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Diary of A Country Prosecutor


Glossary




Foreword


P.H. Newby


Readers often skip a foreword, but in spite of this I must say one or two things that may help in the appreciation of this novel by one of the leading contributors to modern Arabic literature. Diary of Country Prosecutor purports to be the diary of a public prosecutor stationed in a small town somewhere in the Egyptian Delta. In spite of the misery and poverty by which he is surrounded, the public prosecutor has a strong sense of humour and a sharp eye for the absurd. These are Egyptian characteristics.


But there are other points to be made. Tawfik al-Hakim’s comedy is blacker than anything Gogol or Dickens wrote because life for the Egyptian peasantry, the fellahin, was blacker than for the nineteenth-century Russian serf or English pauper. It must also be said that the first readers of Gogol and Dickens would not have been prepared to look at unwelcome facts with the honesty Tawfik al-Hakim expected of his readers. The Egyptian reading public all those years ago (the novel was first published in 1937) was, in its cynical way, more realistic than the reading public in Tsarist Russia or Victorian England. The savage satire of the book is, as a result – and by general consent – on target.


The theme of the book is that justice is of no importance at all to the powers-that-be. All that matters is the paperwork which, provided it meets bureaucratic requirements, is accepted, classified and filed away without regard to right and wrong. Justice is certainly of no concern to the judge who regularly comes up from Cairo. What really concerns him is buying the best local meat and catching the 11 AM train home again, no matter how many cases have to be rushed through without considering the evidence. There are other astonishing abuses. A wretch on the point of death from poisoning is questioned mercilessly so that the appropriate form can be filled in, with date of birth, state of the victim’s health before the poisoning, symptoms and the exact time when they first appeared. Again, a man known by the police to be innocent is wrongly picked out on an identity parade and taken into custody because that is the official routine. And so on.


The helpless victims of this tyranny are bewildered country folk. Their immediate oppressors are the local bosses (the chief of police, the ma’mur and other office-holders) but especially the legal system itself. It was foreign, based on the Code Napoléon, and took such little account of local conditions that peasants could not understand what they had done wrong. To them it seemed right and proper for a starving man to feed himself and his family with wheat he had grown himself; but it had been ‘reserved’ by the court until he paid tax on it. The fact that he had eaten something of which he was supposed to be a trustee was a crime for which he gets one month with hard labour. ‘Do you hear me, Muslims! My own wheat! My own crop! My own property!’


The fellah is a peaceable not to say submissive figure, as likely as not, to be suffering from one or perhaps two of the country’s enfeebling diseases. If it so happens that he wants to kill somebody, he scrapes together enough money to hire one of the professional killers, nearly all foreigners, ‘bedu from the Sudan’, who are less squeamish than himself. Stubborn he can be, but defiance is alien to his nature, so he comes to believe that the law is administered by madmen and goes back helplessly to his plot of beans or maize. But the law is not administered by madmen; they are just despairing and cynical bureaucrats who regard the real power in the state as foreign and therefore arbitrary and unpredictable.


Throughout the centuries, the real rulers of Egypt had been foreigners, most recently Mamelukes, Turks and then the dynasty founded by the Albanian Muhammad Ali early in the nineteenth century. On the whole they were remote from the native Egyptians, whose response was, as it had been from time immemorial, to keep their heads down. When in 1882 the British came, nothing was changed for the fellahin because the British were not interested in land reform. The fellah’s ‘madman’ was merely an Egyptian official who believed that the big questions of power and destiny were insoluble and all he could do was look after his own interests as best he could. Politics was a game played for personal advantage (when was it not?), but the difference in Egypt was that there was no embarrassment about corruption. It was the order of nature. So when an election came along the ma’mur could with a good conscience tip the ballot box into the river and replace it with a box containing the votes he had prepared himself. Even the public prosecutor of Diary of a Country Prosecutor, sensitive and liberal as he is, succumbs to the system of which he is a part.


The savage humour is what chiefly drives the narrative along but another element is the macabre fun that turns up here and there. It seems very Egyptian and, more specifically, very Cairene. Jokes about the casual taking of human life appear in some of those tales from The Thousand and One Nights that are thought to have been written in Cairo. In Diary of a Country Prosecutor there is a spirited scene where the town barber, under the supervision of the public prosecutor and a pathologist, drags corpse after corpse out of first one grave and then another in a muddled attempt to locate the body of a woman who has been murdered. The comedy is grim but comedy it is. On another occasion the public prosecutor reflects that ‘human life has no value in Egypt’ and, visiting the government hospital where swarms of women in their black clothes and blue amulets stand shouting and sobbing, records that, ‘Then I knew that [the sentry] would soon fling a corpse to them; for every day a corpse or two would be thrown outside these walls, an offering to the grief that lay waiting by the gate.’ This was al-Hakim’s way of saying patients had died and would be handed over to the relatives.


Tawfik al-Hakim (1898–1987) had been a public prosecutor in the Delta himself and wrote out of first-hand experience. It has been said that Diary of a Country Prosecutor is a detective story. True, there is a murder and an investigation, but the reader’s expectations would be aroused in quite the wrong way if he thought he was in for a whodunnit. It is not that sort of novel at all. It is about man’s inhumanity to man and the murder investigation is just a way of tying the different elements of the diary together.


For the educated lawyer like the public prosecutor (and perhaps for Tawfik al-Hakim himself) the fellahin have a certain mystery. Surely their lives cannot be as wretched as they seem? One character in the story, the eccentric Shaikh Asfur, represents something about the Delta and its inhabitants that remains elusive. He sings cryptic snatches of song instead of answering questions, he appears to know more about what is going on than anyone in authority, and yet he keeps his mouth shut either out of perversity or for some other more obscure motive. If this were really a detective story he would be one of the suspects. He is a free spirit when everyone else, fellahin and the local worthies, are prisoners of circumstance. Another elusive person is the girl Rim, so beautiful that jaws drop at the sight of her. By her very appearance she contradicts the world she lives in; and yet again, if this were a whodunnit she would be a suspect because she had motive enough to hire one of the professional murderers. She says and does very little, but is a real presence in the story.


So, too, is the Delta itself: hot, dusty, boring in its flatness, where the mind has to be distracted by endless cups of coffee and catnaps. The stillness of the night is boring too, broken only by the sound of animals and perhaps a remote pumping machine. Boring, that is to say, to the young bloods of the place who yearn for Cairo, the bright lights, the cabarets, the excitement, just as provincials in nineteenth-century Russia yearned for Moscow. Tawfik al-Hakim’s bitter humour focused on a social reality that he plainly regarded as shocking and, since he saw no immediate way of improving it, dispiriting.




P.H. Newby (1918–1997) was a novelist and broadcasting administrator. He lived in Egypt for several years and taught English Literature at Gizeh University in Cairo, then known as King Fouad University, until 1946. Newby was the author of some 23 novels as well as several works of biography and Egyptian history. He was the first winner of the Booker Prize in 1969 with his novel Something to Answer For. He was also awarded the Somerset Maugham Prize in 1948 and a CBE in 1972 for his services to broadcasting. The majority of his writing career ran in tandem to his roles at the BBC, where he eventually rose to become Managing Director of BBC Radio. His achievements at the corporation included giving greater prominence to both classical music and literary programmes.







Introduction


Richard Littler


Given the extent of Tawfik al-Hakim’s pioneering achievements and innovations, it’s remarkable his work is not better known in the West. A prolific writer, he wrote numerous essays and short stories, as well as a memoir, but is most widely celebrated for his radical innovations in theatre. William Maynard Hutchins, who has translated many of al-Hakim’s works, has commented on al-Hakim’s undeserved virtual anonymity in the West. His observation is borne out by the fact that, according to my research at the time of writing, al-Hakim’s name is omitted from Wikipedia’s page on twentieth-century literature, its lengthy list of modernist writers and its page on twentieth-century theatre. But then again, Egypt itself is not even listed on Wikipedia’s menu of History of Modern Literature by region. If you search for ‘Egyptian theatre’ you receive only a list of American cinemas and theatres with faux Egyptian adornments, such as Grauman’s in Hollywood. Given such glaring omissions, the welcome republication of this book affords readers the opportunity to expand their literary palates, which, arguably, have been limited by a less inclusive, Western-centric canon of modernist literature.


While the West appears to have neglected Egypt and al-Hakim, he immersed himself in western culture. He began his PhD at the Sorbonne after graduating in law, but soon quit his studies and returned to Egypt in the late 1920s. Though he had only spent three years in the French capital, he became enamoured of liberal European culture and its theatre, in particular. In 1933, five years after returning to Cairo, he published his first novel, The Return of the Spirit. His plays, many of which have philosophical and religious themes, tackle subjects such as an individual’s freedom in society and the pursuit of happiness in a world ravaged by pestilence and conflict. Absurdism also continued to play a part in his dramatic work, particularly The Tree Climber (1962), which, written in the existentialist style of the Theatre of the Absurd, contains long passages of non-communication between characters.


As I am best known for a satirical, absurdist blog and book project about a fictional, 1970s British town called Scarfolk, I was at first somewhat bemused by an invitation to write an introduction for Diary of a Country Prosecutor. What on earth did I know about the travails of a prosecutor, much less the political, cultural and legal nuances of the provincial Egypt in which the lead character of this novel conducts his business? Furthermore, how could I hope to contextualize the book within Egypt’s rich literary tradition, given that, I realized with some astonishment, Diary of a Country Prosecutor was to be the first novel I had read by any Egyptian author?


I decided to read the book blind, to take it as it came. It was only after I’d read the book that I discovered it was published in the early 1930s, which surprised me. Its tone had led me to assume it had been written two or three decades later. Quite soon after starting the book, it became apparent why I had been approached: the book scrutinizes small-town Egypt – remote from the more sophisticated Cairo – through a satirical, darkly comedic lens. I immediately recognized in the Nile Delta town the same brand of bureaucratic, sometimes dystopian absurdity that characterizes my own town of Scarfolk, as well as the works and authors that inspired it – to name but three: Gogol, Bulgakov and Kafka. The latter’s novel The Trial, like Diary of a Country Prosecutor, also pokes a satirical stick at officialdom and the nightmarish farce of the legal process.


Al-Hakim’s Delta outpost is one where two diametrically opposed social concepts collide awkwardly: peasant life with its time-honoured, but sometimes superstitious and unlawful traditions, and the modern world with its imposed laws codified by administrators who, ensconced in distant cities, are wholly ignorant of the fellahin – the peasantry for whom their legislations are written. What practical use is a legal letter sent from a court to a person who is unable to read and too poor to engage the services of a legal representative? How, indeed, is such a person ‘presumed to understand the Napoleonic code’? Even if this foreign import were explained to them in words they might understand, they would still find it baffling; illogical, even. The prosecutor frequently encounters such people. One, a starving man, is sentenced for stealing food; his punishment a custodial sentence during which he will receive regular meals; another, a hungry farmer, sentenced to hard labour for ‘stealing’ a niggling portion of the crop that he himself has grown. In rural villages where people still have premodern ideas and take the law into their own hands (the hiring of assassins is commonplace) what sense can they possibly hope to make of the comparatively esoteric system of a remote government’s wheat reserves, a policy which dictates to farmers that they are not the owner, but merely trustees, of their own crops? Here there is an impasse. It’s as if giraffes have written laws for dolphins, or vice versa, and never the twain shall meet. A vast chasm yawns between the administrative minutiae of law and the kind of natural justice the peasantry expects. As the frustrated prosecutor exclaims when faced with yet another plea for such justice from a disgruntled citizen, ‘Where was Justice? I don’t know it and have never set eyes on it.’ It came as no surprise to me that Diary of a Country Prosecutor was originally published in English with the title Maze of Justice.


Despite the elaborate laws and meted-out punishments, which are often deaf to reason, consistency is also lacking: laws and the policing of them are sometimes too strict, other times too lax, not to mention vulnerable to the whims, manipulations and corrupt personal agendas of those in power. And then, of course, there is good old-fashioned ignorance and incompetence; universal constants among educated elites as much as they are the peasantry, no matter where they are in the world, or at what time in history. Sometimes, this ineptness is farcical, almost slapstick. The book treats us, for example, to the otherwise dark description of an excruciating, court-ordered exhumation during which the wrong tomb is opened. When the correct one is located, multiple bodies are dragged out only to be dragged back in again before the right corpse is found. Other times, inefficiency is masked behind a veneer of strict proficiency. Case reports are stamped simply to appease state penpushers who are more concerned with correct procedure and the meticulous cataloguing of records than the solving of crimes or, indeed, justice (of any definition). The result is akin to an Escher staircase or Schrödinger’s cat: with the right stamp, an investigation can be somehow as active and it is inactive, as much proceeding as it is discontinuing; ensnared in a kind of paradoxical bureaucratic limbo. One such case file stamp – which I wish I’d thought of for my own Scarfolk project – states that a crime investigation should be filed away ‘owing to non-discovery of assailant’. It’s just one ludicrous, though too frequently employed classification in a procedural exchange that ultimately leads to case files being swept beneath proverbial carpets. The blood of victims, says the prosecutor, is ‘shed more cheaply than the ink with which their case reports were inscribed’.


This strange combination of legal incompetence, manipulation and obstinate assiduity is threaded throughout the book, which begins as a murder mystery. Or so it seems at first: a body is found; people are implicated, but then the case is largely forgotten beneath the morass of contradictions and petty judicial distractions. Characters who should be suspects somehow aren’t, including the impossibly beautiful Rim and Shaikh Asfur who, in the tradition of the Holy or Wise Fool, speaks only in fragments of song lyrics and seems to possess knowledge beyond the reach of matters as prosaic as bureaucracy, petty or otherwise.


Despite these almost surreally poetic and satirical aspects, there is a palpable sense of authenticity. No surprise, given that Tawfik al-Hakim studied law and later worked as a public prosecutor in a small Egyptian provincial town. Additionally, al-Hakim’s own father was a provincial judge and his father-in-law was a Turkish officer. Diary of A Country Prosecutor is a partly autobiographical novel that no doubt draws on the anecdotes of those close to him, as well as his own experiences in both provincial Egypt and Europe with its ‘Napoleonic Code’.


It’s time this disregard of so many non-western modernist writers is readdressed, especially when a novel such as Diary of A Country Prosecutor is as readable, its protagonist’s sensibilities as identifiable, its treatment and modernist themes no less relevant, as any early to mid-twentieth century novels included in the western literary canon. I see no reason why it should not stand alongside works by Hamsun, Bulgakov, Kafka and others. Just as these writers introduced us to environments and ideas that defined them, and we made them collectively and culturally our own, so al-Hakim’s intelligent book invites us to encounter his Egypt through his relatable experiences and dryly witty perceptions.




Richard Littler was born in Manchester and has lived in America, Russia, Germany, Ireland and Switzerland. A writer and graphic designer, he is the creator of Scarfolk, a viral, cult satirical blog which has spawned two books, Discovering Scarfolk (Ebury Press, 2014) and The Scarfolk Annual 197x (William Collins, 2019), as well as a variety of other items.







DIARY OF A COUNTRY
PROSECUTOR





Why am I thus disposed to set down the daily record of my life? Certainly not because my life is happy. He that lives a happy life does not record it; he is content to live it. I spend my days enmeshed in the coils of human frailty. It is my close companion, the consort on whose face I gaze each day, never being able to commune with her alone. Here in this diary I may speak freely of her and of myself, and of all that breathes on earth. These pages, doomed never to see the light of publication, are an open window wherefrom I send my thoughts roaming free in hours of anguish.





11 OCTOBER


I went to bed early last night. I had an inflamed throat – an affliction which comes upon me quite often these days. I tied a woollen rag round my neck, baited the three mousetraps with bits of ancient cheese and laid them round my bed, as one lays protective mines around a hospital ship. I put out the paraffin lamp and closed my eyes – praying that God might cause erring human instincts to rest awhile within the district, so that no crime should compel me to get up while I was feeling indisposed. I laid my head upon the pillow and was soon sleeping like a log.


I was awakened by the sound of the ghafir knocking violently on the door and shouting to my servant, ‘Wake up, Dessouki!’ I then realized that a crime had been committed. Erring human instincts had not slept in deference to my need of sleep. I got up without delay and lit the oil lamp. My servant came in, rubbing his eyes with one hand and holding out a telephone message with the other. I held the paper near the light and read, ‘Tonight at 8 PM. while Kamar al-Dawla Alwan was walking on the river-side, near our village, a shot was fired at him from a sugar-plantation by a person or persons unknown. On being interrogated the victim was unable to divulge anything. His condition is grave. For your information. The Umdah.’


‘That’s all right,’ I thought to myself – ‘a simple matter. It won’t take me more than a couple of hours at the most. The assailant is unknown. The victim cannot speak and won’t confuse me with his chatter. I have no doubt what the witnesses will be like. There will be the ghafir on duty who heard the shot, went off towards it, sluggish with fright – and naturally found nothing but a body prostrate on the ground. Then there will be the umdah, who will swear by his wife’s honour that the criminal is not one of his villagers; and, finally, the members of the victim’s family, who will keep everything dark from me and reserve the opportunities of vengeance for themselves.’


I asked my servant the time, and wrote it down at the bottom of the message: ‘Received 10 PM. Proceeding to investigate.’


I rushed to my clothes, dressed with frantic speed, like a member of a fire brigade, and sent for my clerk and official car. I then dispatched a messenger to awaken my new assistant, a mild-mannered fellow, recently appointed, who had implored me to take him along on these investigations, so that he might gain experience and practice.


A few minutes passed, and then I heard the horn of the office Ford blowing outside my gate. Seated in it were the ma’mur, the inspector and a few policemen. I went down to join them, and found everything ready – except the clerk. This did not surprise me as I had never been late for any case, in any village or district, without the clerk being responsible for my delay. I turned to the ghafir and asked, ‘Are you certain that you called Said Effendi?’
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