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ABSTRACT 

This work discusses selected prison writings in the Arab world from the second half of the last 

century to the present. Political prison writing discussed in this dissertation can be read against, 

and in conjuncture with, each other as interconnected manifestations of discourse and of the 

power struggles that give meaning to specific concepts of truth. In contrast to Michel Foucault’s 

depiction of the Western prison as a disciplinary institution that reforms the soul, the Arab prison 

is meant to destroy the soul. The state refers to the prisoners as animals and by animals we do not 

mean the adorable pet we keep at home but the subhuman animals (hayawanat). The 

animalization or haywana is used in this work to mean dehumanization through which those 

prisoners are not only turned into docile bodies but also deprived of their humanity. This 

haywana takes place in two ways: 1) Treating the prisoners in ways that they become as animals 

(hayawanat), and 2) calling them using animal names. When we deprive someone of their 

humanity, when they become subhuman (hayawan), then their punishment becomes justified. 

The prisoners know the rules put by the state and they know what they have to do to follow 

them, yet they choose not to. They not only refuse to become “docile bodies” but they also resist 

the haywana strategy as well as their designation as hayawanat thereby becoming “active agents 

of resistance.” This work argues that power is a commodity in its exercise and no party simply 

possesses power. Looking at selected writings from Egypt and Syria, this dissertation further 

argues that Arab authoritarian regimes have failed to intimidate and silence Arab writers who 
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resisted with a counter-hegemonic discourse based on the praxis of writing and publishing. These 

writers resisted by rewriting their humanity onto their bodies and their writings became an 

affirmation, an advocate for that humanity.
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INTRODUCTION 

 

In any given society at any given time there are prohibitions about certain topics. Hence, 

there is an absence of discourse on certain topics in certain social milieus. These taboo subjects 

may vary from time to time and from one society to the other. However, the fact remains that 

there are certain subjects around which discourse formations is difficult. Institutions closely 

control the discourse by regulating the circulation of statements by foregrounding some while 

marginalizing other opposing statements. Therefore, Discourse can be a site of both power and 

resistance, with scope to “evade, subvert or contest strategies of power.”1 This is on par with the 

prison writing of the Arab world and the authoritarian regimes that came to control the 

postcolonial Arab world. The Arab society is a society of spectacle and surveillance.2  

Arab authoritarian discourse revolved mainly on discrediting these authors by portraying 

them as agents for foreign entities, by accusing them of belonging to terrorist groups, or by 

censoring, imprisoning, and torturing them. The prisoners know the rules put by the state and 

they know what they have to do to follow them, yet they choose not to. They move from being 

“docile bodies” to becoming “active agents of resistance.” This work, following Foucault, argues 

that power is a commodity in its exercise and no party simply possesses power. Looking at 

selected writings from the Arab world, this dissertation argues that Arab authoritarian regimes 

have failed to intimidate and silence Arab writers who resisted with a counter-hegemonic 

discourse based on the praxis of writing and publishing. Regardless of “whether or not these 

                                                        
1 John Gaventa, Power after Lukes: A Review of the Literature (Brighton: Institute of 

Development Studies, 2003), 3. 
 
2 See Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (New York: 

Vintage Books, 1975).  
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writings testify to the innocence of its author, it has the potential to be a powerful subversive 

force.”3 These writings then become a site-of-resistance documenting agency over constructions 

of the political prisoner and the prison space.  

Though physical punishment is still the method used by Arab authoritarian regimes to 

discipline their citizens, these regimes have supplemented their suppression of those who feared 

them with more salient methods of punishment. In line with the humanist reform, which Michel 

Foucault refers to, punishment is no longer physical, as souls and minds have become the main 

focus of punishment. We see a shift in the technologies of power where targeted individuals are 

not only treated through the means of pain but also through signs and representations.4 Prisons 

then “represent not power that originates at the margins, but power that has been moved to the 

center, while losing some of its centrality. The civilization curve that moves from the hanging 

from the town square to the prison basement is not so much a refinement of power as it is a 

veiling of it.”5 In the Arab world, the usage of incarceration serves a double purpose: the use of 

prison and torture offers the “spectacle” needed for exhibiting absolute power, and the modern 

façade plays lip service to the International Community and to the image these countries have in 

the international arena. Hence, the exercise of torture in these prisons is not an instance of 

sovereign power as portrayed in Foucault’s Discipline and Punish but is rather a moment in the 

exercise of sovereign power through bio-politics. 

                                                        
3 Quentin Miller, Prose and Cons: Essays on Prison Literature in the United States (New 

York: McFarland and Company Publishers, 2005), 4.  
 
4 See Foucault, Discipline and Punish. 
 
5 See C. Fred Alford, “What Would it Matter if Everything Foucault Said about Prison 

was Wrong,” Theory and Society 29, no. 1 (Feb. 2000): 125-146. 
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Arab authoritarian regimes are “alive and well and seem to have a longer life expectancy 

than authoritarian regimes in other parts of the world.”6 In spite of “the image of homogeneity 

sometimes portrayed by the Arab world, it is the multiplicity of models and heterogeneity of 

regimes that constitute reality. We can nonetheless observe several common strategies used by 

all elites to guarantee their permanence in power.”7 If we take Egypt as an example, we notice 

that although Nasser, Sadat, and Mubarak regimes have “had their own distinct characteristics, 

the nature of personal authoritarian rule in the presidency has remained unchanged in all three 

eras.”8 These regimes share among them their disdain for human and civil rights. Another aspect 

they share is their imprisonment of prominent literary figures due to the weight those hold in 

shaping people’s ideas and political consciousness. Without any regard to the disruption of their 

lives and careers, these literary figures were detained and then incarcerated for short or long 

periods of time without proper trials and under such brutal conditions that many could not 

survive. However, “when they want to eliminate you, you have to assert your existence, you 

write to survive.”9 Those who did survive kept on writing on paper, even toilet paper, and in their 

minds since most of the time they did not have access to any form of writing materials.  

                                                        
6 Olive Schlumberger, Debating Arab Authoritarianism (Redwood City, CA: Stanford 

University Press, 2007), 216. 
 
7 Ferran Izquierdo Brichs, Political Regimes in the Arab World: Society and the Exercise 

of Power (New York: Routledge, 2012), 4. 
 
8 Maye Kassem, Egyptian Politics: The Dynamics of Authoritarian Rule (New York: 

Lynn Reiner Publishers, 2004), 1. 
 
9 Miriam Cooke, “Ghassan al-Jaba‘i: Prison Writings in Syria after 1980,” World 

Writings Today 75, no. 2 (Spring 2001): 237-245. 
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In an interview with Gillis Deleuze, Foucault contends that, “when the prisoners began to 

speak, they possessed an individual theory of prisons, the penal system and justice. It is this form 

of discourse which ultimately matters, a discourse against power, the counter-discourse of 

prisoners and those we call delinquents.”10 R. Shareah Taleghani writes that the prison writing 

genre “can be defined by subject matter (texts that represent the experience of detention, 

including those by authors who have never been imprisoned), but it is also demarcated by the 

time and place of its production (texts that authors produce while incarcerated, including those 

texts that may not directly refer to detention).11 

Arab writers wrote in different genres ranging from poetry, novels, short stories, plays, 

biographies, and memoirs. Some of these authors were established writers prior to their 

imprisonment while others developed literary talents after their imprisonment. The content, 

purpose of their writings, and the themes reflect the historical, social, political, and cultural 

context from which these authors emerge. Nazih Abu Nidal contends that the collection of works 

that talks about prison writings falls under two headings: documentary and artistic fiction. Many 

of the novelists resort to the documentary style and living testimony. The documentary style 

deals with the real experience of the author as he lived it with names, dates, and events. It is as 

close as possible to notes and testimonies. Other than that, there is an overlap between the 

documentary style and the novel at the level of the art form as many of its features overlap and 

are lost, which leaves the reader baffled whether what he is reading is an autobiography or a 

novel. Taleghani, in Readings in Syrian Prison Literature, “examines how diverse works of 

                                                        
10 Francois Laruelle, Intellectuals and Power (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2014), 209.  
 
11 See R. Shareah Taleghani, Readings in Syrian Prison Literature: The Poetics of 

Human Rights (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2021).  
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[Syrian] prison writings both echo and challenge the narrative structures, conventional language, 

and construction of the detainee as a speaking subject in modern human rights.”12 

In his book, Al-Katib wa al-Manfa, Abdul Rahman Munif writes that the prison is the 

most blatant manifestation of oppression, embodying the persecution of the individual and the 

attempt to destroy him.13 The author Samar Ruhi al-Faysal contends that in consigning 

individuals to political prisons, dictatorial regimes achieve two goals: they not only deny the 

prisoner his rights and break his spirit, but also reduce him to the status of an object.14 Prison 

writing is a term enveloping writings that were written in prison or about prison, and depict the 

affliction of injustice, arrest, and captivity.15 The author Jaber Qamiha defines prison writing as 

writing that basically entails the suffering of the oppressed under captivity, exile, and 

displacement. It generally revolves around the following topics: First, the severe suffering 

experienced by the prisoner, the tremendous emotional, psychological and physical pain that 

afflicts him, and the dimensions of the relations between the prisoners and the prison officials. 

Second, the human models and patterns that the prisoner observes and depicts with his pen, 

especially the eccentric psychopathic personalities. Third, the link between prison life and the 

current situation and the imbalances, corruptions, and grievances in it that led the pen holder to 

this dark fate. Fourth, in terms of future psychological foresight, the writer’s view ranges 

                                                        
12 Ibid., 4.  
 
13 Abdul Rahman Munif. Al-Katib wa al-Manfa: Humum wa Afaq al-Riwaya al-

‘Arabiyya (Beirut: al-Muassasa al-‘Arabiyya lil Dirasat wa al-Nashr, 1992), 255. 
 

14 Samar Ruhi al-Faysal, Al-Riwaya al-‘Arabiyya: al-Bina' wa al-Ru'ya (Beirut: Ittihad al-
Kuttab al-‘Arab, 2011), 52. 
 

15 See Jaber Qamiha, al-Adab al-Hadith Bayna ‘Adalat al-Mawdu‘iyya wa Jinayat al-
Tataruf (Cairo: al-Dar al-Masriyya al-Lubnaniyya, 1992).  
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between a bright hope of complete and unconditional freedom and an absolute despair that is 

reflected in the melancholy of his words.16 Furthermore, prison writing is the result of a living 

experience, its writer may be the one who lived the prison experience personally or heard about 

and lived it with the experiences of others.17 

In the Arab world, prisons are intended as sites where Foucauldian docile bodies are 

created in order to deter participation in resistance. Here, I expand on Foucault’s argument to 

show that the regimes did not only create docile bodies but tried to turn the prisoners into 

hayawanat (animals). The haywana18, or animalization, is the act of degrading and 

dehumanizing the prisoners until they lose their humanity, which in turn justifies their treatment. 

Examples of this haywana are: forcing prisoners to eat their feces, pouring urine or feces on the 

prisoners, and calling them in animal names. However, continued resistance through writing 

undermines the effectiveness of this strategy. Writings discussed here can be read against and in 

conjuncture with each other as interconnected manifestations of discourse and of the power 

struggles that give meaning to specific concepts of truth. The writings used by those who were 

imprisoned offer a glimpse to which subjects challenge and disrupt the official truth.  

Prison writing in the Arab world is in the first place about the political prison. 

Authoritarian regimes write their historical books from their standpoint. These books are full of 

victories and void of prisons, chains and torture, hence, the importance of prison writing coming 

                                                        
16 Ibid., 199-200. 
 
17 See Lina al-Shaykh Hishma, Adab al-Sujun: Dirasa fi al-Adab al-Khaliji (Haifa: Dar 

al-Shamil, 2020).  
 
18 The term was first coined in Mamdouh ‘Adwan’s Haywanat al-Insan, 2nd ed. 

(Damascus: Dar Mamdouh ‘Adwan lil Nashr wa al-Tawzi‘, 2007). 
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from that part of the world. As Foucault maintains, “we need to listen to the voices of the 

excluded and marginalized, particularly because this is a spur to struggle. Furthermore, these 

voices, the events described by them, and the struggle they engender are all vital for critical 

reflection about our current situation.”19 Therefore, looking at prison writing helps us recognize 

how individuals participate in discourse and how they collectively construct thoughts and how 

they exercise power to narrate or to block a narrative, a national story within which they can 

understand themselves as part of a community.20 Foucault talks about instances of resistance as 

“hindrances, a stumbling block” and “a starting point for an opposing strategy” that can “allow 

individuals to find within power relations a space to resist the negative effects of 

governmentality”21 and in the writings discussed here, we see a plethora of those instances. 

I will exclude from this project Arabic poetry in incarceration for there is a plethora of 

studies on poetry, classical and modern. Some of the studies that deal with Arab prison writing 

include al-Sujun wa Atharaha fi al-Adab al-Arabiyya 22 by Wadih al-Samad in which he studies 

the history of the prisons from the Jahiliyya (pre-Islamic era) to the Ummayyad Caliphate (661-

750). Samar Ruhi Faysal, in al-Sijn al-Siyasi fi al-Riwaya al-‘Arabiyya,23 studies novels written 

                                                        
19 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 457. 

 
20 See S. Razack, “Simple Logic”: Race, The Identity Documents Rule and the Story of a 

Nation Besieged and Betrayed,” Journal of Law and Social Policy 15, no. 6 (2000): 181-209. 
 

21 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1990), 101. 
 

22 Wadih al-Samad, al-Sujun wa Atharaha fi al-Adab al-Arabiyya: Min al-‘Asr al-Jahili 
hatta Nihayat al-‘Asr al-‘Umawi (Beirut: Al-Mu’assassa al-Jami‘iyya lil Dirasat wa al-Nashr wa 
al-Tawzi‘, 1995). 
 

23 Samar Ruhi al-Faysal, al-Sijn al-Siyasi fi al-Riwaya al-‘Arabiyya (Tripoli, Lebanon: 
Jarrus Press, 1994). 
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during colonization and after independence. In Adab al-Sujun,24 Jamil al-Salhut talks about 

prison writing in general, then he picks a handful of novels and studies them analytically and 

aesthetically. Most of those studies deal with textual and aesthetic analysis of prison writing. In 

this dissertation, the role of discourse and knowledge in sustaining the power of the state, their 

controlling and disciplinary techniques, and the resistance and subversive activities of the 

prisoners will be examined. This dissertation also contributes to exposing Arab authoritarian 

regimes and their inhuman practices and supports the trends towards democracy and human 

rights. It examines Arab prisons as a discourse and reveals its strategies. The repression, torture, 

and imprisonment these Arab writers have undergone for their defense of human rights and 

freedom of expression render their writings important and a cornerstone in the dissemination of a 

human rights culture in the Arab world. As readers, we become witnesses with moral 

responsibility. 

This dissertation looks at prison writing not only from the perspective of how this literary 

text is associated with the author’s biography or its artistic prowess, but rather examines the 

work in the context of other literary works, political events, and cultural tendencies. Writing then 

“becomes a tribunal that delivers a form of justice that the courts actively subvert.”25 This 

conjuncture evident in the Arab world “substantiates Foucault’s account of the prison as the 

constitutive site where modern governmentality––which can provisionally be grasped as the 

mechanism that transform the subject into a citizen––is most fully realized. While the agency of 

the prisoner is suppressed in the process of incarceration, the prose of incarceration gives this 

                                                        
24 Jamil al-Salhut, Adab al-Sujun (Cairo: Dar Atlas lil Nashr wa al-Tawzi‘, 2012). 
 
25 See Rebecca Ruth Gould, “Literature as a Tribunal: The Modern Iranian Prose of 

Incarceration,” Prose Studies 39, no. 1 (n.d.): 19-38. Doi: 1080/01440357.2017.1394637, 13.  
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agency political and aesthetic form.”26 In these writings, there is a cycle of oppression-resistance 

reinforcing the centrality of the prisoner and the prison in modern Arabic writings. 

The ways to “approach prison writings are as diverse as the writings itself. Prison 

writings lend itself to a number of approaches that derive from other disciplines such as 

psychology, sociology, and philosophy.”27 Foucault’s work is paramount in the topic of 

imprisonment. Much of his work “concerns itself with power, a central facet of identity 

formation. Prisoners are ultimately at the mercy of the power of the state.”28  

According to Foucault, at any given time, there are several competing discourses that are 

out there, although there may be some that are more prevalent than others.29 Therefore, we 

should not “imagine a world of … accepted discourse and excluded discourse … [rather] a 

multiplicity of discursive elements that can come into play in various strategies.”30 The relevant 

components of discourse, in Foucault’s views, are: statements about the topics that “give us a 

kind of knowledge;” rules “which govern what is uttered or thinkable;” subjects “who in some 

ways personify the discourse;” “how this knowledge about topic acquires authority, as sense of 

embodying the ‘truth’ about it;” and practices “within institutions for dealing with the subject’s 

transformation, discontinuities, or changing discursive formations.” In essence, “a different 

                                                        
26 Ibid. 
 
27 Miller, Prose and Cons, 3. 
 
28 Ibid., 3. 
 
29 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 100. 

 
30 Ibid. 
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discourse will arise at a later historical moment, supplanting the existing one”31 and this 

discourse is the prisoners’ discourse. 

If we look at the Arab states’ discourse on the Muslim Brotherhood (the largest and most 

organized Islamist movement in the Middle East), for instance, we find that in a series of 

speeches and interviews, Arab leaders such as Gamal Abdel Nasser (d. 1970) of Egypt and Hafiz 

al-Assad (d. 2000) of Syria portrayed the Muslim Brotherhood as a terrorist group that has 

presented a serious threat to the safety and stability of the nation, whereas the writings of the 

Islamists coming from prison portrayed a totally different picture. Hence, discourses are situated 

within particular social, historical, or cultural conditions and ideologies.32 These discourses make 

available subject positions, which allow individuals’ way of being, feeling, and seeing to be 

described.33 From a Foucauldian perspective, these subject positions re-enact and legitimize 

certain power relationships34 whereby hegemonic discourse has the function of legitimizing and 

benefiting existing institutions or systems of practices.35 Over time, those dominant discourses 

become seen as “truths” and common sense36 unless they are resisted by other counter-

                                                        
31 See Stuart Hall, Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices 

(London: Sage-Open University, 1997). 
 

32 See Ian Parker, Discourse Dynamics: Critical Analysis for Social and Individual 
Psychology (London: Routledge, 1992).  
 

33 Carla Willig, Introducing Qualitative Research in Psychology: Adventures in Theory 
and Method (Buckingham: Open University Press, 2001).  
 

34 See Foucault, Discipline and Punish. 
 

35 See Lousia Allen, “Girls Want Sex, Boys Want Love: Resisting Dominant Discourse 
of (hetro)sexuality,” Sexualities 6, no. 2 (2003): 215-236. 
 

36 See Vivien Burr, Social Constructionism, 2nd edition (London: Routledge, 2003). 
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discourses. In that regard, a Foucauldian analysis would help us look at the ways in which 

discourses and power/knowledge networks create meanings and effects in the world. Teun A. 

Van Dijk discusses the role of critical discourse analysis in the (re) production and challenge of 

dominance. He defines dominance as the “exercise of social power by elites, institutions, or 

groups that result in social inequality.”37 It is usually “supported or condoned by other group 

members” [usually the family or the political party of those who are in power at the time], 

sanctioned by courts, legitimized by laws, enforced by the police and ideologically sustained and 

reproduced by the media or textbooks.38 Hence, Arab States’ dominance is not individualized.  

The prison is the theatrical stage where the state performs its power. Power is everywhere 

in the prison. However, as Foucault argues, “power must be understood in the first instances as 

the multiplicity of force relations immanent in the sphere in which they operate and which 

constitute their own organization; as the processed which through ceaseless struggles and 

confrontation, transforms, strengthens, or reverses them.”39 Thus, from power, resistance 

recuperates.40 That is because power relationships “depends on a multiplicity of points of 

resistance: these play the role of adversary, target, support, or handle in power relations…there is 

a plurality of resistances, each of them a special case” resistances that are possible, necessary, 

improbable; others that are spontaneous, savage, solitary, concerned, rampant or violent.41 Acts 

                                                        
37 Ibid., 250. 
 
38 Teun A. Van Dijk, “Discourse and Society,” Sage 4, no. 2 (1993): 249-283. 

 
39 Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 92. 
 
40 Judith Butler, The Psychic Life of Power (Redwood City, CA: Stanford University 

Press, 1997), 13.  
 
41 Foucault, History of Sexuality, 95-96.  
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of resistance can be multilayered set of practices and attitudes undertaken in order to protect 

oneself.42 They can come in the form of a “hidden transcript,” which is characterized by action 

and discourse, that takes place beyond the direct observation of powerholders and includes off 

stage gestures, speeches, and practices that confirm, contradict, or inflict what appears to have 

taken place in the public transcript.43 

The state’s disciplinary control aimed at turning political prisoners into obedient passive 

citizens, and those who refused were punished with incarceration and torture. Through 

interrogation, threats, and torture, the prison authorities aimed to sever any ties the prisoner may 

have with the outside world, with his political affiliations, and even with other prisoners. Some 

critics argue that writings categorized as prison writing are selective in the sense that they do not 

portray all the facets of the “truth” since it reveals the experience of the prisoner and not his 

comrades, jailers, or even the state. Another criticism hailed on prison writing is that of 

concealment where the author does not reveal fully the experience of incarceration, either 

because he does not want to relive it or in fear of revealing things that might hurt his family or 

his reputation. Other critics point to the time difference between the prison experience and the 

period of writing which takes place usually years after the events themselves happened, paving 

the way for an imprecise portrayal of events. In his study of the writings of prisoners, Bruce 

Franklin concludes, 

 

                                                        
42 James C. Scott, Domination and Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts (Ithaca: Yale 

University Press, 1992), 27. 
 
43 Ibid.,14.  
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People who have become literary artists, because of their imprisonment tend to write in 

an autobiographical mode. The reason is obvious: it is their own personal experience that 

has given them both their main message and the motive to communicate it. The works of 

today’s prisoners, though predominantly autobiographical, are rarely intended as a 

display of individual genius. Whereas the literary criteria dominant on campus exalt what 

is extraordinary or even unique with “originality” as the key criterion, most current 

autobiographical writings from prison intends to show readers that the author’s individual 

experience is not unique or even extraordinary.44 

 

In these writings, we witness a “shift in textual register from personal autobiography to public 

testament.”45 Authorities needed to provide proper justification for keeping the writer 

incarcerated. That is why the state’s discourse rotated around portraying the authors as “enemies 

of the state.” Arab authorities wanted to create a new society of docile bodies. Their intention 

was to produce a certain behavior of subordination through the exercise of power. Power, as 

Foucault maintains, “reaches into the very grain of individuals, touches their bodies and inserts 

itself into their actions and attitudes, their discourses, learning processes, and everyday lives.46  

Each of these states created its own secret police, one of whose aims was to collect data 

about the population’s activities at every possible level-data, that helps tighten the state’s power. 

                                                        
44 Bruce Franklin, The Victim as Criminal and Artist: Writings from the American Prison 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1978), 249-50. 
 

45 Doran Larson, Witness in the Era of Mass Incarceration: Discovering the Ethical 
Prison (Madison, NJ: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 2017), 145. 

 
46 Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972-

1977, trans. Colin Gordon et al (New York: Pantheon, 1980), 30. 
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Post-colonization, authoritarian states came to rule the Arab world, in particular Egypt and Syria. 

For those states, the “enemy of the people” became the entire Arab people. Therefore, the enemy 

was now a “hidden” enemy and to confront it the state has to be in complete alert, constantly 

vigilant (hence the state of emergency), which paved the way for a spiral of violence that 

viciously wrapped itself around the neck of the people for years to come. 

Foucault argues that desperate last acts of defiance are another weakness of the use of 

physical torture and spectacle. “If the crowd gathered round the scaffold, it was not simply to 

witness the sufferings of the condemned man…it was also to hear an individual who had nothing 

more to lose curse the judges, the laws, the government, and religion. The public execution 

allowed the luxury of these momentary saturnalia, when nothing remained to prohibit or 

punish.”47 Foucault writes, 

 

[i]t was [on the scaffold] that the people, drawn to the spectacle intended to terrorize it, 

could express its rejection of the punitive power and sometimes revolt. Preventing an 

execution that was regarded as unjust, snatching a condemned man from the hands of the 

executioner, obtaining his pardon by force, possibly pursuing and assaulting the 

executioners, in many cases abusing the judges and causing an uproar against the 

sentence––all this formed part of the popular practices that invested, traversed, and often 

overturned the ritual of the public execution…[one] finds many examples when the 

agitation was provoked directly by a verdict and an execution small but ‘innumerable 

disturbances around the scaffold.’48 

                                                        
47 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 60. 
 
48 Ibid., 59-60. 



 15 

 

According to Jean-Francois Bert, “This notion of dangerousness fuels a vast system. Talking 

about dangerousness reinforces the feeling of insecurity, which, in turn, reinforces the law-and-

order ideology, which serves to exacerbate the perception of danger. Behind this strategic use of 

dangerousness and, in the end, the excessive dramatization of criminology.”49 

Writing within the prison walls was considered an impossible enterprise and any attempt 

as simple as jotting down thoughts on paper was considered an act against the state. These prison 

writings challenged the authoritarian regimes, which not only falsified history, but turned 

freedom of speech and expressions into forms of resistance. To be a political prisoner is to be 

written and re-written. It means to be written by the state and the prison authorities (through law, 

confessions, mock trials); it also means to be written by the prisoners themselves so as to regain 

their voice and deny the prison authorities the exclusive right to classify and describe.50 Prisons 

in the Arab world fit the description of Agamben’s “homo sacer” where the prison becomes the 

space in which a state of exception occurs, where the antagonism between naked life (bios) and 

zoe (political life) become evident. Under Agamben‘s “state of exception,” the human subject is 

not only stripped of zoe but exposed as bios such that anything, including the unspeakable, can 

be done to the inmate since nothing can be considered a criminal act.51 A great example is 

                                                        
 
49 Jean-Francois Bert, “It is the prisons themselves that put up a resistance,” Revue du 

Mauss 40, no. 2 (July 2012): 161-172. 
 
50 Paul Gready, Writing as Resistance: Life Stories of Imprisonment, Exile, and 

Homecoming from Apartheid South Africa (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2003), 39. 
 
51 See Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, trans. Daniel 

Heller Roazen (Redwood city, CA: Stanford University Press, 1998).  
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Mustafa Khalifa’s The Shell (2008). The novel depicts the story of a young Christian Syrian man 

who is arrested upon returning home from France, where he had completed his education in 

cinematic production. The protagonist is detained and tortured in Tadmur prison for twelve years 

before he is transferred to a prison in Damascus, where he spends an additional year—all 

because of a joke he told one evening that ridiculed Hafiz al-Assad. The joke was heard by an 

informant who reported the protagonist to the security authorities in Damascus. In Tadmur 

prison, the aspiring cinematic director is kept in a cell designated for members of the Muslim 

Brotherhood, where he suffers from isolation and alienation for many years because of the 

secular and atheistic views to which he admitted during interrogation. 

Arab writers attempted to create testimonies of what they had experienced. They used 

writings “as a witness for the persecution and a powerful reminder of the resilience of the 

soul,”52 as well as a message to those outside the Arab world of the true conditions of life under 

these regimes. They wrote in different genres and styles but the main concern of this project are 

the novels of incarceration. Writers are imprisoned not because their words are demonstrably 

threatening the public good; rather, they are imprisoned to teach others not to do as they have 

done.”53 In authoritarian regimes, “writers and readers share in the realization of the power and 

danger of the written word. Prison is almost a condition for becoming a public intellectual.”54 

Chapter One provides an overview of the Modern Arab regime’s policy pertaining to the 

holding of political prisoners and then discusses the works of Michel Foucault on the subject of 

                                                        
52 Ibid, 245. 

 
53 Cooke, “Ghassan al-Jaba‘i,” 239. 

 
54 Ibid. 
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imprisonment as well as the connection he makes between knowledge and power. Foucault’s 

three concepts: panopticon, power/knowledge, and biopower are introduced and explained. The 

value of Foucault’s theory, as pertaining to this work, is then discussed. The new technologies of 

discipline and reform that Foucault talks about are, in the Arab world, juxtaposed with the old 

models of sovereign power that although have captured the soul, they refuse to release their hold 

on the body.  

In Chapter Two, each discourse can be identified, described, and analyzed within each 

dimension by noting significant relationships (nodal points) that distinguish it within a network 

of discourses. Foucault described the roles and restriction of the speaking subject as referring to 

the things that give the speaking subject his or her legitimacy to speak on this topic or in this 

way. This could include asking what qualifies the speaker to speak on this topic, and how these 

qualifications are awarded. This also leads us to examine whether there are limits about who can 

speak about the topic, and if limited, whether and in what ways the discourse has been 

appropriated by others who are not qualified in other ways to speak about the topic.  

Chapter Three examines in depth a selection of works produced by male Arab writers 

who were imprisoned themselves. These works include Yawmiyyat al-Wahat55 by Sun‘allah 

Ibrahim. Sun‘allah Ibrahim is an Egyptian author who was imprisoned during Gamal Abdel 

Nasser's reign in Egypt (1954-1970) and later during Anwar Sadat's rule (1970-1981). I also 

examined writings by authors56 who were imprisoned for their affiliation with the Muslim 

                                                        
55 Sun‘allah Ibrahim, Yaymiyyat al-Wahat (Beirut: Dar al-Mustaqbal al-‘Arabi, n.d.). 
 
56 Ahmad Raef, al-Bawwaba al-Sawda’: Safahat min Tarikh al-Ikhwan al-Muslimin 

(‘Amman: Al-Zahra’ lil I‘lam al-‘Arabi, 1974) and Bara’ al-Saraj, Min Tadmur ila Harvard: 
Rihlat Sajin ‘Adim al-Ra’y (n.c.: n. p., n. d.). 
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Brotherhood even though they did not officially belong to the organization or denied association 

with it.  

Analyzing the writings of Islamists, Timothy Mitchell writes that these authors have 

demonstrated “how to answer the accusations of the regime in the idiom of Islam…the 

description of prison life becomes a detailed diagnosis of the state’s methods of control. Thus 

such memoirs can themselves show how these methods actually participate in producing the 

political discourse of Islam…these forms of opposition were not something external to the 

system of power but the product of techniques and tensions within it.”57 In their work, we find 

the names of “brothers” (used to describe prisoners who belonged to the Muslim brotherhood) 

vs. “comrades” (used to describe communist prisoners), in addition to detailed descriptions of the 

prison cell, the outside building, and the yard as we see, for instance, in Bara’ al-Saraj’s book 

Min Tadmur ila Harvard. In this chapter I argue that these authors break the walls of silence 

around the atrocities of the regimes. Therefore, they move from being “docile bodies” to 

becoming active agents of resistance. Looking at the relationship among those prisoners 

themselves takes us back to Foucault’s argument that power is dispersed and pervasive and that 

each society has its own regime of truth. 

In spite of the differences in the location and circumstances behind their incarceration, 

there appears a commonality among these works in terms of the relationship between the 

intellectual and the state authority, the methods of incarceration of the authors, and the 

techniques of power used by different states. I also examined to what extent do these writers are 

able to express agency and how these writings become “episodes of resistance” of “revolt against 

                                                        
57 See Miriam Cooke, “‘Ayyam min Hayati’: The Prison Memoirs of a Muslim Sister,” 

Journal of Arabic Literature 26, no. 1 (Jan. 1995): 147-164.  
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the gaze,” which suggests that these prisoners were far from being the “docile bodies” that 

Foucault described.  

I organized the themes into the following categories: Crossing the threshold: Induction 

into Otherness which includes the transfer and reception of prisoners; Physical Containment: The 

Cell and Classification of Prisoners; Violence: Physical and Psychological punishments/ 

Power-Resistance Paradigm; and The Otherness of Prison Society: the warden and the prisoner/ 

the futility of liberation. 

Chapter Four is dedicated to women political prisoners. This chapter discusses how 

gender identities and subjectivities emerge in women prison writing and how women challenge 

and subvert gender norms. These women have rebelled not only against dictatorship but also 

against the socially informed body, have shunned the “docile” female body, and used their 

bodies as weapons of resistance. Employing strategies of resistance that appropriate the 

oppressive powers of domination, women have been able to “reconstitute the body in terms that 

lie outside the hegemonic forms of bodily compartment.”58 One of the questions this chapter 

asks: how do disciplinary practices engender the bodies of women? 

                                                        
58 See Sherine Hafez, “The Revolution Shall Not Pass Through Women’s Bodies: Egypt 

Uprising and Gender Politics,” The Journal of North African Studies 19, no. 2 (2014): 172-185, 
177. DOI: 10, 1080/13629387.2013.879710. 
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For this chapter, I selected three works by female prison writers: Nawal al-Saadawi’s 

Mudhakarati fi Sijn al-Nisa’ (2019),59 Zaynab al-Ghazali’s Ayyam min Hayati (1999),60 and Hiba 

al-Dabbagh’s Khams Daqa’iq wa Hasb: Tis‘ Sanawat fi Sujun Surya (2007).61 

Chapter Four highlights the significance of the study and brings the thread of the 

argument together. Prisoners in these political prisons underwent similar treatments. They were 

grabbed by the secret police, incarcerated without clear accusations, systematically persecuted 

and forced to confess to a crime they claim they did not commit, tortured when they did not 

confess, isolated from the outside world, deprived of any human rights or medical attention, and 

when medical attention was offered, the doctors who provided it were agents of the regime and 

thus unsympathetic with the prisoners’ plight. They were also called names, humiliated, and 

dehumanized in order to be turned into an “other”––a “docile body” that can be easily 

manipulated and destroyed.  

As with any other research method, there are limitations to this study. First, Foucault 

never provided a clear direction on how to engage with his method of analysis. Nonetheless, his 

method describes “the procedures, apparatuses and institutions involved in the production of 

                                                        
59 This book relates the story of Egyptian author and feminist al-Saadawi during her 

imprisonment by the Egyptian president Anwar Sadat in 1981. 
 
60 Translated into English as Return of the Pharaoh: Memoir in Nasir’s Prison (Leicester, 

UK: The Islamic Foundation, 1994). Al-Ghazali, a member of the Muslim Brotherhood, was 
among those arrested and sentenced to prison for their attempts to assassinate President Gamal 
Abdel Nasser. In the introduction to her book, al-Ghazali explains how she was hesitant about 
putting her experience on paper, but that her Islamist brothers convinced her that it is her duty as 
a Muslim to record this period where Muslims were persecuted by the forces of atheism and the 
fallacies of the east and the west, Zaynab al-Ghazali, Ayyam min Hayati (Cairo: Dar al-Nashr wa 
al-Tawzi‘ al-Islamiyya, 1999), 2.  
 

61 This work relates the story of the author who was imprisoned for nine years in Syrian 
prisons for collaborating with the Muslim Brotherhood.  
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discourses and knowledges, and their power effects.”62 Second, some suggest that discursive 

elements such as statements, text, and speech are too “ephemeral and insubstantial” to be a 

source of analysis and it would be better to concentrate on social and institutional practices and 

structures.63 The term discourse within this project does not refer to singular linguistic units and 

utterances; rather, I am more interested in the operation, function, and dispersal of power and 

how these relations manifest in a text. I argue that these discourses are important and relevant, 

for they “influence how we see the world and the people in it and how we act.”64 Prison 

narratives “are written primarily…for outsiders…one of the most basic functions of these 

narratives is to communicate the horror and degradation of being incarcerated. But they 

invariably go beyond the walls of the prison to address broader social ills.”65 Next, as mentioned 

earlier, there is an abundance of primary sources due to the unrelenting effort on part of the Arab 

leaders to imprison their intellectuals, but unfortunately there is a surmountable lack of critical 

studies addressing those sources, leaving the researcher with the challenging task of relying on 

primary sources only. It is also worth to mention that the use of “man/he” is utilized to represent 

all individuals.  

                                                        
62 See Jean Carabine, “Unmarried Motherhood 1830–1990: A Genealogical Analysis,” in 

Discourse as Data, ed. Margaret Wetherell, Stephanie Taylor, and Simeon Yates (London: Sage 
Publications Ltd., 2001), 267–310. 
 

63 Hugh Silverman, Foucault’s Genealogies (New York: Routledge, 2006), 154-55. 
 

64 Ibid., 157. 
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Arab prisons are more like a gulag than Foucault’s modern prison. By “gulag” here we 

mean a place of confinement where actual or perceived human right violations take place.66 

The connotation “concentration camp” is apt in that regard as these prisons offered almost zero 

opportunities for outside interactions in addition to the incredibly inhumane treatment and the 

little value allocated to prisoners’ lives. The Arab prison system reflects a military-state 

governance, especially in terms of political imprisonment, absence of trials, and use of 

oppression. The primary and nearly exclusive source of knowledge about what goes on behind 

the walls of the political prison comes from previous prisoners. 

For Foucault, a discourse is not a linguistic concept but a group of statements, in which is 

determined what can be said and what not.67 The discourse produces and defines objects of 

knowledge and restricts how within the discourse certain topics can be discussed, by defining 

what is meaningful and what is not.”68 Foucault explains that the idea of power is not something 

that is possessed but actively reproduced “through the relations of power. The discourse is 

established within the context of these power relations. By means of authority, persons or 

institutions have the ability to develop dominant discourses, when instrumentalized, infiltrate at 

different levels of the subject’s daily life.”69 In the last fifty years, many novels have been 

published about the Arab prison. Writings varied between those that were written by authors who 

                                                        
66 Wilson Bell, “The Gulag and Soviet Society in Western Siberia, 1929-1953” (PhD 
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experienced suffering first-hand, those who wrote about the experience or testimony of others, 

and those who used their imagination to draw upon an imagined prison experience. Arab prisons 

are more in line with Giorgio Agamben’s “camps” where the camp presents itself “as an 

apparently innocuous space…that delimits a space in which the normal order is de facto 

suspended.”70 Yet these prisons were not only about “bare life.” The Arab regimes secluded 

these political prisoners and isolated them from the population as a way to reform them into 

loyalists of the regime.  

The Arab prison, as Foucault describes, functioned by “fixing [the detainee] in space, 

classifying them, extracting from them the maximum in time and forces, training their bodies, 

coding their continuous behavior, maintaining them in perfect visibility, forming around them an 

apparatus of observation, registration, and recording, etc.”71 Unlike the normal prison, the 

political prison existed outside of normal legal-judicial order where prisoners would be 

dehumanized and reconstituted into “docile bodies.” This disciplinary power subjects the bodies 

“to a continued process of surveillance, examination, judgement, and correction.”72 Resulting in 

the production of “subjected and practiced bodies.”73 This switch from sovereign power to 

disciplinary power that Foucault talks about did not take place in the Arab world. The Arab 

states have moved to a disciplinary power but sovereign power relied on the public spectacle of 
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Zone Books, 1999). 
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the annihilation of the deviant body to “reassert and reinforce the sovereign’s absolute 

authority.”74 Sovereign power was “essentially a right of seizure: of things, time, bodies, and 

ultimately life itself; it culminated in the privilege to seize hold of life in order to suppress it.”75 

However, there was a shift, according to Foucault, from this kind of punishment to a more 

“uninterrupted, constant, coercion” so as to “ensure the meticulous control of the operations of 

the body,”76 and this is disciplinary power. 
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CHAPTER 1. DISCOURSE: WHY FOUCAULT? 

 

The concept of discourse is one of the cross-disciplinary concepts in the social and 

human sciences from political science, media, and communication to writing, linguistics, and 

sociology. The concept developed with the development of various sciences of language, along 

with the appearance of discourse analysis, which was concerned with the formal analysis of 

discourse. Research in the field of discourse analysis has multiplied and received great attention. 

The emergence of critical analysis of discourse paved the way for researchers to concentrate on 

the social context of the production and circulation of discourse and the various interpretations of 

the use of language, especially in the media, in addition to its focus on authority and dominance, 

whether the discourse is the result of individual entities or institutions or scientific fields, such as 

political discourse and educational discourse.1  

The analysis is concerned with deconstructing and interpreting the various productive 

discourses; highlighting the extent of their influence and authority; revealing sites of control in 

official discourses in shaping trends, behaviors, and public life processes; and relaying attention 

to all forms of discourse, including body speech, advertising, cinema, social media, etc. 

The development of discourse analysis is an independent field of study that began in the 

sixties of the last century. Discourse analysis maintains complex links with linguistics that 

always need to be redefined. It is also an inter-scientific movement in the sense that it is a 

common field in which many disciplines intersect: linguistics, linguistics of the text, sociology, 

                                                        
1 See Sarah Mills, Discourse (Oxford: Taylor and Francis, 2004). ProQuest Ebook 

Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/aalto-ebooks/detail.action?docID=182431. 
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rhetoric, linguistic sociology, and anthropology, taking from each discipline its topic, concepts, 

and methodological framework. Therefore, it cannot be considered a coherent scientific 

framework in one theory and method because it is a field built and divided among many studies.  

The nature of discourse is multifaceted in which history, society, politics, media, writing, 

language, linguistics, values, ideology, and cultural cohorts are what drives disciplines to come 

together in order to form a complex theory that cannot be reduced. It is an approach to language 

analysis that proceeds from the linguistics of the text with Van Dijk to the social and critical 

discourse studies.2 

Despite the multiplicity of approaches to discourse analysis, all research in discourse 

analysis is based on the principle that all statements present themselves as texts and not just as 

sentences or sequence of sentences. Accordingly, any text is a type of private organization that 

needs to be studied by linking it to the culture of its production. According to Sarah Mills, 

 

Within linguistics, particularly within discourse analysis, discourse is used to describe a 

structure which extends beyond the boundaries of the sentence. Using the analogy of 

sentence structure and its internal constituents (such as subject, verb, object, or noun, 

verb, complement), there is an assumption that elements above the level of the sentence 

contain similar structures.3  

 

Discourse analysis, in contrast to formal linguistics,  
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is concerned with applying the notion of structure above the level of the sentence, i.e. 

taking the analogy of grammatical relations such as subject–verb–object, and applying it 

to the analysis of longer texts. Since it is rare for anyone to communicate with others 

through single sentences alone, these discourse analysts are critical of the tendency for 

linguists to concentrate solely on sentence structure.4 

 

Van Dijk discusses the role of critical discourse analysis in the (re) production and 

challenge of dominance. He defines dominance as the “exercise of social power by elites, 

institutions, or groups that result in social inequality.”5 It is usually “supported or condoned by 

other group members [usually the family or the political party of those who are in power at the 

time], sanctioned by courts, legitimized by laws, enforced by the police and ideologically 

sustained and reproduced by the media or textbooks.”6 In Discipline and Punish, Foucault states 

that the continuous exchange of discourse generates and maintains the automatic functioning of 

power.7  

Furthermore, Derek Hook argues that discursive practices restrict, enable, and constrain 

what can be said, written, and spoken and, in that way, they produce truth and constitute reality.8 
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6 See Teun A. Van Dijk, “Discourse and Society,” 249-283. 
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8 Derek Hook, “Discourse, Knowledge, Materiality, History: Foucault and Discourse 
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 28 

Foucault considered truth as a “thing of this world: it is produced only by virtue of multiple 

forms of constraint. And it induces regular effects of power.9 In other words, he argues that we 

should not look for truth but for the processes by which “truth is attributed to certain forms of 

discourse and not to others.”10 Discourse, according to Foucault, operates in four basic ways: it 

creates a world; it generates knowledge and truth; it says something about the people who speak 

it; and it gives specific subjects degrees of social, cultural, and political power. We see, for 

instance, that Arab regimes allowed some formal liberties where elections were held and 

demonstrations took place so long as they do not threaten the regime’s hold on power. However, 

the conception of state authoritarianism focuses on the actual behavior of the state and not just 

their formal and legal institutions.11 

In that regard, a Foucauldian analysis would help us look at the ways in which discourses 

and power/knowledge networks create meanings and effects in the world. Foucault states that at 

any given time, there are several competing discourses that are out there, although there may be 

some that are more prevalent than others.12 Therefore, we should not “imagine a world of … 

accepted discourse and excluded discourse … [rather] a multiplicity of discursive elements that 

can come into play in various strategies.13 The relevant components of discourse in Foucault’s 

views are statements about the topics that “give us a kind of knowledge; rules “which govern 

                                                        
9 Michel Foucault, “The Order of Discourse,” in Untying the Text: A Poststructural 

Anthropology, ed. R. Young (Boston: Routledge and Kegan Pail, 1981), 3-14.  
 

10 Ibid., 524. 
 

11 Ibid., 111.  
 

12 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 100. 
 

13 Ibid. 
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what is uttered or thinkable; subjects “who in some ways personify the discourse”; “how this 

knowledge about topic acquires authority, as sense of embodying the “truth” about it; and 

practices “within institutions for dealing with the subject’s transformation, discontinuities, or 

changing discursive formations (“a different discourse will arise at a later historical moment, 

supplanting the existing one”).14 This discourse is defined as the prisoners’ discourse.  

Foucault considers truth as a “thing of this world: it is produced only by virtue of 

multiple forms of constraint. And it induces regular effects of power.15 Therefore, within the 

“gaze,” power is enforced and order and control are ensured. Foucault describes this ability to 

punish via the gaze as “hidden”16 and internalized by individuals who police and correct their 

own actions so as not to be seen as criminals and get punished by others. In essence, according to 

Foucault, this is “the gentle way to punish.”17 In other words, he argues that we should not look 

for truth but for the processes by which “truth is attributed to certain forms of discourse and not 

to others.”18 We see, for instance, that Arab regimes allowed some formal liberties as long as 

they do not threaten the regime’s authority. However, the conception of state authoritarianism 

focuses on the actual behavior of the state and not just their formal and legal institutions.19 

                                                        
14 See Stuart Hall, Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices 

(London: Sage-Open University, 1997). 
 

15 See Michel Foucault, “The Order of Discourse,” in Untying the Text: A Post-Structural 
Anthropology, R. Young, ed. (Boston: Routledge and Kegan Pail, 1981), 3-14.  
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Discourses, as we know, are situated within particular social, historical, or cultural 

ideologies and conditions.20 These discourses make available subject positions, which allow 

individuals’ way of being, feeling, and seeing to be described.21 From a Foucauldian perspective, 

these subject positions re-enact and legitimize certain power relationships22 whereby hegemonic 

discourse have the function of legitimizing and benefiting existing institutions, systems, or 

practice.23 Over time, these dominant discourses became seen as “truth” and common sense24 

unless they are resisted through other counter discourses and strategies. For Foucault, the real 

danger was not necessarily that individuals are repressed by the social order but that they are 

“carefully fabricated in it,” and because there is a penetration of power into the behavior of 

individuals.25 On the Foucauldian level, “we find a series of social, familial and community 

relationships that rely on authoritarianism assumed by the great majority of the population. The 

respect of the youngsters to the elders, of children for their parents…students for their 

teachers…all entail a submissive component which works in favor of authoritarian relations of 

power.”26 Foucault also contends that the subtle effect of power/knowledge relations has the 

capability of infiltrating multiple institutions in society such as schools, hospitals, the military, 

                                                        
20 See Parker, Discourse Dynamics. 

 
21 See Willig, Introducing Qualitative Research in Psychology. 

 
22 See Foucault, Discipline and Punish. 

 
23 See Allen, “Girls want sex, boys want love, 215-236. 

 
24 See Burr, Social Constructionism. 
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and the workplace. The pervasiveness results in the production of a “subjected” or “docile” 

human body that is easier to control and can be manipulated by others.27 In order to comply with 

the power discourses in their state, individuals attempt to discipline themselves to follow the 

regulations of their society. On the other hand, individuals who resist these regulations become 

labeled as dangerous citizens who require isolation or punishment. The individuals discipline 

themselves and each other without the use of force because they are constantly aware that there 

is a “visible” and “unverifiable” entity which is always observing them.28  

Here, Foucault gives the panopticon as an example. The panopticon is relevant to this 

work for it symbolizes the process where everything is visible by the institutional eye-of power, 

(i.e., the state and its agents). Foucault writes that the panopticon was “to induce in the inmate a 

state of conscious and permanent visibility that assures the automatic functioning of power.”29 

Panopticon discipline is an ideological function that alters the inmates’ relation to an 

understanding of themselves. As Foucault points out, there is no need for the inmates to be 

actually watched. What was important was that they did not know when they were being 

watched. “preserving a perpetual relationship of force vis-à-vis the population requires constant 

vigilance the regime must preempt and neutralize all forms of resistance before they 

materialize.”30 The panopticon model uses social institutions to “arrange power” and to make it 

more “economic and effective.” 
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Some postcolonial critics found Foucault’s theory to be Eurocentric. In that regard, 

Timothy Mitchell argues: 

 

Foucault’s analyses are focused on France and northern Europe. Perhaps this focus was 

tended to obscure the colonizing nature of disciplinary power. Yet the panopticon, the 

model institution whose geometric order and generalized surveillance serve as a motif for 

this kind of power, was a colonial invention. The panoptic principle was devised on 

Europe’s colonial frontier with the Ottoman Empire, and examples of the Panopticon 

were built for the most part not in northern Europe, but in places like colonial India.31 

 

Another line of criticism contended that Foucault’s social world is dismal and overly 

restrictive because it neglects the role of human agency.32 Gayatari Spivak also hails another 

criticism at Foucault protesting that Foucault restores the transparent subject instead of 

problematizing it. In that sense, she writes: 

 

Foucault articulates another corollary of the disavowal of the role of ideology in 

reproducing the social relations of production: an unquestioned valorization of the 

                                                        
31 Timothy Mitchell, “Everyday Metaphors of Power,” Theory and Society 19, no.15 
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32 See Graham Burchell, Colin Gordon, and Peter Miller, eds., The Foucault Effect: 
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oppressed as subject, the “object being” as Deleuze admiringly remarks, to establish 

conditions where the prisoners themselves would be able to speak.33 

 

Spivak brings Foucault’s argument from Discipline and Punish that, “the masses know perfectly 

well––once again the thematic of being undeceived––they know far better than [the intellectual] 

and they say certainly say it very well.”34 She then wonders what happens to the critique of the 

sovereign subject in these pronouncements?35 Spivak’s contention is that Foucault’s attempt to 

give voice to the prisoners overlooks the way in which their voice will be inscribed in the 

dominant discourse. 

However, and as Foucault maintains, his work should not be used as a theory to be 

applied but a toolbox we can use to approach our present. For instance, Governmentality 

described by Foucault allows us to analyze how at different historical junctures the power to rule 

over individual subjects and whole populations is conceptualized. Derek Hook writes that 

discourse is that which “enables writing, speaking and thinking.”36 Thus, our main focus should 

be on “discursive practices,” which work “in both inhibiting and productive ways, implying a 

play of prescription that designate both exclusions and choices.”37 
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Why Foucault? 

The way to “approach prison writing is as diverse as the writing itself. Prison writing 

lends itself to a number of approaches that derive from other disciplines such as psychology, 

sociology, and philosophy.”38 Foucault’s work is paramount in the topic of imprisonment. Much 

of his work “concerns itself with power, a central facet of identity formation. Prisoners are 

ultimately at the mercy of the power of the state.”39 In that regard, it is worthwhile to quote 

Foucault in full. He writes, 

 

The fact that the crime and the punishment were related and bound up in the form of 

atrocity was not the result of some obscurely accepted law of retaliation. It was the effect, 

in the rites of punishment, of a certain mechanism of power; of a power that not only did 

not hesitate to exert itself directly on bodies, but was exalted and strengthened by its 

visible manifestations; of a power that exerted itself as an armed power whose functions 

of maintaining order were not entirely unconnected with the functions of war; of a power 

that presented rules and obligations as personal bonds, a breach of which constituted an 

offence and called for vengeance; of a power for which disobedience was an act of 

hostility, the first sign of rebellion, which is not in principle different from civil war; of a 

power that had to demonstrate not why it enforced the laws, but who were its enemies, 

and what unleashing of force threatened them; of a power which, in the absence of 
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continual supervisions, sought a renewal of its effects in the spectacle of its individual 

manifestations; of a power that was recharged in the ritual display of its reality as “super 

power.”40 

 

This dissertation does not look at prison writing from the perspective of how this literary 

text is associated with the author’s biography or its artistic prowess, but rather examines the 

work in the context of other literary works, political events, and cultural tendencies. Writing then 

“becomes a tribunal that delivers a form of justice that the courts actively subvert.”41 This 

conjuncture evident in the Arab world “substantiates Foucault’s account of the prison as the 

constitutive site where modern governmentality––which can provisionally be grasped as the 

mechanism that transforms the subject into a citizen––is most fully realized. While the agency of 

the prisoner is suppressed in the process of incarceration, the prose of incarceration gives this 

agency political and aesthetic form.”42 In these writings there is a cycle of oppression-resistance 

reinforcing the centrality of the prisoner and the prison in modern Arabic writing. 

Writings discussed here can be read against and in conjuncture with each other as 

interconnected manifestations of discourse and of the power struggles that give meaning to 

specific concepts of truth. The writings used by those who were imprisoned offer a glimpse to 

which subjects challenge and disrupt the official truth. These writers did not only defy becoming 

docile bodies but they also defied becoming hayawanat and regained the humanity the state in its 

                                                        
40 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 57. 

 
41 Gould, “Literature as a Tribunal,” 13.  

 
42 Ibid. 

 



 36 

haywana strategy was trying to take from them. Examples of how this strategy failed are best 

described in the inter-personal relationships that developed among the prisoners in the prison. 

For instance, conducting public lectures to stay cognitively stimulated, volunteering to receive 

punishment in place of the elderly and the young, and hiding information from the prison 

authority to save other prisoners were some of the ways to defeat the haywana strategy. 

For the purpose of this thesis, Foucault’s theoretical framework will be used to provide 

an entry into analyzing how prison writers negotiate the streams of power that pass through their 

hand and through the hands of those who imprison them as well as those who torture them in 

order to critique oppressive power differentials in their society. Through discourse we give the 

world meaning and through it we come to understand the world and our social practices. All 

social practices should be understood by discursive construction. Discourse then allows and 

limits the possibilities of understanding the object and it enables and constrains what can be said, 

by whom, when, and where it was said. Knowledge is put to work in a discursive practice to 

control and regulate people’s conduct. Hence knowledge and power are interrelated. Foucault 

talks about instances of resistance as “hindrances, a stumbling block” and “a starting point for an 

opposing strategy” that can “allow individuals to find within power relations a space to resist the 

negative effects of governmentality”43 and in the writings discussed here, we see a plethora of 

those instances.  

However, Foucault rejects the idea that power constrains, represses, or controls. Rather, 

he proposes that power should always be regarded as a relationship, as power would cease to be 

power if it meets no resistance: “I would like to suggest another way to go further toward a new 

economy of power relations…it consists in taking the forms of resistance against different forms 
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of power as a starting point…so as to bring to light power relations, locate their positions, find 

out their point of application and the methods used.”44 In other words, we need to realize that 

power produces reality. In addition to constraining our behavior, power enables it as well. 

Therefore, power produces domains of objects and rituals of truth. Central to Foucault and this 

project is that power is not absolute, because the possibility of resistance always exists. In an 

article in the French newspaper Le Monde, Foucault claims: 

 

If societies persist and live behind all the submission and coercion, beyond the threats, 

the violence and the intimidations, there is the possibility of that moment when life can 

no longer be bought, when the authorities can no longer do anything, and when facing the 

gallows and the machine guns, people revolt.45 

 

To reiterate, a critical understanding of how power works as an instrument of discourse 

can help us understand how human life is captured in discourse and, as a result, how we are ruled 

and governed through discourse. The main interest here is not to assess discourse in terms of its 

depiction of reality but rather to the particular elements that are contained within the discourse 

and the function they play.46 Hence, integral to the interpretation of texts written in prison is “the 

conceptualization of space as an active entity, as constant performance, as a mechanism of 
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repression, control and discipline, as well as a practice of resistance.”47 Writing the prison 

experience becomes a strategy for survival. It is also a way to incite a reaction form the voyeurs 

of this writing. Foucault “sees a need to listen to the voices of the excluded and the marginalized, 

particularly because this is a spur to struggle. Furthermore, these voices, the events described by 

them, and the struggle they engender are all vital for critical reflection about our current 

situation.”48 

Returning to Foucault, we deduce that his identification of the body as a site of power 

and his contention of the intimate relationship between power and knowledge rather than 

concentrating on the supreme power of the state paved the way for marginalized discourses to be 

sites of resistance. However, in contrast to Foucault’s depiction of a western prison as a 

disciplinary institution that reforms the soul, Arab political prisons are meant to mold or destroy 

the soul by inflicting as much damage as needed on the body. In that regard, punishment became 

a system of marks, a discourse, which articulated the will and the power of the sovereign. 

Nonetheless, an “organized multiplicity of techniques and strategies within the prison serves to 

further define forms of power, yet as power relations multiply and transform, so do the 

conditions of possibility and various venues open up forms of resistance to emerge.”49 

Taking Foucault’s concept of discourse, context analysis in Arab prison writing research 

could be guided by the following questions: what can be adequately stated, by whom, in what 
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discursive formation and how? The following four discursive formations will help us understand 

the power of the states’ discourse vs. the authors’ discourse: objects (what is talking about); 

enunciative modalities (the arenas where discourse takes place); concepts (how statements are 

connected); and strategies (mechanisms that connect the grand theories of society).  

For the purpose of this work, I will concentrate on discourse, power, and governmentality 

from Foucault’s magnum opus for they are particularly important for this research. Power cannot 

be easily located in certain actors or institutions. Power creates knowledge and forms subjects 

who are restricted as well as enabled by its omnipresent force.50 Discourses define the 

boundaries of what can be thought of and communicated at a given time in a given society. 

This leads us to what Foucault called governmentality: The critique of formations of power 

understood as a unitary system and an analysis of power as a domain of strategic relations 

between individuals and groups, relations whose strategies were to govern the conduct of these 

individuals.51 Foucault’s theory encourages us to think of “agency in terms of the capacities and 

skills required to undertake particular kinds of moral actions and as ineluctably bound up with 

the historically and culturally specific disciplines through which a subject is formed.”52 The state 

“through its many institutions––schools, hospitals, prisons, the family––brings all aspects of life 

under its controlling gaze. The institutional disciplining, surveillance, and punishment of the 

                                                        
50 Foucault, Discipline and Punish. 

 
51 See Robert Nichols, “Postcolonial Studies and the Discourse of Foucault: Survey of a 

Field of Problematization,” Foucault Studies 9 (September 2010): 111-144.  
  

52 Saba Mahmood, The Politics of Piety (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), 
14. 
 



 40 

body create bodies that are habituated to external regulation.”53 Thus, working “to discipline the 

body, optimize its capabilities, extort its forces, increase its usefulness and docility, integrate it 

into systems of efficient and economic controls,”54 the state would be able to create the kind of 

bodies it desires. 

In this work, I am interested in Foucault’s question: why these statements appear exactly 

here, but not anywhere else?”55 Hence, “Discourse is regarded not as an approaching mighty 

manifestation of the subject which can think, perceive and speak about it but as a whole thing in 

which dispersions and also discontinuities of the subject could be determined.”56 Foucault 

adopted the term “discourse” to denote a historically contingent social system that produces 

knowledge and meaning. He notes that discourse is distinctly material in effect, producing what 

he calls “practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak.”57 Primarily, 

Foucault’s theory is concerned with the micro-level social relations, or the relationships which 

dictate the behavior of individuals in society. In Discipline and Punish, Foucault examines the 

relationship between the individual and the relations of power in society: “He who is subjected to 

a field of visibility, and who knows it, assumes responsibility for the constraints of power; he 

makes them play spontaneously upon himself; he inscribes in himself the power relation in 
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which he simultaneously plays both roles; he becomes the principle of his own subjection”58 In 

this dissertation, I will look at a “corpus of statements” represented by accounts on prison 

discourse. Given the historical dimension of Foucault’s analyses, a corpus of statements should 

also include examples of how the construction of objects varies over time. This temporal 

variability is important to show how power/knowledge relations operate within different 

historical periods and within different disciplinary regimes. Therefore, for this project, I selected 

prison writings that belong to two different states (Egypt, Syria,) and occur at different times and 

under different regimes. 

Foucault argues that the idea of the author as a unique creator of writing is a historical 

construct, the product of nineteenth century liberal ideology and its cult of the individual. 

Therefore, he replaces the authorial presence with the “author-function,” which relates to the 

conditions for the articulations of discourses rather than their individual centered authority. The 

author-function then is a label of a certain standard level of quality that denotes a field of 

conceptual or theoretical coherence that requires a certain stylistic uniformity. Foucault’s author-

function is helpful when considering enunciative modalities for it sheds the light on how the 

notion of the author is often a key relation in the discursive function of the text. 

The following questions serve as the backbone of this analysis: To which exigencies are the 

authors responding, and in what discourse(s) are they taking part by creating their works? What 

techniques do the authors use in their works to take part in these discourses, and how do they 

encode the power constructs present? And how does their input help to shape or attempt to shape 

the Arab prison discourse and/or the socio-cultural discourses to which they are responding?  
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In The Archaeology of Knowledge, Foucault describes four basic elements that are 

formed by discourse or “discursive formations.” When we identify these discursive formations, 

we will begin to understand how discourses “systematically form the objects of which they 

speak.59” These four elements are described as: objects, enunciative modalities, concepts and 

strategies. In this dissertation, I will question prison discourse as a discursive formation which 

involves mapping the system by which particular objects are formed and the type of enunciations 

implicated. Through discourse various objects are formed and rendered manifest such that we 

can think of, speak of, and act upon them. An example of an object in the context of our study is 

prison discourse. Foucault contends that objects should be examined to uncover their surfaces of 

emergence, authorities of delimitation, and grids of specification.60  

Surfaces of emergence refers to the spaces and situations where an object emerges as 

“manifest, nameable and describable”; “visible, differentiated and describable in terms of what it 

is and what it is not.”61 For the object “prison discourse,” surfaces of emergence included the 

prison. One of the major authorities of delimitation for prison writers was the state or the ruling 

regime. As to grids of specifications, they are the systems by which the object is broken down 

further into types or kinds then compared with one another, classified, grouped or otherwise 

organized.62 Within prison discourse, grids of specifications might articulate how the different 

types of prisoners are classified and grouped (Islamists vs. Communists).  
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Enunciative modalities are the positions and spaces that give an author legitimacy and 

allow him to speak and to be regarded as reasonable and true.63 Foucault asks who is speaking? 

What institutional role, legal status, social privilege, and educational or other certification 

determines who may claim the right to speak authoritatively. What are the enunciative modalities 

of the prison writer? What gives the author of prison narrative legitimacy?  

“Concepts” are formed through discourse by an organization of statements in a particular 

way. For example, sometimes statements will refer to other statements either implicitly or 

explicitly, and they rely on these others for their meaning.64 Finally, “strategies” refer to the 

organization of concepts, groups of objects, and types of subjects in particular relation to one 

another, serving to form themes or theoretical structures.65 James Scheurich talks about a “grid of 

social regularities.” The grid constitutes both who the problem group is and how the group is 

seen or known as a problem.”66 Hence, of interest to this study is how particular authors come to 

be described as a problem within the state’s discourse. 

 

 

History of the Prison 

Prior to the eighteenth century, the prison was a temporary stop after which a prisoner 

was either sentenced to death or sent to the New World, where they become indentured servants, 
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and generally their punishment was a public affair, a spectacle. Plato’s argument of “correction, 

based on his ideas that evil acts are the result of ignorance and that punishment should consist of 

instruction and correction of those offenders who are capable of being reformed…remained 

largely unheeded until the European Middle Ages––and then was viewed in a very different 

cultural context.”67 The general path of European society towards modernity, however, was 

characterized by a transformation of the concept of the prison, as Foucault argues in Discipline 

and Punish. 

Stanley Cohen writes, “to write today about punishment and classification without 

Foucault is like talking about the unconscious without Freud.”68 Foucault’s approach to power 

gives full attention to the subject and their formation through multiple elements rather than 

examining the state as that which holds power over its subjects. Throughout his work, Foucault 

showed how specific opinions came to be formed under pressure as what is today commonly 

called the “hegemonic discourse,” that is, the dominant viewpoint throughout society kept stable 

by political power dynamics. Of central interest to us also in Foucault’s work is “how the 

interplay of knowledge and techniques of power culminates in people’s acceptance of the power 

to punish, their acceptance of the norms or standards of behavior set for them [in other words] 

‘why submit to the power which abhors you?’”69  
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The modern imprisonment, as outlined by Foucault, has three main features: isolation of 

prisoners; reform through work; and control of the duration and quality of imprisonment by 

prison administrators and not the courts. Modern imprisonment operates under seven principles: 

reforming prisoners’ behavior (the principle of correction); isolating and distinguishing prisoners 

according to their offences, age, mental disposition, correctional techniques applicable, and 

degree of rehabilitation (the principle of classification); altering penalties according to the 

purposes of rehabilitation (the principle of the modulation of penalties); making prisoners work 

(the principle of labor as an obligation and right); educating prisoners (the principle of penal 

education); supervising and administering programs by a medically and educationally trained 

staff (the principle of the technical supervision of detention); and utilizing institutions outside the 

prison to supervise and assist prisoners until their rehabilitation is complete (the principle of 

auxiliary institutions).70 Like the Ottoman Empire before them, the Arab states, in order to align 

themselves with human right practices, introduced some of the prison reforms Foucault mentions 

earlier. However, this was relegated to civil prisons only which are beyond the scope of this 

paper. Incarceration of political prisoners in the Arab world did not follow the same trajectory 

Foucault drew for Western incarceration.  

Foucault asks whether the objective of the prison is the desire to reform, or the blind 

implementation of punishment. This question is pertinent to our discussion on Arab prisons. One 

of the forms of punishment Foucault addresses is the death penalty, which Foucault calls in his 

book “theater of terror.”71 In that regard, punishment becomes a spectacle where people leave 
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their daily jobs to attend public executions. He gives the execution of would-be-regicide 

Damiens in a public square in 1757, as an example.72 The punishment here is not directed at the 

culprit but rather at the audience as a kind of intimidation technique, or as a warning against 

committing what the culprit has done. Foucault then goes on to consider exile as another form of 

punishment against political prisoners, mainly. Foucault also speaks of compensation as a 

punitive measure, namely the imposition of a sum of money or its equivalent on the offender to 

pay in return for damages to the victim. This kind of penalty has a purely economic dimension. 

Hence, as Foucault further argues, in those penal systems where the body was no longer the 

objective of correction, and even when they used “lenient methods involving confinement, it is 

always the body that is at issue––the body and its forces, their utility and their docility, their 

distribution and their submission.”73 

In the Islamic world, despite attestations to the existence of prisons as early as the reign 

of the second caliph ‘Umar bin al-Khattab (634-644), the construction of the first prison is often 

credited to the fourth caliph ‘Ali b. Abi Talib (656-661). ‘Ali allegedly built two prisons in the 

Iraqi city of Kufa (or Basra). ‘Ali named the first prison nafi‘ (“beneficial”). This prison was 

constructed from reeds (qasab) but proved defective and too easy to escape from. As a result, he 

constructed a second prison fashioned from clay bricks. As to the construction of prisons from 

the ground up, they emerge during the caliphate of ‘Umar b. al-Khattab immediately following 

the foundation of the garrison cities in Iraq. The earliest Islamic prisons resemble the “private 

prisons” found in late Egypt antiquity where the usage of the prison belongs to the ruler’s estate 
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where he would have a private cadre of soldiers to aid him in its administration.74 Prisons during 

the Ottoman empire “were makeshift structures usually located in local military compounds, 

fortresses, or in government building annexes. Inmates primarily depended on family, friends, or 

religious endowments for their meagre subsistence. All kinds of prisoners were incarcerated 

together: the accused with the convicted, the petty criminal with the felon, adults with children, 

and sometimes even men with women.”75 The Ottoman empire in hope of convincing the Great 

Powers that the empire deserved equal status in the Concert of Europe, introduced several prison 

reforms.76 However, their aim was to abolish capitulations and not the betterment of the prison 

population. The modern prison emerged in the Middle East from the second third of the 

nineteenth century onwards as it progressively replaced traditional corporal, capital, and 

financial punishments. The modern prison was consolidated under French and British mandatory 

administrations after the First World War, but embodied the local traditions and customary order, 

reflecting in its practice the political, social, and economic tensions between indigenous elites 

and masses.77 Arab countries have inherited from the colonial powers a mix of detention centers 

and prisons that have since augmented them. 
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The punitive system in the Arab world represents a combination of medieval/pre-modern 

and modern qualities. The punishment’s aim is to leave a memory in the mind of society. The 

best form of repression, Foucault contends, is that which “coerces by means of observation,” 

where “each gaze would form a part of the overall functioning of power.”78 In some Arab 

societies, a “neighbor gradually becomes a more dangerous enemy to one who happens to harbor 

“dangerous thoughts” than are the officially appointed police agents.”79 The panopticon is 

relevant to this work for it symbolizes that process where everything is visible by the intellectual 

eye-of-power or the state and its agents. 

The prison was deeply rooted in Arabic language and poetry from pre-Islamic times to 

later periods.80 Prisoners wrote about their imprisonment in lines of poetry that overcame the 

threat of time. There are two kinds of prisons in the Arab world: state prisons and prisons run by 

the security apparatus. State prisons, however, are subject to international human rights 

regulations and thus follow a set of regulations for arrest and sentencing. The latter are often 

built in remote areas such as deserts. Although they might be cloaked in a false shower of 

legitimacy, their aim is the confiscation of personal freedom as well as torturing and killing 

regime opponents. Some of these prisons are Nuqrit al-Salman prison in Iraq, Tadmur prison in 

Syria, the Wahat prison in Egypt, and Tazmamart prison in Morocco. 
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Returning to Foucault, we deduce that his identification of the body as a site of power 

and his contention of the intimate relationship between power and knowledge rather than 

concentrating on the supreme power of the state paved the way for marginalized discourses to be 

sites of resistance. Arab political prisons run by the security apparatus are different from the 

Foucault’s disciplinary institutions. Arab political prisons are meant to destroy the soul by 

turning the body into a “hayawan.” In that regard, punishment became a system of marks, a 

discourse, which articulated the will and the power of the sovereign. Nonetheless, an “organized 

multiplicity of techniques and strategies within the prison serves to further define forms of 

power, yet as power relations multiply and transform, so do the conditions of possibility and 

various venues open up forms of resistance to emerge.”81 

These regimes instill in the prisoner a “state of conscious and permanent visibility that 

assures the automatic functioning of power”82 even without the actual exercise of that power. In 

other words, the disciplinary power of the state has the prison writer under its gaze; it observes 

the body and produces knowledge about the body only in order to produce docile bodies. Then, 

the prison writer “delinquent” becomes an object to be known. Knowledge thus becomes a 

crucial component of power. Arab states exercise power by means of techniques, such as the 

grouping of prisoners in defined spaces (solitary vs. communal cells); classification (dividing 

prisoners into categories: communists, Islamists, etc.); individualization (naming and 

characterizing prisoners as part of psychological torture); and constant surveillance, which 

accompanies the prisoner even after being released from prison. 
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Foucault analyzes how the prison is an effective instrument of the repressive status 

apparatus, maintaining that the imprisonment of a person, not only causes an involuntary loss of 

liberty, but also forcibly subjects the individual to certain bodily punishment such us the 

rationing of food, physical torture, and solitary confinement. He considers the body a versatile 

instrument of resistance subject to manipulation, control, and compliance to external social 

regulations. In the prison, “power does not mask itself, it reveals itself as tyranny pursued down 

to the smallest detail.”83 Abdul Rahman Munif writes that the prison is the most blatant 

manifestation of oppression, embodying the persecution of the individual and the attempt to 

destroy him.84 Samar Ruhi al-Faysal contends that in consigning individuals to political prisons, 

dictatorial regimes achieve two goals: they not only deny the prisoner his rights and break his 

spirit, but also reduce him to the status of an object.85 

 

History of Torture 

Torture, Foucault maintains, “rests on a whole quantitative act of pain.”86 The use of 

torture does not only reinforce the punishment for opposing the state but also the power of the 

ruling body over the body of the individual. Hence, torture becomes a technique and this 

technique is characterized by three criteria: torture produces pain; the production and the pain are 
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regulated; and “torture forms part of a ritual.”87 For instance, torturers made sure that a certain 

amount of torture is inflicted on the prisoner, enough to cause him pain but not enough to kill 

him. Thus, in the “excess of torture,” a whole economy of the sovereign power is invested.”88 

Torture is then not arbitrary but systematic. Torture takes place in places and buildings built for 

that purpose with personnel who at times are hired and trained in the art of torture. Foucault 

notes, the right to punish is an aspect of the sovereign’s right to make war on his enemies, to 

punish belongs to that “absolute power of life and death….”89 

Torture comprises evidence of the biopolitical power of the authoritarian regime in which 

the body of the prisoner becomes the site of inscription of political power. In her book, The Right 

to Maim, Jasbir Puar develops the idea of the titular “right to maim.” The right to maim is a 

tactic developed by the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) in their military engagements with 

Palestinians. When shooting at the Palestinians, the IDF aim to shoot to maim or debilitate but 

not to kill. Puar defines debility as a mode of governance, where “populations are constructed as 

objects of imminent disposability.”90 Puar also contends that the Israeli state seeks to secure an 

ongoing lack of resistance by projecting only a future full of maiming, as well as by 

manipulating generational time by “stunting” youth and debilitating familiar support systems.91 

Inflicting debility is then an exercise of power. 
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In his article, “Torture for Officials in the Middle Ages: A Look into the Depths of 

Islamic Political History,” Samir Kittaniy inquires about the methods used in the execution and 

torture of members of the upper classes in medieval Islamic civilization.92 Kittaniy lists some of 

the methods used in torture: from forced drinking of a laxative where the laxative was put in 

food or drink and then the victim was forced to eat them himself. The objective of this method is 

to ridicule and humiliate. Another method involves gouging out the eyes where a sharp hot 

object is inserted into the eye in order to blind the victim. Cutting off the tongue is one more 

method of torture. In that case, the tongue was pulled out with a sharp instrument and then 

severed. Similar in brutality is cutting off the nose which usually entails severing the front part of 

the nose. Other methods of torture, according to the Kittaniy, include: removal of teeth; burning; 

sleep deprivation so as to cause the victim to confess; whipping using floggers, rough ropes, and 

whips; ripping open the flesh and salt and vinegar may be poured into the wound in order to 

ensure that the victim dies of immense pain; castration; nailing; and dismemberment. As to 

execution, methods of execution include executing the victim and placing his head on the lap of 

his companion, execution by filling with air and left to bleed, execution by being walled up or 

buried alive, execution by flaying alive where the victim is skinned alive with a knife until he 

dies.93 

In his book, Torture in the Age of Fear (2005), Ezat Mossallanejad talks about how 

methods of torture have become increasingly sophisticated and involved a combination of both 
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physical and psychological techniques. Part of this sophistication has involved torturers 

“inventing new methods that are tailored to the physical and psychological make-up of each 

victim.”94 He adds that torture “should not be approached in isolation, [for] it is part and parcel 

of a strategy of political repression, [governments] sanction torture as a part of state terrorism in 

order to paralyze the whole population and convince it of the omnipotence of the regime.”95 

Foucault suggests that all methods of state punishment, such as incarceration, state-sanctioned 

torture, and execution are symbolic ways in which the state asserts its power and ability to 

control social outcasts and people who have been labeled criminals.96 

I argue in this work that the torture inflicted on those writers was in most cases not 

arbitrary but rather a part of state terrorism in order to paralyze the whole population and to 

convince it of the omnipotence of the regime. In those instances, the torturer’s aim is to strip 

those prisoners of their humanity so as to justify their treatment. For example, enough torture is 

inflicted on the prisoner to cause pain but not to kill him. The torturer in that instance looks at 

himself as part of a national project, as part of the moral universe provided by totalitarianism. 

In addition, torture takes place in places and buildings built for that purpose with personnel who 

are hired and trained (most probably in foreign countries) in the act of torture. As Foucault 

argues, humanity becomes the main objective of the police. 
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Arab authoritarian regimes are usually characterized by a lack of liberties and democracy, 

the denial of liberty and democracy serves a purpose: that of maintaining power.97 Through the 

use of every conceivable kind of degradation and humiliation, from the physical to the spiritual, 

the aim was to turn these prisoners into informers. When they are properly educated, they are 

used to inflict the same tortures on others as those that have been inflicted on them. Hence, the 

objective of torture is not simply to obtain information but rather to “stake” identities on the 

bodies of the prisoners and torturers, imprinting on them the power of the state. 

 

Prison Writing 

Prison writing has long been integrated into Arab culture. For instance, Abu Firas Al-

Hamadani (d. 968), a cousin of Sayf al-Dawla and a member of the noble family of the 

Hamdanids, who were rulers in Northern Syria and Mesopotamia in the tenth century, wrote his 

most famous poem al-Rumiyyat while in prison. Al-Mu‘tamid ibn Abbad, who was the third and 

the last ruler of the Taifa of Seville in al-Andalus, also wrote his poetry while imprisoned in 

“Aghmat.” Arab Poets were imprisoned for various reasons ranging from tribal to political, to 

satire of powerful people, to love. Authoritarian regimes mushroomed after the colonization era 

in Syria, Iraq, Libya, and Egypt as well as Morocco and Tunisia. Arabic writing was one of the 

chief spheres, where narratives of the official discourse have been constantly challenged and 

rejected. 

The novelist Ibrahim al-Zant and the critical literary writer Abdul Khalek al-Af agree that 

prison writing is all that the writer has written inside the detention centers. As for writing written 
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by writers who were not imprisoned, that is writing about the prisons and not prison writing.98 

Writer and novelist Shaaban Hassouna believes that prison writing is everything that is written in 

prison and is concerned with prison issues. He excludes romantic and police writing and the like, 

even if they were written in prison99 whereas Fayez Abu Shamala sees prison writing as 

everything related to sentiments and emotions, which can be expressed through novels, stories, 

poetry, and thought. He divides prison writing to two sections: writing that is written by those 

who were imprisoned themselves, and writing that was written by authors who heard about the 

prisoner’s experience and decided to convey it on paper.100  

During the past decade, “prison writing, or adab al-sujun, has become a recognized genre 

in Syria, Iraq, Egypt, and Morocco.”101 In this dissertation, prison writing is defined as writings 

that were written in prison or about prison, and depicts the affliction of injustice, arrest, and 

captivity.102 To clarify, the author Jaber Qamiha defines prison writing as writing that basically 

entails the suffering of the oppressed under captivity, exile, and displacement. It generally 

revolves around the following topics: First, the severe suffering experienced by the prisoner, the 

tremendous emotional, psychological, and physical pain that afflicts him, and the dimensions of 

the relations between the prisoners and the prison rulers and those who control him. Second, the 

human models and patterns that the prisoner observes and depicts with his pen, especially the 
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eccentric psychopathic personalities. Third, the link between prison life and the current situation 

and the imbalances, corruptions, and grievances that led the pen holder to this dark fate. Fourth, 

in terms of future psychological foresight, the writer’s view ranges between a bright hope of 

complete and unconditional freedom and an absolute despair that is reflected in the melancholy 

of his words.103 Furthermore, prison writing is the result of a living experience. Its writer may be 

the one who lived the prison experience personally or heard about and lived it with the 

experiences of others.104 

By documenting the testimonies of torture in these works of writing, the authors 

contribute in breaking the walls of silence around the atrocities of those regimes. Again, prison 

writing here is, in particular the political prison writing, where incarceration takes place outside 

the judicial system and prisoners are detained against their will for short or long periods of time 

without any justification or trials. 

Arab writers attempted to create testimonies of what they had experienced. They used 

writing “as a witness for the persecution and a powerful reminder of the resilience of the 

soul,”105 as well as a message to those outside the Arab world of the true conditions of life under 

these regimes. Prison writers may have used different forms and styles of writing, however, they 

had one concern in common and that is to make those outside the prison walls aware of the 

humiliation and the inhumane treatment they have received at the hands of the regimes and their 

accomplices. Therefore, even though Bruce Franklin, the American cultural historian and critic, 
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is correct in stating that prison writing “cannot be lumped in some timeless category […], as 

though prisoners of all times and places constituted a society,”106 there are, however, similarities 

in those prison writings across the board for they comment in one way or the other on the 

oppressive forces of the prison itself and of the social structures to which the prison belongs. 

Prison writing, like the Arab world itself, is not a monolith. Imprisoned writers in one country 

created their texts independent of those elsewhere and responded to the political and social 

circumstances in their particular context; however, there is a common universal thread among 

their writings. 

In the Arab world, prisoners are relegated to the status of an animal. The objective of this 

haywana is to deprive the writer of shared moral codes. When we equate these prisoners with 

insects and gerbils, we are then regarding them as less than human and alien to our society and 

hence their extermination is justified. However, continued resistance through writing undermines 

the effectiveness of this strategy. Writings discussed here can be read against and in conjuncture 

with each other as interconnected manifestations of discourse and of the power struggles that 

give meaning to specific concepts of truth. The writing used by those who were imprisoned 

offers a glimpse to which subjects challenge and disrupt the official truth.  

Prison writing in the Arab world is in the first place about the political prison. Authoritarian 

regimes write their historical books from their standpoint. These books are full of victories and 

void of prisons, chains and torture, hence, the importance of prison writing coming from that part 

of the world. As Foucault maintains, “we need to listen to the voices of the excluded and 

marginalized, particularly because this is a spur to struggle. Furthermore, these voices, the events 
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described by them, and the struggle they engender are all vital for critical reflection about our 

current situation.”107 Therefore, looking at this writing helps us recognize how individuals 

participate in discourse and how they collectively construct thoughts and how they exercise 

power to narrate or to block a narrative, a national story within which they can understand 

themselves as part of a community.108 

Prison writing can be divided into three types. First, writings that deal with the 

experience of confinement without the author himself having undergone that experience. It is 

usually a result of the author’s imagination, or the experience of someone who related his story 

to the author who put it down on paper. The second type of prison writing are writings that bear 

its resemblance to actual experience. However, the author does not rely on the documentation of 

events, but rather weaves the events artistically into the story being told. The third kind relies on 

the documentation of the prison experience, and this is the type of writing this dissertation 

examines. Here, the author depends on memory to bring forth the details of his confinement: 

From the description of the moment of arrest, to the cell, the torturer, the guards, the cellmates, 

the various methods of torture, and the suffering he and other prisoners have undergone. 

The types of prison writing mentioned above address imprisonment by local authorities 

and not by colonial or external forces. In other words, the detainee is subjected to a local 

authoritarian power, in the sense that it is a regime in the country of origin of the detainee. The 

dilemma of oppression and the absence of freedom are common in all these writings although the 

slogans and ideology of each Arab regime might differ from one country to another and from one 
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historical juncture to another. The contemplator of Arab prison writing after colonization will 

notice the persistence of the phenomenon of domination and acquiescence applied by the 

colonizer and adapted by the nation states. However, not only adapted as is but immensely 

improved upon in terms of torture, domination, and repression. 

Another kind of writing worth mentioning here is writing by civil detainees who are not 

detained for political reasons. These prisoners are dealt with differently, for they are sentenced 

according to the ruling of the judicial courts of the country they are in. The difference between a 

criminal and a political prisoner or a “prisoner of conscience” in the context of the Arab world 

can get blurry since in many cases authoritarian regimes classified the actions of these political 

dissidents as criminal. Nonetheless, this study limits its scope to authors who were imprisoned 

for political reasons and wrote about their experience themselves.   

The popularity of the prison genre in the Arab world––exemplified by the sheer number 

of novels, short stories, and poems published every year––shows that there is a great interest 

among the Arab people to engage in a counter-discourse, a discourse that is not only different 

from that of the state’s but also contradicts it, too. These writings pose a direct challenge to the 

“type of coherence sought after by authoritarian regimes that attempt to impose a singular 

‘reading’ of the human condition.”109 Hence, “the prisoner’s message acquires an aura of 

authority to direct thought and action against the existing order.”110 Arab prisoners under the 
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strictest forms of surveillance managed to write and produce excessive amounts of writing 

despite the heavy censorship by the Arab regimes. 

Prison writing occupies a large space in the Arab literary scene nowadays, and it plays a 

dual role: “On one hand, it serves as a document of our reality, one that is besieged by 

dictatorships that crush humans. On the other, it is a laboratory for new literary styles, and a 

testimony to art’s capacity to transform the resistance to death into a defense of life’s powerful 

forces of self-renewal.”111 The period under study covers geographically the following countries: 

Syria and Egypt in the period after 1960, and the primary method of research is the examination 

of primary sources. 

In the face of successive colonialist or fascist regimes, the Arab intellectual found himself 

compelled to make the prison a subject of his work. Arab prison writing, however, began as a 

folklore tradition where the prison appeared in popular songs and in oral stories and proverbs and 

then became an important tributary of modern Arabic writing, in which men and women of 

liberal, communist, Islamist, and individuals who do not belong to any of those political groups, 

have contributed in varying degrees.  

Prison writing became an interface of political strife in the Arab society due to the 

supremacy of political tyranny, so some tend to consider it a kind of resistance writing because it 

denounces and exposes various authoritarian practices that control the political behavior of Arab 

systems. In his essay “Arab Fiction and the Quest for Freedom,” Roger Allen writes that the 

combination of politics and writing has often proved dangerous, since works that are overtly 

political and which contain an element of protest against those in power often lead to the 
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persecution of their authors.”112 One does not exaggerate if one assumes that the subject of 

imprisonment and detention is rarely absent from the product of any Arab intellectual. 

It is noteworthy here to mention that, “even prison narratives canonized by history raise 

the question, implicit in any text but especially pointed in narratives by those whom society has 

judged as criminals, of whether the narrator is trustworthy and his actions are justified.”113 Since 

writing of the prison “evokes at some level of consciousness the theme of art and artistic 

expression as liberation, this writing sometimes, predictably, blurs the distinction between 

personal narratives of prisoners and authorial dictions about the experience of prison.”114 

Regardless, however, it is a theme “that often demands an exceptionally strong emotional and 

sympathetic response from the reader and can earn works that deal with it a level of attention or 

influence they might not otherwise merit on purely artistic grounds…[also] it has an important 

role to play in altering political consciousness and so in creating or sustaining impetus for 

political reform.”115 As Barbara Harlow argues, prison writing challenges “the contemporary 

university structure and the institutions of the state of which it is a part to rethink the social and 

cultural traditions[…]that the university has inherited and is engaged in reproducing.”116 
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Through reading this writing, the reader is able to “reimagine the prison as a space not only for 

ostensibly ‘lawless villains’ of society, but also for those who fight against the dominant ideas of 

the day.”117 Since secrecy is the essence of Arab prisons, it is the experience of those prisoners 

that we must turn to. Many of these prisoners were established writers prior to their 

imprisonment while others developed literary talents after their imprisonment. Prison writing 

tends to include texts by both prisoners and non-prisoners that represent the prison experience, 

both briefly and in-depth and in any number of forms—memoirs, autobiographies, novels, 

poetry, short stories, or plays. The distinction between the two terms is rarely clearly articulated 

nor can it be divided between the fictional and the factual.118 It is important to consider the 

difficulty of establishing a clear bounded definition of the different generic categories authors 

and critics employ. Prison writing refers to those texts, regardless of content, fictional and non-

fictional, poetic and political, produced by prisoners while incarcerated. 

 

Conclusion 

In the Arab world today, “truly democratic systems have not yet been developed and the 

transition towards democracy continues to encounter major obstacles, even in those countries 

where measures of liberalization have led to the establishment of multiparty elections.”119 In 
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these countries, “a significant proportion of power resources are concentrated within the state, 

hence winning elections equal control over substantial capital, information and dissemination of 

ideology…. For these reasons the regimes themselves utilize every source at their disposal to 

prevent true democratization of the system.”120 

In contrast to Foucault’s depiction of a western prison as a disciplinary institution that 

reforms the soul, Arab political prisons are meant to mold or destroy the soul by inflicting as 

much damage as needed on the body. In that regard, punishment became a system of marks, a 

discourse, which articulates the will and the power of the sovereign. Nonetheless, an “organized 

multiplicity of techniques and strategies within the prison serves to further define forms of 

power, yet as power relations multiply and transform, so do the conditions of possibility and 

various venues open up forms of resistance to emerge.”121 We must be able to “read prison 

writing as a cohesive body of literature generated directly from the institutions that is powers’ 

final stand against those believed to pose a threat to political and (the politics of) civil order.”122 
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CHAPTER 2. THE STATE’S DISCOURSE 

 

There are certain subject positions which can be privileged which Foucault calls 

dominant discourses. Dominant discourses sometimes get so entrenched that it becomes difficult 

to see how they can be challenged. However, Foucault maintains that alternatives are always 

possible and that counter-discourses could exist. He sometimes uses the term counter-conduct 

instead of resistance out of his conviction that power is action. In his writings, Foucault shows 

how the productive side of power emerges along with the historical and political novelty of 

diverse modes of resistance and struggle. When imprisonment became the obvious mode of 

punishment to curb the dissidents, the forms of writing associated with incarceration became the 

new form of resistance. In that regard, the strategies of Arab governments interact with those of 

discipline and sovereignty. For instance, many of the authors who resisted or failed to adapt to 

the state’s discourse were subjected to techniques of repression that were justified on the basis of 

public safety. Arab regimes shared common strategies of repression that shaped the political 

consciousness of their citizens. 

Nathan Brown writes, “Parliaments [in the Arab world] constitute a public sphere but not 

a tool for political accountability.”1 Antonio Gramsci further contends, an “Authoritarian rule 

requires permanent repression, simply because the social and political antagonism it creates are 

never truly resolved.”2 Hence, the elites who control the state “will seek their stability through 
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three main strategies: distribution of income obtained through appropriated resources, cooptation 

of secondary elites, and repression.”3 

Three main aspects characterize sovereignty: the exercise of power over a certain 

territory; the use of laws and regulations; and the presence of coercive state police.4 Whereas 

discipline is a form of power that operates over and through the body, disciplinary power is a 

power “exercised through techniques of objectification, classification, and normalization, a 

power deployed through the whole social body.”5 Hence, we can conceive of governmentality as 

being a “triangular” relationship between sovereignty, discipline, and government. According to 

Foucault, “…we need to see things not in terms of a society of sovereignty by a disciplining 

society by a society of government; in reality one has a triangle, sovereignty-discipline-

government.”6 

Thomas Hobbes argues that governments are instituted for two main reasons: to defend 

against foreign invasion and to maintain domestic tranquility, and the way they go about 

achieving these two is the use of the “sword.” The sword has the power to inflict death upon 

those who would threaten invasion from without and violence from within.7 For Foucault, one of 
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the characteristics privileges of sovereign power was the right to decide life and death.8 He 

further argues that the performance of power in western political cultures has experienced a 

“profound transformation.” Unlike juridico-discursive power, power in contemporary western 

political cultures functions as “a power bent on generating forces, making them grow, and 

ordering them, rather than one dedicated to impending them, making them submit, or destroying 

them.”9 In the Arab world, however, we do not see this shift in the use of power. Rather, the 

juridico-discursive power was supplemented with disciplinary and biopower to entrench the 

state’s power. 

In that regard, state authoritarianism is defined in this dissertation as follows: “the active 

organization of the state by an antidemocratic group…characterized by three basic features: an 

authoritarian state ideology; an authoritarian hierarchy; and the use of force and terror by the 

state.”10 Here, state authoritarianism is “viewed not simply as the absence of political and civil 

liberties…but in terms of the actual organization and behavior of authoritarian regimes.”11 While 

authoritarian regimes are usually characterized by “a lack of liberties and democracy, the denial 

of liberty and democracy serves a purpose: that of maintaining power.”12 In that sense, formal 
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liberties may be tolerated and elections even held (though often predictably biased or rigged) as 

long as they do not threaten the regime’s hold on political power. 

Hence, “the conception of state authoritarianism focuses on the actual behavior of states 

and not just their formal and legal institutions.”13 Authoritarian regimes “base their power on 

force…authoritarian regimes survive by building a network of supporters around them who 

receive considerable benefits and force is applied to those who are excluded from state patronage 

and so have nothing invested in the regime.”14 Arab dictators manipulated national discourse 

through censorship, coercion, and terror. Foucault has aptly observed that those in power have 

projected rebels as “criminals” in order to discredit them, “little by little an image was built of an 

enemy of society who can equally well be a revolutionary or a murderer, since after all 

revolutionaries do sometimes kill.”15 

Arab authoritarian regimes are “alive and well and seem to have a longer life expectancy 

than authoritarian regimes in other parts of the world.”16 In spite of “the image of homogeneity 

sometimes portrayed by the Arab world, it is the multiplicity of models and heterogeneity of 

regimes that constitute reality. We can nonetheless observe several common strategies used by 

all elites to guarantee their permanence in power.”17 If we take Egypt as an example, we notice 
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that although Nasser, Sadat, and Mubarak regimes have “had their own distinct characteristics, 

the nature of personal authoritarian rule in the presidency has remained unchanged in all three 

eras.”18 

These regimes share their disdain for human and civil rights. Another aspect they have in 

common is their imprisonment of prominent literary figures due to the weight those hold in 

shaping people’s ideas and political consciousness. Hence, these regimes used every tactic they 

deemed appropriate to degrade and humiliate physically and spiritually their captives. Brutal 

tortures were used not only to incite confessions but also to recondition prisoners and turn them 

into loyalists and informants to the regime that has imprisoned them in the first place. 

The Egyptian journalist and historian Salah ‘Isa maintains that Arab countries “have 

opened their prisons to the Muslim Brotherhood, Communists, nationalists, radicals, liberals, 

supporters of imperialism and opponents of imperialism…all at one time and for years on end.”19 

These authors were sent to prison not so much because of the crimes they have committed, but 

largely because their communities have been criminalized.”20 The critic Samar Ruhi al-Faysal 

identifies two related effects of imprisonment: “the denial of individual rights and the 

objectification of the prisoner’s body.”21 
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Arab authoritarian regimes became obsessed with the security of their states, which is a 

direct manifestation of their survival. Therefore, “no laws” allowing practices such as mass 

detention and torture creep in everyday existence and threaten to become the rule. Through 

bodily violence, these authoritarian regimes assume the obedience of the population, which 

would be, regularly, terrorized so as not to engage in acts of rebellion, however, this gave rise to 

an opposing discourse that challenged the prevalent political order. These writings are hence 

important, since Arab governments have managed to detain and imprison so many people and 

yet conceal most of the information pertaining to their imprisonment. Studying those works from 

the Arab world, one realizes that they capitulated into existence by a certain political situation. 

The state has instilled a sense of fear and continuous surveillance among its citizens that makes 

them reflect on the potential costs of delinquency, thus, leading to the internalizing of the 

surveillance’s gaze and resulting in self-discipline. However, as Foucault maintains and as I 

argue in this dissertation, the punishment and the continuous surveillance created the same 

delinquent (the author of prison literature) the state was trying to abolish. 

As Hannah Arendt argues, because “authoritarian regimes feel more threatened by their 

citizens than by foreign enemies, the security force is their method of choice.”22 Hence, “the role 

played by violence and coercion is not one of a last resort but that of daily and normalized 

recourse (as in the omnipresence of the Mukhabarat or the secret police).”23 We are closer here 

to pre-modern authority than to the invisible authority of hegemony in modern societies that 

Michel Foucault talks about. The “weakness of hegemony makes coercion increasingly 
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necessary and pre-modern authority puts itself and its acts on display…. For example, in the 

form of public punishment as a mechanism to reassert and uphold its authority over whoever 

dared to question it.”24 

Furthermore, oppression in the Arab world is intertwined with major historical events 

starting with the colonization period. Then, after colonization, several events triggered more 

detrimental events, which led to more trauma: the 1948 Palestine war, the 1956 Suez Canal war, 

Algeria’s war of liberation (1954-1962), and the 1967 defeat by Israel. Foucault suggests that all 

methods of state punishment, such as incarceration, state-sanctioned torture, and execution are 

symbolic ways in which the state asserts its power and ability to control social outcasts and 

people who have been labeled criminals.25 

 

Egypt Under Gamal Abdel Nasser, 1954-1970 

In 1954, Gamal Abdel Nasser became the first president of the Republic of Egypt. 

Organizing clandestinely under the name of “the Free Officers,” Nasser and a group of 300 

commissioned Egyptian officers came together with the overarching goal of upholding the honor 

of the army and liberating Egypt (from the British protectorate).26 By 1954, Nasser would 

emerge as the preeminent leader of the new revolutionary regime. In the course of the next 

decade, he would become “the embodiment of what the Arab world wanted to be: Assertive, 
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independent, and engaged in the construction of a new society freed of the imperial past and 

oriented toward a bright future.”27 

Nasser promoted Arab nationalism and Arab socialism as a state policy and a means to 

define Egypt’s position in the Middle East and the world.28 During addresses he gave, Nasser 

always referred to Egypt as an Arab country, Arab Egypt, or a member of the great Arab entity. 

In July 1954, during a radio address on the first anniversary of launching Sawt al-‘Arab, or the 

Voice of the Arabs, Nasser referred to the Arabs as “one nation” and placed Egypt within that 

nation.29 According to Natalie Jia Ning Diong, Nasser started “the Voice of the Arabs” in an 

effort to promote and manipulate societal values, a form of bio-power, as Foucault would put it. 

The Voice of the Arabs played a significant role in enabling Nasser to maintain Pan-Arabism in 

the Middle East, as it was employed as state-apparatus to spread propaganda, fueling an 

atmosphere of anti-colonial discontent and, among other ideas, the dissemination of nationalist 

ideologies.30 For instance, on one of the programs, “Truth and Lies,” the announcer would read 

anti-Nasser newspaper articles and dismiss them as lies. He would then go to explain the 
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“truth”.31 Until the 1990s’ advent of satellite television, Egyptian broadcasts were entirely 

controlled by the state, hence supporting state power.32 

Michel Foucault writes, “there is no power relations without the correlative constitution 

of a field of knowledge.”33 Nasser, like many other autocratic rulers, called for the rewriting of 

Egyptian history; however, he permitted limited debate within this field of knowledge. Historians 

whose views were incompatible with those of the government were systematically ignored, while 

those who supported its socialist, pan-Arab ideology were granted relative freedom of action.34 

Exercising control over Egypt’s curricula was also crucial to the post-1952 regime for the school 

curriculum acts as an effective method of social control, through both its legitimation of power 

relations and its projection of reality as it is conceived by the ruling elite.35 

Furthermore, to instill the regime’s ideology in the society, the revolutionary cinema engaged in 

the rewriting of history in multiple ways.36 As an example, we can look at Yusuf Chahine’s film 

“Al-Nasser Salahuddin is an ideal example. Released in 1963, the film portrays the Kurdish 
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leader of the Muslim Jihad against the crusaders as an Arab nationalist hero in conflict with 

Western imperialism and none of the religious battles are included in the line of the story.37 

Hence, the triumph of the Arabs and their restoration of Jerusalem subtly implies the inversion of 

power through history, and, in the words of R. Hrair Dekmejian, “serves as an important 

precedent to clothe the Nasirite movement of Arab unity with the cloak of historical 

legitimacy.”38 

One thing is certain though, Nasser was a controversial figure who incited different 

reactions from different people. In that regard, Ahmed al-Derini, a researcher and journalist at al-

Masri al-Yawm newspaper, argues that the love people had for Nasser was so irrational and 

motivated by passion. To make his point, he relates one of the most absurd scenes where the 

Communist political prisoners in Nasser’s jails were hollering his name with pride in spite of the 

fresh pain of whips on their backs from the torture of Nasser’s men.39 One group, however, that 

was not swept in Nasser’s fervent idolization is the Muslim brotherhood as we see later in this 

chapter.  
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Egypt Under Anwar Sadat, 1970-1981 

During Anwar Sadat’s rule, the Islamists found a more fertile ground for their 

propaganda and that was the case across the Middle East. For instance, Hassan al Turabi, party 

chairman of Sudan's National Islamic Front, wrote in 1992:  

 

The post-colonial nationalist regimes had no agenda but to throw out the imperialists. 

 Once they achieved their goal, they had nothing to offer the people. Then they turned to 

 socialism as an alternative to the imperial West. Now, like everyone else, the Islamic 

 world is disillusioned with socialism. The Islamic awakening began to build....40  

 

At the  beginning of his rule, President Anwar Sadat, in an attempt to avoid his 

predecessor’s mistakes, began to rely on Islamic jurisprudence as an alternative to the Leftist and 

Socialist views of the time. In the 1971 constitution, Sadat proclaimed Islam as the official 

religion of the state and Islamic law as the major source of legislation. He even adopted the 

motto of the State of Knowledge and Faith. As an emblem of good intention, Sadat initiated a 

release of the Muslim Brotherhood detained in prisons. He even ordered the return of the 

Egyptian nationality to those who lost it during the reign of Nasser. King Faysal of Saudi Arabia 

convinced Sadat to meet with members of the Brotherhood who were able to escape from Egypt 

and to ensure their safe reentry into the country.41  
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In 1972 some Leftists began their attacks against Sadat accusing him of breaking his 

campaign promise of attacking Israel and liberating the Sina’ peninsula. As a reaction, Sadat 

tightened his grip on what had remained of the Communist factions and the Left leaning groups 

as many of those found themselves in prison. In return, his relationship with the Muslim 

Brotherhood improved and he reassigned many of them to prominent political positions.42 

However, the Brotherhood’s tensions with Nasser and the tortures they went through in his 

prisons caused the emergence of an extremist thought within the movement. The new and 

emerging splinter groups, such as al-Takfir wa al-Hijra, called for the jihad (armed struggle) 

against what they presumed as “the infidel governments.” In the 1970s, the relationship between 

these groups and the Brotherhood began to sever, for some wanted to take the path of peace 

while others called for an armed activism. In 1981, the armed operation was successful in 

assassinating President Anwar Sadat.  

 

The Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt 

The Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood was founded in Egypt in March 1928 in the city of 

Ismailia, and quickly spread to Cairo, to the rest of Egypt, and then to other parts of the Arab 

world. This phase coincided with the start of the resistance in Palestine in 1936 and the 

declaration of the establishment of Israel in 1948. During this period, the Muslim Brotherhood 

opposed the British colonization of Egypt as they participated in military battalions to fight in 

Palestine during 1948. Prior to the end of 1948, Egyptian Prime Minister Mahmoud Fahmi 

Nuqrashi issued a declaration on December 8 to dissolve the movement leading to the arrest of a 
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large number of its leaders and members and the confiscation of their properties. The Egyptian 

authorities accused the Brotherhood of forming secret armed organizations and of being 

responsible for several bombings and assassinations. On the 28th of December 1948, Nuqrashi 

was murdered and the blame was laid on the Brotherhood who in turn denied their involvement 

in his death. Less than two months later, in February 1949, Hassan al-Banna, the founder of the 

Muslim Brotherhood, was assassinated and Hassan al-Hudaibi became the leader of the 

Brotherhood. In 1954, a few years after al-Hudaibi took over, the Egyptian government issued a 

declaration to dissolve the organization after an attempt on Nasser’s life that was blamed on the 

Brotherhood. As a result, a large number of its members were arrested, including Hassan al-

Hudaibi and the movement’s leading ideologue Sayyid Qutb, who was imprisoned for ten years 

and then executed in 1966.   

Sayyid Qutb (l906-l966) rose to prominence as he became the leading theorist not only 

for the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood but also for modern Islamic fundamentalist movements 

across the Middle East. He was uncompromising in his view that the Qur’an was the only source 

of guidance for human life. In his view, any other society that does not obey the sacred Islamic 

law or shari‘a was ignorant of religious truth: be it communist or capitalist. He was also 

convinced that Western society was doomed “because the Western order has played its part, and 

no longer possesses that stock of ‘values’ which gave it its predominance.... The scientific 

revolution has finished its role, as have ‘nationalism’ and the territorially limited communities 

which grew up in its age.... The turn to Islam has come.”43  
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With the attempts on Nasser’s life, the disintegration of the Brotherhood began. In his 

book, The Massacre of the Brothers in Nasser’s Prisons (2010), Jaber Rizq argues that the 

assassination attempt known as the Munshiyya incident of October 1954 was a plot staged by 

Nasser himself.44  

 

The State’s Discourse: Egypt 

 Gamal Abdel Nasser and the state’s discourse were painting a different image of the 

Muslim Brotherhood in the public opinion. In one of his speeches Nasser describes his 

relationship with the Brotherhood and the causes behind the deterioration of this relationship: 

 

We had dissolved all political parties and that’s when we were confronted with the 

Muslim Brotherhood in 1953 and 1954. The Muslim Brotherhood wanted to influence the 

course of the revolution and acted as if the revolution was their own making. They shot 

me and we had a dispute and they announced the war on me. In October 26, the fight 

started and the terrorists from the Muslim Brotherhood were captured and judged. In 

1954 we were negotiating with the British about their withdrawal from Egypt while at the 

same time the Muslim Brotherhood were holding secret meetings with the British 

promising them that they will uphold power soon. The Muslim Brotherhood as a party 

does not represent what we feel in Egypt…. They want to veil women, stop them from 

getting a job, ban movies and music…in 1953 we wanted to cooperate with the Brothers 

if they follow the correct path and in 1964, I said let bygones be bygones and I released 
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them from prison. However, we unraveled a secret plot the Brethrens were involved in: 

from assassination to treachery, to deals with foreign countries and retrograde Arab 

countries…they believe that all the people are infidels and all other countries are infidels 

too…of course they were captured and we will capture all those whom we have released. 

We will imprison them and those who try to disobey our laws we will imprison them and 

we will not release them.45 

 

If we examine Nasser’s speech on the Muslim Brotherhood, we would find images of 

“terrorists” holding “secret” meetings with “foreign powers” in hope of “veiling women” and 

“banning music and movies.” The Ikhwan, or the Brotherhood, is involved in “assassination,” 

“treachery” and “dealings with foreign countries.” The society described by Foucault is all the 

more efficient for the fact that it functions as a continuous mode of correction and surveillance of 

behaviors. This necessitates having a norm against which everyone else is measured. If citizens 

are supposed to have accepted society’s laws once and for all, including those where the threat of 

punishment hangs over them, the criminal can now only appear as judicially paradoxical 

individual who, by breaking the initial pact, embodies “the enemy of a society as a whole”.46 

Talking about dangerousness reinforces the feeling of security, hence the use of words like 

terrorists, assassination, which in turn reinforces the law-and-order ideology, which serves to 

aggravate the fear of danger. “How can anyone not want to get rid…of someone who is 

fundamentally a ‘criminal’ essentially a ‘danger’ and naturally a ‘monster’? The safety of all of 
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us is at stake.”47 By manipulating people’s fears, the state can get the citizens to a stage where 

they themselves demand a police force that is even stronger, increasingly intrusive, and of course 

capable of anticipating criminality.  

 By studying the state’s discourse, we are able to locate statements as things said within 

the state’s discourse that function with constitutive effects to speak into the existence of the 

“delinquent,” the prison writer as a recognizable48 object of discourse.49 To be labeled a 

“delinquent” then is to have a narrative imposed upon one’s life, to be written upon by others. It 

is a process of definition one can never completely escapes.”50 Therefore, looking at the state’s 

discourse and prison writing as a discursive formation, “delinquent”/prison writer as a discursive 

truth-object entails the location of a particular family of statements that objectify and subjugate 

the prison writer.  

Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the Brotherhood and the Communists shared the same 

prisons and suffered the same tortures. The Egyptian Communist Party was never large, but it 

attracted a number of intellectuals and was an ideological rival to the regime. The Brotherhood 

was a more dangerous foe, if only because of its size. In the same period when the left-leaning 

novelist Sun‘allah Ibrahim was taking notes for his novel, Sayyid Qutb, the Brotherhood’s most 

virulent theologian, was finishing his thirty-volume commentary on the Qur’an. Thus, for both 
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the secular leftists and the Muslim Brotherhood, it was in Nasser’s jails where their writings 

developed. 

Even during the Sadat regime, “all those who were hostile, or were taken to be hostile, to 

the new direction the state was pursuing were removed from their positions or even forbidden to 

broadcast or to publish, unless they produced writings expressing praise, self-criticism, and more 

or less spontaneous expressions of support for the regime.”51 Hence, whether they were the 

Brotherhood or the Communists, writers were imprisoned and tortured for disobeying their 

respective regimes. 

Authoritarian regimes “almost always give some reason, story, or explanation for why 

they are entitled to rule. Some leaders may argue that they need non-democratic power in order 

to save the country from economic ruin, to stave off the threat of an armed opposition, or to 

protect people from a menacing eternal enemy.”52 The term terrorism, being inherently political, 

is often used as a political tool. Bruce Hoffman attributes the term’s contested meaning to the 

fact that usage of the term has changed over time to accommodate the political discourse of each 

successive era.53 
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Syria Under Hafez al-Assad, 1971-2000, and Bashar al-Assad, 2000-today 

Torture is prohibited by the Syrian constitution (article 28) and is punishable by 

imprisonment under the penal code (articles 319 and 391). Since April 1969, Syria has also been 

a state party to ICCPR (International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights), Article 7 of which 

prohibits torture. However, despite repeated and consistent allegations of torture, Amnesty 

International is not aware of any cases where Syrian laws against torture have actually been 

implemented. In reality, tens of thousands of people have vanished without a trace. They are 

victims of enforced disappearance. When a person is arrested, detained, or abducted by a state or 

agents acting for the state, the latter denies that any arrest was made and conceals the persons 

whereabouts, hence, placing them outside the protection of the law. The disappeared are cut off 

from the outside world, packed into overcrowded, secret cells where torture is routine, disease is 

rampant and death is commonplace. Their families are forced to live in desperation with few, if 

any, safe ways of finding their loved ones.54 

In Syria, the era of French colonialism has a founding role in building the story of the 

terror of detention. The origins of the penal system, which is in fact another aspect of the 

structural decay of the contemporary Arab state, date back to the policy of the French Mandate, 

from 1920 to 1946, a period that was characterized by a systematic intelligence by which the 

French rule tightened its control over all spectra of the Syrian society.55 Although prison 
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literature in Syria has reached its highest level in recent decades with Hafez al-Assad coming to 

power through a series of coup d’états and his suppression of series of uprisings, this literature 

reached an unprecedented level worldwide over the next few years with the swelling of the 

phenomenon of arrest under the reign of Hafez al-Assad’s son, Bashar al-Assad. On the literature 

produced in Syria, Mohja Kahf contends that, “contemporary Syrian literature is created under 

the conditions of repression and censorship that have borne down on Syria from the beginning of 

the twentieth century to its end, from Ottoman heavy-handedness to Hafez Assad’s long 

dictatorship, with short spates here and there of relatively freer conditions.”56 

One of Hafez al-Assad’s strategies of sustaining power was his establishment of an 

Alawite-concentrated regime, appointing his kinsmen and family members to critical leadership 

positions. Building a loyal power circle was crucial to al-Assad’s stability for he was able to use 

his kinsmen as “unrivaled political brokers” to create political outcome in his favor.57 For 

example, Hafez al-Assad appointed his brother Rif‘at al-Assad as the Republican Guard of 

Syria’s Fourth Brigade. As Eva Bellin concludes, a robust coercive apparatus is able then to 

suppress democratic initiatives, precluding the possibility of political transition.58 

Throughout the Middle East, the Syrian secret police is notorious for its intelligence 

gathering techniques and intolerance towards the opposition. As Munir al-Hariri, a former chief 

of the so-called political security (a branch of the domestic intelligence service) who defected in 
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November 2012, explains, “the torture techniques used by the Syrian police are extensive and 

there are special schools where the secret police are trained in these techniques in Eastern Europe 

and Russia.” Al-Hariri lists some of the methods and tools used in torture: “sticks, whips, the 

wheel, the German chair which breaks your back. They hang you from a wall and they 

electrocute you.”59 They leave the corpses in the detention centers until they rot and the stench 

starts to spread to teach detainees a lesson. It scares them and spreads disease.”60 

Some of the famous political prisons in Syria are Tadmur, or Palmyra, prison, located 

some 200 km northeast of the Syrian capital Damascus. It is located near the desert city of 

Tadmur in the heart of Badiat al-Sham, or the Syrian Desert, and near its famous ruins. The 

prison was initially built by the French forces as military barracks. But, in 1966, the Syrian 

regime turned it into a military prison supervised by the military police. The prison gained its 

notorious reputation during the reign of Hafez al-Assad where a large number of prisoners 

including doctors, engineers, and intellectuals were accused of being associated with the Syrian 

Muslim Brotherhood and as a result were sent to Tadmur prison. Many of those imprisoned were 

killed in what was later known as the Tadmur Massacre. The Tadmur Massacre took place after 

an attempt from the Muslim brotherhood to assassinate president Hafez al-Assad failed on June 

26, 1980. Al-Assad’s brother Rif‘at commanded sixty soldiers to attack Tadmur prison, where 

Muslim Brotherhood prisoners were kept, and to kill every person they see in sight. Although 

there is no concise number on how many people were killed, it is estimated that more than 500 to 

800 individuals lost their lives that day. The prison is no longer present today after it was 
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destroyed by the Islamic State (ISIS) fighters when they took control of the city in May 2015. 

But the stories of some of the prisoners who came to freedom and spent periods in the Tadmur 

prison remain witness to the brutality with which detainees were treated in prison cells. There are 

a good number of Arab works and accounts of the Tadmur prison, perhaps the most important 

and most famous version is The Shell (2008). 

In addition, the “Syrian government has constructed a crematorium at a military prison to 

dispose of the remains of thousands of murdered prisoners,”61 according to U.S. intelligence. The 

U.S. State Department “has released satellite images of the facility which it said was used to hide 

evidence.”62 Human Rights groups contend that thousands of inmates have been tortured and 

hanged at the military prison outside Damascus. “In February of 2016, Amnesty International 

reported that mass hangings had taken place every week at the prison between 2011 and 2015.”63 

According to another Amnesty report, which was based on the testimony of witnesses, “it was 

estimated that between 5000 and 13000 were executed at [Saidnaya] (another Syrian prison) over 

five years. Scores more suffered torture.”64 

The Saidnaya military prison, located thirty kilometers northwest of Damascus was 

opened in September 1987, and since then it has been used to imprison political prisoners of 

different affiliations, except for a section used for military judicial prisoners. The building 

consists of three floors in the form of three wings converging at the center in the form of a 
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Mercedes star. Each floor of the Saidnaya prison is divided into two wings: right and left, each 

wing has ten dormitories numbered from one to ten, and at the end of the wings there is an open 

room on the corridor called Dormitory 11, the combined dormitories take the form of U shape. 

Three walls are surrounded by three guards, and a military battalion is escorted from outside with 

armored vehicles.65 

The total number of prisoners of conscience in Syria during the past sixty years remains 

under scrutiny. The immense power enjoyed by the security and intelligence services allowed 

them to detain citizens without a judicial order or otherwise. Thus, the security approach in Syria 

has turned into a disciplinary system that is not intended to protect the state but rather to 

guarantee the interests of the ruling elites and to prevent the mushrooming of any political or 

ideological alternatives that might threaten the regime’s stability.66  

 

The Muslim Brotherhood in Syria 

The Syrian Muslim brotherhood was established in 1945-46 by Mustafa al-Siba‘i (d. 

1964) as a branch of Hassan al-Banna’s Muslim Brotherhood of Egypt though favoring the 

establishment of an Islamic state in Syria.67 When the secular, nationalist Baath party took 

control of the regime in Syria in the 1960s, they set out to diminish the influence of the Muslim 
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Brotherhood. As a reaction, the Brotherhood revolted and hence the relations between the 

movement and Hafez al-Assad deteriorated extensively, which led further to their persecution 

and to the tragic Hamah Massacre.68  

At the time, armed elements of the Muslim Brotherhood assassinated government 

officials and carried out bombings of government buildings and Baath party offices. The group 

resorted to armed action against the regime killing eighty-three students and top officers at the 

Military Artillery School in Aleppo. Following these events, Hafez al-Assad issued law no. 49 in 

1980 that banned the movement. He also banished anyone found to be member of the group and 

threatened with execution anyone who assists or sympathizes with the group. Violence persisted 

on both sides until the regime launched a campaign to crush the militant vanguard in a major 

military operation that targeted the city of Hama in February 1982, killing between ten and 

twenty thousand people. After these events, the group vanished from political life and many of 

its leaders and supporters were exiled.69  

According to the leaders of the Brotherhood, the movement was not only a political 

organization but it was also, “a religious call…a training and sports organization…an association 

[dedicated] to study, a social organization, an economic enterprise…and a political 

organization.”70 For instance, the Brothers spent a lot of time organizing worker groups, opening 

schools to eradicate illiteracy, and providing to the needy food and healthcare. As Teitelbaum 
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contends, “the emphasis on the worker seemed to evolve form the [Brotherhood]’s competition 

with the Communist Party.”71 There was an entrenched distrust between the secularists and the 

Brotherhood, which, some scholars argue, goes back to the continuous shift in the organization’s 

political stances and affiliations.72  

As mentioned earlier, in 1980, Hafez al-Assad issued a law #49 making membership in or 

association with the Muslim Brotherhood a crime punishable by death.73 In theory, Syria’s 

constitution protects human rights. Article 38 guarantees the right of every citizen to “freely and 

openly express his views in words, in writing, and through all other means of expression.”74 To 

curtail any objections to the regime, the Syrian government implemented the State of Emergency 

on March 8, 1963. Under the State of Emergency, “Syrian authorities can refer civilian 

defendants to the Supreme Court, an exceptional court that is exempted from the rules of 

procedure followed by regular Syrian courts.”75 These powers have created an environment that 

empowered the regime to violate the most basic rights of the Syrian people on a wide scale and 

adopt arbitrary measures to silence and crush critics in the name of protecting the national 

security. Furthermore, the State of Emergency was justified because, as the regime claimed, 
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Damascus was in constant fight with Israel. In 2011, Bashar al-Assad ended the State of 

Emergency in an attempt to diffuse mass protests against his regime.  

In Syria, “the coercive apparatus safeguarded the Assad regime for more than thirty years 

and suppressed no less than three major anti-regime uprisings (1973, 1980, and 1982) in the 

process,”76 in addition to the Arab uprising that started in 2011. Although the Syrian 

authoritarian regime, like other ones in the region, has allowed “limited liberalization, but such 

concessions are based on concerns with self-preservation and were never intended to result in 

genuine democratization.”77 In reality, and according to the Syrian constitution, “the president 

can rule by decree without parliamentary participation, and he can also veto parliamentary laws 

and dissolve parliament if he deemed necessary.”78  

Foucault has aptly observed that those in power have projected rebels as “criminals” in 

order to discredit them. He writes, 

 

social conflicts, class struggles and political confrontations, armed revolts from machine 

smashers of the beginning of the century to the anarchists of the last few years of the 

century, including the violent strikes, the revolutions of 1848 and the Commune of 1870, 

prompted those in power to treat political misdemeanors the same way as ordinary crimes 

in order to discredit them. Little by little an image was built up of an enemy of society 
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who can equally well be a revolutionary or a murderer, since after all revolutionaries do 

sometimes kill.79 

 

The vast majority of prisoners in Syria were from the Muslim Brotherhood. However, 

there were also members of the Communist Action Party, the Communist Political Party, pro-

Iraq factions of the Baath party, and other outlawed Leftist parties. Some Lebanese ended in 

Syrian prisons for their outspokenness about the Syrian occupation of Lebanon (1976-2005). 

Many of the Muslim Brotherhood made sure that their experience in prison was written so they 

resorted to different means to get the word out either by smuggling their works outside prison or, 

with the advent of technology, they published their writings in installments in blogs or in venues 

like Twitter and Facebook. Bara’ al-Sarraj was one of those authors who published their work 

via installments on Twitter in 2011. 

 

The State’s Discourse: Syria 

Before the attack on the Brotherhood, Hafez al-Assad and the state’s discourse rotated 

around discrediting the movement and portraying its members as enemies of the people, hence 

preparing the Syrian public for the punishment ensued on the Brotherhood. However, this was 

not an easy feat for many of the workers supported the Brotherhood and benefited from the 

welfare system they provided. A look at the speech president Hafez al-Assad gave in 1982 would 

give us a glimpse of the state’s discourse at the time: 
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My Brother citizens. Nothing. Sons, nothing more dangerous to Islam than to distort its 

meanings and its contents with wearing Islam’s robe, and this is what the criminal 

Brotherhood (Muslim Brotherhood do, they kill in the name of Islam, they assassinate in 

the name of Islam. They slaughter, the children, the women and the elders in the name of 

Islam. They stretch their hands to the foreigners and the foreigners’ agents and to the US 

puppet regimes at our borders. They stretch their hands to those to receive money and to 

take weapons so they betray their nation. To kill the citizen who they lived with in one 

nation, in one city, in one district and sometimes in one house. This is what the criminals 

from the Muslim Brotherhood do…at a time you stand alone at the face of the fiercest 

animal and fiercest aggression.80  

 

The usage of idiomatic kinship “brothers, sons,” acting as if a person is a relative, even when 

they are not, is a method usually used by the heads of the state to forge a relationship that places 

the leader as the head of the family so the people become part of the extended family. Assad, as 

seen in the speech above, has placed himself inadvertently at the head of the family––with all 

what that entails of privileges and loyalty––and has justified power differentials. In that regard, 

Suad Joseph writes, “political leaders bring their extended kin into government, they treat the 

state as a source of resources to dole out to kin and kin-like relations. They tolerate, even expect 

civil servants to ‘take care’ of their kin in their capacities as civil servants. And they deploy the 

kinship networks for their clients and followers to mobilize their own political following.”81 

                                                        
80 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UqlhqI8c2To  

 
81 See Suad Joseph, “Political Familism in Lebanon,” The Annals of the American 

Academy of Political and Social Science 636 (July 2011), 150-163. 
 



 91 

Authoritarian and semi-authoritarian regimes work hard at “shoring up the legitimacy of their 

rule through appeals to patriotism, historical claim, religious divine right, external threats, or 

political ideology.”82 Imprisonment and torture are just another tool in the toolkit of such states 

to cultivate the perception of political strength.  

 In a statement before the Third Committee of the United Nations General Assembly on 

November 29, 1995, Dr. Faysal Mekdad, first secretary of the Syrian mission to the United 

Nations, said,  

 

The Syrian Arab republic attaches special importance to safeguarding and protecting 

cultural, social, economic, political, and civil rights. This firm position of principle has 

been entrenched in the constitution which affirms the right of the citizen to exercise all of 

his/her rights. It provides for the primacy of the rule of law and for the independence of 

the judiciary in order to preserve its integrity. Moreover, it obligates the state to defend 

the security of society and of the individual through the application of the law and of the 

judicial acts.83 

 

Moreover, “regime officials kept assuring [international community] that there is no “Hama 

massacre.” “There were a few armed criminals, terrorists, agents of foreign governments in 
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Syria’s midst, the line goes, and the state that eliminated them.”84 In an interview with the 

French television station TF-1 in Damascus on July 11, 1998, the week before his official state 

visit to France, President Hafez al-Assad said, “I do not go into the prisons, but I believe there 

are not many prisoners anymore.”85 

On April 1, 1996 Human Rights Watch issued a report entitled, “Syria’s Tadmor Prison: 

Dissent Still Hostage to a Legacy of Terror.”86 The report was a reaction to the events taking 

place on December 1995 in Syria. On the 25th anniversary of his rule, Hafez al-Assad gave 

amnesty to about 1200 political prisoners, mainly members or supporters of the Muslim 

Brotherhood. However, before their release, these prisoners were forced to sign statements of 

support to the government, and when they refused to sign, they were sent to the notorious 

Tadmur prison.87 The report, which was issued for two main reasons, states:  

 

The Syrian government earns praise when political prisoners are released because such 

actions are viewed as an indicator of an improving human rights picture. We believe, 

however, that the U.S., the European Union states, and other members of the international 

community should be reminded that prisoner releases in Syria continue to occur in an 

atmosphere of formidable intimidation by the security apparatus, designed to discourage 
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dissidents from undertaking independent political activity upon release. Secondly, 

Human Rights Watch/Middle East believes that there must be a process of accountability 

for the gross human rights abuses that have occurred at Tadmor military prison since the 

early 1980s, from deaths under torture to summary executions on a massive scale. The 

government of Hafez al-Assad cannot turn a new page with respect to its human rights 

record unless there is accountability for the depredations at Tadmor. Families suffer from 

the lack of transparency that continues to mark the government's approach to information 

about civilian detainees, sentenced prisoners, and deaths in custody at this military 

prison.88 

 

One of the secular political prisoners imprisoned in 1986 and released in 1991 told 

Human watch that they were going to be released pursuant to an amnesty law but that they had to 

sign a typewritten statement. The statement contained the following pledge, “[…] to cooperate 

with the regime and defend its political leadership; to cooperate with the security apparatuses and 

inform them of any communications addressed to me, and to abandon political work and 

withdraw from the party.”89  
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Torture 

The transfer from freedom to prison passes through several stages: First, beginning with 

the arrest, which is often made by mistake and without any justification, especially in political 

turmoil when the authority feels that it has lost control of the matter and tightens its grip more.  

Second, entering the prison, and this stage consists of a series of stages and transfers from one 

place to another inside the prison, from pre-trial detention to the solitary cell to the communal 

one to the court and back to the communal cell. Third, leaving the prison under the illusion of 

freedom from arrest, as the prisoner remains watched, pursued, and threatened at any moment to 

return to the prison walls. Either he is released on bail or pledge or he is released temporarily, 

and the prisoner suffers at this stage from the effects of imprisonment, for the prison here turns 

from walls to an internal psychological prison as a result of the tremendous changes that the 

prison has brought on the prisoner physically, psychologically, and intellectually.90 In other 

words, torture my start in prison but may not end there.  

Arab regimes did not discriminate in their punishment among race, gender, age, or sex. 

The Moroccan writer and sociologist Fatna al-Bouieh was imprisoned as a student when she was 

only eighteen years old. She moved from one prison to another where she was humiliated and 

tortured. About her torture, she writes in her book, Talk of Darkness (2008), She writes: 

 

After the camel put the stick between my knees and elbows tied together, trussing me up 

like a roast chicken, he pulled down on a rope in such a way that my feet were up and my 

head was down. I remained in this position while the interrogation continued as before, 
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until I became dizzy. Sometimes I remained in this position for hours; it ended with 

blows to the soles of my feet from a wet braided bullwhip. Only when I lost 

consciousness would they place me on the floor…your salvation comes when they 

resume their whipping until finally your feet bleed.91 

 

About torture, Yousef Idris writes that a person does not feel beaten when he is free to 

respond. He feels it only when he has to receive it and he does not have the power or the ability 

to reciprocate it. Then he can feel the actual pain of torture and not the physical pain but that pain 

inflicted on the soul where the victim becomes the rubble of a frightened man.92 Here, it is 

interesting to look at the United Nations Declaration against torture which defines torture as “any 

act by which severe pain or suffering whether physical or mental is intentionally inflicted by or 

at the instigation of a public official on a person for such purposes as obtaining from him a third-

person information or confession, punishing him for an act he has committed, or intimidating 

him or other persons.”93  

Arab states depend on foreign countries for aid and even the most repressive of them 

“know that bad publicity and human right monitors can undermine the legitimacy, commerce, 
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and foreign aid on which they depend.”94 These states become caught up “between their desire to 

repress ‘outside the law’ and their obligations, judicially codified or externally demanded, to do 

so without torture.”95 To pay lip service to the International Community, these states opted to 

practice torture in closed institutions such as camps and prisons.96 Take for example the 

infamous Moroccan prison Tazmamart built in 1972 and which the government kept denying it 

existed until the 1990s where its existence was exposed by international organizations. In Syria, 

“the government has constructed a crematorium at a military prison to dispose of the remains of 

thousands of murdered prisoners.”97 

Other states chose what Rejali calls “clean torture.” Rejali gives the “House of Fun” in 

Dubai as an example. The House of Fun “was marketed as a ‘prisoner disorientation 

equipment’…a high-tech room filled with a generator for white noise and strobe lights such as 

might be seen in a disco, but turned up to a volume capable of reducing the victim to submission 

within half an hour.”98 

The definition of a criminal here gets muddy for some Arab states endowed the title of a 

criminal on any one who dared to challenge the ideology of the regime and its existence. 

Civilians have been regularly sentenced to prison for protesting against the state or writing their 
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political comments on pamphlets, or even in any form of social media. The latest execution of 

the Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi on October 2, 2018 in the Saudi embassy in Turkey is a 

point on par. The judicial process, when it exists, is a sham whose only purpose is to distract the 

citizens of the state and the western leaders from the fact that those states have turned into police 

states. 

In Egypt, “prisons are controlled by the Ministry of Interior, which has long been 

implicated in human-rights abuses, including torture and prolonged detention without trial. 

Under Egypt's long-standing emergency law, enforced almost continuously since 1967, 

individuals can be detained without charge or trial on exceedingly broad security grounds, which 

had led to the institutionalization of arbitrary arrest and detention by security forces.”99 

Nowadays, under the regime of Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, things do not seem to be any better. Since 

2011, more than thirty-five prisons were built in Egypt to accommodate as many “deviants” as 

possible.  

 In his book Haywanat al-Insan, Mamdouh ‘Adwan argues that we have made clear that 

the torture is a forgone conclusion and hence we no longer wonder about the impact of that 

torture on the prisoner, even after he is released from prison. We also do not wonder about the 

impact of that torture on the executioner himself or whether the latter can go back to his normal 

daily life after leaving the torture room.100 Jaber Rizq maintains that it is through torture that 

Nasser was able to silence the Brotherhood between the years of 1954 and 1965 and even to 
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dissuade some of them by brainwashing them against the Brotherhood. Prisoners were forced to 

sign a document called “the telegraph” by which they proclaim their support to Nasser and 

announce their willingness to spy on the Brotherhood in return for their release from prison.101 

In Syrian political prisons, torture has been used as a means of extracting information as 

well as a form of punishment. According to Amnesty International, detainees are commonly 

tortured when they arrive at prison, known as “ haflat al- istiqbal” or “reception party.” This 

differs from one prison to another and can range from verbal insults, to kicking and punching, to 

more severe techniques.102 Some of the common techniques reported by Amnesty in Syrian 

prisons and to a certain degree in other Arab prisons include beatings on all parts of the body, 

beatings on the soles of the feet (falqa), the tire (dulab), which involves hanging the victim from 

a suspended tire and beating him or her with sticks and cables, and repeatedly pouring cold water 

over the victim’s body. Another method that is commonly used is the German chair (al-kursi al-

almani), which involves the use of a metal chair with moving parts to which the victim is tied by 

the hands and feet. The backrest of the chair bends backwards, causing acute hyper-extension of 

the spine and severe pressure on the victim’s neck and limbs. This makes breathing difficult 

almost to the point of asphyxiation and is reported to have resulted in loss of consciousness, and 

in some cases, fracturing of the vertebrate.103 

As to the torturer, he becomes the voice of the state whose goal is to make the one, the 

body, emphatically and crushingly present by destroying it, and to make the other, the voice, 
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absent by destroying it. It is in part the combination that makes torture…mimetic of death; for in 

death the body is emphatically present while the more elusive part represented by the voice is so 

alarmingly absent that heavens are created to explain its whereabouts.104 Hence, terror was not at 

times an arbitrary act of the regime or an “excess of power” but rather a calculated act and a 

necessary instrument of the regime. 

In “The Silences of Contemporary Syrian Literature,” Mohja Kahf gives examples of 

how punitive the arm of the state is. She relates how Syrian regime’s wrath extended to Syrian-

controlled areas of Lebanon. For instance, Salim al-Lawzi, an outspoken journalist against the 

Syrian regime had tried to immigrate to London to escape the tyranny of the regime but was later 

captured when he came back to Lebanon to attend his mother’s funeral. He was found dead with 

his right hand amputated.105 According to Human Watch, imprisonment and torture were not the 

only methods the regime used to keep his citizens in check. By allowing a certain amount of 

freedom for criticism and by allowing certain books to pass the censors’ scissors, the regime “let 

off steam, played for time, drew critics of the regime out into the open.”106  

 

Conclusion 

Arab regimes used every tactic to degrade and humiliate physically and spiritually their 

captives. Brutal tortures were used not only to incite confessions but also to recondition prisoners 

and turn them into loyalists and informants to the regime that has imprisoned them in the first 
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place. Prison writers may have used different forms and styles of writing, however, they had one 

concern in common and that is to make those outside the prison walls aware of the humiliation 

and the inhumane treatment they have received at the hands of the regimes and their 

accomplices. However, there are similarities in those prison writings across the board for they 

comment in one way or the other on the oppressive forces of the prison itself and of the social 

structures of which the prison is a part. Prison writing, like the Arab world itself, is not a 

monolith. Imprisoned writers in one country created their texts independent of those elsewhere 

and responded to the political and social circumstances in their particular context, however, there 

is a common universal thread among their writings.
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CHAPTER 3. MALE PRISON DISCOURSE 

 

In this chapter, I argue that in spite of the differences in the location and circumstances 

behind the prisoners’ incarceration, there is a commonality among their writings in terms of first, 

the relationship between the intellectual and the state authority; second, the methods of 

incarceration of the authors; and third, the techniques of power used by different states such as 

grouping of prisoners in defined spaces: solitary vs. communal cells; classification: dividing 

prisoners into categories: Communists vs. Islamists; individualization: naming and categorizing 

prisoners as part of psychological torture; physical torture; and, surveillance: constant 

surveillance, which accompanies the prisoner even after being released from prison. I also 

examine to what extent are these writers able to express agency and how these writings become 

“episodes of resistance” of “revolt against the gaze,” which suggests that these prisoners were far 

from being the “docile bodies” that Foucault described or the “hayawanat” the state tried to 

change them to. Foucault’s analysis focuses on the intention of the carceral institution, but 

overlooks the interactions that develop between the inmates inside the institution itself. This 

interpersonal contact, in turn, creates a culture of counter-discipline among the prisoners.1 It is 

worth mentioning here that there are several themes that run across the majority of these works: 

“Torture, resistance to power, the fight against madness, and personal struggles around memory 

and obliviousness.”2 To reiterate, the objective of this study is not to consider whether prison 
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discourse is true but how its objects might become formed and its “effects in the real.”3 By 

looking at these prison narratives, we need to keep in mind the following questions: What is 

being represented here as a norm? How is this constructed? What “evidence” is used? What is 

left out? What is foregrounded and backgrounded? What is made problematic and what is not? 

What alternative meanings or explanations are ignored? What is kept apart and what is joined 

together? What interests are being mobilized and served by this and what are not? How has this 

come to be? What identities, actions, practices are made possible, desirable, required by this way 

of thinking, talking, and understanding? What is disallowed? What is normalized and what is 

pathologized?4 

Doran Larson writes, “Prison writing bears not only a common subject but recurrent, 

internal, formal traits, and these internal, generic traits emerge directly from prison writing’s 

material links to the strategies of power exercised within prisons in general and to the particular 

conditions of each writer's incarceration.”5 He adds, “If we can discover an internal generic 

coherency in prison writing, a coherency that is a direct index of the conditions sanctioned or 

tolerated by existing systems of justice, we may catalyze a global body of literature as germane 

to discussions of justice generally as the body of law or penology.”6 The aim of this chapter is to 

find this commonality among those prison writings. The Prison Writings discussed in this 
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chapter are: Sun‘allah Ibrahim’s Yawmiyyat al-Wahat, Ahmed Raef’s al-Bawwaba al-Sawda’ 

(1974), and Bara’ al-Saraj’s Mim Tadmur ila Harvard (2016).  

The themes this chapter covers begin with the induction or the transformation of the 

prisoner into the “Otherness.” This process begins with the arrest of the individual, followed by 

transfer to the prison (an individual may be transferred to more than one prison in a very short 

time) and the reception party those prisons receive upon the arrival to their final destination. 

Then, the physical containment begins by placing the prisoner in a cell. This involves the type of 

the cell and the modes by which the prisoners were classified and distributed in the cells. After 

that, I trace the different types of violence perpetrated against those prisoners from psychological 

torture to physical torture. Even though power dominates and subjugates, it always leaves open 

opportunities for resistance. Hence whenever power is being circulated, the possibility always 

exists that it can be resisted.7 In power-resistance paradigm, I will locate what modes of 

resistance the authors used to transform or reverse state power. The prison, guards, wardens, and 

torturers are involved in what Foucault describes as “complex reciprocal relations.”8 This 

domination over the prisoners through surveillance and punishment is regarded by Foucault as a 

transcription of a “mechanism of power.” In the last section, I will show that the prison does not 

actually leave the prisoner even after release.  

 

 

 

                                                        
7 Michel Foucault, “The Subject and Power,” Critical Inquiry 8, no. 4 (Summer 1982): 

37. 
 
8 Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 25. 
 



 104 

Sun‘allah Ibrahim 

Between 1959 and 1964, a great number of leftists and communists were imprisoned by 

Nasser, among those were many writers and intellectuals. Sun‘allah Ibrahim was arrested in 

1959 for his membership in the Egyptian Communist party, and he spent the next five years in 

the infamous al-Wahat internment camp. The intellectuals of that period welcomed Nasser’s 

1952 coup d’etat for they believed that with the elimination of the colonial monarchial Egypt, 

their political, social, and nationalist aspirations would be attained. However, “they swiftly found 

themselves obliged to give up their political ambitions for, between 1953 and 1955, dozens of 

intellectuals who risked such ambitions, whether liberal, communists, or Muslim Brothers, found 

themselves paying for them with periods spent in prison.”9 

Sun‘allah Ibrahim, as well as many others, were arrested as part of Nasser’s redoubled 

campaign against the Left. He was first imprisoned in Cairo’s Historic Citadel before being 

transferred to the Misr Prison, which was provided with a good library and thus gave inmates 

like Ibrahim the opportunity to extend their reading repertoire. From Misr Prison, Ibrahim was 

transferred to al-Wahat Prison where prisoners were divided among four different blocks 

accommodating, respectively, communists held without charge, communists sentenced to 

specified prison terms, Muslim brotherhood who were accused of recent failed attempts to 

assassinate Nasser, and non-political prisoners. In February 1960, he was moved to Abu Zaabal 

Prison outside Cairo. There, he and other inmates were humiliated and tortured, which led to the 

death of the leading Egyptian communist Shuhdi Atiyya. In April 1964, in anticipation of the 
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Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev’s visit to Egypt, Ibrahim and his fellow communist prisoners 

were exonerated and released.10  

Sun‘allah Ibrahim studied law and drama at Cairo University before becoming a 

Journalist in 1956. He was imprisoned under Nasser’s regime for five years from 1959 to 1964, 

the year of the general amnesty. After leaving prison, he wrote his first novella That Smell 

(1966), in which he describes the daily routine of an ex-political prisoner. The novella included 

sexual stories among inmates and featured some descriptions of homosexuality and prostitution 

in prison. The novella was banned in Egypt upon publication due to its sexual explicitness, as 

government officials claimed. However, in his interviews, Ibrahim maintains that the reason 

behind banning it was his explicit description of the mal-treatment and torture the inmates 

underwent in prison. It is worth mentioning that one year before That Smell was banned, Nasser 

lifted the country’s state of emergency, allowing publishers and writers relative freedom to 

publish without the government scrutiny. That Smell did not escape the government’s censorship, 

however. Only in 1986 did the complete version appear in Egypt, Morocco, and Sudan 

simultaneously. However, and interestingly enough, the novella had already appeared in a 

complete English version by Denys Johnson-Davies in 1971.11 

Physical and moral oppression and youthful fervor was the first spark that triggered this 

creative work. “When I wrote That Smell, I was out of prison [...] and spent the rest of the day 

learning about a world that had gone away for more than five years,” he says in his third edition. 

“As soon as I was back in my room, I rushed to record, in quick sketches, all those events and 

                                                        
10 Jacquemond, Conscience of the Nation, 15. 
 
11 Paul Starkey, Sunallah Ibrahim: Rebel with a Pen (Edinburgh: Blackwell, 2016), 20-
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sights that had made an impression on me, that seemed to me completely what has happened to 

me from events and observations.”12 

The novella alternates between two narrative lines: the diary of the narrator after his 

release from prison, his internal dialogue or his monologue, which is subject to the process of 

retrieval, where he turns back to provide some details about his imprisonment, and his relations 

with the characters surrounding him. In That Smell, events open from the beginning to the 

unknown fate of the narrator. The anonymous young intellectual is released on parole from 

prison. However, his newly founded freedom is circumscribed by regulations, which require him 

to have his parole book signed at home every evening. He tries to resume his life as a journalist 

but finds no joy in anything he does. Even his mother’s death at the end does not elicit any 

emotion from him and the book ends with his return home to his regular appointment with the 

policeman.13 

In the first pages of the novella, the officer asks the protagonist, “Where are you going? 

Where will you live?” To which the protagonist answered, “I do not know...I have no one.”14 In 

the answer we see a kind of prolepses where the narrator appears to be leaving the prison 

engulfed in his isolation and alienated from his new environment. In his solitude he knows no 

way to comfort himself. Indeed, this introduction shows us that his situation is marked by getting 

out of prison only to enter a larger prison. Upon the refusal of any of his relatives to take him in, 

the protagonist is sent back to spend one more night in a cell with vagrant prisoners until one of 

                                                        
12 Sun‘allah Ibrahim, That Smell and Notes from Prison, trans. Robyn Creswell (New 

York: New Directions, 2013), 68. 
 

13 Starkey, Sunallah, 40-1. 
 

14 Ibrahim, That Smell, 19. 
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his sisters comes and takes him to a rented room in Heliopolis: “we went to my brother’s place 

and he said to me on the stairs that he was traveling and had to lock up, so we went downstairs 

and then to my friend’s house. My friend said, my sister’s here, I can’t let you in. We went back 

down to the street. The policeman was getting annoyed…we can’t go on like this.”15 

His time outside prison is monitored from morning to evening: “we have to know where 

you are living so we can come at night.”16 Every move he takes during the day should be 

recorded in the notebook the policeman gave him upon his release from prison: “the bell rang so 

I got up and opened the door and it was the policeman who was knocking. Just a moment, I said. 

I went quickly to my room and brought the notebook and he wrote his name by the date and 

left.”17 This orderly-police appointment had a negative impact on the psychological state of the 

narrator. Every day, at exactly the same time, the agent of the state produces the same exact 

words according to his government-directed formula. “The reliability of this government agent 

matches the regularity of the state-run media, which produced equally predictable, tightly 

controlled words in newspapers, radio, and television every day. The object of the government-

controlled writing remains the same in both cases––communicating its position of control rather 

than providing any new information to the recipient.”18 While he was imprisoned, his communist 

idealizations have become almost commonplace, so his burning drive for change has been 

                                                        
15 Ibid., 23.  

 
16 Ibid., 19. 
 
17 Ibid. 

 
18 See David Fred DiMeo, Committed to Disillusion: Activist Writers in Egypt in the 

1960s-1980s (Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press, 2016). 
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removed. He wanders the streets and neighborhoods of Cairo finding everything different but 

unchanged, the people unmotivated, uninterested, and uninteresting. 

The life outside the prison is as bleak as life within its walls. Even things as simple as 

reading become difficult tasks that demand a lot of effort the author finds he could not exert:  

 

I turned on the light and put the notebook in my pocket, sitting on a chair with my back to 

the door. I picked up a book. Then I got up and turned the seat around to face the door. I 

went back to my reading. I looked over the edge of the book at the door. The apartment 

was getting dark. I tried to keep reading but it was no good. I got up and went to the 

reception room and turned the light on. My neighbor’s apartment was dark. I went to the 

kitchen and turned the light on, then went to my room and picked up the book again. 

There was a knock at the door. I got up to open it and remembered my sister. She said 

that when there was a knock at the door she always felt like someone was about to come 

in and beat her up. So, I opened the peephole first.…19 

 

As to the reception of this novella and in Ibrahim’s words, “[t]his short novel faced a 

complete rejection from the beginning, whether from the state that confiscated it or the critics 

that attacked it. As for those readers who were able to penetrate it, they were shocked by its 

frankness.”20 Some critics harped on the book’s sexuality in particular. Yahya Haqqi—a mentor 
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to Ibrahim and to whom the young novelist gave a saved copy of the confiscated novel—wrote in 

his weekly column: 

 

I am still distressed by this short novel whose reputation has become notorious in literary 

circles. It might have been counted among our best productions had its author not shown 

such imprudence and lack of good taste. Not content to show us his hero masturbating (if 

the matter had ended there it would have been of little importance), he also describes the 

hero’s return a day later to where the traces of his sperm lie on the ground. The 

physiological description absolutely nauseated me, and it prevented me from enjoying the 

story despite its skillful telling. I am not condemning its morality, but its lack of 

sensibility, its lowness, its vulgarity. Here is the fault that should have been removed. The 

reader should have been spared such filth.21 

 

Here, Ibrahim equates political censorship with sexual one. In an interview, he wonders why 

Arab writers are supposed to write about the trees and the beauty of flowers when the sewer 

water covers the streets and everybody can smell it. He further wonders about the reasons behind 

the constant fear of violating readers’ sensibilities by addressing sexual topics openly when the 

readers themselves know more about sex than the writer. “That smell” is the smell of a fart 

unacknowledged by the people in the room, but still unavoidably there. In a scene that furnishes 

the novel’s title, a child is the unwitting conscience of Egypt: 

 

                                                        
21 Ibid., 31. 
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I was brought into the living room and waited for him [a friend] a long time. A little girl 

came in whom I recognized as his daughter. She walked up to me. I felt uncomfortable. I 

needed to use the toilet and I broke wind and the little girl smelled it. Caca smell, she 

said. I pretended not to smell it. But, again, she said, Caca smell. So, I started sniffing all 

around, saying, Where? Until the smell went away.22 

 

Although some critics were disgruntled with Ibrahim’s explicit depictions of sexual scenes, the 

state was more concerned with his depictions of the status of prisoners and their torture in 

prisons: “I heard a voice say, there he is, and they beat him on the head and said, put your head 

down, you dog. They began calling people in, then they called him in, and that was the last time I 

saw him.”23  

Robyn Creswell writes in his introduction that in Sun‘allah Ibrahim’s Egypt, when the 

British left and Nasser began to shut down dissent, politics became “what cannot be mentioned, 

or what no one will talk about except indirectly.”24 For Creswell, Ibrahim’s style—devoid of 

passion and any overt sense of the bigger picture—is a “corollary” to this “unspoken taboo.”25 

This “unspoken taboo extends to the narrator, who never gives his opinion about life under the 

military regime, or its treatment of political opponents.”26 Ibrahim’s fiction “suggests that it is 
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within the workday routine of gossip, casual consumption, and bodily experience––washing, 

eating, sex––that politics are most immediately felt and known. This is true even or especially 

when what one feels most is the absence of politics.”27 

The protagonist––in spite of the continuous curfew implemented on him by the state in 

the form of a policeman signing his confinement log every evening to enforce his limited house 

arrest––continues to leave his house every morning to visit friends and family. His relationship 

with his relatives is cold and does not ignite any interest in him at all. Rather, it only serves to 

further highlight his isolation. Even his regular trips are mundane and his movements from one 

place to another––described in excessive details in the book––remain cold and distant. However, 

it is in these everyday excursions that the covert political commentary is most visible. It is the 

“unbearable” smell of the sewer that serves to remind us that “shit has a political vocation: it 

draws attention to the failures of development, to the un-kept promises not only of colonial 

modernizing regimes but of post-independence policy.”28 The monotony of the protagonists’ 

trips to the city can only be matched by his monotonous existence in prison. One day is like the 

other. The sense of incarceration and surveillance he felt in prison has followed him outside 

prison, in his walks, in his meetings with family and friends, and even when he is alone at home. 

In 1989, Ibrahim’s novel Sharaf was awarded best Egyptian novel. The novel presents 

the plight of a working-class Egyptian man who gets imprisoned and emasculated by the 

government in return for defending his “honor” from the sexual advances of a rich, Western, 

male tourist. In 2003, he was awarded the prestigious prize of the Arab Novelist Assembly and 
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stunned the pan-Arab literary gathering by denouncing the prize because “it is given by a 

government that does not have credibility.” Written between 1979-1981, Ibrahim’s novella The 

Committee recounts the illness that swept through the Egyptian society during the 1970s with al-

Sadat’s “open door” economic policies. He also blames imperialist governments and 

multinational companies for destroying the nation-states. Although he was imprisoned during 

Nasser’s era, he credits Nasser for encouraging national independent industry verses the 

dependence Arab countries had on the United States, which in turn led to gaudy consumerism, as 

he maintains.  

Sun‘allah Ibrahim’s writings, like other Arab prison writings, carry a mission. It not only 

exposes the true nature of authoritarian regimes, but also seeks to shame them both locally and 

internationally, as well as to dismantle their false rhetoric about democracy, human rights, 

freedom, and modernization. Above all, these literary works speak to readers in direct and 

explicit ways that can sometimes be painful, making them aware of the horrors taking place in 

these prisons and holding them accountable for their silence. Ibrahim is one of those authors who 

developed his literary prowess inside prison. He mentions in his autobiography that the prison is 

his university where he experienced some of the rare faces of man and learned about man’s inner 

life and varied world. It was also the place he decided to become a writer.29 He writes,  

 

I decided I would be a novelist in prison. I’d had a passion for journalism since I was 

young. Later, in my twenties, I got into political work and decided to become a twenty-

four-hour revolutionary. Gradually, I began to feel like that wasn’t for me either, and this 
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feeling became more profound in prison, where I was with great leaders, intellectuals, 

heroes, college professors, workers, and other strong, extraordinary personalities, who 

were able to influence others. I felt I was incapable of doing what they did, and I felt that 

writing was the only way for me, because it provides great freedom. One isn’t obliged to 

be sensitive to things or the words of a person responsible for you, who tells you what to 

do and what not to do. You’re free to do whatever you want.30 

 

In November 1963, Ibrahim turned a series of journal entries he wrote during his last two years 

of prison (1962-1964) into a book entitled Yawmiyyat al-Wahat. Ibrahim transferred the contents 

of those notes from prison on Turkish Bafra-brand cigarette papers to make them easier to 

smuggle out.31 

 

Sun‘allah Ibrahim, Yawmiyyat al-Wahat 

At first Ibrahim considered the papers in his diaries a private matter that concerns no one 

else, and that they would be a source of entertainment for him in his loneliness. However, he 

changed his mind about them when the chief editor of al-Hilal magazine asked him to write a 

few pages about the factors that contributed to his literary formation. He chose some parts of his 

diary to publish in the al-Hilal in 2003 and then he realized that it might be more feasible if he 

would shed the light on some of the incidents that took place in addition to his literary 

development as an author.  
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After criticism was hailed against Nasser by the Communist party in Syria, Nasser “had 

no choice but to liquidate all the Egyptian communists….[A]fter several arrests in the fall, the 

Nasserist-Communist alliance was shattered on December 31, 1958 when hundreds of 

communists were seized in the middle of the night.”32 To legitimize the arrest and persecution of 

communists, the state’s discourse rotated around how “the communists trampled the Koran and 

killed clerics.”33 

Hence, from “1959 to 1964 the main arena for communist political action in Egypt was 

inside the walls of the prison and detention camps where almost every known communist and 

many other leftist opponents of the government were incarcerated.”34 In Yawmiyyat al-Wahat, 

Ibrahim recounts his association with the Democratic National Liberation Movement, one of the 

Communist factions, and his arrest several times, especially in 1959, when he spent five years in 

the Wahat detention camp in a desert area, a thousand kilometers away northeast of Cairo. He 

also sheds light on the experience of the Egyptian communists in Nasser’s prisons as well as his 

literary and political development during the years he spent in prison. Nasser’s Egypt, he writes, 

is the period in which “one of the dark pages of modern Egyptian political history would be 

written.”35 
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Ahmed Raef 

Born in 1940, Ahmed Raef received his Bachelor of Arts in History from Cairo 

University, and after graduating he worked for Cairo General Contracting Company until 

his arrest on August 25, 1965. He was also working on the production of a documentary of 

Hassan al-Banna’s life. Raef toured Egypt’s political prisons, where he was first placed in 

the military prison, then Abu Zaabal, and from there to Tora political detention camp where 

he stayed until 1971. Although he was not an official member in the Muslim Brotherhood, 

he supported its ideology and beliefs. In prison he met with Sayyed Qutb, Munir al-Dila, 

and Saleh Abu Rakik, who left their great influence on the twenty four-year old man. When 

he got out of prison, he decided to write what he called the general guide of the Muslim 

Brotherhood and the slogan that the Brotherhood adopted later on, “Islam is the 

Solution.”36 

The details of Raef’s arrest do not differ much from Ibrahim’s arrests. It took place at 

three o’clock in the morning when his roommate knocked at his bedroom door stating that there 

are investigators at the door looking for him. They had shotguns and pistols and after their leader 

introduced himself as Mohammad Abdel Ghaffar Turk, an officer in the General Investigation 

Department, they began searching his room. Raef relates that the most important possession he 

had in his rooms where his books, which they confiscated. Raef was taken that night to prison. 

He also mentions in his interview that one of the dates that prisoners will never forget is 

the 31st of August. It is the date Nasser announced at the Soviet Youth Club in Moscow the 

discovery of the Muslim Brotherhood’s plot. Nasser reminded the crowd how he released the 
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Brotherhood members in 1954, but that did not stop their terrorist activities so this time he 

announced there would be no mercy. Raef proclaims in his interview that Nasser was accurate in 

his depiction and, as a result, the Abu Zaabal prison saw an increase in torture and maltreatment 

that it has not seen before. Raef also reports how he saw his youngest brother and many of their 

friends tortured while stripped naked. Raef claims that the objective behind writing his book was 

to let the reader know what happened in the detention camps under the hands of the security 

services in Egypt in the era of Nasser, an era he wishes had gone and will never be back.37  

However, Raef’s attitude towards Nasser and the Brotherhood has undergone 

considerable shifts. The great rift that happened between Raef and the Brotherhood’s leadership 

at the time led Raef to denounce the Brotherhood. There were several reasons behind the fall out 

between Raef and the Brotherhood but the main reasons rotated around his controversial 

statements that the 23rd of July revolution, the Free Officers revolution, was 100% orchestrated 

by the Brotherhood and that Nasser was a secret leader of the Brotherhood special organization. 

He went even further to claim that Nasser and Qutb were close friends. However, what seems to 

have angered the Brotherhood more than all was his statement that the Brotherhood lacks 

political prudence and intelligence and has no politicians, thinkers, writers, or even a clear vision 

or program for the future.38  

In addition, Raef’s feelings towards Nasser, whom he called in his book “the maker of 

the defeat and the culprit,”39 have also changed. After dedicating twenty-two pages of his book 
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to Nasser’s funeral wondering how the Egyptian people would come in millions to attend the 

funeral of the man who lost their country, Raef writes a two-page eulogy describing the heroism 

of Nasser and the loss the Egyptian people has suffered after the death of their hero. Although 

some might argue that the prison administration might have forced the detainees to write lament 

poems in the farewell of Nasser, there is no mention in Raef’s book of that occurrence. Although 

he mentions that they were forced to write telegrams in support of Nasser, he never mentions in 

his book or in any interview that he was forced to write the eulogy. 

 

Ahmed Raef, al-Bawwaba al-Sawda’ 

Ahmed Raef published his first book al-Bawwaba al-Sawda’40 in 1977 after his 

imprisonment by Nasser. Some common themes among these writings entail: lack of nutrition, 

food more often than not inedible; basic commodities such as clean bedding and private toilet 

facilities are seldom adequate (all of those writers without exception talk about lice as part of 

their life routine); filth and vermin are common place; dehumanization of inmates; and living in 

isolation. Upon its release in 1974, the book sparked a lot of controversy and was banned for a 

long period of time in Egypt. The book tells about the periods or arrest and torture of cadres and 

leaders of the Muslim Brotherhood in 1965 under Gamal Abdel Nasser. The controversial 

reception of the book did not abate as time went by and on 25 July, 2018 in an article published 

on al-‘Arabiyya website, Abdullah bin Bijad al-Otaibi writes, “After the sustained Nasserist 

crackdown against the Muslim Brotherhood and its affiliates, the organization focused on the 
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speech describing their persecution with extreme exaggeration, in order to win over and mobilize 

more followers.”41  

Whatever the affiliation of these authors was, their “words-poems, memoirs, fiction, and 

even screenplays have managed to break out.”42 In spite of the banning and the verbal attacks on 

al-Bawwaba al-Sawda’ and its author, the book, like many of other prison writings, stood the test 

of time. The book’s popularity “has shown the resilient appeal of prison literature in a country 

where a jail sentence has burnished the credentials of intellectuals and politicians and nearly 

everyone seems to have a favorite writer who served time.”43  

 In an interview with the pan-Arab al-Jazeera network, Ahmed Raef relates that when 

he started writing he did not think whether he would be writing a book or a novel. He wrote a 

memorandum of events that occurred in detention camps between 1965 and 1972 and the book 

took its form very spontaneously and without mental effort on his part. He ascertains that his 

book is based on actual events and is not fabricated or exaggerated because there are many 

witnesses whose names are mentioned in the book and who are still alive whether they were 

associated with the regime or were fellow prisoners. He adds that there was no legitimate reason 

behind his arrest except that the regime was arresting the members of the Muslim Brotherhood or 

those associated with the Muslim Brotherhood.44 
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Bara’ al-Saraj 

Bara’ al-Saraj, a political prisoner under Hafez al-Assad and later an immunology 

professor at Northwestern University, was arrested in 1984 and released in 1995 as part of a 

general amnesty. He spent nine years in Tadmur prison and three years in Saidnaya prison. His 

book, entitled Min Tadmur ila Harvard, describes his life in prison before he moved to Harvard 

to finish his medical degree. Beginning in 1991, al-Saraj’s twin brother and his colleagues in the 

U.S. medical community mobilized prominent members of the congress to press the U.S. State 

Department to make inquiries with the Syrian government about al-Saraj. However, it proved 

impossible to get information from the Syrian government. “I regret that we cannot confirm the 

information contained in your letter about the nature of Mr. Saraj’s offense or the condition of 

his environment,” U.S. Ambassador to Syria Christopher Ross wrote to Sen. Edward M. 

Kennedy in November 1991.”45 Furthermore, Senator Alan Dixon received a letter from the 

State Department in 1991 stating that, “it has been virtually impossible for the U.S. Embassy in 

Damascus to obtain any information about individual detainees, especially those held on political 

grounds. The Syrian government does not respond to requests for such information, terming 

them interference in Syria’s internal affairs.”46 

The story of al-Saraj’s imprisonment is similar to that of other Egyptian prisoners 

mentioned earlier, especially in terms of their imprisonment without trials or proper 

explanations. Foucault argues that, “not knowing the details of your crimes, nor when you will 

                                                        
 
45 Human Rights Watch, “Syria’s Tadmor Prison.” 

 
46 Ibid.  
 



 120 

be released amount to psychological punishment––punishment of the soul which is in turn the 

prison of the body.”47 

Al-Saraj recalls in his interview that the first thing he was asked to do was to give the 

names of his acquaintances and alleged accomplices:  

 

They wanted names. It was always about names. First and foremost, they wanted the 

 names of acquaintances. And at some point, you'd give them those names, although you 

 had no idea what they were going to do with them. In the end, I was presented with a 

 three-page confession that I was not allowed to read, with my fingerprint on it. That was 

 the start of my twelve-year detention.”48  

 

Bara’ al-Saraj, Min Tadmur ila Harvard  

In the introduction of Min Tadmur ila Harvar , al-Saraj relates the story of his 

imprisonment: 

 

My story is one of the stories of thousands of prisoners who are without opinion and who 

have been arrested by unscrupulous people in any country that does not value the life of 

the individual including Syria. It is the story of state terrorism. The term terrorism is 

limited internationally to individuals and groups ignoring the terrorism of the state and 

what it commits from crimes against its people. It is the story of the violation of human 

rights in its most horrific images, the story of arrest without a memorandum of law and 
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without a trial date or knowledge of the sentence. It is the story of daily torture and 

deprivation of the most basic life requirements, and the complete prevention from 

learning the fate of the prisoner’s family and vice versa, for nearly a decade. But my story 

will add other aspects documented with photos, maps and dates I put every effort not to 

forget any detail in spite of the harsh years in prison and life requirements outside it. I 

used to recall all those dates during the harsh prison days and review common 

experiences with friends at the end of every year. I did not dare write them in Syria after 

my release fearing a surprise visit from the State’s intelligent police, the Mukhabarat.49  

 

The book is divided into three sections. In the first section, al-Saraj relates his experience 

in prison from the moment he was captured until the day he left Syria. The second section, 

entitled “The Talk is Full of Sorrow and Imprisonment,” includes short stories of prisoners’ daily 

lives and sufferings. The third section includes documents, basically government documents, 

from the Syrian government indicating transactions after al-Saraj’s release such as obtaining a 

passport, lifting confiscation on property, and exit visa. The other types of documents are those 

entitled “correspondence to self-discovery” and they include documents submitted by al-Saraj’s 

family to the concerned authorities and the U.S. government on the disclosure of his fate. The 

book is accompanied by a series of satellite images that show the location of the prisons 

mentioned, and many details from inside the prison. Al-Saraj goes on to detail his imprisonment, 

covering it day by day like a historical document. In that regard, he writes: “I did not want this 

writing to be a literary plot or suspense, but a historical document so that the new generation will 
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learn how to avoid these tragedies.”50 For this reason, we find that the first section is entitled 

“Time Listings” and is divided into list of dates (March 5–April 30, 1984); (April 30–June 6, 

1984); (June 6, 1984–January 5, 1993); (January 5, 1993–November 19, 1995); and (November 

20, 1995–November 12, 1996). In 1996, al-Saraj left to Chicago. Typical of the Brotherhood’s 

writing is their listing of fellow Brothers who were imprisoned as well. In al-Saraj’s books, we 

found the names of fellow inmates: “Khaldoun, Omar, Mohammad, Samir they are from 

Tadmur…‘Imad, Khaldoun, Mohannad, Ammar, Said, Issam, Bassil, Ayman, and the others who 

were university students recently imprisoned as a result of their affiliation with a certain mosque 

or because someone informed the authorities about them.”51 

 

Themes 

Foucault privileges the “statement” extracted from “the simple inscription of what is 

said.”52 According to him, the statement, is a “special mode of existence” which enables “groups 

of signs to exist, and enables rules or forms to become manifest.”53 Looking at the state’s 

discourse and prison writing as a discursive formation, and thereby the “delinquent” prison 

writer as a discursive truth object, entails the location of a particular family of statements that 

objectify and subjugate the prison writer. Here, I will organize the themes into the following 

categories: 1) Crossing the threshold: Induction into Otherness, which includes the transfer and 
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reception of prisoners; 2) Physical Containment: The Cell and Classification of Prisoners; 3) 

Violence: Physical and Psychological punishments; 4) Power-Resistance Paradigm; 5) The 

Otherness of Prison Society: the warden and the prisoner; and 5) The futility of liberation. 

Crossing of the Threshold: Induction into Otherness. From the moment of arrest, the 

prisoner is stripped of his human rights and dignity. This dehumanization is the first step in 

forging a “delinquent” out of the political prisoner. What is remarkable about the stories of the 

arrest is that the authors remember them in minute details, every gesture and thought. Here, we 

see the prisoner leaving the outside world and entering the prison system as the “Other.” This 

“traumatic transformation from outsider to insider” is designed to shock the prisoner, erasing 

their individuality, disempowering them, and transforming them into a marginalized “other.”54 

This transformation begins from the moment the prisoner is incarcerated and transferred into 

detention. It is then clear that the objective of the state authority is to turn these prisoners into 

“hayawanat.” Al-Saraj relates the process that led to his imprisonment,  

 

It was 5 March 1984. I was in the second year of my electrical engineering degree in 

Damascus, and I was on my way to a seminar. Intelligence agency employees detained 

me at the gates of the university and took me away. That happened a lot at the time. The 

regime had imposed a state of emergency in 1963. People were disappearing without a 

trace every day. They would regularly take students from outside the university, and on 

that day, it was my turn…I had been praying at a mosque. That was enough in those days. 
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Others were arrested because they had been reading the wrong book on the bus. From the 

point of the view of the regime, everyone was a potential Islamist or whatever else.55 

 

Torture, beating, name calling foreshadow the treatment the prisoners will undergo upon their 

arrival to their places of imprisonment. Depriving these prisoners of their humanity becomes a 

ritual of subservience, a way to broker any resistance the prisoners may have.  

 The Transfer. As mentioned earlier, dehumanization begins with the prisoners’ transfer 

to prison and incarceration. They “are snatched from their homes and families and transported 

inhumanly to prisons. Their treatment while being transferred demonstrates the devastating effect 

that the loss of personal autonomy, and the violation of the prisoners’ intimate physical being can 

exert on the prisoner.”56 Sun‘allah Ibrahim relates in his autobiography how they were taken by 

the security apparatus on a private train to prison. They chained the prisoners together in one 

single chain. The trip to al-Wahat prison took twenty hours in which they stayed without food or 

water. He writes: 

 

The security experts transported us to al-Wahat prison in a special train. They tied us to 

each other with a single chain that passes through a hole in the chains that contain two 

neighboring people. It was such a solid unit that whoever raises his hand to something 

raises the hands of all his comrades with him and the same happened when someone 

                                                        
55 https://en.qantara.de/content/interview-with-former-tadmur-inmate-bara-sarraj-

surviving-hell 
 

56 Sophie Oliver, “Dehumanization: Perceiving the Body as (In)Human,” in Humiliation, 
Degradation, Dehumanization: Human Dignity Violated, ed. Paulus Kaufmann et al. (New York: 
Springer, 2011), 90.  
 



 125 

decided to urinate. The journey to Sohag and from there to al-Wahat, about 400 km from 

the coast of the Nile, took twenty hours without food or water.57 

 

The detainees “are denied autonomy over their own bodies and deprived of their sense of self 

ownership, reinforced by loss of violence and lack of recognition from the guards.58 Ahmed 

Raef, in al-Bawwaba al-Sawda’, describes how the authorities bounded each two of them in a 

metal chain that restricted their movements until they became one mass connected with pain. He 

writes, “They did not forget to blindfold us and all this was done in an atmosphere of extreme 

terror represented by kicking, slapping and throwing insults. Then they finally warned us that 

whoever opens his mouth will be shot without mercy or pity.59 Bara’ al-Saraj was told he was 

going to be questioned for only five minutes but his five minutes turned to twelve years in 

prison. He was blindfolded and taken to prison where he was first met with the reception party. 

He describes his conversation and experience with the prison torturers and his dehumanization 

process:  

 

We want you to give us at least ten names that you suspect belong to the Brotherhood. 

The beating begins. The hardest thing for me is to bring someone innocent unjustly to this 

hell. What do I do? This time I prepared myself and I stated repeating to myself, “God 
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forgive me. God forgive me” and I do not remember what happens to me next except that 

I was in the cell with a splitting headache.60  

 

Here, we can fairly say that dehumanization in the prisons begin here, and is forever marked by 

the loss of autonomy symbolized by acts of physical control.61 

The Reception. The dehumanization of the prisoner results in a strange relationship 

between the torturer and his victim. The victim is no longer seen as human but as a source of evil 

that must be destroyed, “the victim is simply a site at which great pain occurs so that others may 

know about it and be frightened by the prospect.”62 Therefore, the objective of this kind of 

torture is to create conformity by terrorization, dehumanization, and the destruction of the will 

through prolonged, incalculable pain.63 It is this haywana strategy that justifies the treatments of 

the prisoners. By being hayawanat, not humans, makes their torture or killing more bearable for 

the torturer. 

In Yawmiyyat al-Wahat, Sun‘allah Ibrahim relates how upon their arrival, they were met 

by a reception party intended for painful and bloody torture. The prisoners were then led amid 

machine guns pointed to their chest to modern rectangular bungalows. Each of the bungalows 
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consisted of two wings each containing ten large cells.64 Ibrahim explains the ritual of reception 

of prisoners in his autobiography: 

 

We were waiting for Major General Ismail, who specializes in bloody receptions and 

torture parties. We walked through the desert between machine guns aimed at our chests 

until we entered a yard with three newly built, rectangular wards on one floor. Each wing 

consisted of two wings. Each wing contained ten large cells, and at the end of each ward 

there was a bathroom with five stalls and three wash basins.65 

 

He continues: 

 

At 5:30 in the morning we reached a courtyard surrounded with garbage and supervised 

with squad of soldiers armed with machine guns and officers on horses armed with 

whips. We were ordered to squat down and lower our heads as we were showered with 

insults at the same time. Shahidi, one of the prisoners, was too tall and his head stood 

high so the guard hit him on the back of his neck with a baton screaming at him: ‘lower 

your head boy.’66 
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Ahmed Raef describes the reception as one of the oldest military prison traditions, which 

consisted of handling over the afflicted person and beating him severely, which may lead to his 

death, so that he would become accustomed to humiliation and obedience, and then he won’t 

have the guts to open his eyes in the face of his torturers.67 Bara’ al-Saraj’s reception came after 

they entered the dormitories. By that time, the prisoners had this sense of hope that since they 

were not tortured before they entered, they might have been lucky. Alas, their luck did not last 

for they were lined up under the windows of dormitory twelve and the reception began, “The 

shouts of my friends terrified me, and I wished I were the last one to come out of the dormitory 

so I would be tortured first. Waiting to be tortured is worse than torture itself.”68   

Physical Containment: The Cell. The political prisoner is confined within cell-like spaces 

subjected to a monotonous routine, and threatened with ubiquitous violence, positioning the 

prisoner as spatially, temporally, and socially other.69 For instance, the cell Sun‘allah Ibrahim 

was put in was a rectangular lounge that ended on one hand with an armored door and on the 

other with a toilet. The only opening was a high window with metal bars,70 whereas Raef’s cell 

did not accommodate more than ten, as it is narrow compared to the large number of prisoners 

placed in it. He writes, “We were forty-five at the time, while the area of the room, which they 

called warehouse no. 6, does not exceed a few meters and smells like poop, smut, and puss. You 
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could also hear muffled noises emanating from its inhabitants for they had instructions not to 

make any audible sound.”71 Al-Saraj describes the cell or dormitory as crowded and insanitary,  

 

The dormitory is full of people. Two small rooms with a door opening, each four by four 

 meters. One roofless toilet allows the smell of feces to spread throughout the dormitory 

 of fifty-nine people. The floors are concrete and the walls are black and dirty. One of the 

 walls of the inner room is cracked to the ceiling possibly by bombs thrown at prisoners 

 during the massacre on June 27, 1980. 72 

 

Classification of Prisoners. The Communist prisoners were divided into those who were 

arrested without a charge and those who were sentenced for a period of time and others who 

were sentenced after the revolution and who should have been released with other political 

prisoners. However, a sudden change in the law by the state proclaiming Communism as a social 

rather than a political crime led to their further imprisonment. Sun‘allah Ibrahim who was 

imprisoned on communist charges was detained in a ward reserved to Communists. He reports: 

 

The first ward was reserved for communist detainees, who were imprisoned by a decision 

from the military governor or the president of the republic. They were arrested without 

specifying any charges against them or bringing them to the investigation authorities. The 

second ward included imprisoned Communists, against whom specific sentences were 

issued for a specific period ... As for the third ward, it was deposited in one of the wings 
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of the Muslim Brotherhood who were tried in the wake of the assassination attempt on 

Abdel Nasser in Alexandria. Prisoners in non-political crimes occupied the other wing, 

and their purpose was to clean the bakery and the kitchen.73  

 

As we have seen, both communists and religious prisoners were imprisoned for 

challenging the regime’s discourse, however, although they shared the same fate that did not 

translate to a feeling of solidarity. For instance, Sun‘allah Ibrahim accuses the Muslim 

Brotherhood in the prison of greed. The only reference to the Islamists in Ibrahim’s diaries 

comes in a footnote, written when the Notes were published, in 2006. There, he reports how the 

Communist prisoners, in accordance with their political ideals, shared everything they had—

books, cigarettes, food—while the luckier inmates from the Brotherhood “tithed” their 

possessions to the less fortunate. Ibrahim sees this behavior as “symptomatic of a deeper 

greediness.”74 

Violence. According to Foucault, “although redress of the private injury occasioned by 

the offence might be proportionate, although the sentence must be equitable, the punishment is 

carried out in such a way as to give a spectacle not of measure, but of imbalance and excess; in 

this liturgy of punishment, there must be an emphatic affirmation of power and of its intrinsic 

superiority. And this superiority is not simply that of the right, but that of the physical strength of 

the sovereign beating down upon the body of his adversary and mastering it.”75 The writers are, 
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in this sense, seen outside the scope of justice and when we perceive “those outside [our scope of 

justice] as nonentities, and undeserving, or expandable then the harm that befalls them does not 

prompt the concern, remorse or outrage that occurs when those inside the scope of justice are 

harmed.”76 

 Physical Punishments. The rift between Nasser and the Communists in Egypt began in 

1959 and lasted until 1964. The crisis was due to two main incidents. First, the political union 

with Syria and the emergence of the United Arab Republic (1958-61), which the Communist 

party opposed.77 The second incident was the coup d’etat in Iraq led by Abdel Karim Qasim (d. 

1963) and supported by the Iraqi Communists who were very critical of Nasser and the Union. 

‘Aziz Khayri talks about the “Cairene crusade against Communism and Communists [and how] 

the largest scale-arrest in the history of the Egyptian communists occurred in March 28, 1959.”78 

It was then that Ibrahim and forty-eight of his comrades were imprisoned. One of the 

prominent figures in the Communist party, Shuhdi al-Shafi‘i, died due to severe torture at the 

hands of prison officers. Al-Shafi‘i died screaming Nasser’s name. As Ibrahim writes, “He died 
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while screaming for Nasser’s sake.”79 Ibrahim relates a dialogue between al-Shafi‘i and one of 

the wardens: 

 

Are you a communist bastard? Say: I am a woman. This is shame, and your behavior 

 harms the regime. We are nationalist forces, and we are not against the government. Even 

 if we were, you cannot just act so monstrously. We have opinions, we support the 

 revolution, and President Nasser himself knows that.80  

 

Since then he felt when he was walking that something was about to hit him, and if someone 

approaches him suddenly, his muscles become tense and he would expecte a slap or kick.81  

The torture did not stop after the death of Shuhdi in Abu Zaabal. Rather, it took a new form at 

the hands of specialists trained in the United States. Some received letters from their families 

asking them to go out and “hear the words,” wives threatened to divorce, and a child wrote to her 

father: “Get out for me and for Mama ... They told me that you don't want to go out because you 

hate us. I hate you.”82 Ibrahim adds, 

 

Within seconds, we were stripped of our outer and inner clothes, until we became naked. 

However, the blows and insults did not cease… One of them dragged me over the 
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sand….We woke up in the morning to a strange, recurring voice, whose nature I did not 

decipher until he entered the plateau with the guards and shouted: Turn your face towards 

the wall and loosen the belt. We turned our faces to the wall, loosened our trouser belts 

and the strange sound became closer and closer. Then a leather belt slammed back and 

forth on my back, making the strange sound.83 

 

Like Ibrahim, Raef did not escape the physical punishments, He writes: 

 

And in less than a minute I was stripped of my clothes and forced into the cycle of torture 

with batons falling on my body from every side. I was in such an indescribable pain 

where I felt that pieces of my body and my soul were shredded into pieces and scattered 

all over the cell.84 

  

He continues, 

 

It seems that the beating lasted for an hour or so, but I thought it lasted for a century. I 

fell on the ground almost fainting and unable to move. The wardens did not leave me 

though. They kept hitting me with their batons and sticks…one of them shouted, “we 

have orders to kill fifty of you today.” Then I felt a secret pleasure tingling my body. 
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Finally, I will be saved. It is only a short time when this creature orders my death and 

then I can enter God’s kingdom.85  

 

Thus, physical punishment meant death under the force of whips and skewers, de-nailing, dog 

biting, beating with electric wires or even death by stomping.86 Raef further describes how the 

prison guards used insulting words to humiliate the prisoners, 

 

You son of a dogs, you insects, you son of bitches. You will shave your dirty heads today 

and this is an honor that does not suit scumbags like you…He chose one bearded man 

from among the prisoners and between punches and insults he started shaving him. That 

was the weirdest shave though for he shaved half of his beard and half of his moustache 

and ended the shave with a harsh strike that left him bleeding.87 

 

In al-Saraj’s book, tale torture becomes such a significant part of their lives that they now can 

distinguish methods of torture used from someone’s cries, “No matter how far you were, you 

could hear the sounds of torture, and you could hear a person moaning for hours at night or 

during the day. From their cries we can differentiate among the methods of torture used, be it:  

electrocuted, tortured on the German chair, or hung upside down on a ladder.”88  
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Although there were some standard methods of punishments, that did not stop the 

torturers from using their inhumane ingenuity to invent more ways to torture their prisoners. Al-

Saraj mentions some of these: “As soon as we got out, the instructions began that each of us 

should hold the ears of those who are behind them and run on one foot. This led to wounds and 

ears infections later. Then came the order to drink from the rain water gathered in the courtyard 

pits.”89 

Sometimes the punishments took the form of retaliation against something the prisoners’ 

families or political parties were accused of committing:  

 

The next day, at breakfast time and while we were doing our breathing exercises, the 

 prisoners were called so they would be beaten and tortured at the wardens’ whims. This 

 mode of punishment officially began in late 1986 when they came to punish prisoners 

 accused of blowing up buses in the Sahel in April 1986, which the Muslim Brotherhood 

 was accused of in coordination with Iraqi groups. It seems that the aim was to kill them 

 by beating them daily in the courtyards instead of the gallows, and some of them were 

 martyred in the courtyards as a lesson to others, and the rest were executed by hanging. 

 and the law remained effective and it included all prisoners.90 
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Psychological Punishments. Torture in these prisons “does not seek to purge the crime, 

but rather to mark zealously the body and the mind of the offender with the infamy.”91 Dissent 

has to be dealt with using the pain and humiliation of punishment against the body, “the body of 

the condemned becomes the place where the vengeance of the sovereign is applied, the 

anchoring point for a manifestation of power.”92 

Regardless of “whether a person survives torture psychologically unharmed or not, he or 

she has been humiliated. He or she has been treated as someone whose interests do not count.”93 

Physical punishment can leave detrimental effects on the body, but for those regimes physical 

punishment was not enough. Dehumanization becomes the process “by which human beings are 

rendered so radically other than it becomes possible for their persecutors to commit murder on a 

mass scale, and for by standers to stand by without objection or remorse.”94 One way to 

dehumanize prisoners was by giving them nicknames. The nickname “does not only indicate to 

the addressed that they are not part of the community, but at the same time claims the otherness 

of their existence. In this way, the insult reveals itself to be merely an act of rejection which 

marks its addressee as a social outsider.”95 For example, Mustafa Khalifa asks in The Shell about 
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the value of using foul words as a means of punishment, “You pimp, you son of a pimp, where 

did you get all these lice?” “You there, you queer.”96 Khalifa wonders about the use of foul 

words as a means of punishment. He asks, “what were the psychological motivations involved? 

Was it cruelty and sadism––either deeply rooted or incidental––which could be transmitted like 

an infection? Or was it the herd instinct?”97 

The state used every ploy available to dehumanize those prisoners from name calling to 

molding prisoners so they become informers and agents of the regime. The “threat of physical 

violence was often simply a means for a symbolic purpose––the humiliation of those 

concerned…the torture which was often conducted in these prisons did not only aim at inflicting 

pain upon the tortured. This act of violence was also used in order to remind them of their 

defenselessness and inferiority.”98 For instance, a week before Sun‘allah Ibrahim and his 

cellmates were supposed to go on trial, a fight broke between a prison officer and one of the 

prisoners. The argument led the officers to close the cells, order the prisoners to go naked, strip 

the cells of their contents, and then a guard poured buckets of urine and feces over the prisoners’ 

naked bodies. Ibrahim claims the brawl was fabricated as a plot to postpone the trial and to 

prevent the presence of foreign journalists as well as the French lawyers who were sent by the 

leader of the Communist Democratic Movement for National Liberation Henry Curiel to defend 

the prisoners.99 
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 Ibrahim gives an account of the insults and the demeaning words the prison guards 

used: “Homo boy. Why are you muddled, O son of a bitch? Run, son of the dog. You are a 

communist, son of a dog. Your name, O son of a bitch.”100 The insults rotated mainly around 

calling someone homosexual or accusing them of acting as women, or insulting their mothers by 

calling them bitches. In other words, harkening on what we can call “toxic masculinity” which is 

one form of repression of Arab men. Hegemonic masculinity in the Arab world has men 

convinced that they are in control and that is how they should always be. Hence, any fissure in 

their macho shell can be detrimental for a man’s psyche. The state recognized that and used it 

against the prisoners making psychological torture more painful than physical one, “They 

became hysterical with the notion of a “woman.” Ibrahim writes: “As I approached the guard, he 

beat me with his baton shouting, say: ‘I’m a woman.’”101 Raef did not escape the verbal and 

psychological abuse. He recounts the demeaning words he received in the prison: “Get out you, 

son of a dog. you are answering back, you gerbil…you scum bag…. You sons of dogs, you 

bastards, you insects…you sons of bitches…”102 

Psychological punishments were not limited to name calling but it went beyond that to 

inflicting a deeper wound on the general morale of the prisoners. For instance, the Muslim 

Brotherhood prisoners were banned from praying or were forced to eat during Ramadan. Another 

kind of torture was the banning of books. According to al-Saraj: “The thirst for knowledge was 
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growing day by day as the years in Tadmur prison continued, and this deprivation of the reading 

material was one form of psychological torture, in addition to the other forms of torture.”103 

Steffen K. Herrmann argues that humiliation contains three steps: invalidating, imposing, and 

dehumanizing “in which the individual is treated as if she or he were a thing. Practices of 

humiliation do not recognize their addressee anymore as a social being. They represent the 

utmost margin of social exclusion, in the sense that which is questioned is no longer the social 

value of a person, but his or her human existence in its entirety.”104 

Power-Resistance Paradigm. Power, according to Foucault, does not come from above 

only. Power is exercised from innumerable points, and relations of power are immanent on other 

types of relations be it the relation between the state and the prison writer, the writer and the 

guard, the writer and fellow prisoners.105 Resistance, according to Foucault, consists of a subject 

becoming autonomous, and through critique of power differentials, one can resist one’s docility 

and governance. In “Sex, Power, and the Politics of Identity,” Foucault explains the power-

resistance paradigm. He writes, “if there was no resistance, there would be no power 

relations…so resistance comes first, and resistance remains superior to the forces of the process; 

power relations are obliged to change with resistance.”106  
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Resistance. One form of resistance the prisoners pursue is hiding information from the 

prison authority. This “hiding knowledge” is akin to James E. Scott’s “hidden transcript” which 

he defines as “the repository of the assertions whose open expression would be dangerous.”107 

According to Foucault, when prisoners hide knowledge from guards, they co-opt surveillance. 

Prisoners use the power of viewing to strategically resist, whereas the guards use surveillance as 

a disciplinary method.108 The focus within studies of resistance recently shifted from large-scale 

collective revolts to more unlikely forms of resistance such as subversion and small or local 

resistances, which do not especially aim to overthrow the system and which do not result from 

ideologies of emancipation.109 Foucault questions out assumptions that power is always and 

essentially repressive, he wants to show how power also can be positive in a way that it can 

produce forms of pleasure, systems of knowledge, goods, and discourses, and that it only works 

negatively by denying, restricting, prohibiting, and repressing.110 Foucault writes, “where there is 

power, there is resistance,”111 however, he does not elaborate further on what are the forms of 

resistance in prison. Regardless, resistance in that regard does not have to be collective or 

organized resistance. Power then is relational and is in a dynamic relationship with resistance. 

Prisoners in line with Scott’s concept of “hidden transcripts,” which is “a critique of power 
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spoken behind the back of the dominant,” have “free spaces they use in the backstage of the 

usual performance of prisoner-warden relationships. Prisoners have their own ways of 

communication, hiding goods, nicknaming, and so on.112  

 Resistance can never be in a position of exteriority in relation to power, therefore “there 

were no pockets of freedom which escaped power relations, but instead resistance existed 

wherever power was exercised.”113 As Barbara Harlow indicates, “in the prison memoirs of 

political detainees, ‘the power of writing’ is one which seeks to alter the relationships of power 

which are maintained by coercive, authoritarian systems of state control and domination.”114 

These instances of resistance, be it in an act or a text in written/oral form or performative, are 

what Scott calls “hidden transcripts” of resistance. Scott contends that “paying close attention to 

political acts that are disguised or offstage helps us to map a realm of possible dissent.115 It is a 

“derivative discourse embodied in “speeches, gestures, and practices that confirm, contradict, or 

inflect what appears in the public transcript.”116 The public transcript becomes the state’s 

discourse. Scott finds that the practice of domination itself “creates” the “hidden transcript.”117 
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 Resistance came in different forms and shapes. Sun‘allah Ibrahim tells us how the 

prisoners established a farm as part of their resistance to the quality of food in the prison. He 

writes, “The food that was served to us was very bad, so we sought to participate in working in 

the public kitchen, and we made an improvement in the quality of food ... and here the idea of 

establishing a farm that would supply us with what we need of vegetables emerged.118 

Furthermore, in retaliation to the prison’s policy in banning books, papers, and pens, “Public 

lectures were organized on economics and history of philosophy, lessons were given on 

languages, pure sports, and literary competitions, poetry seminars and special sports matches in 

football were held, and several audio newspapers were published.119 Ahmed Raef also reports 

that prisoners had to resort to ingenuity to be able to survive: “We were not allowed needles or 

threads so in order to sew our torn clothes we would use a thread from our clothes and a fish 

bone which we have saved.”120  

Al-Saraj relates how one of the sixteen-year old prisoners ran inside the cell when he 

heard the torturers approaching. As a punishment and to make a deterrent of him to others, the 

wardens decided to beat him mercilessly every morning. In an attempt to save him, his cellmates 

painted black strikes under his eyes to give the illusion that he was seriously ill. He writes, “One 

of us came up with a great idea: to put on his face some makeup by burning rubber from 

underwear shorts (tobacco was still allowed as well as one lighter for the cell), and he kneaded it 
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with fat and then painted his face, especially under his eyes with a black halo.”121 The wardens 

were fooled and he was saved a day’s beating.  

Counter-Discourse. Counter narratives are not simply other narratives, but are spaces of 

insertion where marginalized stories, events, and perspectives are brought into the open as 

challenges to meta-narratives and to governmental and other official state discourses that claim 

the authoritative trappings of officiality.122 Foucault writes,  

 

at the heart of power relations and a permanent condition of their existence there is an 

 insubordination and a certain essential obstinacy on the part of the principles of freedom, 

 then there is no relationship of power without the means of escape of possible flight. 

 Every power relationship implies at least in potential, a strategy of struggle.123  

 

In prison, lack of communication with the outside world limits the prisoners’ perception of 

“space and time and, consequently, the sense of their own agency.” This tremendous change in 

the meaning of the “existential concepts, of the ‘I’ that is confined ‘inside’ while everyone else is 

‘outside,’ recalibrates their relational sphere  promptly limiting with whom they can 

communicate and how, about which topics, and for how long. A few prisoners found a way to 

challenge the confinement of speech”124 by virtual writing. Papers were scarce if not non-existent 
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and at times punishment was swift for prisoners who were caught writing. So, prisoners resorted 

to virtual writing. For instance, the Islamists created a memorizing system to keep tab of what 

was going on in prison: 

 

The memorizing started with the beginning of the “trial,” as the Islamists called it. The 

older Sheikhs would sit and recite chapters and verses of the Quran to a group of youths, 

and the youths would carry on repeating them until they had memorized them. In this 

way, a mechanism of memorization was generated. There was no one in the dormitory 

who hadn’t memorized the Quran from beginning to end…A group of young men would 

be selected who, in addition to memorizing the Quran and the hadiths of the Prophet 

Muhammad would memorize what might be described as the prison, “register,” 

comprising the names of everyone connected with the Islamist movements who had been 

admitted to the prison.125  

 

Mustafa Khalifa’s protagonist tried to emulate the Islamists and started to train himself to follow 

the same procedure, and when he earned the necessary proficiency, he wrote a diary. He would 

write a sentence in his mind, then repeat it, memorize it, then write it out again and memorize it. 

By the end of the day, he would have written and memorized the main events of the day.126 

These authors like many imprisoned authors before them depended on their memory to keep 

alive what they have experienced in prisons. These acts of remembering “issue an ethical call to 

                                                        
 

125 Khalifa, The Shell, 51.  
 

126 Ibid., 52. 
 



 145 

listeners…within and beyond UN protocols and mechanisms…to respond to the story; to 

recognize the humanity of the teller and the justice of the claim; to take responsibility for that 

recognition; and to find means of redress.”127 These writings “tell us how to represent extreme 

experiences of political repression and violence…. despite all the horror ingrained in these 

representations, the authors provide in their books a space of recognition for those whose voice 

has disappeared forever, or for those who have chosen silence.”128 Books and collections of 

letters by incarcerated intellectuals have “presented provocative reading that gives a firsthand 

insight into the history and conditions of prison life, and also provided a platform for their 

activist stance towards those conditions.”129 The panoptical gaze reminds the incarcerated of 

continuous “differential of power” borne by the asymmetry of seeing without being seen. One 

may argue that the prisoners’ opportunity to virtually-publish their writings changes this dynamic 

in presentation and positioning of selves. 

Following Foucault and Hannah Arendt, “stories should not be conceived only as 

discursive effects but also as recorded processes wherein the self as the author/teller of his/her 

story transgresses power boundaries and limitations following ‘lines of flight’ in its constitution 

as a political subject.”130 For the Arab writer/prisoner, politics was not only the subject of their 
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writings but also, as Salih Salam ‘Abdel ‘Azim writes, everything in life is politics and it is very 

difficult to categorize a person as a politician and non-politician for the person who cannot marry 

because of a housing problem is suffering from a political problem, and the man who is sexually 

incompetent, because of the economic and other pressures imposed on him, is paying the price of 

a problem whose root is political. So, in this age, ‘Abdel ‘Azim continues, we breathe politics 

every day.131 In Politics and the Novel, Irving Howe quotes the nineteenth-century French 

novelist Stendhal who claims that, “politics in work of literature is like a pistol-shot in the 

middle of a concert, something loud and vulgar, and yet a thing to which it is not possible to 

refuse one’s attention.”132 

 These writings, then, give “voices to the existence of undisciplined and rebellious 

bodies that resisted the state authorities’ attempts to force them into submission.”133 While there 

are uncountable reports issued by international organizations on the violations committed by 

these regimes, they are more often than not ignored and discredited by the regimes. The 

supporters of these institutions are considered foreign and their findings doubtful since they are 

supported and funded by doubtful parties and therefore they report what their financiers demand 

and hence are illegitimate. 

Borrowing from George Steiner, Samia Mehrez argues that the contemporary Egyptian 

writer (and, by extension, filmmaker) bears “the responsibility of producing a counter record, an 
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alternative discourse.”134 Sun‘allah Ibrahim felt this responsibility. On the importance of writing 

his Notes, he states: 

 

There was an extensive publication of basic and theoretical books and contributions of 

prominent figures among the prisoners or those with writing experience. The third part 

consisted of a small set of rice paper, the coffer paper used to wrap cigarettes, and a small 

notebook the size of a matchbox that I made from school notebook papers and fastened it 

with a thread in the middle.135  

 

He adds: 

 

The truth is that despite my keenness on papers,( I carried them with me to every place I 

traveled and deposited them in various hiding places, and then proceeded to transfer them 

to my computer in 1998). I did not think for a moment about publishing it. I considered it 

a personal matter that does not matter to anyone but me, and it would be a source of 

entertainment for me in an aging unit. Writing a real diary was not easy, there is always a 

fear that it might fall into the hands of the prison administration and the investigation, as 

well as my colleagues themselves, and for this I had to avoid some topics, especially 

                                                        
134 Samia Mehrez, Egyptian Writers Between History and Fiction (Cairo: The American 

University in Cairo Press, 1994), 6.  
 

135 Ibrahim, Yawmiyyat al-Wahat, 40. 
 



 148 

those related to my sexual feelings, my questions, or my observations on the daily people 

and events inside the prison, and when necessary, I would resort to symbols.136 

 

Thus, the writings coming out of prison represent a counter-discourse to that of the State’s. The 

images of confinement, the prison, and torture in this literature allow the reader to see a different 

version to the state’s discourse than the one publicly proclaimed, such as the Egyptian regime’s 

repeal of the constitution (Dec. 10, 1952), the dissolution of all parties (Jan. 17. 1952), the 

banning of all political parties except the Muslim Brotherhood, and the confiscation of all 

parties’ properties including newspapers and printing equipment. Between 1952 and1969, the 

Egyptian regime was obliged to camouflage the persecution of the intellectuals legally so it 

introduced six legal constitutions: 53-56-58-62-64-69 from the years 1953 to1969, all of which 

granted the president sole power.  

Things did not improve for the intellectuals during Sadat regime for those who were 

hostile, or believed to be hostile, to the state were forbidden to broadcast or to publish unless 

their writings express praise of and support for the regime.137 These writings then “may have the 

most impact in shifting and changing the official story, as well as in calling attention to the 

repressive work of power.”138 According to Franz Fanon, a colonized (here seen as the prisoner) 

writer’s sense of nationhood and national consciousness is molded through stages the last of 

which is the fighting phase, where the writer, after trying to lose himself in and with the people, 
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is now trying to awaken the people. This awakening led to the emergence of a fighting literature, 

a revolutionary literature, and a national literature. The writers, according to Fanon, would feel 

the need to speak to their nation and to become the mouthpiece of a new reality in action.139 

 In the introduction to Ahmed Raef’s al-Bawwaba al-Sawda’, Hassan al-Tal, an editor 

in al-Liwa’ newspaper, describes the book as a historical document written in the blood of the 

author/prisoner and meant as a beacon of freedom for those who follow. The memoirs of 

“political prisoners, in any society, starkly articulate the struggle of individuals and opposition 

groups to attain basic human rights: freedom of expression and movement, privacy, health, 

humane treatment and, above all, the right to a voice in the organization of one’s society. 

Equally, this literature shows the mental processes and psychological reactions of a prisoner in 

resisting and combatting the denial of those rights.”140 Al-Tal claims that the role of the publisher 

in this critical period in the history of Islam and the Arabs is to present the reader with 

intellectual material that would help lift the blindfold from the eyes of those citizens. 

Literature is the entity responsible for giving voice to the voiceless. Arab regimes 

realized the ripple effect those writers had on the reader, and that is why they resorted to every 

tool to stop those writers from writing and then publishing their work. Any kind of writings 

discovered were confiscated and the writers severely punished, that is why the authors resorted 

to memory and oral stories to record their experience until they or someone they knew were 

released to record it on paper. Al-Saraj wrote his story in installments on his Twitter account 
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before he turned it into a book after it received enormous approval rates from his followers. After 

the Arab Spring took place in 2011, he decided it was time to reveal all of his experience to his 

readers. In the meantime, and after one year of being released from prison, al-Saraj left to the 

United States where he finished his doctoral studies at Harvard University, specializing in 

cardiology. The objective of going back to college was to prove that as a prisoner of Tadmur he 

was not as barbaric as the regime has tried to show. Continuing his education was an act of 

resistance to prove to the Assad regime that they could not eliminate him. 

Al-Saraj explains in the introduction of his book the difficulties he had before he 

completed the manuscript:  

 

I tried a lot to write the details of the prison but I could not psychologically, I ended 

several pages and then stopped. If the revolution in Syria did not take place, I would not 

have started writing these notes on March 24, 2011. However, it is a national and 

humanitarian duty to expose the criminals wherever they are and whoever they are.141  

 

 The Otherness of Prison Society. Terror was organized along systematic and 

bureaucratic practices. It required a set of organizations, detention centers, tools, training 

facilities, personnel, and those needed to be hired, trained, and paid. Foucault suggests that all 

methods of state punishment—such as incarceration, state-sanctioned torture, and execution—

are symbolic ways in which the state asserts its power and ability to control social outcasts and 

people who have been labeled criminals.142 
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The Warden/guard/torturer. The disciplinary actions of the state through the use of torture 

produce new forms of knowledge and new subjects who profess their love to their nation and 

thus to the father of that nation, the head of the state. Any threat to the ruler becomes a threat to 

the nation and thus needs to be eliminated. In that regard, the torturer regards himself as part of a 

grandiose project to protect the nation, and as a defender of the nation, it is his job to discipline 

those who try to inflict harm or betray that nation. When the guards treat the prisoners with 

neutrality, sympathize with them, or offer them help, they deviate from the state’s expectations 

and thus become subject to punishment themselves. Foucault describes this as power-knowledge 

paradigms where power creates knowledge and it is then exerted through that knowledge where 

“mechanism of power produces different types of knowledge aimed at investigating and 

collecting information on people’s activities and existence. The knowledge gathered this way 

further reinforces exercises of power.”143 

As to how implicit the guards were in their treatment of their prisoners, it is best 

illustrated in al-Saraj’s testimony: 

 

The days in Tadmur were long––often very long. Life consisted of torture and the time 

 you had until the next torture. We were beaten as we got up in the mornings, as we ate, as 

 we shaved. The cells were often so full that we would be pushed up together feet to feet. 

 There were three olives per person to eat, one egg shared between eight and a bit of 

 bulgur, rice or bread, which the guards often urinated on…. It was also forbidden to talk 

 to other inmates. If they caught you doing that, you’d get beaten up. For example, they 
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 told one prisoner to lie on his back. Then one of the guards jumped on his stomach. A 

 few hours later, he was dead. Or they would break a prisoner’s fingers by shutting the cell 

 door window on it. In 1989, one of the guards there killed around 100 prisoners.144 

 

Hence, the torturer becomes the voice of the state whose goal is to make the one, the body, 

emphatically and crushingly present by destroying it, and to make the other, the voice, absent by 

destroying it. It is in part the combination that makes torture…mimetic of death, for in death the 

body is emphatically present while the more elusive part represented by the voice is so 

alarmingly absent that heavens are created to explain its whereabouts.145 Hence, terror was not at 

times an arbitrary act of the regime or an “excess of power” but rather a calculated act and a 

necessary instrument of the regime. 

The prison guards “are representatives of oppressive power structure encoded into the 

physical and legal architecture of the prison.”146 The guards formed the backbone of the Arab 

prison. At times, Arab authorities indoctrinated these guards with propaganda that their mission 

was nationalistic and its aim is to get rid of the enemies of the state. The prison guards, “without 

the spatial boundaries between them and the prisoners, seek to secure their violent power over 

the prisoners.”147 By treating the prisoners inhumanly and through giving them animalistic traits, 
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the guards “serve themselves individually, and also further the wider interests of the state.”148 

Animalistic metaphor, as Nick Haslam suggests, “is a process of dehumanization whereby 

people perceived to be lacking in uniquely human characteristics such as rationality, civility, 

refinement and moral sensibility are ‘seen implicitly or explicitly to be animal-like.’”149 Hence, 

any violence against those prisoners is deemed acceptable and worthwhile due to the “evil 

nature” of those prisoners. In addition, those guards were almost in a similar condition as the 

prisoners. They had to be constantly vigilant and were punished severely for any mistake. That 

led them at times to vindicate themselves against the prisoners whom they blamed for their fate. 

Although many of the guards were known for their notoriety, one can still find some who were 

sympathetic with the prisoners and were easily swayed or bribed. As Sun‘allah Ibrahim 

contends,  

 

The guards, including soldiers and officers, are also imprisoned because of the distance 

that separates them from urban areas, and there is no escaping the establishment of 

human relations between them and their prisoners over time. Thus, it was possible to 

persuade some by saying, and most of the time with money, in order to bring some books 

upon their return from holidays and bury them in the desert sands, and later they were 

transferred to the prison's interior to settle in underground hideouts.150 
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Raef describes the fluctuation in the status of the guards from perpetrators in the morning to 

victims at night and vice versa,  

 

The weird thing is that we were not the only ones getting beaten. Those who used to beat 

us during the day were themselves beaten at night. We used to watch them from the 

opening in the door of the cell. They were beaten from night to dawn. The wardens were 

asked to send three hundred prisoners to use the bathroom at the same time and they had 

only an hour to do that. The warden would use any means necessary to make us finish on 

time, but most of the times he would fail and gets punished as a result. There was no way 

he could lie about that too because there was always someone watching…the same thing 

would happen to the warden who was responsible for distributing the food.151 

 

The guards were venting their anger from their miserable situation on the prisoners, and to make 

their punishment of the prisoners more conscientious, they had to strip those prisoners of their 

humanity. Raef writes, 

 

The guards were taking their revenge on us because they thought we were the cause of 

their misery. They brought as wardens the mentally retarded soldiers who failed the army 

psychological test. These people are difficult to understand, rather it is impossible. Some 

of them were good-hearted however the torment turned them into monsters. One of them, 

Ahmed Abu Madan was a good soldier who used to perform the dawn prayer and pray 
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that God would save us from this hell, he then turned into a fierce wolf. I remember how 

he broke a wooden door to pieces and then broke those pieces on our bodies.152  

 

The same stands correct for the prisoners who regarded the guards as evil. Many writers even 

resorted to concentrate in their writing on the ugly features of the guards’ faces or deformities. 

Raef adds, 

 

In my opinion, he was just a creature of God’s creation, not a human being, there is no 

way he can be a human being. His face was black and an unpleasant foul odor emanated 

from his mouth due to the chronic rot that affected his gum and teeth. Pale white skin 

spots permeated his face.153 

 

The prisoners also distinguished the guards by the color of their skin. Al-Saraj writes that 

they used to call one of the guards Black because of the color of his skin,  

 

We used to call him Black because of the color of his skin. He was one of the most 

 violent, inhumane creatures. He would slap someone on the face leaving a black imprint 

 of his fingers on one’s face. He was enamored with hitting me last year. He called me 

 several times but I did not reply so he shouted, You with the hooked nose, wla. I raised 
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 my head thinking that he will slap me but instead he punched me on my nose and blood 

 gushed out.154 

 

We could then say that there was this continuous need by the warden or the torturer to insult their 

prisoners and this need indicates that it was not always easy on them to do the job prescribed for 

them by the state. To be able to do what they do, and inflict so much cruelty, they have to 

convince themselves that the those whom they are dealing with are not human. The torturer’s 

task is to convey state power such that the verity and accuracy of confessions does not really 

matter. A confession given under the conditions of torture suffices as verification of wrong 

doing. The state needs proof to present to the rest of the population as an act of deterrence and an 

affirmation that those incarcerated are “the enemies of the people.”155 Hence, the objective of 

torture can be understood as an attempt to send messages of deterrence, morality, and practice of 

norms by identifying and excluding deviant individuals.156 

Most of what we know about guards comes from prisoners’ stories. Most of the guards 

are known for their cruelty and lack of remorse with the exception of a handful few who might 

have shown some compassion. The brutality of the guards could be explained in two ways: 

guards are convinced of the dehumanization of the prisoner who is perceived to be a traitor and 

an “enemy of the state”; another explanation is that the guards are using this as a survival 

mechanism to defend themselves from the state’s wrath if they do not comply with orders.  
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Foucault’s argument that the state uses surveillance to control its population can be 

applied to the political prison system as well where not only guards surveille prisoners but one 

another as well. We do not want to forget the prisoners’ surveillance of guards which can be 

considered a resistance tactic since it helps the prisoners learn about the moods and habits of 

each guard, and this is important for their survival. In Foucauldian terms, new forms of power 

precipitate new forms of resistance.157 The guards or torturers were not immune from the wrath 

of the state. There were instances when the executioners themselves become victims, that is, 

when they are unable to perform what is required from them, and any sign of humanity exhibited 

by these wardens could result in their peril.  

The Prisoners. Sun‘allah Ibrahim describes the prison as a scientific laboratory for human 

behavior due to the various kinds of prisoners and mentalities inhabiting the place. He writes,  

 

It became like the scientific laboratory for human behavior and life stories. It included 

among its inmates, journalists, workers, writers, university professors, farmers, students, 

Nubians, and Palestinians as well. Within it, a sharp struggle took place between political 

currents and personal formations of different characteristics.158 

 

Even among the Communists themselves, you would see a difference in behavior in spite of their 

attempt at organizing themselves. Ibrahim talks about the Public life system they followed, 

which stipulates the confiscation of all the items that are received by each of them (including 
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money, food, cigarettes, and clothes at times) and then the redistribution of these items to 

everyone equally. Ibrahim credits the Communists with this system and accuses the Muslim 

Brotherhood of individualization where each of them kept what he received from the money and 

only at times gave their brother some food. Some of them used to pay others to serve them, such 

as wash their clothes and clean their place of sleep.159  

 The sense of comradery among the Islamists and the spirit of brotherly love was 

evident as reported by Raef. Each one tries to distribute the largest amount of materials he 

retrieved equally among the group while singling out the elderly and the sick with the largest 

share. Each one would protect the other and even sacrifice oneself for the others. This sense of 

comradery is reported again by al-Saraj. He tells us how the younger members of the prisoners 

would sacrifice themselves for the elderly and the sick offering to be tortured or even executed in 

their place. Al-Saraj also talks about the division of labor among the prisoners that rendered each 

cell a microcosm of a nation with its own regulations and internal laws. Each prisoner had 

responsibilities that they have created for themselves. There were people responsible for 

organizing where each one should sleep, and those responsible for bathroom visits, and others to 

maintain peace and quiet.160  

The Futility of Liberation. Life outside the prison does not give the psychological relief 

the prisoners have been dreaming of. The prison life has stolen their years. They went in young 

and got out old. In The Shell, Mustafa Khalifa writes: “The front of my head was bald. My hair, 

which had gotten a lot longer while I was at the local station, was turning white. My mustache 
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was drooping and more than half of it had turned white. My eyes were sunken and surrounded by 

black rings. Pain, violence, fear, and humiliation had dug deep furrows on my brow and around 

my eyes.”161   

Ibrahim reports how after the pardon decree was announced, all prisoners were suddenly 

released and many of them did not even have a place to go: 

 

On September 4, 1964, all of the detainees had been released, and the last batch was 

released on May 10, 1964, a day after Khrushchev’s visit began. It appears that there was 

an order that not a single prisoner would remain in custody after midnight that day. He 

managed to release me and I do not know where I spent the night, and in the morning, I 

surrendered to the Heliopolis police station and registered myself in the house of one of 

my relatives, and after two months on the first of July 1964 I rented a furnished room in a 

house in Heliopolis, the police kept visiting me every day after sunset until the issuance 

of General amnesty in December of the same year.162   

 

Their imprisonment ended with the end of the Communist movement in Egypt. They 

imagined that Nasser needed cooperation with them to benefit from their experience in working 

among the masses and their dedication, and that he would be convinced of their sincerity, 

allowing them to participate in the development of the country and its transformation into 
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socialism. Their ultimate aspiration was to be valiant soldiers, but Nasser did not want soldiers 

who could turn into generals.163  

In al-Bawwaba al-Sawda’, Raef writes about the moment they knew that Nasser died and 

that their freedom was approaching: 

 

We hear the screams ‘The leader is dead.’ [leader = Nasser]. ‘The leader is dead.’ A huge 

 sense of relief and happiness engulfed the prison. We were so unbelievably happy. Then 

 one of the Brothers says: Dear fellows, as you may well know it is not acceptable to gloat 

 when someone dies for we will all die one day. Then another responded: gloating is one 

 thing and feeling happy is another. Don’t forget that he promised he will keep us in 

 prison until his death and now he died so we are free. Our happiness is because we are 

 now free.164 

 

Prisoners, in fact, were not totally free after their release. They had to continually report to the 

military investigators of their whereabouts. Al-Saraj had to go to the security apparatus once 

every three weeks, and every time before leaving his house, he would say his farewells to his 

family fearing that he would go and never come back.165 
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The Creation of a Delinquent  

In Discipline and Punish, Foucault argues that the prison actually produces more 

delinquency. It makes possible and even encourages the creation of a culture of delinquents who 

are loyal to one another rather than the “normal” society. It makes it harder for the prisoners to 

be integrated into society as well as impoverishes the delinquent’s family.166 This applies to Arab 

prisons, which have become at times a breeding ground for religious and political radicalization 

as we have seen in the Egyptian prisons with Ahmed Raef and Sayyid Qutb. Radicalization can 

intensify among prisoners themselves turning victim to victimizers. In Khalifa’s The Shell, we 

see how the Muslim Brotherhood inmates assisted the protagonist in his plight until they 

assumed that he was Christian where they treated him with less civility. However, when they 

discovered that he was an atheist, they isolated him. In confinement, where the only means of 

protecting one’s sanity is through communication, the fellow prisoners’ verdict becomes harsher 

than any punishment bestowed by the guards. Moreover, “a single individual can be both a 

victim and a torturer at the same time.”167 As mentioned earlier, sometimes the prisoners were 

forced to sign confessions or give up names of alleged conspirators and at times to save 

themselves from the intensity of the punishments, some prisoners gave out names of people they 

knew although they were sure of their innocence.  

Hence, prisons in the Arab world cannot be considered a place where prisoners were 

reformed or educated in order to be rehabilitated. Rather, prisons become breeding places for 

extremists and terrorists due to the harsh conditions and the torture these prisoners were exposed 
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to within the walls of the prison. In other instances, political prisoners become more entrenched 

in their views and unwavering in their resilience. There are several examples of people 

radicalized in prison. For instance, the leader of ISIS, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, was imprisoned in 

“Boka” prison in Iraq in 2004, and after he got out of prison, he created the militant group “Ahl 

al-Sunna wa al-Jama‘ah,” in which he served as head of the shari‘a committee, and that was the 

beginning of his radicalism. “Boka” prison was an abode for terrorism and a great source for 

recruiting young terrorists. Completely isolated from the outside world and subjected to 

continuous acts of torture and violence, these young prisoners found no refuge except in those 

elder prisoners who easily indoctrinated them into their ideology.  

Sayyid Qutb and Ayman al-Zawahiri, second to Usama bin Ladin, are examples of prison 

radicalization. Qutb, who opposed Nasser’s secular nationalist ideology, planned with the 

Muslim Brotherhood the assassination of the Egyptian president in 1954. However, their attempt 

failed and Qutb was imprisoned, tortured, and later executed. In the first three years of his 

imprisonment, Qutb was brutally tortured but was given more freedom in later years including 

the freedom to write. It was then that he wrote his most controversial and influential book, a 

manifesto for political Islam called Ma‘alim fi-al-Tariq (“Milestones”).  

Al-Zawahiri, who was a medical surgeon, was influenced since his youth by Qutb, who 

opposed secular laws and believed that Egypt must be ruled by the shari‘a (Islamic law). Al-

Zawahiri was introduced to Qutb by his maternal uncle Mahfouz Azzam, who was Qutb’s lawyer 

and the last to see him before his execution. Al-Zawahiri heard first-hand stories about Qutb, his 

ideology, and the torment he endured in prison. Al-Zawahiri himself was later arrested as one of 

the hundreds accused of the assassination of the Egyptian president Anwar Sadat in 1981 and 
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was reportedly tortured as well. In that regard, Abdel Rhaman Munif, the Saudi author, expresses 

the feelings and resentments of these prisoners in his book: 

 

It was only my will receiving the blows and returning them angry and stern looks…I 

 persisted as such…I was not frightened. I did not back down: frozen water, let it be; 

 hanged for seven days, let it be; threatened with death as bullets spray all around us, let it 

 be. It was my will that was resisting.168 

 

Miriam Cooke writes, “Prison-consciousness is the best way to describe the awareness of 

the significance but also of the danger inherent in the literary project which may be cause or 

outcome of the prison experience.”169 She adds that, “since the 1960s, Egyptian writers have 

been imprisoned for their ideas and publications. Many have written about their experiences and 

what it was like to reenter the mainstream.”170 Foucault identifies how the prison has always 

been used as a method of social control for people who are considered undesirable. The theorist 

suggests that there is a “symbolic connection” between prisoners and the prison as an entity that 

exists to keep people out of prison by means of fear.171 The increase in the number of prisons in 

the Arab world can be explained by the ruling class’s desire to maintain control and power, and, 

as Foucault maintains, the prison becomes a way of controlling populations that have come to be 
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constructed as having no autonomy.172 

 

Conclusion 

As a result of the Arab world’s historical (and at times uneasy) relationship to colonial 

and global superpowers, political systems in the region remained elitists and plagued by 

violence, repression, and conflict. The same forms of “domination and institutional hierarchies 

seem to appear time and time again, only in different garbs and ever more cunning disguises. 

With every popular uprising against the state and with every over throw of some repressive 

regime or the other…there is always a new discourse of power to take place to the old.”173 Syria 

is no exception. The objective of the terror practices of the dictatorship is not to repress internal 

enemies only, but also to produce a new nation. By terrorizing the “enemies of the state,” the 

regime sets an exemplifying practice, a cautionary measure for the whole population brining it 

under the umbrella of a disciplining project either through complicity or through fear. The term 

terrorism, being inherently political, is often used as a political tool. Bruce Hoffman attributes 

the term’s contested meaning to the fact that usage of the term has changed over time to 

accommodate the political discourse of each successive era.174 

It is noteworthy here to mention that, “even prison narratives canonized by history raise 

the question, implicit in any text but especially pointed in narratives by those whom society has 
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judged as criminals, of whether the narrator is trustworthy and his actions are justified.”175 Since 

literature of the prison “evokes at some level of consciousness the theme of art and artistic 

expression as liberation, this literature sometimes, predictably, blurs the distinction between 

personal narratives of prisoners and authorial dictions about the experience of prison.”176 It is a 

theme “that often demands an exceptionally strong emotional and sympathetic response from the 

reader and can earn works that deal with it a level of attention or influence they might not 

otherwise merit on purely artistic grounds…[also] it has an important role to play in altering 

political consciousness and so in creating or sustaining impetus for political reform.”177 As 

Barbara Harlow argues, prison writing challenges “the contemporary university structure and the 

institutions of the state of which it is a part to rethink the social and cultural traditions[…]that the 

university has inherited and is engaged in reproducing.”178 Through reading this literature, the 

reader is able to “reimagine the prison as a space not only for ostensibly “lawless villains” of 

society, but also for those who fight against the dominant ideas of the day.”179
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CHAPTER 4. FEMALE PRISON DISCOURSE 

 

Women in the Middle East and North Africa are “enfranchised minors,” Rania Maktabi 

argues, because they have the right to vote but they do not have a voice of their own in terms of 

autonomous civic personhood.1 She explains how the state or male guardianship is embedded in 

family law, where males are custodians of women in issues related to marriage, divorce, and 

child custody, in social security laws, where it is assumed that the men are the bread-winners and 

women are dependent on men for their survival, in criminal law, where domestic violence is not 

criminalized, and in nationality law, where in many Arab countries women cannot bestow their 

nationality on their children.2 Proponents of reform of family law question the legitimacy of 

some codified religious laws that serve as the state’s authoritative family law. They maintain that 

codification of religious law as state law bolsters and perpetuates patriarchal form of dominance 

where male citizens are privileged socially, economically, and psychologically compared to 

female citizens.3 Opponents of reform, such as religious scholars and members of conservative 

Islamist groups, support the status quo through maintaining clerical orthodoxy and patriarchal 

norms embedded in family law. They question the political regime’s judicial and legislative 

authority in promulgating religious laws that pertain to personal status and family affairs. They 

are also skeptical of what is seen as an undesirable secularization of social norms and values 

under the auspices of the state apparatus in ways that would diminish the Islamic or Christian 
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tenets and social norms.4 There are two sets of female civil rights: group-based civil rights and 

individual-based civil rights. Group-based civil rights reflect notion of citizens as members of 

kinship structures organized along patriarchal lines, often privileging male citizens over females, 

while individually based civil rights are grounded in a citizen’s direct membership in the state 

where he or she has autonomous rights guaranteed by state authorities, regardless of religious or 

ethnic group affiliation.5 Still, the vast majority of Arab female citizens live their lives under 

some sort of male guardianship regimes.6 

Western feminist hegemonic superiority produces a universal image of Arab Muslim 

women such as being veiled, obedient wives, and oppressed.7 However, one of the major 

contributions of feminist scholarship has been to highlight (and contest) the ways in which 

“woman” has been culturally and politically designated as less than fully human and the extent to 

which this dehumanization depends upon negative discourses of the body, as well as 

philosophical constructions of the human subject as disembodied.8 

Many Arab women have been politically active and many became political prisoners. 

Women enter the political arena fully aware of the prejudices and consequences of their political 

activism along with men. However, women’s struggle is not only with the state but with 

patriarchy as well. A political prisoner is someone incarcerated by the authoritarian regime for 
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his/her political views. All the authors (men and women) mentioned in this work can be 

categorized as political prisoners. However, the state added more names to describe those 

prisoners from “enemies of the state” to delinquents to criminals. The latter, however, might 

seem surprising when addressing Arab women who have been deemed passive victims. Hence, 

the Arab woman political prisoner has subverted a gender prescribed for her, and the virtue of 

being a political prisoner is her first act of a counter-discourse. The Arab states used technologies 

of terror aimed at identifying and denouncing those whom they deemed a threat to their 

existence. It is the spread of suspicion, secrecy, and silence that allowed the state agents to 

persecute, arrest, and torture these writers. 

 The amount of writings that can be wrapped under the umbrella of Arab prison writing is 

vast. The majority of what has been written was written by male writers; however, women’s 

contribution in this area is still limited despite the growing number of women prisoners before 

and after the Arab Spring uprisings. The questions that remain: Why are not women writing 

about their prison experience like men? What are the social inhibitions that prevent such 

writings? And what role do social taboos play in furthering the silence of these women? In her 

article, “Writing the body and the Rhetoric of Protest in Arab Women’s Literature,” Miral al-

Tahawy writes, “the representation of a free woman in Arab society is that of a fertile, amiable, 

chaste woman whom no one sees. Subsequently, free women were prevented from engaging in 

writing as a way of forcefully protecting their chastity.”9 In the Modern age, the emergence of 

women’s writing “coincided with the act of lifting the veil and removing the hijab.”10 Hence, 
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“women’s writing and the lifting of the veil constituted a breach in the isolation imposed on 

women’s worlds…writing represented the primary form of being present in that public sphere.”11 

In that regard, the act of writing for women becomes “a liberating act because it is awareness, 

positioning, and exposure of experiences and sufferings and imaginations and needs and dreams 

that have long been silenced and concealed––writing crystalizes them and takes them out into the 

public domain.”12 Arab women’s writing is in itself a revolution, a resistance, and a rebellion 

against a patriarchal society. It signifies the breaking of political, religious, and social taboos. As 

we have seen from our previous discussion on Arab male writers, “the human body, male and 

female, has often been used as an instrument of protest. In many cases, manifestations of the 

body have served as protest either by acceptance or rejection, just as the body has been used 

politically by subjugating and violating it in torture and coercion.”13 

The writings about the state’s atrocities moved the narrative from the private to the public 

arena, and this reframing is hugely significant politically because they turned from acts meant to 

dehumanize the prisoners to pieces of evidence against the communities that perpetuated 

violence. These writings then were key to raise awareness and condemnation of the state because 

they were reframed. As Judith Butler explains in Frames of War, by reframing a narrative, 

“othering” can be challenged or changed. 14  
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Eric J. Hobsbawn’s and Ranger Terrence’s argument that the idea of a nation is 

constructed through the invention and repetition of traditional values and behaviors, while 

creating the illusion of a continued connection with the past significantly resonates with the 

creation of the Arab nation.15 Beth Baron writes, “the woman question became a frontline in the 

struggle among Egyptians to define and defend a national culture.”16 She contends that, “the 

rhetoric of family honor provided a language with which to address colonial occupation and 

invasion as an assault on the nation’s honor.”17 

Arab women have been more often than not recognized as the body of the nation. Hence, 

the violation of the woman’s body is a violation of the nation itself. Therefore, the bodies of the 

women are vulnerable to penetration and violation and thus they need constant vigilance and 

policing.18 As Ruth Seifert also argues, “the rape of women of a community, culture, or nation 

can be regarded as a symbolic rape of that community.”19 Hence, “implicit in the metaphor [of 

nation as women] is a tacit agreement that men who cannot defend their women/nation against 

rape have lost their ‘claim’ to that body, the land. Hence, ‘rape’ becomes a metaphor of national 

or state humiliation.”20 Furthermore, in a hyper masculinized highly patriarchal society, rape 
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provides a site of domination over other men as well. The authorities and much of the public 

regard political prisoners as “criminal deviants,” but female political prisoners are further 

denigrated as “social deviants.” Women are not meant to get their hands and minds “dirty” with 

political work.21 

Women did not escape incarceration, and although a great number of women joined men 

in paying the price for their rebelliousness, a much smaller number wrote about their 

experiences. As we have seen in chapter two, the prison experience can be tragic and has 

detrimental effects on the prisoner regardless of gender. However, for the Arab woman, the 

prison was a source of additional problems, for women’s problems usually begin after they are 

released. Most of the times the woman has to go back to her family’s residence, and in a society 

that values women’s virginity, for it is tied to men’s honor, a female prisoner who is tortured and 

subjected to all kinds of atrocities in the prison becomes a pariah in the outside world. In 

addition, a woman may become pregnant and hence all sorts of problems arise. Therefore, in 

addition to the psychological trauma that comes with rape, there is the trauma of not being 

accepted, of being blamed, and eventually of being neglected. 

For women, torture was physical as well as psychological. In the prison, rape becomes a 

standard form of punishment. On the one hand, rape is used to instill fear to silence women and 

to ensure they stay home. On the other, the rape or the threat of rape of female siblings or female 
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relatives by the authorities is used as a deterrence, warning, or punishment of the male activists. 

Hence, “[r]ape and sexual torture attack women’s sense of sexuality and femininity and reinforce 

social views of women as the weaker, more vulnerable gender.22 In addition, the “near total 

absence of accountability for such violations perpetuates the cycle of violence, manifesting in 

shame and entrenching grievances within affected communities.”23 Even when women are not 

raped, as in the case of the three authors mentioned in this chapter, the threat of rape, which kept 

looming over the authors, instill enough fear to keep the victims on their toes. 

There are many possible ways to define violence. The World Health Organization defines 

violence as “The intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or actual, against oneself, 

another person, or against a group or community, that either results in or has a high likelihood of 

resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, mal-development or deprivation.”24 The Universal 

Declaration to Combat Violence against Women in 1993 defined violence against women as any 

act of violence based on gender, which results, or is likely to result, in harm or physical, sexual, 

or psychological suffering for women, including the threat of committing such an act, coercion 

or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether inflicted in public or private life.25 In addition, the 

Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, which was adopted by 189 nations, emphasized that 
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violence against women is a violation of human rights and an obstacle to women’s full 

enjoyment of all human rights.26 

In a round table discussion in “La Folie Encerclee,” Michel Foucault argues for the 

“desexualization of rape” where rape will be considered an act of violence just like a punch on 

the face.27 He claims that otherwise sexuality, “as such, in the body, [would attain] a 

preponderant place, the sexual organ isn’t like a hand, hair, or a nose. It therefore has to be 

protected, surrounded, invested in any case with legislation that isn’t that pertaining to the rest of 

the body.... It isn’t a matter of sexuality, it’s the physical violence that would be punished, 

without bringing in the fact that sexuality was involved.”28 For Foucault, “sex” does not 

“preexist the social.” Indeed, the designation of “sex” is not a biological or ontological given. 

Rather, sex and sexuality are produced in relation to other workings of power. Foucault would 

posit that a feminist politics that rests on a notion of power divorced from sex, as if sex 

preexisted the social, is compliant with the very power it aims to elude.”29 Hence, Foucault’s 

theory of productive power “offers a new way to conceive of the feminine body. On the one 

hand, the disciplinary effects of power have shaped the feminine body as weak and marked by 

passivity and violability.” On the other, Foucault tells us that “resistance is located right at the 

point where relations of power are exercised.”30 In other words, “Locating resistance within 
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one’s self, within one’s own body, changes the occurrence and meaning of rape by underscoring 

women’s strength and capacity.”31 Going back to the question that Foucault asks precisely, “how 

rape comes to be realized as the trauma that it is and why being violated in one’s sexual parts is 

different from being violated elsewhere. Rape is realized as such an embodied trauma because 

sex and sexuality are produced as the core of one’s being; as foundational to the self. Our 

genitals, and the gendered identity they signify, are saturated with social meaning.”32  

In her Mudhakkarati fi Sijn al-Nisa’, the Egyptian author Nawal al-Saadawi writes that as 

a child she had even feared looking between her legs for that area was forbidden and entails 

shame, fear, and God’s mighty power to punish.33 The obsession with women’s sexuality led to 

the increase in FGM, or Female Genital Mutilation, in Egypt, which al-Saadawi herself 

underwent when she was six years old. In that regard, she writes that FGM was performed on all 

women regardless of their age or social status and whether they lived in rural or urban areas. 

Furthermore, she credits her writings and her outspokenness against the operation in saving her 

daughter and girls of her generation from undergoing the same operation. 

The importance the Arab society places on women’s virginity and its direct correlation to 

the family’s honor is a widely known phenomenon. Linguistically, we can differentiate in Arabic 

between girl (bint) and woman (imra’a). For instance, bint is used to address an unmarried 

woman regardless of her age and the term denotes virginity, while imra’a is used to address and 
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refer to married women who are no longer virgins. The term is also used on men as an insult.34 

Al-Saadawi writes that the family’s reputation is reliant completely on the condition of the 

hymen, which she refers to as “the very fine membrane called ‘honour.’”35 Hence, any 

involvement in any activity, such as riding a bike or using tampons should be avoided. Mothers 

“rationalize the severity with which they socialize their daughters’ sexual behavior by pointing 

out that it has the effect of…insuring marital success and preserving the good name of the family 

and lineage…which would stand to lose respect in society if its women were morally lacking.”36 

These “pressures governed by strong cultural and religious understandings of specific gender 

roles and by traditional values relating to female sexuality in turn impact the construction of the 

representations of female virginity.”37 In other words, “The hymen, in this context, acquires the 

double function of being both a mark of virginity and of delineating the boundaries of the body 

that is called female.”38 This obsession with women’s virginity then is less of a moral concern 

and more of a realpolitik.39 
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The United Nations 1992 “Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women” 

defines violence against women as “any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely 

to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women. It also included 

threats of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivations of liberty, whether occurring in public or 

private life.”40 In the Arab culture, rape and sexual violence fall into the domain of the 

unspeakable, evoking feelings of vulnerability and shame. Stories of sexual violence are left out 

of women’s writings since these women are apprehensive about discussing their experience of 

sexual violence. Moreover, there is a cloud of silence around sexual abuse out of fear of social 

repercussions and in an attempt to protect other family members from dishonorable act as if the 

victim herself is guilty and is thus contaminated with the disgrace of the abuse. Thus, rape or the 

threat of rape is to break the spirit of the dissident community. In this chapter, I will argue that it 

is in the absence of rape stories that a new form of resistance is born.  

Women were imprisoned for their political involvement as well as religious and familial 

affiliations. They were also imprisoned as pawns to exert leverage against male kin. Regardless 

of the reasons behind their imprisonment, these women have turned their tragic experiences into 

a powerful lesson, an act of resistance. By putting their words on paper, they have turned the 

tables against their oppressors. By moving these sufferings from the private to the public, these 

authors “have written their own condemnation as core texts around which to build a new national 

literary history and communal identity.”41 Their narratives articulate human experience in ways 

that is invaluable to our understanding. We need to keep in mind, “challenges to documenting 
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sexual and gender-based violations include the social and culture stigma attached to such 

incidents. This greatly reduces the willingness of survivors to disclose sexual violence they 

endured.”42 

Women in prison found themselves confronting forms of oppression that were created by 

or derived from their unequal status in the society at large. The denial of human rights in the 

Arab world extends to the denial of equality between men and women in the political sphere. As 

Farida al-Naqqash writes to her husband: “I’m pursued here by accusing looks, which in 

themselves often communicate the question: Was it really necessary for you and your husband 

both to become involved in political work so that your children would face this sort of life? They 

accuse me to the point where I begin asking myself.”43 Al-Naqqash, like many educated women 

before her, was guilt-ridden and made to doubt herself and her accomplishments. Al-Naqqash’s 

words are reflected in a report by the Human Rights Council: 

 

Consequences for female survivors of sexual violence range from the very real threats of 

divorce and ex-communication from one’s family, to honour killings, particularly in more 

conservative areas. For unmarried women and girls, the prospects of a future marriage 

can be ruined. Many survivors––female and male––also remain in denial, unable to safely 

access treatment and mental health services even if they are available. In extreme cases, 

female survivors describe suicidal feelings with some eventually taking their own lives. 
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Male victims also suffer long-term physical and mental health issues including 

depression, many times compounded by an inability to admit to others what they 

experienced, in large part out of fear that perceived loss of masculinity would prevent 

them from fulfilling traditional gender roles.44 

 

In the Arab world generally, there is a certain hesitance towards openly discussing 

matters of sexual nature. The Moroccan Scholar Fatima Mernissi traces this reluctance to discuss 

menstruation to pre-Islamic Arabia where menstruating women were regarded as “polluting, a 

pole of negative forces.”45 These views have not been fully eradicated. “Many tortures in 

[prisons] are organized as sexual spectacles, ritualized acts of sadism, in which inflicting extreme 

pain and death are sexual acts, performed and watched for sexual enjoyment.”46 It was not until 

the 1980s that rape started to be conceptualized as a human rights violation.47 Sexual abuse 

followed gender differences. In male prison writing, we learn that sexual abuse was a form of 

physical violence. In female prison writing, however, accounts of sexual abuse are usually 

suppressed. For instance, the Egyptian activist Zaynab al-Ghazali writes that when she was 
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threatened with rape, God interfered and froze the perpetrators in their tracks.48 Even in those 

prisons where the prisoner is dehumanized, gender remains an important construct. 

The male dominated prison system in the Arab world used abusive techniques on female 

prisoners in an exclusively female way.49 In Arab societies, it is considered ‘ayb (shameful) for a 

woman to talk openly about her bodily function, especially menstrual blood, which is considered 

unclean and dirty. Hence, dehumanization here is gender based. The female assertion that a 

menstruating woman is perfectly normal is the assertion that the female is not weak and 

polluting. The normal body, the default body, the body that everybody is assumed to be, is a 

body not bleeding from the vagina. Thus, to be normal and to be taken as normal, the 

menstruating women must not speak about her bleeding and must conceal evidence of it.50 “We 

cannot separate the vulnerabilities of bodies socially and politically induced from its connections 

with the security and vulnerability of the body politic.”51 Employing a Foucauldian analysis of 

the body requires, as Holly Henderson maintains, “a careful examination of the power relations 

that are inscribed on the feminine body. A significant part of the female victim’s experience of 

rape is the constitutive element. That is, rape is an instance in which discourse of power produces 
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the feminine body as feminine and weak.”52 However, Foucault reminds us that, “resistance to 

this constitutive discourse of power is also located with the feminine body…if the feminine body 

is a surface on which the tenets of a sexually hierarchal structure are written.”53 Foucault 

suggests that the feminine body is also the site where those tenets may be fought. 

Arab women writers have provided textual accounts, narratives, and autobiographies of 

their prison experiences. Their personal itineraries, “which have taken them through struggle, 

interrogation, incarceration, and, in many cases physical torture, are attested to in their own 

narratives as part of a historical agenda, a collective enterprise.”54 These writings taken 

collectively produce a common statement challenging both state authoritarianism and patriarchy. 

In this section of the chapter, I discuss three women writers: Nawal al-Saadawi, a secular 

Egyptian feminist imprisoned for two months in 1981 under the Sadat regime; Zaynab al-

Gahazli, also called “the mother of the Muslim Brotherhood,” was an Egyptian Islamist 

imprisoned in 1965 by the Nasser regime; and Heba al-Dabbagh, who was imprisoned by al-

Assad regime in 1980 for her brother’s association with the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood. 

 

Nawal al-Saadawi (d. 2021) 

Nawal al-Saadawi was born on October 27, 1931, in a village called Kafr Tahla in 

Qalubiyya in the Egyptian Delta. Her father was an inspector in the Ministry of Education. Al-

Saadawi graduated from the medical school of Cairo university with a psychiatry degree. She 
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then went on to become Egypt’s director of Public Health. Al-Saadawi was very critical of the 

Camp David Peace Accords (1978) between Egypt and Israel, which led to her exile by the 

government from Egypt. She was also imprisoned and accused of being an infidel because she 

advocated the separation of religion and the state.55 In 1981, she was imprisoned under the Sadat 

regime for alleged “crimes against the state.” 

Throughout her writing career, al-Saadawi was a critic of the state violence, religious 

fundamentalism, gender, and political oppression. “She faced detention, exile, received death 

threats, her books were burned, banned, and she was accused of apostasy and heresy.”56 

Al-Saadawi’s writings aim at exposing Arab women’s organizations and patriarchal oppression 

and subjugation of women. In her books she shows how “women’s sexuality is stringently 

regulated and disciplined by patriarchy.”57 

For al-Saadawi, patriarchy employs religious discourse to subjugate women.58 The 

female body, in that regard, became an “object of protection in the greater scheme of patriarchal 

politics.”59 Al-Saadawi emphasizes that distinguishing between women’s liberation and 
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country’s liberation is only a creation of the patriarchal system that occupies her society.60 In her 

preface to The Hidden Face of Eve, al-Saadawi states that male thinkers wish to separate the 

“arduous struggles of women for self-emancipation from the revolt of people everywhere, men 

and women, against the present structure of society.”61 Al-Saadawi defended herself against the 

accusations of being pro-western feminist, atheists, and even communists. She writes, 

 

Women who accuse me of being pro-western are liars or have never read my work. The 

most important characteristic of my work is that I don’t separate off the neo-colonial 

machine…international politics…from the family and the personal lives of my 

characters…even some of the leftist groups in Egypt accuse me of being pro-western, but 

that is because I criticize their silence about gender when considering class. Meanwhile, 

the Right calls me a communist because I link class and patriarchy! And the religious 

fanatics call me an atheist because I’m critical of religious hypocrisy and because I say 

we need a real Islam, a real religion… and that’s justice. I didn’t learn this sense of 

justice from the West, I learned it from my illiterate grandmother, a peasant who never 

read the Koran.62 

 

Arab women, like al-Saadawi, react in a myriad of ways to state, military, and patriarchal 

control. In contrast to the Orientalist stereotypical views of Arab women as victimized meek 
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pawns living under the thumbs of their men, Arab women have proven once and again that their 

resilience should not be underestimated. For instance, al-Saadawi took up her pen and wrote 

about her experience as a political prisoner in Mudhakkarati fi Sijn al-Nisa’, then she circulated 

her book internationally. To that effect, she writes, “I had been feeling estranged in my own 

country, why? Because I written a book containing new ideas and because in one of the lectures I 

gave in the College of Medicine at Ain Shams University in Cairo, I had stood up and gave my 

views on women, society, medicine, literature and politics, for I don’t isolate any of these topics 

from the other.”63 

Al-Saadawi wrote about her detention experience in 1981. Her memoir covered her 

experience as a prisoner from the moment of her arrest until the moment she and her colleagues 

were released from the prison. On September 6, 1981, she reported that she heard thumping at 

her door and when she went to see who was it, she found it was the security forces. They wanted 

to search her house, but since they did not have a warrant, she refused to let them do so. She 

relates how the sound of their heavy boots reverberated in the house giving the illusion that they 

were at war. Al-Saadawi was taken to the Qantara prison where she was imprisoned along with 

other female activists and writers.64 

In her book, the author relates the details of her imprisonment illustrating how she was 

able to beat the fear that crept into her life with every insect roaming on her body, every bite of 

bad tasteless food, and every sleepless night she had to endure due to the uncomfortable sleeping 

conditions. In order to keep her sanity, she distracted herself with mundane, routine exercises. 

Part of the psychological torture is degradation of which examples are: “the poor/non-private 
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sanitary facilities; vermin or insects in cells; overcrowding, lack of movement. The use of 

unwarranted physical force by the state agents, the manner of conducting search of an 

individual,”65 are all signs of degradation and express a particular form of violation of human 

dignity. Humiliation is part of degradation.66 She found salvation in writing although it was the 

reason behind her predicament. Papers and pens were not allowed in cells, especially in those of 

political prisoners. However, al-Saadawi managed to write on toilet and cigarette papers. She 

describes how when everything calms down after midnight, she would walk up on her toes to the 

water cycle where she would put the aluminum dish over her knee and then place the long toilet 

paper and would start writing. She writes, 

 

When I went to prison I was already 50 years old––quite mature––so I was strong enough 

 to survive. It’s a battle, but you go on. You are conquered and then you conquer. You are 

 not broken. In prison, you face real life. Prison is like death, like exile, you face 

 something horrible that you were so afraid of all your life––I was so afraid of prison and 

 of death and of exile and of loneliness, of everything, but when I was in it, I lost my fear. 

 You have to face these things to lose your fear.67 
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She further analyzes the life of both non-political and political prisoners and denounces the 

horrible conditions of Egyptian prisons. 

Al-Saadawi also describes in her book the life in Egypt under the Sadat regime. She 

reveals that life was of constant surveillance and punishment. People wonder whether they are 

being watched and their conversations listened to at all times. The proverb “the walls have ears” 

became a way of life. Her description resonates with George Orwell’s novel of dystopic 

panopticism: 

 

There was of course no way of knowing whether you were being watched at any given 

 moment. How often, or on what system, the thought Police plugged in on any individual 

 wire was guesswork. It was even conceivable that they watched everybody all the time…. 

 You had to live-did live, from habit that became instinct-in the assumption that every 

 sound you made was overheard, and, except in darkness, every moment scrutinized.68 

 

The relationship among the women prisoners in the beginning of their imprisonment was 

a reflection of women’s interactions in the outside world, for we see that al-Saadawi’s concern 

for affiliation with her fellow inmates is “thwarted by the same forms of dissension that divided 

Egyptian social life outside the prison walls and by the failure on the part of the women to 

recognize within the differences––political, religious, and civil––that distinguish them, their 

common cause in terms of opposition to a repressive state apparatus.”69 However, this 
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relationship undergoes a drastic shift, and by the time al-Saadawi was released from prison she 

had outgrown a feeling of nostalgia for her fellow inmates which made her come back to visit 

carrying food. This interpersonal contact among the prisoners serves as a counter-discourse. 

Al-Saadawi was held in prison with thirteen other women who had different political and 

religious ideologies, but, as the author describes it, once they were in prison, they developed 

some kind of solidarity: “We began our life in prison by repairing the state of the toilet. That was 

the first point of agreement and it was the beginning of a common ground among all cellmates, 

veiled, and bareheaded.”70 Thus, there is a commonality among women’s suffering that 

transcends individual stories and experiences like the one al-Saadawi found in a female non-

political prisoner named Fathiyya. When al-Saadawi looked at Fathiyya, she was reminded of 

herself: “My hand, as it grips the pen, is like her hand when she took hold of the hoe and struck 

the blow. It is just as if I were striking blows with the pen at a corrupt, black head which wanted 

to abduct my freedom and life, to deform my true self, and to force me to sell my mind and to 

say yes when I want to say no.”71 

Amal Amireh in her article, “Framing Nawal al-Saadawi: Arab Feminism in a 

Transnational World,” explains that al-Saadawi “addresses readers with the confidence of a 

physician, the passion of an activist, the credibility of an eye witness, and the pathos of an 

injured woman.”72 Al-Saadawi gains a sense of self-definition and empowerment throughout and 

against what she considers to be fake or unjust forces within and outside her society. Like other 
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political writers, she feels the need to construct resistant narrative and redefines her relationship 

to her society.73 

The prison accounts by female writers act as counter-discourse that shatters the depiction 

of women as oppressed, submissive, and passive. Pauline Homsi Vinson analyzes the 

autobiographical work of Arab women. She writes, “Personal memory in their texts become 

integral not only to representing the self in autobiographical form but also to reevaluating 

political perceptions of the historical events that have shaped their lives…they construct 

resistance narratives, presenting their own views of themselves and the world around them.”74 In 

spite of the fear of death, tyranny, and alienation, authors like al-Saadawi found the power within 

to rebel against violence, oppression, and cruelty through writing. To al-Saadawi, writing is “like 

killing, because it takes a lot of courage…because you are killing ideas, you are killing injuries, 

you are killing systems that oppress.”75  

Al-Saadawi realizes the danger she presents because of her writings. She writes: “I was 

imprisoned because I am a writer, not because I am a member of any particular political party or 

group, but simply because I expressed myself in written form on a variety of subjects having to 

do with Arab women.”76 The fear the authoritarian state harbors for the pen is illustrated in al-

Saadawi’s Mudhakkarati fi Sijn al-Nisa’. One of the inmates asks the warden for a pen to write a 
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letter to her family, the warden’s response was that she would rather give her a pistol than a pen. 

“The comparison between a pistol and a pen and paper rang in my ears oddly,” she writes, “like a 

line from a farce. I thought I must be sitting in a theatre. I had not imagined that pen and paper 

could be more dangerous than pistols in the world of reality and fact.”77 

Women’s “participation in revolutionary struggles, witnessing murders of loved ones, 

suffering disappearances, rapes, tortures, and perhaps most poignantly, women’s specific 

resistance to military rule, all attest to their own condition […] which propels them to insure, that 

their story is heard, written and read.”78 Through these writings, the authors explicitly contest 

official versions of history.79 They need to write so their words would reach as many people as 

possible. The secrecy behind prison walls should be broken by the readers of this literature. 

Readers are al-Saadawi’s only hope. She writes, “since childhood a dream has inhabited my 

imagination. I write my words and people read them today, tomorrow, the day after. When does 

not matter, for people will read them. Those are the people who make the homeland, and my 

homeland has become those people.”80 The prison writers, like Foucault, believe that power does 

not only limit and oppress but also engenders new forms of behavior sometimes opposite to what 

is supposed to create and to take it one step further. For women prison writers in particular, 

power continued to assert their sexual identity in the face of societal judgment. 

 

                                                        
77 Al-Saadawi, Mudhakkarati, 49.  

 
78 Nancy Saparta Sternbach, “Re-Membering the Dead: Latin American’s Women 

Testimonial Discourse,” Latin American Perspectives 18, no. 3 (1991): 91-102.  
 
79 See Kimberly Nance, Can Literature Promote Justice? Trauma Narrative and Social 

Action in Latin American Testimonio (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press), 2006.  
 
80 Al-Saadawi, Mudhakkarati, 200. 



 189 

Zaynab al-Ghazali (d. 2005) 

Zaynab al-Ghazali was an Egyptian Islamist and one of the most controversial female 

Muslim figures of the twenty-first century. She was born in 1917 into the household of a local 

religious leader and was indoctrinated into the importance of religion from an early age. Her 

father incessantly encouraged her to be a leader who embraces Islam and the indigenous 

traditions of Egypt.81 

Al-Ghazali started a women’s organization, The Society of Muslim Women, in the late 

1930s with the primary aim of providing charitable services to poor women and children. 

However, the Society expanded its role to training women in the art of preaching where they 

would hold meetings to spread the word and teachings of Islam. They held those meetings in 

their homes or in mosques. Although al-Ghazali did not receive any formal education, religious 

or otherwise, she became a powerful orator and public speaker, and it was then when the founder 

of the Muslim Brotherhood Hasan al-Banna asked her to join the movement. Al-Ghazali never 

formally merged her organization with the Muslim Brotherhood, nonetheless, she and her 

organization came to be perceived as part of the Islamic opposition to the government. After 

many lead members of the Brotherhood were imprisoned, al-Ghazali became one of its main 

coordinators. As a result, Gamal Abdel Nasser dissolved her Society and imprisoned her for six 

years.82 

In 1996, the Egyptian state enacted a law that requires (men and women) to undergo a 

two-year training program administered by the Ministry of Religious Affairs, regardless of their 
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previous religious education or training. Upon the completion of this training, the trainee is 

endowed with a certificate by which he/she can practice their preaching. Anyone caught 

preaching without a license would be imprisoned for up to three months and pay a fine. The State 

had “stepped up its surveillance of women’s mosque lessons, and it’s now customary to see a 

government employee with a tape recorder sitting at the back of the mosque recording the 

lessons, which are then examined for phrases and ideas considered objectionable from the state’s 

point of view.”83 Al-Ghazali’s Society was the first women Muslim Association in Egypt and it 

had brought a new dimension towards the development of Islam in Egypt.84 Al-Ghazali’s 

activism developed early in her life. For instance, she joined the secular Egyptian Feminist 

Union (EFU) when she was eighteen years old, however, she quickly became frustrated with the 

Union because of its secular and pro-Western stance. As a result, she quit the Union and went on 

to establish her own Islamic Society in 1936. 

In the first half of the twentieth-century, Egypt experienced the rise of ideological 

movements, which resulted in the establishment of feminist movements that advocated the 

advancements of women. Some of these movements promoted secularism and the 

Westernization of the Egyptian society while others called for more Islamization. The line 

between Islamization and the Westernization was murky since women could subscribe to both 

ideologies at the same time. The Westernized feminists argued that incorrectly-interpreted 

Islamic traditions were the roots of the women’s oppression, whereas Islamists believed that it is 

the lack of religious education, especially women’s education in Qur’anic teachings, that led to 
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their oppression.85 Al-Ghazali’s advocacy of the Islamization of the Egyptian society and her 

staunch opposition to the secular government of Egypt earned her a place in Egyptian prisons. 

Al-Ghazali’s political activism (and the state’s accusation against her to assassinate 

Nasser) was the reason not only for her imprisonment but also for her torture in Nasser’s prisons. 

Torture for al-Ghazali was a means to her goal of salvation, but it was above all a lesson and a 

guide for others. Her sufferings seem to be less felt when they are presented as spectacle. Her 

divinely protected body becomes the instrumentality through which others may be saved.86 

 Al-Ghazali’s prison memoir Ayyam min Hayati was first published in Arabic in 1989. 

The book was translated to English under the title Return of the Pharaoh: Memoir in Nasir’s 

Prison by Mokrane Guezzou, published by the Islamic Foundation in 1994. The memoir expands 

on the kinds of experience described by members of the Muslim Brotherhood who had been 

imprisoned in the 1950s and 1960s.87 

Al-Ghazali’s autobiography opens with a car accident, an assassination attempt on her by 

Nasser, who is referred to as pharaoh in the title of the English translation. While recovering in 

the hospital, she was reminded by an aide of Nasser’s hatred for her and the level of danger she 

poses to the State.88 The feelings towards each other (al-Ghazali and Nasser) were mutual, as we 

understand form al-Ghazali’s accounts: “Praise to Allah that he fears me and detests me. I too 
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detest him, for Allah. Nasser’s despotism only serves to increase our consciences and live for the 

fulfilment of our mission, the mission of tawhid [oneness of God]. We will triumph insha’allah, 

and the least that we can give for that is to be martyred for its sake.”89 Thus, al-Ghazali sees 

herself as a martyr with saintly attributes. Her religious superiority and unique piety are 

constantly highlighted with prophetic visions. To that effect, she writes, “I recalled the vision 

that Allah had favoured upon me…I had seen the prophet (Peace be Upon Him) wearing white 

clothes…I was standing with ‘A’isha (may Allah be pleased with her)…she was advising me 

about something when the Prophet (Peace be upon him) came to us, and called: ‘Have patience 

‘A’isha…‘A’isha was pressing my hand…and asked me to be patient.’”90 

The fate of the first man who was sent to rape al-Ghazali was death, “before I knew it, 

my hands were firmly around his neck. ‘Bismillah, Allahu Akar,’ I shouted and sank my teeth 

into the side of his neck. The man slipped out of my hands, white foam…frothed from his 

mouth…I was safe. Allah, the Exalted, has infused in me a strange force. A force sufficient to 

overcome this beast.”91 Al-Ghazali was a “strong figure who refused to bow down to oppressive 

regimes, whether they took the form of secular nationalism, indigenous patriarchy, or western 

feminism. She was clearly a mujahida or a female fighter.”92 

The Egyptian sociologist Saad Eddin Ibrahim writes that these prisoners felt “deep joy in 

defying society and its physical means of coercion. Several who claimed to have been severely 

tortured reported having images and dreams of prophets and saints welcoming them to the 
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Garden of Eden, or images of the just Islamic society being established upon their martyrdom… 

almost all…perceived their prison sentences as an integral part of their struggle (jihad), God’s 

testing of their faith and perseverance.”93 

Al-Ghazali suffers seven kinds of torture, each is associated with a separate cell, whips as 

many as one thousand per session, attacking dogs and men (the dogs bite and tear at her flesh, 

while the men were not able to rape her), week-long immersion in water, sleeping with rats, 

burning, hanging by her arms from two rings attached high to poles until she drops and then is 

suspended again.94 

Al-Ghazali denounces weak Muslim Brothers who could not hold out under torture. She 

denounces all those corrupt men in official positions who use their power to control, humiliate, 

and abuse those under them. She denounces those husbands of Muslim sisters who ran away 

while their wives were arrested.95 

Al-Ghazali’s righteousness makes her see other women prisoners, basically criminal 

prisoners, as way beneath her. She called them animals with meaningless lives who are only 

interested in eating and intercourse. “Blind animals led by blind men on a road which zigzagged 

endlessly in front of them,” she writes.96 Meeting these women was a worse fate than the 

humiliation, floggings, beatings, executions and starvation that she faced in the military prison. 

At least in that prison she was treated with the same footing as men, she put herself on par with 
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them, from the religious leader Sayyid Qutub to other Muslim Brotherhood members. Al-Ghazali 

thought of herself as one of them, if not even better for she has endured more torture and 

suffering. From the beginning of her account, she recounts stories of her torture and her 

resilience in the face of torture that overpassed her fellow men that even the “pharaoh,” in 

reference to Nasser, acknowledged her suffering in gendered terms.97  

What differentiates al-Ghazali from al-Saadawi is that al-Ghazali campaigned for women 

and the nation in Islamist terms, whereas the other feminists at the time, campaigned for 

women’s rights and human rights in pro-Western terms and language such as secularism and 

democracy. While secular feminists consistently stressed the superiority of the West in their 

feminist agendas and actions, al-Ghazali was committed to the shari‘a and the Islamic state.98  

 In Return of the Pharaoh: Memoir in Nasir’s Prison99, al-Ghazali is described as a 

“defenseless, helpless, and virtuous lady:”100  

 

A victim of this savagery and inhuman persecution…a helpless lady…humiliated, 

persecuted and physically assaulted by the soldiers, investigators and prison officials of 

President Nasser…the type of savagery and brutality…unashamedly unleashed on this 

defenseless and virtuous lady…on a lady who is by all account an embodiment of virtue, 
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piety, and modesty. Can any member of the civilized world imagine such despicable 

behavior from government officials being perpetuated on their own civilians?101 

 

However, the fragility of al-Ghazali is, of course, totally absent from the Arabic version of 

Return of the Pharaoh. However, in the English translation, al-Ghazali was wrapped in a cloth of 

domesticity in line with the image of Arab woman in the West.  

Women’s participation in, and support of, the Islamist movement provoked strong 

responses from feminists across a broad range of the political spectrum. One of the most 

common reaction is the supposition that women Islamist supporters are “pawns in a grand 

patriarchal plan, who if freed from their bondage, would naturally express their instinctual 

abhorrence for the traditional Islamic mores used to enchain them.”102 It is true that al-Ghazali 

regarded issues such as equality between men and women, individual rights, and the “woman 

question” as a “Western invention.” However, there is no denying the influence liberal discourse 

of early nationalism had on al-Ghazali’s thoughts. This influence is evident in her speeches and 

writings on the importance of women’s role in the political, public, and intellectual realm in 

addition to her role in the domestic sphere.103 In instances when Islamic practices depart from 

state-endorsed forms, they are met with the disciplinary force of the state apparatus.104 Although 
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al-Ghazali wraps women in a robe of domesticity, she is well aware of the innate capabilities of 

Muslim women, who “will find themselves in their natural kingdom, educating men.”105 

 Cooke asserts that Ayyam min Hayati is to be read as “a political text, written by a 

woman who understands what it means for a woman to write her life,” since from the beginning, 

al-Ghazali compares herself with men, put herself on par with them, often even places herself 

above them.106 As a political text, al-Ghazali writes her personal narrative to negotiate the re-

writing of the Islamist narrative of gender roles and the configuration of its androcentric gender 

politics. More importantly, this is a book written by a Muslim woman “in defiance of the popular 

myth that the voice of a woman must be considered ‘aura,’ a word meaning also mouth, 

pudenda, shame, something that must be kept hidden, away from the sphere of public 

exchange.”107 

Al-Ghazali also writes to validate the presence and enactment of Muslim sisterhood order 

against suppression in the hegemonic narrative of Brotherhood.108 Hence, the writing of her book 

is not a mere recording of an extra-ordinary life. It is the very construction of such a life. Writing 

is instrumental in the realization, and particularly, the elaboration and inscription of the lived 

experience.  
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Heba al-Dabbagh (1959-) 

The last prison writing to discuss in this chapter is Heba al- Dabbagh’s Just Five 

Minutes: Nine Years in Syrian Prisons. Al-Dabbagh was arrested on December 31, 1980 when 

the Syrian security forces raided her house where she lived with other girls. Like other prisoners, 

she was told that they need her for five minutes and that they will release her after they finish 

questioning her. The five minutes stretched to nine years. Al-Dabbagh is a Syrian who was 

allegedly imprisoned for her religious affiliation, for members of her family were activists in the 

Syrian Muslim Brotherhood. As she relates in her book, her imprisonment was a part of a 

revenge scheme against her male kin. Although al-Dabbagh denies officially belonging to the 

Muslim Brotherhood, she was a devout Muslim who truly believed that her piety and 

righteousness have saved her from harm, and that it was her duty as a Muslim to stay true to her 

faith and to face torture with resilience in order to set an example for her fellow brothers and 

sisters. 

Al-Dabbagh was detained as a way to force her brother to surrender himself. She writes 

that her brother, Safwan, fled to ‘Amman, Jordan, several months ago, seeking refuge from the 

Syrian government that accused him of being a member of the Brotherhood. According to al-

Dabbahgh, Safwan told his mother when she visited him in Amman that he was “afraid the 

Mukhabarat [secret police] will arrest my sister instead of me. I’m afraid they will take her as a 

hostage.”109 Al-Dabbagh’s brother was right to fear the security apparatus. For the security 

police did not only kidnap his sister but also killed all his family members.  
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In her book, al-Dabbagh talks about the circumstances behind her incarceration. She 

relates how during the period when the violence was at its height, clashes between the Islamists 

and the military forces were a daily occurrence. The security forces, that set up barricades inside 

cities and in front of universities, made random arrests, particularly among students and the 

youth groups. Her older brother was forced to leave their house in Hama, and flee the country 

after being charged of belonging to the Muslim Brotherhood. This charge was penalized by death 

according to law 49. His arrest, however, did not prompt her to do any action since she did not 

belong to any political group and she was not affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood. On the 

night of her arrest, she was preparing for her exams at the university.110  

Al-Dabbagh also talks about being tortured in prison where she was beaten with a 

bamboo stick on her feet, face, and other parts of her body. She was electrocuted and was forced 

to watch as they tortured and sexually abused her fellow prisoners although there is no mention 

in her account that she herself was raped. Al-Dabbagh also talks about her fellow male detainees 

who were subjected to unspeakable torture and many of whom died as a result. Al-Dabbagh was 

a victim and a witness at the same time. As Hanadi al-Samman demonstrates in her seminal 

book, Anxiety of Erasure: Trauma, Authorship, and the Diaspora in Arab Women’s Writings, 

“one does not need to be a direct victim of the traumatic event to experience its consequences; 

rather, being a member of the same oppressed group or a transmitter of the traumatic knowledge 

suffices to inflict the same traumatic triggers on the narrator and also on the reader.”111 Al-

Dabbagh watched as her fellow female prisoners were beaten, stripped, and hung low from their 

                                                        
110 Ibid. 
 
111 Hanadi al-Samman, Anxiety of Erasure: Trauma, Authorship, and the Diaspora in 

Arab Women’s Writings (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2015), 56.  



 199 

legs, and how they were sexually assaulted. In one instance, one of the prisoner’s tongue was cut 

off with scissors, while the eardrum and the nose of another were broken. Torture was rampant 

that one of the detainees attempted suicide by cutting herself with a piece of glass found in her 

cell, while another swallowed a poison pill to get rid of torture [although al-Dabbagh does not 

elaborate in her account on how the prisoner got the pill]. Pregnant women did not fare any 

better. Al-Dabbagh reports on how Ms. Obeinh, a mother of four who was in her final days of 

pregnancy when arrested, gave birth in prison and almost died because of the lack of medical 

attention. Another woman was arrested when she was seven months pregnant but that did not 

stop the prison torturers from inflicting pain on her.112 

Al-Dabbagh also describes her life before her imprisonment. She writes how the days of 

her childhood were filled with love and warmth from her beloved parents and family. She grew 

up in a family of seven brothers and four sisters. She reiterates that she did not take part in any 

political activities although she loved her faith and spent much of her time studying the Qur’an. 

She ascertains that that did not make her a political activist. However, she adds that her lack of 

affiliation with political organizations did not mean that she was blind to the injustice and cruelty 

of the government and its oppression of all factions of the Syrian population. She reports how 

when she became a hostage in the hands of the government, she saw firsthand the evil that ruled 

her country. She shared cells and stories with people like her and others who came from a variety 

of different backgrounds and faiths, some from the sect of the ruling party itself.113  

Like al-Saadawi and al-Ghazali, al-Dabbagh was in a prison where political female 

prisoners and judicial prisoners were in the same prison. This was not the case in the male 
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prisons as we saw in the previous chapter. The difference, however, is that in the case of al-

Dabbagh, she was not allowed to communicate with the judicial prisoners although the women 

managed to do just that in secret at times. Thus, by reading al-Dabbagh, we have a better 

understanding of the nature of the discourse that prevailed in al-Ghazali’s and al-Saadawi’s 

writings. In other words, while al-Ghazali’s writings targeted the political system and the state, 

al-Saadawi’s were against patriarchy. 

Al-Dabbagh, like other male prisoners, was detained in the middle of the night and was 

not given reasons for her imprisonment. Like the Islamist prisoners, she credits her belief and the 

Qur’an for her ability to survive her ordeal. That is why we find several instances in her book 

where al-Dabbagh credits God for her ability to face her torturers and the death of her parents 

and siblings. From al-Dabbagh’s account, we can see that her convictions and defiance have 

changed the prison discourse and the practice of imprisonment. According to Anne Worrall, 

“While much of the women’s resistance is individualistic, inconsistent, and in some sense self-

destructive, it has the important effect of undermining the authority of official discourses, and 

keeping open the possibility of the creation of new knowledge about them––both as women and 

as prisoners.”114 The treatment the women writers has undergone in prison was aimed at 

dehumanizing them and turning them into the “other.”115 Since these abuses were documented in 

writing and were received by a wider audience nationally and internationally, the perpetrators 

were othered more than the victims. Hence, the state’s role as a perpetrator was exposed and the 

state itself is now “othered.” 
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Conclusion 

This chapter has discussed female prison writings and demonstrated how their writings 

not only have shaped the prison discourse but also provided them with a reason to vent their 

anger against the pollical and social order.  According to Judith Butler, “the women’s potential 

for ‘agency’ is located in their ability to vary the repeated performance of their identity as 

‘women in prison.’”116 The production of female delinquency affects all women, for the label of 

female “deviancy” is often already ascribed when a woman “steps out” of dominant gender roles, 

i.e., when she becomes “guilty” of breaking “moral” rules rather than criminal ones. Hence, the 

necessity of conforming, of being “disciplined,” with regards to gender roles seems more 

pressing for women, and the failure to do so has more detrimental consequences for women than 

it had for men. This resonates with Arab women more than any other women since they are 

indoctrinated upon birth in the language of fear, fear of losing their virginity and the dishonor 

that might bring upon them and their families. 

The lack of solidarity among the women was very clear from the beginning. Al-Ghazali’s 

reaction to women in the Qanatir is reminiscent to Nawal al-Saadawi’s reaction upon meeting 

women from the Muslim Brotherhood. Al-Ghazali describes the women as “lost troop of 

wandering humanity in the depths of ignorance [who have] forgotten their humanity, purity, 

chastity, and nobility and became animals.”117 Al-Saadawi was imprisoned in the same prison 

where she found herself in the company of the munaqqabat (women who wear the niqab––a 

garment that covers the face like the one al-Ghazali donned) whom she describes as “mostly 
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ignorant, blindly following Islamic dictates.”118 However, in spite of the disparity among these 

women’s beliefs and ideologies, we find common traits among them: their refusal to become a 

maw’udah, or buried one.119 These writers, “by exposing [the] legacy of fear and violation, 

[they] engage in a project of reconstruction, rebuilding the body of the woman and the nation 

rather than reiterating orientalist narratives of oppression that demonize Arab men and 

culture.”120 

There is a reluctance by Muslim Arab women to use the term “feminism” because as 

Leila Ahmed explains, “colonization’s use of feminism to promote the culture of the colonizers 

and undermine native culture has ever since imported feminism in non-western societies the taint 

of having served as an instrument of colonial domination.”121 Regardless of what she calls 

herself, and as Pauline Lewis has shown in her work, al-Ghazali “subscribes to a breed of 

feminist thought, and that she and her “westernized” counterparts are not as estranged as they 

mutually consider themselves to be.” 122 Al-Saadawi assures us that when she came out of prison, 

there were two routes only she could have taken: one is to become a slave to the state and the 

other is to defy the state and end up in prison again.123 Al-Ghazali also was given a lot of 
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temptations to stray from the path she has drawn for herself but she refused even when that 

temptation came in the form of relieving her of torture.124 

None of the female prisoners discussed above voices regret for their choices. In the case 

of al- Ghazali and al-Dabbagh, they had a deep faith in God and believed that they would get 

retribution in due time by divine intervention. For these women, endurance became the extreme 

symbol of resistance. Al-Dabbagh was detained because of her familial affiliation with the 

Muslim Brotherhood; whereas al-Ghazali was imprisoned because of her antagonistic work 

against the state, and that is why she experienced the wrath of the state similar to the male 

opponents of the regime. One thing al-Dabbagh talks about, which resonates with all of the 

prisoners, was the presence of moles among them planted by the regime to spy on the prisoners 

in the hope they might reveal information about their male relatives. 

Arab women are usually looked at by the state as disempowered feminine subjects; 

however, women resist this homogeneity. As we have seen from the three writers’ accounts, 

women in prison acted in contrast to the received wisdom about their coping. They may, like al-

Saadawi, feel assertive or, like al-Ghazali, defensive of their religious convictions and cultural 

traditions even when they realize the others do not understand them or, like al-Dabbagh and her 

fellow prisoners, asserting themselves against the state’s homogenous notion of passive 

femininity and its conviction that they are mere patriarchal pawns. According to Judith A. 

Scheffler, all women’s prison narratives are political texts that “reveal much about [female 

political prisoners’] social condition and status.”125 In this chapter, as in previous chapters, I have 
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attempted to account for the relationship among texts written about the prison experience, the 

discursive practices, and wider social and cultural practices. Also, I have attempted to 

demonstrate how relations of power shape the production and reception of these texts 

ideologically.  

These women’s memoirs “are seeking to shape the popular living memory of their 

contemporary cultures.”126 The memoirs become an intertextual medley of voices. These women, 

like the male prisoners discussed in this dissertation, are fighting authoritarian regimes in their 

respective countries, however, their fight is not for survival only; rather, it is a fight for 

existential proportions. The audience of these writings is not only the people of the author’s 

state, but the hope is always for the stories to travel transnationally, internationally, and trans-

temporally so that current and future generations would understand the extent of human 

sufferings and the violations committed by the state.
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CONCLUSION 

 

The punitive system in the Middle Ages relied on corporal punishment. The prison 

sentence did not appear as a penalty for most crimes, except with the outbreak of the French 

Revolution. Before that, prisons were nothing but shelters for the poor and the homeless who 

were forced to labor. Classical torture, as Foucault argues, is distinguished from Modern torture 

in three ways. Classical tortures were performed in public whereas modern tortures are almost 

never seen in public. Classical tortures produced effects by writing on the body, for example, 

branding and scarring. Modern torture leaves scars to be sure, but it aims not at the body but at 

something beyond the body.1 Torture by definition is the sequential infliction of physical or 

mental suffering on a person by another person. Torture is not targeted at the body. As we saw 

from the aforementioned writings, mental suffering is another form of torture. The fear for one’s 

life and the fear of what the torturer might do next can aggravate the prisoner’s suffering as well.  

As we have seen from the prison writing, there are commonalities among the prisoners’ 

discourse that contradict the state’s discourse in terms of how political prisoners were arrested, 

forms and patterns of incarceration experiences, the state’s treatment of political prisoners, 

practices of incarceration, and the way political prisoners functioned in the Arab world. Patterns 

of incarceration recurred from one political prisoner to another. The Arab states, through their 

practices, attempted to dehumanize anyone whom they deemed a threat to their existence. By 

torturing and humiliating the writers, they attempted at creating docile bodies as hayawanat: 

individuals constructed as “the other,” worthy of punishments crippled with fear and thus 
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silenced. However, these authors refused to be hayawanat. They made sure people and 

generations to come bear witness to the atrocities of these regimes. They flipped the tables on 

their oppressors. The Arab states put every effort to hide these atrocities and to deny any 

knowledge of any incarceration in the rare times when they were asked about it by the 

International Community. At times, they would throw a bone in the guise of a scapegoat––an 

officer whom they blame for their actions and “voila” they are no longer held accountable. 

Arab regimes have recently tried to discredit these writers, but they have survived and we 

are witnesses to their survival. It is in these writings that we find their triumph and survival. 

Political prisons in the Arab world are used as a weapon of ongoing political control. The 

objective of these regimes was to sever relation ties among people and this is why the state’s 

discourse harkened on the idea of endangerment to create an atmosphere of hatred and distrust.  

Through these narratives, we can see that both discipline-based or “modern” practices 

and punishment-based or “pre-modern” practices were used by the afore-mentioned Arab 

regimes to curtail these authors. Most Arab prison writings start with the moment of arrest, a 

prior to the arrest. In both male and female accounts, we find instances of resistances ranging 

from small gestures to defy authority, such as communications among prisoners. Resistance also 

took a spiritual form, oral stories, Qur’an recitations, prayers, and classes. Another aspect that is 

common among all those writings are the different forms of psychological and physical abuse. 

These authors articulated a clear objective for putting their experience in writing to give a voice 

to those who were rendered voiceless by the brutality of the state. The stories we have discussed 

in this work illustrate the urgency to clearly articulate experiences that the authors perceived as 

unspeakable.  
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