a 



  

 

275 

 

product of an ideology of tafarrnug, which prompts French over Arabic education, not for any 

purpose other than being hegemonic to the superiority of French education, which enables Raga’s 

family to be part of the Cairene bourgeoisie class of that time. 

Raga’s asala is not depicted through her love to Galal effendi. Love as the foundation of 

marriage is not the major marker of Raga’s asala. It is rather Raga’s choice to stand up for a 

marginalized segment of the Egyptian society of the 1930s, namely, musicians and singers. For 

this purpose, Karim and Nagib construct the following dialogue: 

Raga’: It seems you know a lot about music! 

Galal: I know a little bit. 

R: Do you play piano? 

G: I play lute.  

R: Lute! That is fantastic. And when did you learn to play it? 

G: It has been my hobby since childhood. I used to cease every opportunity of my dad’s absence 

to play lute and sing for hours. 

R: And why would you ‘cease the opportunity’ of your dad’s absence? 

G: Because he did not approve of it. He used to say, “That kind of stuff (il-hagat di) would distract 

you from studying.” He thought it was useless. 

R: Useless! How strange! 

G: Actually, he used to say more harsh comments than that. He used to say, “How dare you to 

even think of leaving school and working as a singer (mighanawi).” I used to hear a lot of that sort 

of reproach. 

[Interruption in French by a pianist, who came to tune Raga’s piano. The pianist finished his work 

and was about to leave. Galal gets ready to leave as well] 

R: [Addressing Galal] Why are you in a hurry? 

G: I want to inform Khalil effendi that the piano is fixed so that he pays the bill. 

R: Why do not you stay a little longer? Please, have a seat. My father talked a lot about you. Both 

of us are orphans. As people say, orphans are relatives. 

G:  True. 

R: Did you mention that you play piano and sing? I bet your voice must be beautiful. I like beautiful 

voices. 

G: Music, ma’am, is a very beautiful art. It is an art of feeling and passion. Unfortunately, its 

appreciation is very limited in our country.  

R: I would love to listen to you sing sometime. 

 



  

 

276 

 

The above scene depicts Galal and Raga’ chatting for the first time at the bey’s house. Nagib and 

Karim could have situated the first meeting between the two main characters in a more romantic 

semimetal location and the conversation did not have to be on Galal’s suppressed ambition to be 

a singer. Galal’s statement at the end of the dialogue summed up the impossibility that Raga’  is 

about to try to make possible, namely, forcing her Cairene bourgeoisie class to accept the 

profession of singing in Egypt of the 1930s as a reputable profession just like that of a doctor or 

an engineer. Echoes of Galal’s marginalization exist in the childhood story of Muhammad ‘Abd 

al-’Abd al-Wahhab, who plays the character of Galal in the movie. 

In his memoirs, ‘Abd al-Wahhab recalled that in 1917, he was working with al-Gazayrli 

brothers at the Egyptian Club Theater, where ‘Abd al-Wahhab used to sing the poems of Sheikh 

Salama Hijazi between playacts. Some of ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s neighbors at al-Sha‘rani 

neighborhood happened one night to be among the audience. They reported ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s 

performance to his brother Sheikh Hasan, who was a student at al-Azhar. According to ‘Abd al-

Wahhab, his neighbors twisted their tongues with words lamenting how ‘Abd al-Wahhab lost his 

morals by singing and how he strayed from the path of religion and brought shame to the family. 

As ‘Abd al-Wahhab was singing on the stage one night, he was struck by a hand pulling him from 

his arm and toppling him down the stage. It was ‘Abd al-Wahhab brother, Hasan. Hasan tied ‘Abd 

al-Wahhab with a robe and dragged him home. According to ‘Abd al-Wahhab, Hasan wiped the 

floor with ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s body and dragged him for three miles from the neighborhood of al-

Husayn to al-Sha‘rani neighborhood.165 ‘Abd al-Wahhab did not mention anything about his 

                                                 
165 Muhammad ‘Abd al-Wahhab, Mudhakkirat Musiqar al-Jil (Beruit: Dar al-Thaqafa, 1969), 1-12. 
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brother’s belief in the prohibition or the permissibility of singing from a religious standpoint. 

However, Karim’s memories revealed that Hasan became ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s closest ally as a 

singer and actor. Karim also recalled that Hasan used to pray when Karim and ‘Abd al-Wahhab 

signed film contracts. Therefore, ‘Abd al-Wahhab’s childhood trauma was not necessarily a 

product of a religious hostility towards singing as much as it is a product of a culture of shame, 

through which the Cairene bourgeoisie enforced suppression, exclusion, and marginalization on 

those who chose singing, music, or acting as a profession. By falling in love with a singer, Raga’ 

challenges that culture of shame. That is how Karim constructs her asala.  

Raga’ resists the norms of her class and the myth of shame associated with getting married 

to a singer. Karim depicts Raga’ taking a risk and carrying out her plans of getting married to 

Galal, despite her family’s opposition. She pays multiple visits to Galal at his apartment. Her 

Cairene bourgeoisie family, however, uses three major strategies to co-opt her resistance. The first 

strategy is using harassment to enforce a patriarchal gaze at Raga’ and her choices, hence 

undermine Raga’s agency in her own eyes. Karim introduces harassment through a minor 

character, whom Raga’s suitor, Shafiq, hire to follow Raga’ when she visits Galal. The implication 

of the gaze is that a young woman living in Egypt of the 1930s is not safe to act in the public space. 

Moreover, if she were to act, her morality would be in question. Karim depicts Raga’ aware of that 

problem when the camera shows her exercising superiority over the man, who is harassing her.The 

second strategy is to demonize modern man in the eyes of Raga’ by disseminating the rumors, that 

Galal is a mutafarrnig, who objectifies and abuses women. The message of Raga’s Cairene 

bourgeoisie class to her is clear; a woman’s attempt to be sovereign over her body and mind will 
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eventually lead to her social framing as a slut. The third strategy was to isolate modern man so that 

he would not act in favor of the social liberty of women. Karim depicts that isolation by depicting 

the Cairene bourgeoisie’s reluctance to accept Galal as an equal even when he attempts to fit in. 

Nothing perhaps represents Galal’s attempt to fit in than the moments of silence, during which his 

character is expected to speak and carry out a dialogue in defense of its position, but Karim depicts 

the character silent. For example, when the bey blames Galal for being in love with Raga’, Galal 

is depicted silent, looking down at the floor and his body language is depicted submissive, his 

shoulders are leaning to the front. When Sheikh Madbuli asks Galal what went wrong between 

him and the bey, Galal is also depicted silent with the same submissive body language.  

The harassment of women, the demonization, and isolation of modern man, succeed in 

suppressing Raga’s asala, and her education in European schools is not enough proof to her 

patriarchal society and to her Cairene bourgeoisie class that she is capable of being sovereign over 

her body and mind. Karim’s critique of the suppression of the Cairene woman’s asala extends 

beyond the bourgeoisie to include the educated middle class working Cairene woman in his movie 

Dunya. 

1.3. It is not My Fault nor Society’s Fault 

Adapted from a German novel titled Alexandra, Karim’s Dunya follows the story of Dunya 

(starring Raqiya Ibrahim), an educated Cairene young woman, who undertakes an administrative 

position at a lawyer’s office. Dunya’s problems begin when she falls in love with Muhammad 

(Starring Ahmad Salim), a mutafarrnig with whom she has a child out of wedlock. Refusing to 

acknowledge the child, Muhammad abandons Dunya leaving her to face social shame and provide 
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for herself and the child. Overcome by the social shame of having a child out of wedlock, Dunya 

fails to protect her child, who eventually dies. Her misfortunes further intensify when the state 

accuses her of murdering the child. Choosing to plead guilty, Dunya spends one year behind bars. 

When she comes out of jail, she is determined to avenge herself and her child against Muhammad 

and his class. Dunya plans to trap Muhammad into marrying her without telling him about her 

criminal record. Her goal is to cast on Muhammad’s family the same societal shame that was cast 

on her. It is through Dunya’s journey of taking revenge that Karim depicts Dunya’s asala. The key 

to understanding this connection is the character of Dunya’s lawyer, Hamid bey (Sulayman Nagib).  

Hamid shows understanding and empathy towards Dunya’s misfortunes. His character 

symbolizes Dunya’s acceptance by society. For Hamid, Dunya’s misfortunes are the sole 

responsibility of Muhammad’s tafarrnug that objectifies and dehumanizes women. Hamid tries to 

convince Dunya that revenge will not make a feudal class confess its discrimination against women 

and its false claims of social justice. Hamid proposes to Dunya to prove to her that she is socially 

qualified to marry a man in a better status than Muhammad. Dunya sees Hamid’s empathy towards 

her situation as an exception in society. She is convinced that her misfortunes are not her fault. 

However, she does not blame it on society either. To her, it is the fault of women, who trust that a 

society dominated by tafarrnug, is capable of supporting social liberty of women. The impossible 

that Dunya tries to make possible is to force Muhammad’s feudal class to confess the falsity of 

tafarrnug and ta’ssul. It is in that quest that Karim depicts Dunya’s asala and its suppression.  

The character of Muhammad’s mother is the key to understanding the suppression of 

Dunya’s asala. When we first see the character of the mother, we see her listening to a Qur’anic 



  

 

280 

 

verse Q5:8 calling upon the believer to be fair and just to other people even if the others were not 

just. The mother cultivates an amour-propre of being rational and religious; she appears keen about 

social justice by helping, respecting, and celebrating the peasants in her estate. For example, she 

is used to holding banquets for the peasants and serving them food herself. When she knows about 

Dunya’s story, she acknowledges the injustice that befalls Dunya. She further announces her 

intention to accept Dunya as a daughter-in-law. As the movie unfolds, it turns out that the mother’s 

consent is foreshadowed by her desire to co-opt Dunya’s plans. The mother’s plan is to show 

empathy towards Dunya so that the latter will feel morally inferior and leave Muhammad. While 

Dunya succeeds in executing her plans, she fails to make Muhammad’s mother confess that she 

has a pre-determined stance against Dunya. Therefore, the final scene depicts Dunya leaving her 

wedding behind and walking aimlessly outside the house. In his memoirs, Karim explains that his 

ending is a realist ending. He argued that society did not accept Dunya and it would be delusive to 

tell women that they could act upon their desires and society would still accept them. However, 

Karim critiqued the suppression of Dunya’s asala through a monolog said by Muhammad to his 

mother (starring Dawlat Abyad) at the end of the movie: 

Mother: This marriage shall never take place. 

Son: I have always believed that you are just and that is why I allowed you to have a say in my 

choices. But it never occurred to me that you are merciless and you would be unfair to a poor girl 

like [Dunya]. Are not you the one who keeps saying that the best thing in life is to make others 

happy? Where is your sense of justice? Everything that happened, my crime, my aggression. I am 

the one who caused all these miseries. Shall not I be given a chance to redeem myself and fix my 

mistake? If not, shall not I pay for my crime? If my father whom you always speak of as a good 

example were alive today, what would his judgment be? I shall marry Dunya and make her happy. 

You think I am so keen about the luxury (‘izz) I live in. You think I am happy to be a rich brat (ibn 

dhawat). No, ma’am! You are wrong. I do not want anything from you, I will work and earn money 

and make my wife happy. I will heal her, and I hope God will help me make her forgive me. 
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A similar monolog is rare in Egyptian cinema at that time. It does not only that Karim and Nagib 

hold patriarchy responsible for its actions, but also it shows how the feudal system in Egypt of the 

1940s promoted male dependency. Muhammad could not marry Dunya even if he were in love 

with her, because his feudal class did allow him to exercise any aspect of modern social liberties 

save his exercise of tafarrnug.  

Karim’s resolution to the suppression of the asala came primarily through depicting 

patriarchy aware of its injustices and its rise in support of asala. A glimpse of that support was in 

the above monolog from Karim’s Dunya and is more explicitly depicted in Yawm Sa‘id.  

2. Asala Tolerated  

In this section, I analyze depictions of the conditional acceptance of asala in Karim’s Yawm Sa‘id. 

I show how patriarchal support is depicted a categorical imperative for the acceptance of asala. 

2.1. Dad, I Am Confident of My Choices  

In Yawm Sa‘id, Karim depicts the conditional acceptance of asala through the character of Amina 

(starring Samiha Samih). Like Dunya, Amina is a Cairene educated young woman, whose 

education qualifies her to be a part of the working force in Egypt of the late 1930s. Amina has to 

face a patriarchal gaze that does not only find her successful presence in the public space unusual 

but also questions her morality. The impossible that Amina tries to make possible is to resist the 

patriarchal gaze. Karim uses different techniques to construct patriarchal gaze at Amina’s 

character. 

In the opening scene, for example, Karim employs the office boy (starring Sa‘id Abu Bakr) 

to represent a patriarchal gaze at working women. The first shot of the movie captures a zoom out 
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of the eyes of the actor, Sa‘id Abu Bakr, who is a very successful choice by Karim since the 

former’s eyeballs are naturally protruded. Karim makes the actor role his eyes before shifting focus 

to female sales representatives as they are leaving at the end of the day. The eyes of the office boy 

follow Amina and her colleagues as they are leaving work; he greets them and says, “Goodbye 

young ladies!” Another shot is dedicated to the office boy flirting with a female sales 

representative, who gives him a kiss in the air as she leaves the office. Karim extends the 

patriarchal gaze beyond workspace i.e. the vinyl record shop to the streets of Cairo. Karim depicts 

Amina walking in downtown Cairo with her friends. She then takes the bus to go home. She meets 

Kamal in the bus. And he follows her home to apologize for breaking her vinyl record. The scene 

of Kamal following Amina in the street implies that a working woman in the public space is a 

target. When Amina comes home and tells her mother about Kamal, Amina says, “An effendi 

followed me while I was coming home.” The mother is not depicted concerned or worried, the 

matter that implies that it is normal for women to be targeted in the public space.  

One technique that Karim uses to construct and critique the patriarchal gaze is to juxtapose 

different signifiers used by different characters’ to refer to the character of Amina. To her parents 

and the mutafarrniga Suhayr, Amina is referred to as ‘daughter of ‘Atif effendi.’ Amina’s identity 

is annexed to her father’s identity. To her peers, Amina is a successful salesperson and rather her 

success is unusual for she achieves than the daily average target in selling music records. To her 

lover, Amina is an individual, who does not let society dictate her choices. For example, when 

Kamal invites Amina to his apartment, he knows that his invitation is unusual in Cairo of 1930s. 

But Kamal believes that Amina will break the norm. And that is why Karim depicts the dialogue 
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in a series of ‘yes’ and ‘no’ until Amina finally says ‘yes’ and she goes to his apartment. Similarity 

Kamal annexes Amina’s father to her identity. He does not say ‘the daughter of ‘Atif effendi’ to 

describe Amina. He says ‘Amina’s father’ (walid al-anisa Amina). To Umm Anisa, bint al-balad 

in the movie, Amina is a mademoiselle. Umm Anisa uses the title in the context of her conversation 

with her husband Sheikh Mustafa, Kamal’s property owner. Umm Anisa discusses with her 

husband, whether to inform Amina’s father that Umm Anisa ‘caught’ his daughter visiting Kamal. 

When Umm Anisa, in an earlier scene, spots Amina in front of Kamal’s apartment, the former 

looks at Amina with suspicion and asks, “What are you doing at Kamal’s apartment?” Announcing 

her dissatisfaction at the behavior of the new generation of women, Umm Anisa is depicted 

scolding her young daughter (starring Fatin Hamama) and saying, “God only knows how you 

would behave when you grew up!” The implication is that working women in 1930s Cairo do not 

consider societal norms and hence their morality is in question. Later, Umm Anisa tells her 

husband that Amina has brought shame to her father, ‘Atif effendi, who deserves that shame since 

he wants to raise his daughter to be a working woman, and a mademoiselle. Umm Anisa’s use of 

French title ‘mademoiselle’ also conveys that she is envious of Amina, whose education and work 

marks her superiority in class. 

Karim marks Amina’s asala by her resistance to the patriarchal gaze. For example, when 

Umm Anisa looks at Amina with suspicion, Amina does not accept the accusation, and she answers 

confidently, “I am just visiting Kamal.” It is not like Amina does not know that her behavior is not 

an approved norm within the realm of her social class. But Amina chooses a vulnerable position, 

which is not a marker of weakness as much as it was a marker of courage. Amina’s awareness of 
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the vulnerability of her position shows in her conversation with her mother later. When Amina 

comes home from her visit to Kamal, Amina’s mom, who has the same patriarchal gaze at her 

daughter, tries to learn the details of Amina’s relationship with Kamal. When the mother comes to 

know that Amina visited Kamal, the first thing she asks her daughter is, “Did anybody see you?” 

The implication is that all that matters, to Amina’s mother, is the amour-propre of the family in 

the neighborhood. The mother is devastated when she knows that Umm Anisa saw Amina. She is 

concerned that Umm Anisa will spread the news. Amina responds to her mother’s anger with 

silence. It is in that silence that Karim depicts Amina’s awareness of taking a vulnerable position 

by visiting Kamal. Her awareness is further emphasized when she says, “Please, do not tell father 

about it.” When Amina’s parents confront her with their anger, they question if it is right to send 

Amina to school in the first place: 

Father: Did they teach you to have relationships at school? 

Amina: Father, it is an innocent friendship. 

Father: I cannot acknowledge innocent friendship between a young man and woman of your age. 

How long have you known him? 

Amina: A week. 

Father: And do you think a week is enough time to judge his integrity? You met the man only 

twice and the third time you went to his house! Have you lost your mind! 

Amina: I am confident I am in charge of my choices, Dad. And if it makes you feel any better, I 

will not visit Kamal at his place again. 

Father:  Cannot you see the consequences of your confidence? Can you imagine the scandal if your 

mother did not visit Umm Anisa and lie to her that Kamal proposed to you? 

 

Amina learns how to behave as an individual at school. But society neither accepts nor approves 

of her individualism. Amina expresses her sense of self as an individual, who has full sovereignty 

over body and mind, when she faces her father and says, “Dad, I am confident I am in charge of 

my choices. And if it makes you feel any better, I will not visit Kamal at his place again.” The 
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father is shocked at her stance. And he attempts to restore sovereignty over her body by holding 

her and pushing her towards the bed. Karim does not depict Amina further fighting her war. He 

still acknowledges the presence and dominance of patriarchy. Therefore, in Yawm Sa‘id, patriarchy 

conditions Amina’s asala. Only when the Kamal and Amina’s father resolve their prejudices, 

Karim depicts Amina’s asala as an emergent practice. In what follows, I discuss the depiction of 

asala as an emergent culture. 

3. Asala as an Emergent Culture 

In this section, the analysis draws on selected scenes from movies discussed earlier in addition to 

Mamnu‘ al-Hub (Love is Forbidden, dir. Muhammad Karim, 1942) and al-Bayt al-Kabir (The 

Foremost House, dir. Ahmad Kamil Mursi, 1949) 

3.1. I Do not Think Oriental Music Cares a Lot about Your Ears  

It is through the local artist’s quest for the recognition of his art and its audience that Karim depicts 

asala as an emergent practice in Yawm Sa‘id. Karim constructs a more confident portrait of the 

local artist, who becomes aware of how tafarrnug leads to his marginalization and the suppression 

of his innovation. This time Karim gives a voice to his subaltern, who speaks to resist and condemn 

the marginalization of his local art and its audience i.e. awlad al-balad and the peasants.  

The artist of Yawm Sa‘id starts from the same position where the artist of al-Warda al-

Bayda’ ends; he starts from the margin. Unlike the artist of al-Warda al-Bayda’, who is situated 

among the Cairene bourgeoisie, the artist of Yawm Sa‘id is situated among awlad al-balad, who 

are equally on the margin. Initially, Karim depicts the artist in Yawm Sa‘id responding to his 

marginalization by distancing himself from the social circles of tafarrnug and ta’ssul. The artist 
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copes with his marginalization by appealing to a subjunctive and or an idealist understanding of 

art that resist its reification at the hands of the mutafarrnigin and the muta’ssilin. For example, 

Kamal is depicted constantly refusing to sing the poetry of the muta’ssilin. Kamal also condemns 

mechanical reproduction. Karim depicts the artist position as a delusive amour-propre, through 

which the artist survives his marginalization (depicted here as not having a fair chance to present 

his innovation in the public space) and to justify his dependency. Karim depicts this dependency 

when he shows Kamal delinquent in paying rent and how his meals are an act of charity by his 

landlady, Umm Anisa.  

To construct the emergence of the artist from that dependency and isolation, Karim 

constructs a challenge to the artist’s idealist view of art. For example, in the garden scene, Kamal 

is brought face to face with the idea of mechanical reproduction, which he condemns. The garden 

scene depicts Kamal meeting Amina and her friend by chance. As two educated women, who work 

in a vinyl records shop, Amina and her friend represent the voice of mechanical reproduction. The 

three characters indulge in a discussion, which question the definition of love in the 1930s.  On 

the one hand, Kamal holds the view that love only exist in the metaphysical realm, which he 

signifies as ‘spritial connectivity’ (ittisal ruhayyin). He argues that such a metaphysical 

understanding of love exist only among the people of the past, which he describes in Arabic as ahl 

zaman. He gives examples of love such as the love of Romeo and Juliet, Jamil and Buthayna, 

Qayyis and Layla. To Kamal, love is a pastoral dream that exist only in an ideal past, be it local or 

foreign, and that past has an ideal natural environment, free of the 1930s industrial reality and its 

pollution. To Kamal, industrial reality turns love into adhering to tafarrnug. Love becomes a 
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contract between two people, who agree to a set of materialist practices to express their love. 

Kamal lists those practices as flirtation over the phone, have a randevu in cinema and salons, 

holding parties, exchanging gifts and compliments.  

On the other hand, working women, represented by Amina and her friend, argue for the 

industrial reality as emancipatory reality, in which women gain new social roles. Amina sees the 

1930s industrial reality as a positive contribution to the human experience, in which science is a 

machinery of progress and evolution. The two women cannot understand Kamal’s pastoral dream 

and its idealism. In response to Kamal’s argument about industrial reality and its commodification 

of love turning hearts into steel, Amina’s friend argue that science makes the steel talk and walked. 

That is to say, the industrial reality emancipates people and makes them speak their mind. Her 

argument implies that Kamal’s idealism is expressing a totality that does not exist in reality. When 

Kamal argues that a heart cannot accommodate the pastoral dream and the industrial reality, she 

comments sarcastically by saying, “For Prophet’s sake, these days the heart can accommodate two, 

three and four.” The implication is not that a man can marry four women or that young people 

have more access to relationships. Rather the sentence implies that one can imagine what one 

wants to imagine. While Kamal admits that industrial reality has not completely diminished his 

pastoral dream and that people are still capable of falling in love, he still argues that it is rare and 

the ‘rare’ occurrence does not dictate the rule. To solve the dispute, Amina, who sides with the 

industrial reality, suggests that solution lies in experimentation. Therefore, Karim ends the scene 

with Amina and Kamal shaking hands while looking into each other’s eyes. That shot does not 
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only signal the beginning of their love story. More importantly, it signals the beginning of the 

artist’s journey of experimentation. 

Therefore, the garden scene is not simply a representation of a sentimental love story to 

construct love as the foundation of marriage. Karim uses the story as an allegory for a paradigm 

shift in the artist’s view of art ; it is a shift in which Kamal  takes a vulnerable position by stepping 

outside that pastoral dream and resisting his position on the margin, hence claiming the public 

space(here being the stage) to present his innovation. But this shift is easier said than done. Instead 

of stepping outside the pastoral dream, Kamal initially tries to bring the industrial reality to his 

pastoral dream. This idea is depcited in the scenes of Amina’s visit to Kamal. The camera zooms 

out, and the scene is cut to present a one-act play depicting the love story of the famous Layla and 

Qays. It is not until the scene in which Kamal has to face patriarchy, here being ‘Atif effendi, that 

Kamal is forced to step outside his pastoral dream.   

 ‘Atif effendi represents the middle class, which is ready to support local art. It is, however, 

not ready to accept its marginal position and its imprisonment inside that pastoral dream. For 

example, ‘Atif effendi objects to the relationship between Kamal and Amina and accuses Kamal 

of ignoring and looking down at customs. By ignoring custom (‘urf), ‘Atif effendi is not referring 

only to the fact that Kamal and Amina meets and falls in love before getting married. He rather 

refers to the fact that Kamal’s intention to marry Amina is not going to change ‘Atif effendi’s 

views of Kamal’s dependency, which makes ‘Atif effendi think of Kamal as a mutafarrnig. To 

‘Atif effendi, the‘urf is that a man shall be able to earn his living before thinking of getting married. 

Kamal is not qualified to marry his daughter for when he proposes; he is unemployed and 
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dependent. At this point, Kamal accepts the commodification of his art. He admits that ‘Atif effendi 

has a point. The acceptance of the artist by patriarchy leads Kamal to accept the dominant form of 

art, represented through ‘Azzuz’s new modernism, discussed earlier.166 That, however, is a 

temporary acceptance. It materializes through Kamal alliance with ‘Azzuz until Kamal seizes an 

opportunity to present his art. The alliance with ta’ssul allows Kamal to have access to the public 

space, present his innovation, and sing his songs.  

However, tafarrnug remains the artist’s major challenge; it is the dominant culture 

responsible for the marginalization of local art. And a confrontation with tafarrnug is inevitable. 

Consider for example the following confrontation between Kamal and Ra’uf bey, a character, 

which Karim constructs to represent tafarrnug: 

Kamal:  My name is Muhammad Kamal. I am a musician. 

Ra’uf: Musician. How nice! 

K: And your good name, sir? 

R: There is no need for you to know my name. 

Ilham: [Addressing Kamal] Mr. Kamal, this is Ra’uf bey Fawzi. He is a friend of mine. 

K: It is a pleasure to meet you!  

R: And what do you exactly play in music? Do you know how to sing Aman ya lalalli.167 

Kamal: Not at all. I know how to sing, Ta‘alili ya batta (Hi, hot chick, come my way) [Ilham 

laughs]. 

R: In all honesty, my ear does not digest this Oriental music. 

Kamal: I do not think that Oriental music cares a lot about your ear. 

R: Suhyar, I was insulted in your house. 

K: Suhyar, I beg your pardon, I have to leave. 

S: Of course, Mr. Kamal. 

 

The scene depicts Ra’uf bey disresepectful of Oriental music; he considers it stagnant incapable 

of introducing any innovation. To Ra’uf, local artists in 1930s Egypt cannot produce anything new 

                                                 
166 See the section on ta’ssul. 
167 Popular song of Turkish origin. 
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for they were still singing traditional Turkish songs like Aman ya lalalli. While responding to the 

Ra’uf’s contempt of local art, Kamal is not depicted reactionary. Karim depicts him sarcastic. This 

time Karim positions the artist at the center of the shot. The camera depicts Kamal in middle shot; 

he is alone; calm and steady to fight back. When Kamal says, “I sing  Ta‘alili ya batta (Hi, hot 

chick, come my way),” he implies that neither Ra’uf’s tafarrnug can appreciate a classic work of 

art like the classic Turkish song, nor it can imagine any innovation in local culture beyond a song 

that falls under the category of ‘low art’ (isfaf) as in the case of the song ‘hi hot chick.’ Kamal’s 

answer condemns tafarrnug and considers it solely responsible for the flourish of ‘low art’ and the 

suppression of the innovative (asil) local art, which Kamal represents. 

‘Hi, hot chick’ falls under ‘low art,’ not only because it is in colloquial, if we were to accept 

the high/low binary of standard and colloquial. After all, the majority of the songs sang in Yawm 

Sa‘id are sang in colloquial and the majority of what Egyptians perceive until today as a ‘classics’ 

is sung in colloquial. Ta‘alili ya batta (Hi, hot chick, come my way) is used as an example of ‘low 

art,’ because of its sexually suggestive connotations, which objectifies the female body. This song 

is often referred to in movies depicting the 1930s. The song gains popularity for its flirtatious 

dialogue between a man chasing a woman in the street. The man starts by saying, ‘Hi hot chick 

come my way’ and the woman responds, “No, not this time.” The implication is that women say 

“no” to sex, but they mean “yes” (yatamanna‘una wa-hunna al-raghibatu), an argument that in its 

extreme utilization can be used by rapists to justify their crimes. It is because of this connotation 

that the song falls under the category of ‘low art’ and it is employed by Kamal to comment 

sarcastically on Ra’uf’s reductionist understanding of innovation in local art.  
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Innovative (asil) local art can be understood as a call for an understanding of art as a secular 

interdependent human experience, in which local aspects influence the foreign and vise versa. For 

example, we see Kamal equally celebrating the piano and the lute (‘ud). He highlights the 

difference instead of suppressing it. While an innovative art establishes continuity with the past, 

this continuity is not necessarily a condition for innovation; it is not an attempt to reinstall an 

imagined ideal art in a modern form. Continuity lies in acknowledging the innovations of the past 

no matter how humble they are. This understanding of continuity has its roots in the Egyptian 

proverb “an asil one is the one, who is not ashamed of the origin no matter how humble that origin 

is” (al-asil huwa illi ma yista‘arrish min asluh). In that sense, the innovative art is an art that is not 

ashamed of its origin, be it colloquial or standard, local or foreign. Therefore, we see in Yawm 

Sa‘id songs sang in standard and colloquial. Sometimes both linguistic codes exist in the same 

song such as in the songs ‘Ya ward min yishtirik’ (flowers for sale).   

Kamal as an artist, who places his art in the innovative category, is fascinated with rural 

folk art. For example, Suhayr has a plan to abduct Kamal in the countryside and show him what 

tafarrnug could offer him as a singer. She convinces Kamal to accompany her to the countryside. 

Karim depicts Kamal impressed by the folk dance and the singing of the peasants in Suhayr’s 

estate. After a long day of work in the field, the peasants gather to listen to music and watch dance. 

Karim is charmed with the Egyptian countryside of the 1930s, a time before the high dam reduced 

the fertility of the agricultural soil. This charm appear in almost all his movies. In Yawm Sa‘id, 

Karim depicts different aspects of village life and landscape. For example, he dedicates many 
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scenes to depict village women in local dresses going to fill water; the waterwheel, and scenes of 

palm trees’ reflections in the Nile. 

Similarly, Karim depicts different aspects of the aesthetics of folk dance and music. For 

example, consider the shooting of the song Ma ahlaha ‘ishit il-fallah (How wonderful peasant life 

is). Karim dedicates close-ups to men and women watching the dance and listening to music. 

Karim also attempts to show the creativeness of the peasants, who produce music with their 

traditional instruments, even with household items such as coffee cups. Some of the peasants are 

depicted shaking coffee cups against the saucers to produce music. The implication is that the 

peasants can produce music through natural instinct and their folk music can compete with the 

‘high’ music be if foreign or local.  

It is imperative here to note that Karim, in his depiction of Kamal’s asala in Yawm Sa‘id, 

assigns a central position to Islam. On the one hand, the property owner Sheikh Mustafa, who 

supports Kamal in pursuing a professional career as a singer, celebrates Kamal. Sheikh Mustafa’s 

character symbolizes the possibility of the domain of religion to host the artist. Kamal, for example, 

is allowed to stay at Sheikh Mustafa’s apartment complex even though he has been delinquent in 

paying rent. Sheikh Mustafa is often shy to ask for rent. He has enjoyed listening to Kamal singing 

that he cannot evacuate him. Every time the wife of Sheikh Mustafa, Umm Anisa, urges her 

husband to go collect rent from Kamal, Karim depicts Sheikh Mustafa hesitant to knock on the 

door. Instead, he stands outside the door and enjoys the melodies coming from Kamal’s apartment.  

Karim invests in depicting the character of Sheikh Mustafa as a hospitable religious domain 

to the singer. We know that Sheikh Mustafa is an understanding husband. His wife often decides 
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on the rules of the household. Sheikh Mustafa has his share of housework; he helps in cooking and 

cleaning the kitchen. When Sheikh Mustafa knows about Kamal and Amina’s love story, he 

celebrates it and functions as a mediator between Kamal and ‘Atif effendi. Sheikh Mustafa also 

hosts a gramophone in his house. He does not consider a wedding to be a celebration without 

dancing. When in Kamal’s wedding, Sheikh Mustafa is told that there will be no dancers, he says, 

“Why no dancers. A wedding cannot be one without dancers.”   

The daughter of Sheikh Mustafa (starring Fatin Hamama) further emphasizes the 

hospitality of the religious domain to the artist. This is the first introduction of Egyptian diva Fatin 

Hamama in cinema. Karim employs the shots dedicated to the character of Anisa as reaction shots 

to convey to the audience Sheikh Mustafa’s fascination with Kamal’s art as well as Kamal’s 

vulnerability as an artist. While it is not rare to use a child to mirror the conciseness of the character, 

it is rare to use a girl to project the conciseness of a male character. It is also through the voice of 

Anisa that Kamal’s success as a singer is announced. After Kamal’s successful performance in the 

Opera, Anisa takes the newspaper to him and starts reading the headlines aloud, “A great success 

of a new musician.” Her character also symbolizes hope in the future. That is why she is depicted 

in the final scene between the bride and the groom. 

Likewise, Islam is depicted helping ‘Atif effendi overcome his fears of losing his livelihood 

by losing his job at Suhayr’s estate, if he were to approve of his daughter’s marriage. In one scene, 

Karim depicts ‘Atif effendi awake at dawn time to pray. As the call for prayer is raised, ‘Atif 

effendi tells his wife that it is unfair to jeopardize his daughter’s future, because of his fear of the 

feudal system. When his wife reminds him of the consequences of being jobless and homeless, he 
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says, “I do not care” and recites the verse Q9:51, “Nothing shall befall us except what God wills, 

God is the Sustainer, and in the Sustainer, the believers shall trust.” (qul lan yusibana illa ma katab 

Allahu lana huwa mawlana wa ‘ala Allah fa-l-yatawakkal al-mu’minun). Here again, Karim 

introduces the Islamic notion of tawakkul i.e. taking a risk and the ability to act in a contingent 

situation, by means of relying on intellect (‘aql) as God’s agent in humans, according to one’s 

better judgment. The opposite of tawakkul is tawakul (lack of action due to denial of human will). 

By activating tawakkul, ‘Atif effendi resistes the Cairene bourgeoisie and their tafarrnug. Thereby, 

‘Atif effendi helps Kamal’s asala to be an emergent culture, represented in the happy ending of 

Yawm Sa‘id. Another example of the depiction of asala as an emergent practice shows in the 

character of Muhammad Hanafi in Kamal Salim’s al-‘Azima. 

3.2. It is My Right to Live the Way I want to Live 

Salim presents asala in al-‘Azima through the character of Muhammad Hanafi. Muhammad’s 

asala materializes in his determination to reject governmental employment and to become an 

entrepreneur, despite his need for an immediate income. It also lies in his celebration of his social 

class of origin. For example, he is aware that his mother is uneducated bint balad, but he often 

jokingly calls her ma’am Hanafi. The implication is that she is no less than any French ma’am. 

For the same reason, Muhammad Hanafi does not distance himself from awlad al-balad in his 

neighborhood. He uses to play backgammon with them and celebrate the Prophet’s Birth (mawlid) 

and Ramadan. At the same time, Muhammad Hanafi does not reject foreign leisure activities; he 

enjoys playing billiard with Nazih pasha.   
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Salim constructs Muhammad’s asala as a positive modernity by employing reaction shots 

that convey Muhammad’s respectful reception by the majority of awlad al-balad and non-

mutafarrnigin Cairene bourgeois such as Nazih pasha. In the fig below, Salim takes a middle shot 

of Muhammad and Nazih pasha. At the background of the shot, Salim employs the stairs to convey 

the superiority of Nazih pasha in the social status. But the mise-en-scene of the two characters 

emphasize that they both are equal for Muhammad  has the potential to climb the social ladder and 

stand on equal foot with Nazih pasha, who  welcomes him.  

The asala of Muhammad also lies in his resistance to tafarrnug as an exclusive false 

consciousness of modernity. The mere presence of Muhammad Hanafi calls upon the 

mutafarrnigin to exert an effort that they are not ready to put forth. His presence is like that of 

mirror in which the mutafarrnigin are forced to see their failure to become modern despite their 

monopoly over resources. In the following scene, Muhammad is depicted resisting the exclusive 

ideology of tafarrnug:  

‘Adli: Oh God! Now we have to face this useless fuss! 

Woman friend: What is wrong, ‘Adli? 

Shawkat: What is bothering you, ‘Adli? 

A: That guy named Muhammad. I gave him an appointment to meet now, and I completely forgot 

about it. He came on time to cause me headache with work related issues; he came to interrupt my 

fun. How could he ever imagine I am free for his nonsense! 

Sh: Just dismiss him. [Addressing the servant]Tell him the bey is not here. Tell him he is sleeping. 

A: No. That would be very rude. He would figure out it is a lie. 

Sh: What type of person is he? 

A: ‘Izzat knows him. 

‘Izzat: Whom are you talking about? 

A: Muhammad Hanafi 

‘I: Do you mean the commerce school guy? It is a good opportunity to make fun of him. Bring 

him in. 

A: No, ‘Izzat, please do not do that. 
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‘I: It is going to be done in a subtle, mischievous way. Folks, do you know how he looks like? He 

looks like a bundle of carrot dressed in a suit and tarbush. 

A: Please do not do that. It is not appropriate to make fun of him in my house. 

Sh: Do not worry! We will try to appear serious. [Addressing ‘Adli’s friends] Folks, stop dancing, 

take the girls inside, take these [drinks] inside, and turn off the radio quickly. 

A: But, Shawkat, that is so inappropriate to do. 

Sh: Stop worrying! This is going to be fun. 

 

The above scene is not merely a bullying scene. It shows how tafarrnug is a dehumanizing and 

exclusive ideology. This is evident in referring to Muhammad as a bundle of carrot. Carrot is 

usually inexpensive vegetable in Egypt; it is often sold by awlad al-balad, who work as street 

vendors. The carrots used to be sold in bundles, and the green leaves of the carrot are still there. 

That is to say; the carrots are not washed, peeled, and finely cut. They are sold with the mud 

sticking to the roots. To the Cairene bourgeoisie, like ‘Adli’s friends, Muhammad is similar to that 

bundle of carrot, and he needs to be reminded that he can never be ‘modern’ and ‘equal’ to them 

for he belongs to a social class that does not experience the luxuries of tafarrnug. Accordingly, 

they consider Muhammad’s asala to be fake; they want him to dress like his father in galabiya, 

not a suit. ‘Adli’s friends explicitly express their view in the following scene, in which they stage 

their bullying plan: 

Shawkat: Look who is here! It is Muhammad    

M: How are you, Mr. ‘Izzat? 

‘Izzat: [Addressing ‘Adli] Would you mind if we join your business meeting or is it a secret? 

‘Adli: No, we do not mind at all. There are no secrets. Please have a seat [They all sat down and 

‘Adli addressed Muhammad]. What brought you in, Muhammad? 

M: I finalized everything and before we go to the bank... [Interrupted by ‘Adli] 

‘A: Are we going to the bank today? 

M: Of course, we have to deposit the insurance.  

‘A: First, could you show me what do you have in that file you are holding? 

M:  First, there is the wood price issue. The price we proposed was accepted [He handed him a 

file]. 

‘A Sounds Good!  
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M: And we are lucky that the shipping price would not be so different from the price in Sweden 

Sh: Are you importing wood from Sweden? 

‘A:  Of course, we are. It is a serious business. Did not I tell you? 

‘I: How is that possible? Does Sweden export wood these days? 

Sh: This is very strange! 

M: What is so strange about that? 

F1: Did not they say [in the news] that Hitler captured Sweden? 

F2: It was Sudeten, not Sweden. 

‘I: They are so close to each other. 

‘A: No, they were very far from each other. What else have you got on file, Muhammad? 

M: The textile issue. You know all about it. 

‘A: Yes, we finalized that issue. 

M: What needs much work today and what requires much effort is the leather issue because those 

people had a strong hold on the market. In the beginning, we have to play it cool with them until 

we figure out what is their take on the issue. As you know, we cannot afford to avoid leather. 

Sh: May I ask you a question? 

M: Sure! 

Sh: Are you going to open a shoemaker’s shop? 

I: We will all tailor our shoes at your shop. 

F2: And we will pay in cash. 

F1: I even started hating my current shoemaker. 

‘I: Folks, calm down. The country is full of shoemaker’s [Addressing Muhammad] Why do not 

you open a barber’s shop, Muhammad? 

 

‘Adli’s friend, ‘Izzat (starring Muhammad ‘Atiya), knows that Muhammad’s father owns a 

barber’s, the profession that ‘Izzat considers shameful marking a lower social class. ‘Izzat brings 

the barber’s profession into the discussion to remind Muhammad that he should stop behaving like 

a smart modern man and he should live in his father’s galabiya, to use Ihsan ‘Abd al-Quddus 

words, i.e. it suffices Muhammad to be a barber like his father. The scene also critiques the 

mutafarrnigin by showing their ignorance. Salim frames them as ignorant brats, who cannot figure 

out the difference between Sweden and Sudetenland despite bragging all the time that they visit 

Europe constantly.  
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A paradigm shift takes place in ‘Adli’s understanding of being-modern when he is let down 

by tafarrnug. Salim uses the alliance between ‘Adli and Muhammad Hanafi to construct their 

asala as an emerging practice. Both characters are depicted accepting their class of origin, but they 

also have to move outside its hegemony.As for ‘Adli, Salim links the former’s asala with 

abandoning tafarrnug. In the case of Muhammad, Salim depicts his asala emerging when 

Muhammad realizes that he cannnot give up on his dream to be an entrepreneur and accept his 

social role as an effendi. To him living among awlad al-balad as an effendi makes him feed the 

hegemony of tafarrnug among awlad al-balad as we have seen with his wife Fatima, in an earlier 

discussion. His will and determination to be an entrepreneur were the materializations of his 

resistance to the hegemony of tafarrnug among awlad al-bald. This is depicted in the dialogue 

when Muhammad Hanafi says, “It is enough! I lived earlier the way others wanted me to live. 

Now, I think it is my right to live the way I want to live.” The implication is that he lives like an 

effendi to satisfy his wife’s, Fatima, the hegemony of tafarrnug. But as they get divorced, 

Muhammad decides he should try to become the entrepreneur he always dreams to be. 

Islam features in Muhammad’s asala as a support system and as a substratum of life in the 

alley (hara) where Muhammad lives among awlad al-balad. For example, Muhammad is depicted 

sitting with his friends in the coffee shop celebrating Ramadan. Islamic personal law rescues 

Muhmmad when he wants to remarry his divorcee, Fatima, whose new wedding is about to take 

place against her will. Her mother has arranged her marriage to a greedy old butcher in the 

neighborhood. It is not possible for a Muslim woman to marry immediately after her divorce. She 

has to wait for three menstrual cycles (‘idda) to pass, before she can marry again. During this time, 
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the husband can reclaim the bond of marriage. This is the case even if the new marriage contract 

takes place. In other words, the new marriage contract becomes void. Since Fatima’s new wedding 

day is the last day of her ‘idda, Muhammad prevents her new forced marriage and reclaims their 

old bond of marriage. Islam then becomes a driving force for the happy ending in the movie. 

Muhammad, the new successful entrepreneur, reunits with his beloved bint al-balad, who has 

learned the lesson that becoming-modern is not about tafarrnug. 

 While Salim constructs the emergence of asala among awlad al-balad through the 

character of Muhammad Hanafi, Yusuf Wahbi constructs asala as a collective act in Ibn al-

Haddad, in which Taha is an entrepreneur invested in improving the life conditions of awlad al-

balad. 

3.3. My Fellow Awlad al-Bald, the Unpolluted by Tafarrnug 

Ryzofa reads the character of Taha as a representation of what she describes as the effendi Islam, 

an idea that she traces back to Muhammad Abduh.168 Accordingly, she presents an acultural 

interpretation of the conflict between Taha and his in-laws; she traces back the conflict to a Yahya 

Haqqi’s novel, Qandil Umm Hashim, in which she reads modernity as a conflict between the 

superstitious past and the advance of scientific and rational understanding of reality. Thus, she 

interprets the conflict in Ibn al-Haddad as a conflict over who owns modernity, the effendi or the 

aristocrat. She suggests that Taha’s understanding of modernity is a reactionary stance in which 

he relies on Islamic notions to distinguish himself from the aristocrat, whose modernity is ‘bad’ 

                                                 

168 Ryzova, The Age of the Efendiyya, 74. 
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modernity characterized by Westernization. By contrast, Taha’s modernity is depicted as ‘correct,’ 

because it is informed by the authentic values of his local origin, as well as, by him being a good 

Muslim, modest, industrious.169  It is imperative, however, to note that the title ‘effendi,’ if it is 

used to refer to Taha in the movie, is employed by his mutafarrnigin in-laws to undermine his 

social status and remind him that he is without a title in a society that marks class superiority with 

titles. I wonder it is possible to establish a continuity between the character of Taha and that of the 

hero in Qandil Umm Hashim. After all, Taha’s character is not depicted in conflict. For my purpose 

here, I do not read the characterization of Taha as that of an effendi.  

Wahbi employs the character of Taha in Ibn al-Haddad to critique tafarrnug and construct 

asala. The asala of Taha is not an advocacy to embrace of ‘Islamic modernism’ as advocated by 

Muhammad ‘Abduh and his student Rashid Rida. It is a critique of the marginalization and the 

lack of respect for Islam as substratum and one of the residual cultures among awlad al-balad and 

peasants. What Taha’s character suggest is that for asala to be a collective emergent culture, it has 

to break the myth of shame constructed around ‘the origin’ without necessarily idolizing it. This 

is evident in Taha’s attitude towards awlad al-balad. When Taha comes back from Europe after 

earning a degree in engineering, a dialogue takes place between him and his fellow awlad al-balad. 

They worry that Taha has forgotten about them after spending many years in Europe. It occurs to 

them that he became a mutafarrnig. To these worries, Taha replies, “I am not rootless to forget 

about the origin” (ma-yinsash asluh illa ibn haram). The implication is not that Islam is the root. 

                                                 
169 Ryzova, The Age of the Efendiyya, 76. As explained in the introduction, I do not read the character of 

Taha as an effendi.  

 

 



  

 

301 

 

While the standard use of the expression ‘ibn haram’ refers to the English ‘bastard,’ it has, in 

Egyptian colloquial, many denotations depending on context. It can denote ‘naughty/disobedient 

boy,’ or ‘unjust,’ for example. And even if we understand it, in Taha’s dialogue, as the English 

‘bastard,’ it does not imply that a child out of wedlock should be a castaway or be a source of 

shame. It implies that there is no reason for Taha to stop affiliating himself with his class of origin, 

because he sees nothing shameful in that origin. To Taha, awlad al-bald and the peasants are the 

roots of the pashas and the beys and their wealth. It is imperative, however, to note that Wahbi 

does not idealize awlad al-balad in the movie. He condemns some of the unjust practices among 

awlad al-balad such as child labor. But Wahbi does not put the blame on awlad al-bald, whose 

major challenge is lack of resources and access to education. Instead, Wahbi blames tafarrnug. 

Therefore, reconciliation does not take place in the movie until awlad al-balad sits on the dining 

table of the mutafarrnigin, who has to experience the life of awlad al-balad and the peasants. 

Thus, Wahbi depicts the pasha at the end of the film renouncing tafarrnug and embracing 

local sensibilities of awlad al-balad and the peasants. The pasha states, “I will stay in the village 

with the peasants to farm and harvest with them and wake up at dawn time to pray with them.” In 

what follows, I discuss the depiction of asala among the peasants in Mizrahi’s Layla Bint al-Rif. 

3.4. You Are the Son of the Peasant Woman, Who Raised You Up and Funded Your 

Education 

Mizrahi constructs asala in Layla Bint al-Rif through the character of Fathi’s mother (starring 

Fardus Muhammad), an uneducated rural bourgeois, who funded her son’s education to study 

Medicine in Europe. From her first appearance in the movie, Mizrahi stresses her power and 
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authority over her community. For example, she is the head of an extended family despite the 

presence of elder male family members. She controls the family wealth and manages the estate. 

Mizrahi further emphasizes the superiority of the peasant mother in the mise-en-scene. The camera 

often depicts her in a higher position than other characters. For example, she is depicted sitting on 

her bed, while her elder brother sits on the floor next to her bed while talking to her. Faced with 

her son’s tafarrnug, the mother challenges his gaze of inferiority at his origin as a peasant. In the 

following scene, she questions his reasons for refusing to marry his cousin Layla:  

 

Mother: Son, I need to talk to you about an important issue. 

Fathi: Me too. 

Mother: Have a seat. I hope your stay in the village made you notice how nice, pleasant, and 

adorable your cousin Layla is. 

Fathi: Yes, She is nice, and that is why I wanted to tell you that... [The mother interrupts her son]. 

Mother: Yes, I know what you want to say 

Fathi: I wanted to tell you that I am bored here and I am going back to Cairo. 

Mother: I suggest you sign the marriage contract and take your bride with you to Cairo. 

Fathi: Did I just hear you mention the words ‘contract’ and ‘bride’? Whom are you talking about? 

Mother:  I meant Layla, your cousin. 

Fathi: You want me to marry that… [Silence]. Mom, how could you allow your mind to even think 

about that? You want me to marry that peasant. That is impossible! 

Mother: What is wrong with the peasant? 

Fathi: Nothing! But I cannot marry her. People in Cairo will make fun of me if I do that. I won't 

even hire her as a maid in my house. 

Mother: You are on the wrong side here, Fathi. Those views do not become you, my son. What 

happened to your sanity? This is your cousin. You both share the same blood. And who is your 

mother? Are not you the son of the peasant? Is not that peasant the one who raised you up and 

made you who you are now? If you grew some feathers and you can fly now, do not forget that 

your current social status came from the hard work of the peasant. And you must marry Layla. 

Fathi: Must! Who would force me to do that? 

Mother: I will. I will force you to marry her. One day you will realize the advice of your peasant 

mother. What is wrong with being a peasant! Nonsense! 

  

The above scene is not merely a scene of an arranged marriage. It is a scene that Mizrahi constructs 

to give voice to the village woman to break the inferiority gaze that tafarrnug has at the peasants. 
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It is in that resistance that Mizrahi emphasizes the peasant woman’s asala. Mizrahi makes Layla 

take asala a step further by depicting her teaching Fathi the lesson that becoming-modern is not 

about tafarrnug; it is about improving the human condition, which Fathi’s education in Europe 

should have taught him. We find that explicitly stated in the dialogue, when Layla blames Fathi 

for not practicing medicine and reminds him, “You have a duty towards humanity, and you must 

do it.” Mizrahi depicted Layla’s asala as positive through a reaction shot(see fig below) depicting 

Fathi impressed that the woman, whom he thought of as backward and inferior, is more modern 

than he was. While Mizrahi makes the subaltern speak by depicting the peasants and their asala 

as a positive stance that challenges tafarrnug, Salim makes the subaltern speak by depicting the 

practice of a‘da among awlad al-balad in al-Mazahir. 

3.5. I Won’t Wear a Tarbush; I am Free  

The character of Mahmud (starring Yahya Shahin) in Kamal Salim’s al-Mazahir represent asala 

as an emergent practice. Mahmud is a mechanic, who lives in a popular neighborhood among 

awlad al-balad. He falls in love with his neighbor Haniya and is about to get married to her. She, 

however, changes her mind after she is hosted at the Cairene bourgeoisie house of her uncle. There, 

Haniya strives to prove her equality to her cousins by competing with them in the mastery of 

tafarrnug, which Mahmud rejects and hopes that she will discover its delusiveness. When we first 

see Mahmud, he is depicted practicing a ‘da with his fellow awlad al-balad in the coffee shop. 

Consider for example the following dialogue: 

Mahmud: [Addressing his friends] Folks, I have an idea! Why do not we join the local sports club? 

It will be a place to get together to talk and play sports. 

Worker: we already get together in this coffee shop. 
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Mahmud: The coffee shop is a different kind of leisure. I am talking about a sports club, where we 

can exercise to strengthen our bodies and improve our health. Healthy mind, healthy body. 

Worker 1: You are right. 

Worker 2: That is true  

Worker 3: This is a good idea 

Worker: I spent six-month training in Abu Kalil club 

Worker 3: I spent some time in Tirsana club 

Mahmud: Is not it a waste to stop exercising? 

Worker 2: I know other people in this neighborhood. They might be interested,  

Worker 1: Ibrahim al-Kishayn, Isma‘il Baraka and Sayyid Qidra. 

Worker 3: And many others too. 

Worker 1: [Addressing the cafe owner] ‘Abd al-Nabi, we agreed with Mahmud’s suggestions to 

join the sports club. 

Cafe owner: A sports club! 

Worker 1: Come over to join the conversation. 

Tarbush seller: What nonsense are you talking about? [He addresses the cafe owner] Those people 

are harming your business […] It is a scam! 

Cafe owner: Scam! 

Tarbush seller: Mahmud is going to take your customers away, if they joined that club. 

Cafe owner : And what is wrong with that? 

Tarbush seller: Who is ever going to spend time here? They will all go to the club and sit there, 

they will drink coffee there, and you will be staying here counting the flies in the air (tinishsh)? 

Cafe owner: Nobody takes the sustenance (rizq) of someone else; sustenance comes from 

tawakkul. And the sports club is not a bad idea—just because it is foreign. I heard someone say 

that the British man can reach eight years olds, but he continues to have the energy to play golf. I 

will also play golf in that club. 

 

In the above scene, Salim constructs the social practice of a‘da among awlad al-balad. The space 

for a‘da is a secular space that celebrates the lifestyle of awlad al-balad and their folk art. For 

example, a sketch presented by comedian Isma‘il Yasin precedes the above discussion. The sketch 

celebrates the sensibilities and the everyday life practices among of awlad al-balad. Consider the 

lyrics of the song below: 

Cheer awlad al-balad, the reliable men. 

Who dares to compete with us in our determination and number? 

Some win some fights and lose others,  

But we always take the fight and stand up for our friends and ourselves. 

We never hesitate to help and share all the money we have 
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Have you ever seen us in al-Qanatir Park in one of those breezy mornings? 

Did you ever wonder about our carts and their beautiful sight? 

Do not they look much nicer than the Packard car? 

The Packard is speedy and smoky 

Our cart is cute and comfortable. 

Let alone our music, our dance, and our women 

Oh how beautiful our women look, when they were red roses  

How wonderful it is, when we pass our time eating nuts 

Did you taste our beans with caramelized onion? 

Our beans taste like honey 

Nothing compares to our lightheartedness 

Nothing compares to our pure hearts 

Helping others is our temperament 

Heavy-heartedness is our enemy 

Roses and jasmines grow for us all year long 

Cheer awlad al-balad, the reliable men  

Who dares to compete with us in our determination and number? 

 

In the above monolog, local food, aesthetics, and means of transportation among awlad a-balad 

are depicted superior and more environmentally friendly than foreign imported leisure represented 

by the Packard car, which was one of the major attributes of tafarrnug. That, however, is not a 

stance against industrial revolution or modern inventions. After all, the hero of the movie, 

Mahmud, is a mechanic, and he likes his job. He owns a car, and his first shot in the movie shows 

him arriving in a car. The scene of Mahmud’s arrival in a car does not only mark industrialization, 

but it also marks the arrival of recourses to awlad al-balad.  

Therefore, Mahmud’s suggestion to play sports club is not an advocacy for tafarrnug. The 

scene implies that awlad al-balad are not against foreign innovations be it a car or a social practice. 

They were, however, against monopoly and authoritarianism be it practiced in the name of 

tafarrnug or ta’ssul or even local authoritarianism among awlad al-bald. It is in this resistance to 

the monopoly that Salim constructs Mahmud’s asala. 



  

 

306 

 

As much as Mahmud rejects his beloved’s tafarrnug, he resists local monopoly in the alley 

(hara). It is imperative here to draw attention to the fact that Salim never depicts awlad al-balad 

as an ideal community. He always depicts a greedy capitalist character among them. That character 

serves as an extension of the Cairene bourgeoisie monopoly over resources among awlad al-balad. 

In other words, Salim depicts asala suffering from colonization, tafarrnug, ta’ssul, and greed 

among awlad al-balad. In al-‘Azima, Salim employs a character of a butcher, who wants to marry 

Fatima against her will to represent that local greed. In al-Mazahir, the character of the tarbush 

seller represents that local greed. The same actor plays the two roles in the two movies. In al-

Mazahir, the tarbush seller is depicted as a symbol of an older alliance with the Ottoman past, an 

alliance that serves the interest of the Turco-Egyptian ruling elite. Salim depicts the tarbush seller 

as constantly trying to force people in the neighborhood to wear the tarbush. He stigmatizes 

anyone, who refuses to follow that practice as Westernized. When he tries to force Mahmud to 

wear a tarbush, Mahmud replies, “I am free to wear what I want, nobody can control me.” By 

making this statement as the opening scene of al-Mazahir, Salim introduces Mahmud’s asala as a 

symbol of liberation. To Mahmud, becoming-modern is to adhere to notions of equity and social 

justice to improve the human condition.  

Salim does not depict Mahmud’s asala as anti-religious. We see this clearly in the café 

owner’s comment on his contingent situation that the sports club, as a new business, can cause. He 

replies that the sports club has its share of sustenance and the cafe has its share. It all depends on 

how much effort one puts forth, and one has to activate tawakkul instead of rejecting the new.  
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The form of modernity is not a priority in Mahmud’s asala. We see this in the sports club 

scenes. As awlad al-bald join the sports club, Salim depicts a change in their code of dress; most 

of them appear in sportswear except the café owner, who dresses in a galabiya. An entire scene is 

dedicated to depicting him trying to play sport in his galabiya. The scene implies that there is no 

contradiction between wearing a galabiya and playing sports. One can wear whatever one wants 

and still play sports as long as one is comfortable. Through this scene, Salim further implies that 

‘becoming-modern’ is not a practice of consumption of ‘form’ as much as it is an evaluation and 

a critique of the new idea to understand the rationale behind it and measure the need for it 

individually and collectively. 

Salim’s depiction of asala as an emergent collective culture develops in Ahmad Kamil 

Mursi’s al-Bayt al-Kabir (The Foremost House, dir. Ahmad Kamil Mursi, 1949). In this movie, 

the co-authors of the story, scenario, and dialogue, namely actors Sulayman Nagib and ‘Abd al-

Warith ‘Assar, present asala as an exercise of the public use of reason among students of Islamic 

law, who questions orthodox interpretations of  Islamic law.  

Al-Bayt al-Kabir follows the tragedy of Fu’ad (starring Sulayman Nagib) a successful 

sergeant, who is infatuated with a fortune hunter (starring Tahiya Kariyuka), who masteres 

tafarrnug. His wife (starring Amina Rizq) insists on divorce if were to take a second wife. Fu’ad’s 

younger son (starring Fakhir Fakhir), Kamal, is a student in the law school. Before learning about 

his father’s scandal, he used to argue that Islamic personal law prohibits polygamy. In the 

following scene, Kamal debates the issue with his professor and colleagues at the university: 

Student1: This view is nonsense! 

S2: You are the one who do not understand anything. 
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Hasan: Boy, he was sleeping during the lecture, and he did not understand what the professor said. 

S1: That is not true. I understand the lecture better than anyone among you. 

S3: If you understood the lecture, you would not argue that Islamic law does not favour polygamy 

H: There is a condition for marrying more than one woman. It is as explicit as the sun in the textual 

sources of law. That condition is justice, which means you must be able to support the two of them 

equally. 

S2: Yes. The sources of law state that the condition of justice is too difficult to be achieved. For 

example, it is unlikely that one can spend an equal amount of time with each wife. 

S4: Does any of you remember the hadith, which the professor talked about last Wednesday? 

S1: Yes, I remember it! 

H: What is it? 

S1: It was on the tip of my tongue. I had it in my mind. [I forgot it.] 

H: [It reads] “whoever had two wives…” [Interrupted] 

S5: No. Please, Hasan, do not confuse the hadith of the Prophet (PBUH). [He opens a book to 

locate the hadith] Listen, please. The hadith reads, “He who has two wives and he leans more 

towards one without the other, one side of his body shall come on the Day of Judgement leaning 

(a‘waj).” 

Students: That is it, correct! 

H: What is more [explicit] than the honorable verse that reads, “And if you fear not to being just, 

then [marry] one [woman]. And you will not be just.” 

Kamal: Folks, do you care for an accurate answer? I think Islamic law prohibits polygamy. 

S1: How can you use the word ‘prohibit,’ Kamal? 

K: Is not the permissibility of marrying two women conditioned by the achievement of justice 

between the two.  

Students: Of course, it is! 

K: So, if achieving justice is impossible, it follows that marrying more than one woman is not 

possible. Therefore, the actual obligation (wajib) in the verse is to marry only one woman. 

S1: [Addressing Kamal] No! Mr. Philosopher. You stretched the interpretation excessively. Do 

you want to dictate something different from the personal code? 

K: The personal code must be amended 

Professor: What is going on here? Who is that person who wants to amend the law before even 

graduating? Is it you Kamal? I agree. But won’t you be a little bit more patient. Would you have 

some mercy on scholars and intellectuals and give them at least some time so that they can defend 

their views. 

K: Sir, I am just saying that the spirit (ruh) of Islamic law prohibits polygamy. Therefore, the law 

has to regulate how marriage takes place so that people will not stray away from the spirit of the 

law. 

Professor: No Kamal, Islam is a religion that respects personal freedom and works on empowering 

it. This means that not all laws can be put in the hands of the rulers. Religion dictates the respect 

of private life. At the same time, Islam wants the person to be held responsible for his action in 

front of God. What Kamal is suggesting is very far from the essence of democracy, which, as I 

always explain to you, is the spirit of Islam. 
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K: So, do you agree that Islam does not permit polygamy absolutely? 

P: Islam allows polygamy but restricts it through the condition of justice. 

S1: So the better [solution] is that man should divorce and marry again if marrying again is 

inevitable. 

P: Why did you forget the hadith, which I always repeat to you? The hadith reads, “For God, 

divorce is the most hated permissibility.”  And now what! You want me to hold a lecture in class 

and outside it too. No, you will not fool me. Peace be upon you. [The Professor leaves] 

Students: Peace be upon you 

H: [Addressing S1] I hope now you are convinced 

S1: I still believe that in some circumstances a second marriage is necessary. 

K: How is it so? Are the destruction family and the misery of the wife and children necessary? 

S1: What would a man do if he falls for a woman other than his wife? 

S2: Why would he do that? 

S1: Well, one man did. Newspapers and magazines are talking and publishing their pictures. 

[Handing Kamal the magazine with his father's pictures in it] Here, read. 

Kamal: What does that mean? What do you mean? 

S1: It means [your father better marry his mistress] so people would say she is his wife better than 

saying she is his mistress 

Kamal: Shut up, rascal! 

 

After learning about his father’s scandal, Kamal does not change his views on polygamy. Albeit 

the movie’s overall message is against polygamy, the movie is not an attempt to argue for or against 

polygamy. It critiques the literal understanding of the law and prioritizing it over its spirit and 

purpose. The asala of Kamal lies in standing up for his position despite the shame and the stigma 

he faces at school, because of his father’s affair. Kamal’s stance in Islamic legal context is often 

referred to as avoiding the appropriation of the law to serve a personal interest (‘adam ittiba‘ al-

hawa).  

In this chapter, I have tried to show the diverse depictions of asala as an alternative 

modernity to tafarrnug and ta’ssul. Adherents of asala do not reject novel local or foreign social 

experiences. They, however, oppose the imposition of ‘the foreign’ or ‘the local’ and the 

simultaneous belittling and ridicule of the colloquial social practices be it from the past or the 
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present. While sometimes, asala is depicted as a suppressed or tolerated, it is also depicted as an 

emergent modernity among marginalized social groups such as peasants, workers, women and 

performing artists. Islam is often depicted as a substratum of the everyday life practices of 

characters adhering to asala; sometimes Islam features as the driving force behind happy endings 

in movies.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

When I started this research, I was struck by what the state celebrated about the Egyptian January 

25 uprising. To the state, the reception of the January 25 social upheaval by world leaders and their 

praise of the youth of Egypt mattered more than the youth themselves. On my way to the airport 

during the transitory period preceding the election of Morsi, my car was allowed for the first time 

to use the route, which was normally used exclusively by Mubarak and state officials. I noticed 

that the road was much better maintained with green grass on both sides. Along the road, neon 

signboards displayed world leaders’ pictures and quotes of their comments on the bravery of the 

youth of Egypt, who toppled a dictator. Simultaneously the state was cracking down on protest 

and erasing the protest memory on the walls of the streets leading to Tahrir Square; state media 

stigmatized protestors as Westernized with foreign agenda, thereby straying away from their 

cultural heritage.  

In response to this stigma, graffiti artists created an art design composed of a photograph 

of a person. Underneath the photograph, the word ‘original’ (asli) used to be written. While the 

picture used to change, the word ‘original’ did not. Thus, the design looks like a seal. Each time a 

public figure makes a stance that challenges the state’s covert and overt censorship of the public 

sphere, thereby standing up for social justice, graffiti artists printed the same design with the 

photograph of that public figure on the street walls of Cairo. I saw this happening with journalists, 

who refused to be a propagandist and more recently with the vice president of the Egyptian Medical 
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Association, Mona Mina, who condemned police violation of the sovereignty of hospitals.170 The 

implication was that that public figure deserved the asli seal because of s/he challenges the 

censorship of asala as an incomplete project of modernity in Egypt. 

As I have tried to show in this study, nothing is capable of revealing the nature of ideology 

like art. The purpose of this study was to draw attention to Egyptian cinema as a modern art form 

that embodies the experience of modernity in Egypt. I wanted to underscore the importance of 

early Egyptian cinema as an archive of modern social experiences. At the turn of the twentieth 

century, Egyptian cinema was a significant component in an emergent public sphere in Egypt. It 

occupied, and I think still occupies, a central place in Egyptian popular culture of the vernacular 

in view of the limitations of print capitalism dominated by standard Arabic and in the context of 

low literacy rate. Egyptian cinema’s long-standing tradition of critical realism offered an 

opportunity for ordinary Egyptians to gather to discuss issues of the common good. While cinemas 

were public meeting places that supplemented an emerging public sphere in Egypt, later watching 

movies became a practice of a ‘da, where modern social experiences are critiqued and evaluated. 

Critical realist cinema, thus, was an exemplar of the continuity of the public use of reason, attesting 

for the incomplete project of modernity in Egypt, despite overt and covert censorship regimes.  

As I have tried to show, censorship is not, merely, an overt process of enforcing policies 

and laws. Otherness, exclusion, marginalization and public shaming of filmmakers are also covert 

forms of censorship. The majority of pioneer filmmakers had firsthand experiences of censorship 

                                                 
170 Mada Masr “Doctors Close Matareya Hospital in Protest Over Police Intimidation” February 1, 2016, 

http://www.madamasr.com/news/doctors-close-matareya-hospital-protest-over-police-intimidation. 
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through marginalization that deemed their profession disreputable and sometimes incompatible 

with the standards of a majority Muslim society like Egypt. The supremacy of the Khawaga and 

his monopoly over the film industry challenged both local and khawagat filmmakers. They, 

however, realized that exclusion is a by-product of a false consciousness of modernity that aimed 

at essentializing the strategies of the powerful; who used overt and covert censorship regimes to 

sustain an exclusive modernity. 

Exclusion and marginalization of filmmakers appeared at best in the colonial state censorship 

policies that aimed at sustaining the amour-propre of the ‘White’ man, hence the soldier of the 

Empire, as the ultramodern civilized man. This agenda required the suppression of the subaltern 

filmmaker, whose art threatened to unravel the falsity of the Khawaga’s project of modernity in 

the colonies; it also threatened to reveal the subjugation of the Egyptian elites to the same false 

modernity promoted by the Khawaga. The Egyptian 1947 code of film censors, for example, 

continued to dwell in the same negative British cultural strategy that aimed at sustaining the amour-

propre of the ‘White’ man as the ultramodern civilized man. Ironically, the code further suppressed 

the voice of the peasants and awlad al-balad, whose lifestyle was considered a disparagement to 

Egypt’s amour-propre as modern and civilized country.  

The marginalization of the film as art was also evident in Islamic legal discourses on the 

lawfulness of taswir and tamthil. The growing popularity of theater and film and the latter’s ability 

to present modern social experiences in colloquial constituted a threat to the growing authority of 

the ‘ulama’ in the public sphere, which they dominated through their standard Arabic, the language 

of print-capitalism. While some ‘ulama’ chose to accommodate and appropriate film, others 
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stigmatized as a reprehensible foreign innovation that had to be fought. The use of maslaha to 

sanction traditional forms of figural representation allowed the two major components of the film, 

namely photography and acting to exist as permissible forms of figural representation and 

occupations. Neverthless, maslaha sets limitations on the content of depiction through the 

principle of sadd al-dhara‘i‘, which often limits the activation of maslaha. Maslaha also do not 

address the question of the permissibility of acting for women. Therefore, maslaha continues to 

function as a covert censorship, which often results in making the artist exercise self-censorship 

like Wahbi did when he abandoned his dream to act the character of the Prophet in the movie al-

Nabi.  

To resist censorship was not only a challenging task for filmmakers, but it was also 

sometimes life threatening. Critical realism allowed filmmakers to challenge, on the screen, what 

they could not challenge on the ground. While censorship regimes banned the depiction of 

Khawaga in the film, thereby banning the explicit critique of the injustices caused by colonialism, 

filmmakers forced the Khawaga to exist in the film through the Orientalist gaze, which the 

mutafarrnigin and muta’ssilin used to project their superiority over awlad balad, the peasants, and 

the khawagat. Both tafarrnug and ta’ssul were attempts to negotiate the idea of being-modern, 

while constantly reacting to the Orientalist gaze. Since tafarrnug and ta’ssul were merely 

reactionary stances, they became delusive amour-propre and false attitudes of modernity that 

achieved nothing but a modern civilizational form (al-shakl al-hadari al-‘asri). The cinematic 

depiction of tafarrnug and ta’ssul appropriating, ridiculing and marginalizing metaphors 

representing Islam was an example of how critical realist cinema critiqued the suppression of 
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religion by false attitudes of modernity. Thus, the cinematic critique of tafarrnug and ta’ssul was 

an anti-colonialist humanist stance that revealed the exclusive nature of false modernities.   

Marginalized social groups such as the peasants, awlad al-balad, educated women, and 

performing artists, who were demanding new social roles threatened to expose the delusiveness 

and falsity of tafarrnug and ta’ssul. Critical realism gave voice to these marginalized social groups 

by depicting their asala, as emerging equitive colloquial alternative to tafarrnug and ta’ssul. The 

depiction of asala presented a critique of the overrated connection between becoming-modern and 

giving priority to the cultivation an amour-propre of being modern and civilized. Adherents of 

asala did not reject novel local or foreign social experiences. They, however, opposed the 

imposition of ‘the foreign’ or ‘the local’ and the simultaneous belittling and ridicule of the 

colloquial social practices—be it from the past or the present. While sometimes, asala was 

depicted as a suppressed or tolerated, it was also depicted as an emergent attitude that empowered 

its adherents. Critical realism did not represent Islam as an obstacle or a challenge facing asala. 

While tafarrnug and ta’ssul marginalized metaphors representing Islam, these metaphors were 

often depicted as a substratum of the everyday life practices of characters adhering to asala; 

sometimes Islam was a driving force behind happy endings in the movies. Critical realism, thus, 

was a secular critique that is not anti-religion. Filmmakers used critical realism to negotiate their 

art and profession in emerging and shrinking public spheres.  

After 1952, critical realism continued in the films of Salah Abu Sayf, ‘Ali Badrakhan, 

Hasan al-Imam, Muhammad ‘Abd al-‘Aziz, Sa ‘id Marzuq, Muhammad Khan, ‘Ali ‘Abd al-

Khaliq, Dawud ‘Abd al-Sayyid, Sharif ‘Arafa and Marwan Hamid among many others. With the 
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deteriorating conditions of movie theaters and the film industry during the 1990s, television drama 

took the lead of critical realism, which is evident in the works of Isma‘il ‘Abd a-Hafiz, for example. 

By studying critical realism in Egyptian cinema as an example of the continuity of the 

public use of reason, I do not sweep under the rug the most persistent question that researchers of 

modernity in Egypt face today. Why, despite a series of waves of social uprisings and revolutions 

that date back to 1822, modern Egypt is still striving to achieve a functional constitutional 

democracy? 171 Rather, why is this the case despite the continuity of the public use of reason as 

evident in critical realist cinema? Historian Khalid Fahmy blames the lag on seven reasons. The 

first is the rise of Muhammad ‘Ali to power in Egypt and how the constituents of his modern state 

lacked constitutional legitimacy for Muhammad ‘Ali ruled through the subjugation of the Egyptian 

peasants to build an army that served his expansionist ambitions.172 The second moment is Egypt’s 

history as a colonized country and even its post-colonial history, which reveals that former colonial 

powers did not save a chance to suppress efforts of liberalization and all constitutional 

initiatives.173 The third is the Arab-Israeli conflict that had drastic consequences on the efforts of 

                                                 
171 That is to say capable of securing the distribution of power and wealth in a way that guarantees the 

entitlement of people as citizens to the three demands of the January 25 uprising, ‘bread,’ ‘freedom,’ and 

‘social justice.’ 
172 See Khaled Fahmy, All the Pasha’s Men: Mehmed Ali, His Army, and the Making of Modern Egypt 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997). 
173 Khaled Fahmy, “Limadha sanantasir: al-thawara mustamira),” al-Shuruq, January 26, 2015, 

http://www.shorouknews.com/columns/view.aspx?cdate=26012015&id=c62319b0-6d99-4418-865a-

f460a6991399. For example, the British did not hesitate to interfere in the writing of 1923 constitution, 

which gave huge authorities to the King at the expense of the parliament. Therefore, 1923 constitution came 

far less beyond the ambitions of 1919 revolution, which until today is not acknowledged on the BBC 

timeline of Egypt’s history. The BBC seems to follow the official view reflected in British Foreign Office 

records that referred to 1919 revolution as the “1919 trouble.” More recently and despite his support of 

democratic transition in Egypt, president Obama’s initial reaction to the January 25 social upheaval were 

disappointing. It was not until Feb 1 2011 that he urged Mubarak to leave office.  See Christiane Amanpour, 

Jake Tapper, Huma Khan and Kirit Radia “Barak Obama Urges Hosni Mubarak's Departure, Calls Egyptian 
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liberalization.174 175The fourth moment has to do with the discovery of the oil in the Gulf. This 

proved to be a blast more than a bless because conservative, regressive regimes did not save an 

opportunity to support the use of oil to essentialize authoritarianism and injustice. The success of 

the counter-revolution in Egypt and Bahrain are a perfect example of the drastic consequence of 

oil money on democracy in Egypt and the region. The fifth reason is the Egyptian intellectual elite, 

who fail to look back at the past and choose a moment, which could serve as a starting point (an 

imaginary one even) and build upon it for the future. They continue to dwell in questions like: if  

Mubarak era was the problem, could people build up on what Sadat did or what Nasser did or shall 

they dream of the ‘the golden age of liberal rule’(1923-1952) with all the imperialism and the 

corruption it contained? 176The sixth moment has to do with January 25 uprising and how, while 

trying to face the authoritarianism of the modern state, the people found themselves faced with 

more difficult questions: the identity question and the question of political Islam. As people were 

trying to figure out the relationship between the army and the state, they found themselves faced 

                                                 
Protestors 'Inspiration,' ABC NEWS, Feb. 1, 2011, http://abcnews.go.com/International/egypt-uprising-

jordan-king-abdullah-sacks-cabinet-cairo/story?id=12809623 
174 See Zeinab Abul-Magd, “The Army and the Economy in Egypt,” Jadaliyya, Dec 23, 2011. On on hand, 

the conflict drained Egypt’s resources. On the other hand, the Egyptian modern state manipulated the 

conflict to postpone demands for civil rights and constitutional reform. We saw echoes of this stagey during 

the Nasser era in which the slogan of “No voice shall be louder than the voice of the battlefield” (la sawt 

ya‘lu fawqa sawt al-ma‘raka) was raised to suppress any voices calling for democracy or social 

participation. In addition, similar slogans further essentialized the superiority of the military as a ruling 

class in the Egyptian society. When the army failed to face Israeli supremacy on the boarders in 1967, the 

army focused its efforts on building an economic empire, which dominated in all aspects of political, social 

and economic life. 
175 See Fahmy, “Limadha sanantasir,” 2015. More recently, the civil war in Syria and Iraq in addition to 

the threat of terror and anarchy coming from that civil war were perpetuated by the Egyptian modern state. 

The latter disseminated the slogan “so that we do not become another Syria or another Iraq” (‘ashan 

manib’ash zayy Suriya wi- l-‘Iraq) in order to suppress liberal opposition.   
176 Ibid. 

 

http://www.jadaliyya.com/pages/contributors/50794
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with a question about the relationship between religion and politics.177 These questions, despite 

important, served as a trap because it created artificial polarization that deflected the attention of 

the masses from the quest for constitutional rights and hence the achievement of a functioning 

constitutional democracy. 

While I agree with Fahmy, I find that the continuity of tafarrnug and ta’ssul in today’s 

Egypt constitute a major obstacle. If we take into consideration this continuity, the question then 

should be how, not why, constitutional rights are suppressed in Egypt. It is not possible to have a 

comprehensive answer to this question by focusing on centralized power and its archives. While 

national archives often provide answers, those answers remain incomplete because they provide 

the point of view of the powerful. Even the story of subaltern resistance, recorded in the archive, 

remains incomplete without a sense of tactics used in the everyday life practice of the subaltern to 

maneuver the strategies of the powerful, such as tafarrnug and ta’ssul. No modern art is capable 

of recording those tactics and revealing the nature of the ideology as film, the art of modernity.  

Film motivates the marginalized, who does not have access to the resources controlled by 

the powerful, to aspire for equal opportunities and better social conditions of life. This course 

stimulates the subaltern’s awareness of the importance of a simultaneous growth in institutional 

means to bring about change. It does not mean that filmmakers should suggest what people should 

learn to admire and consume. What film is capable of doing, however, is to reveal the nature of 

the ideology of the powerful to subaltern groups so that they can understand what obstructs their 

autonomy in  learning about new lifeways that evolve in local and foreign contemporary societies, 

                                                 
177 Fahmy, “Limadha sanantasir,” 2015. 
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and, more importantly, how that autonym allows them to  decide what to accept, adopt, or reject 

as citizens.  
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Boraïe, Sherif, Mustafa Darwish, Rafik al-Saban, and Yasser Alwan. The Golden Years of 

Egyptian Cinema. Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press, 2008. 

Botman, Selma. Egypt from Independence to Revolution 1919-1952. Syracuse: Syracuse 

University Press, 1991. 

Burns, James. Flickering Shadows: Cinema and Identity in Colonial Zimbabwe. Ohio: Ohio 

University Center for International Studies Ohio University Press, 2002. 

Braudy, Leo, and Marshall Cohen. Film Theory and Criticism: Introductory Readings. New York: 

Oxford University Press. 2004. 



  

 

329 

 

Bryan S. Turner. Weber and Islam: A Critical Study. London: Boston: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 

1978. 

Al-Bahuti, Mansur. Kashaf al-Qina‘. 6 vols. Beruit: ‘Alm al-Kitab, 1983. 

Calder, Norman. Studies in Early Muslim Jurisprudence. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993. 

Chakrabarty, Dipesh. “Add, Calcutta: Dwelling in Modernity.”  Alternative Modernities. Edited 

by Dilip Gaonkar. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2001. 

Chatterjee, Partha, The Nation, and Its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories 

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993) 

Clark, To. Art and Propaganda in the Twentieth Century: the Political Image in the Age of Mass 

Culture. New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1997.  

Clifford, James. “On Orientalism.” The Predicament of Culture. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1988. 

Coates, Paul. Cinema, Religion, and the Romantic Legacy: Through a Glass Darkly. Burlington, 

VT: Ashgate, 2003. 

Cohn, Bernard. Colonialism and its Forms of Knowledge. New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 

1996. 

Colla, Elliott, Conflicted Antiquities: Egyptology, Egyptomania, Egyptian Modernity. Durham, 

NC: Duke University Press, 2007.  

____________, “How Zaynab Became the First Egyptian Novel,” History Compass 7 no. 1 

(2009):214–225.  

Colman, Felicity. Deleuze and Cinema: The Film Concepts. Oxford: New York, Berg. 2011. 



  

 

330 

 

Confino, Alon. The Nation as a Local Metaphor: Wurttemberg, Imperial Germany, and National 

Memory, 1871-1918. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997. 

Contadini, Anna. Arab Painting: Text and Image in Illustrated Arabic Manuscripts. Leiden; 

Boston: Brill. 2007. 

Coulson, Noel J. A History of Islamic law. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press 1964.  

Dallal, Ahmad. “Appropriating the Past: Twentieth-Century Reconstruction of Pre-Modern 

Islamic Thought.” Islamic Law and Society 7, no. 3 (2000): 325-358.  

Deacy, Christopher, and Gaye Williams Ortiz. Theology and Film: Challenging the 

Sacred/Secular Divide. Malden: Blackwell Pub, 2008 

Davis, Diana K. Resurrecting the Granary of Rome: Environmental History and French Colonial 

Expansion in North Africa. Athens: Ohio University Press, 2007.  

Davis, Eric. Challenging Colonialism: Bank Misr and Egyptian Industrialization, 1920-1941. 

Princeton: Princeton University Press. 1983. 

De Certeau, Michel. The Practice of Everyday Life. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984. 

De Grazia, Victoria. “Mass Culture and sovereignty: the American Challenge to European 

Cinemas, 1920-1960.” The Journal of Modern History 61, no. 1 (March 1989): 53-87. 

Delabar, Walter and Walter Fähnders, Heinrich Mann 1871 – 1950. Berlin: Weidler, 2005.  

Dayif, Shawqi. Al-madaris al-nahawiyya. Cairo: Dar al-M‘arif, 1992. 

Dickinson, Eerik. “Ahmad ibn al-Salt and His Biography of Abu Hanifa.” Journal of the American 

Oriental Society 116 (1996): 406-17.  



  

 

331 

 

Dutton, Yasin. The Origins of Islamic law: the Qurʼan, the Muwattaʼ, and Madinan ̒ Amal. Surrey: 

Curzon, 1999.  

Eagleton, Terry. Marxism and Literary Criticism. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976.  

Encyclopedia of Islam Second Edition Online. s.v. “Hisba,”  

_____________________________________.s.v. “Al-Shafi ‘i’” 

_____________________________________. s.v. “Sadd al- dhara’i‘,” 

____________________________________. s.v. “Al-Azraqi,”  

____________________________________.s.v. “Hadith,”  

____________________________________.s.v. “Muhallil” 

____________________________________. s.v. “taswir” 

____________________________________. s.v. “tamthil” 

Fahmy, Khaled. All the Pasha’s Men: Mehmed Ali, His Army, and the Making of Modern Egypt. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997. 

Fahmy, Ziad. Ordinary Egyptians: Creating the Modern Nation through Popular Culture. 

Stanford University Press. 2011. 

Farhun, Ibrahim, and Ahmad ibn Ahmad Baba. Kitab al-dibaj al-mudhahhab fi maʻrifat aʻyan 

ʻulamaʼ al-madhhab. Cairo: ʻAbbas ibn ʻAbd al-Salam ibn Shaqrun, 1932. 

Farid, Samir. Tarikh al-raqaba ‘ala al-sinima fi Misr. Cairo: al-Maktb al-Dawli li-Tawzi‘ al 

Matbu‘at, 2001. 

Foucault, Michel. The History of Sexuality. New York: Pantheon Books, 1978. 



  

 

332 

 

______________. “What is Enlightenment?” The Foucault Reader, ed. Paul Rabinow.New York: 

Pantheon Books, 1984.  

______________. The Foucault Reader. Edited by Paul Rabinow. New York: Pantheon Books, 

1984.  

Gaonkar, Dilip, Alternative Modernities. Durham: Duke University Press, 2001 

Gershoni, Israel, and James Jankowski. Egypt, Islam, and the Arabs: The Search for Egyptian 

Nationhood, 1900-1930. New York: Oxford University Press, 1986. 

Gordon, Joel. Nasser’s Blessed Movement Egypt's Free Officers and the July Revolution. New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1992. 

Graham, William. “Traditionalism in Islam: An Essay in Interpretation,” The Journal of 

Interdisciplinary History 23, no. 3 (1993): 495-522.  

Gross, David. The Writer and Society: Heinrich Mann and Literary Politics in Germany, 1890-

1940. New Jersey: Humanities Press, 1980. 

Guillaume, Antione. “Some Remarks on Free Will and Predestination in Islam Together with a 

Translation of the Kitab al-Qadar from Sahih al-Bukhari.” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 

(1924): 43-63.  

Günther, Sebastian. “Fictional Narration and Imagination within an Authoritative Framework: 

Toward a New Understanding of Hadith.” Story-Telling in the Framework of Non-Fictional Arabic 

Literature.Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1998. 

Guo, Li. The Performing Arts in Medieval Islam Shadow Play and Popular Poetry in Ibn Daniyal’s 

Mamluk Cairo. Leiden: Brill, 2011. 



  

 

333 

 

Golia, Maria. Photography, and Egypt. UK: Reaktion, Books Ltd, 2010. 

Gomery, Douglas. The Coming of Sound: a History. New York: Routledge, 2005. 

Grabar, Oleg. The Formation of Islamic Art. New Haven: Yale University Press. 1987. 

Goldziher, Ignác. Muslim Studies. 2 vols. Translated by C. R. Barber and S. M. Stern. London: 

George Allen, 1971. 

Habermas, Jürgen. “Modernity— An Incomplete Project.” The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on 

Postmodern Culture. Edited by Hal Foster. Port Townsend: Bay Press, 1983.  

_______________. The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a 

Category of Bourgeoisie Society. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1991. 

_______________. “Myth and Ritual.” The Berkley Center Lectures, Georgetown University, 

2011. 

Hadari, Ahmad. Tarikh al-sinima fi Misr. Cairo: Nadi al-Sinima, 1989. 

Hadithi, Bahjat. ʻAbd al-Ghafur. Umayya Ibn Abi al-Salt: hayatuh wa-shiʻruh. Baghdad: Wizarat 

al-Iʻlam, 1975. 

Hallaq, Wael. “From Fatwas to Furu‘: Growth and Change in Islamic Substantive Law,” Islamic 

Law and Society 1 (1994): 29-65.  

Hamid, Shadi. Temptations of Power: Islamists and Illiberal Democracy in a New Middle East. 

New York: Oxford University Press, 2014. 

___________. A History of Islamic Legal Theories: An Introduction to Sunni Usul al-Fiqh. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997. 



  

 

334 

 

___________. The Origins and Evolution of Islamic Law. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2005. 

___________. “The Authenticity of Prophetic Hadith: a Pseudo-Problem.” Studia Islamica 89 

(1999): 75-90.  

___________. “Was the Gate of Ijtihad Closed?” International Journal of Middle East Studies 16, 

no.1 (1984): 3-41. 

Hashim, Ahmad ‘Umar. Al-muhaddithun fi Misr wa-l-Azhar. Cairo: Maktabat Gharib, 1993. 

Harrison, Robert T. “Alexandria, British Occupation of (1807).” Historical Dictionary of the 

British Empire. Edited by James Stuart Olson & Robert Shadle. London: Greenwood Publishing 

Group, 1996. 

Harb, Muhammad Salih, Ahmad Hasan Muhammad Kinani, and Ahmad Zakariya Shalaq, 

Dhikrayat al-liwa’ Muhammad Salih Harb. Cairo: al-Hayʼa al-ʻAmma li-Qusur al-Thaqafa, 2009. 

Hasan, Ahmad. “Early Modes of Ijtihad: Raʾy, Qiyas and Istihsan.” Islamic Studies 6 (1967): 47-

79. 

Haikal, Mohammed Hussein. Mohammed Hussein Haikal’s Zainab: The First Egyptian Novel. 

Translated by John Mohammed Grinsted. London: Darf, 1989. 

Heyworth-Dunne, James. An Introduction to the History of Education in Modern Egypt. London: 

Cass, 1968. 

Hill, John. “UK Film Policy, Cultural Capital, and Social Exclusion.” Cultural Trends 13.2, no.50 

(June 2004):32. 

Hindi, Inas. Bikar: maʻzufat al-kalima wa-l-furshat. Cairo: al-Majlis al-Aʻla lil-Thaqafa, 2009.  



  

 

335 

 

Hinds, Harold E., Marilyn Motz, and Angela Nelson. Popular Culture Theory and Methodology: 

A Basic Introduction. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2006. 

Ibn ‘Abidin, Muhammad. Radd al-muhatar ‘ala al-durr al-mukhtar hashiyat b. ‘Abidin. 13 vols. 

Al-Riyad: ‘Alm al-Kitab, 2003.  

Ibbi, Andrew Ali. “Hollywood, the American Image and the Global Film Industry.” Cinema 

Journal 3, no.1 (2013): 96-106.  

Ibn Rushd, Muhammad. Al-muqaddamat al-mumahhadat li-bayan ma iqtadathu rusum al-

mudawwana min al-ahkam al-sharʻiyyat wa-l-tahssilat al-muhkimat li-ummahat masaʼiliha al-

mushkilat. Edited by Muhammad Hajji. Beirut: Dar al-Gharb al-Islami, 1988. 

Ibn Taymiyya, Taqiyy al-Din. Al-fatawa al-kubra. 6 vols. Edited by Muhammad ‘Abd al-Qadir 

‘Ata. Beruit: Dar al-Kutub al- ‘Ilmiyya, 1987. 

Jacob, Wilson. Working Out Egypt: Effendi Masculinity and Subject Formation in Colonial 

Modernity, 1870-1940. Durham: Duke University Press, 2011. 

Jameson, Fredric. A Singular Modernity: Essay on the Ontology of the Present. London: Verso, 

2002. 

Johnston, Robert K. Reframing Theology, and Film: New Focus for an Emerging Discipline. 

Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Academic. 2007. 

Kamali, Mohammad. Principles of Islamic Jurisprudence. Cambridge: Islamic Text Society, 1991. 

Kant, Immanuel. “An Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment?” Practical Philosophy, 

11-23. Translated and edited by Mary J. Gregor. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 

1996. 



  

 

336 

 

Karnouk, Liliane. Modern Egyptian Art, 1910-2003. Cairo: American University in Cairo Press, 

2005. 

Khafaji, Muhammad. Al-Azhar fi alf ‘am. 6 vols. Cairo: Maktabat al-Kulliyya al-Azhariyya, 1988. 

Krawietz, Birgit, “Darura in Modern Islamic Law: The Case of Organ Transplantation.” Islamic 

Law, Theory, and Practice. Edited by R. Gleave and E. Kermeli. London: Tauris, 1997. 

Karnouk, Liliane. Modern Egyptian Art, 1910-2003. Cairo: The American University in Cairo 

Press, 2005.  

Klepper, Robert K. Silent Films, 1877-1996: A Critical Guide to 646 movies. Jefferson: 

McFarland, 1999. 

Kunin, Seth D., and with Jonathan Miles-Watson. Theories of Religion: A Reader. New 

Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 2006. 

Landau, Jacob. Studies in the Arab Theater and Cinema. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 

Press, 1958. 

____________.“Popular Arabic Plays, 1909.” Journal of Arabic Literature 17 (1986): 120–25. 

Lane, Edward William. An Account of the Manners and Customs of the Modern Egyptians: Written 

in Egypt during the Years 1833–1835. London: East-West, 1978. 

Lerner, Daniel. The Passing of Traditional Society: Modernizing the Middle East. New York: Free 

Press, 1964. 

Levine, George. Aesthetics and Ideology. New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1994. 



  

 

337 

 

Lockman, Zachary. “Exploring the Field: Lost Voices and Emerging Practices in Egypt, 1882–

1914.”  Histories of the Modern Middle East: New Directions. Edited by Israel Gershoni, Hakan 

Erdem, and Ursula Wokock. London: Lynne Rienner, 2002. 

_______________. “Imagining the Working Class: Culture, Nationalism, and Class Formation in 

Egypt, 1899–1914.” Poetics Today 15, no.2, (1994): 157–91. 

Loomba, Ania. Colonialism/Postcolonialism. London: Routledge, 1998. 

Lombardi, Clark B. State Law as Islamic Law in Modern Egypt: The Incorporation of the Shari‘a 

into Egyptian Constitutional Law. Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2006 

Lyden, John C. Film as Religion: Myths, Morals, and Rituals. New York: New York University 

Press, 2003.  

Maghraoui, Abdeslam. Liberalism without Democracy: Nationhood and Citizenship in Egypt, 

1922-1936. Durham: Duke University Press, 2006. 

Marlowe, John. Cromer in Egypt. London: Elek, 1970. 

Marshik, Celia. The Cambridge Companion to Modernist Culture. New York: Cambridge 

University Press. 2015. 

________________.  British Modernism and Censorship. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

2006. 

Martin, Thomas M. Images, and the Imageless: A Study in Religious Consciousness and Film. 

Edited by Lewisburg Pa. London: Bucknell University Press: Associated University Presses, 1991. 

Masud, Muhammad Khalid, “Shatibi’s Theory of Meaning,” Islamic Studies 32 (1993): 5-16. 



  

 

338 

 

Mauthner, Martin. German Writers in French Exile, 1933-1940. London: Vallentine Mitchell in 

association with the European Jewish Publication Society, 2007. 

Mendieta, Eduardo and Jonathan Vanantwerpen. The Power of Religion in the Public Sphere.New 

York: Columbia University Press, 2011. 

Mitchell, Richard P. The Society of the Muslim Brothers. New York: Oxford University Press. 

1969. 

Mitchell, Timothy. Colonizing Egypt. New York: New York University, 1991. 

_______________. Questions of Modernity. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000. 

_______________. Rules of Experts: Egypt, Techno-Politics, Modernity. Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2002. 

Mitchell, WJT. Picture Theory: Essays on Verbal and Visual Representation. Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press: 1994. 

_____________. Iconology. Image, Text, Ideology. Chicago: University of Chicago Press: 1986. 

Moosa, Matti. The Origins of Modern Arabic Fiction. Washington, D.C.: Three Continents Press. 

1983. 

Morier, James Justinian. A Second Journey through Persia, Armenia, and Asia Minor to 

Constantinople between the Years 1810 and 1816 with a Journal of the Voyage by the Brazils and 

Bombay to the Persian Gulf, Together with an Account of the Proceedings of His Majesty's 

Embassy under His Excellency Sir Gore Ouseley. London: J.G. Barnard and A. Strahan, 1812. 



  

 

339 

 

Motzki, Harald, “The Musannaf of ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Sạnʿani as a Source of Authentic Ahadith 
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