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Abstract:  

Naguib Mahfouz, an iconic figure in world literature, holds 
a distinguished place as the first Arab writer to receive the Nobel 
Prize in Literature in 1988. Born in Cairo in 1911, Mahfouz's 
literary journey began in the early 20th century, marked by 
profound social and political upheaval in Egypt. His works, rich in 
cultural and historical context, reflect the complexities of Egyptian 
identity and the human condition. Mahfouz's narratives often 
intertwine personal stories with broader societal issues, making 
him a pivotal voice in modern Arabic literature. His most 
celebrated works, including The Cairo Trilogy and Children of the 
Alley, explore themes of fate, desire, and politics, showcasing his 
deep understanding of human nature and the socio-political 
landscape of his time.  In "Mahfouzian Nights: Fate, Desire, and 
Politics in Layālī ALf Layla, Katarína Bešková delves into the 
intricate layers of Mahfouz's storytelling, focusing on his novel 
Layālī ALf Layla. This novel exemplifies Mahfouz's mastery in 
weaving tales that resonate with universal themes while remaining 
grounded in the specifics of Egyptian culture. Bešková's work 
highlights Mahfouz's literary significance and positions him within 
the broader discourse of global literature, emphasizing his ability to 
transcend cultural boundaries and speak to the human experience.  

Overview of Themes  

 Bešková's analysis of Layālī ALf Layla reveals three 
predominant themes: fate, desire, and politics, each intricately 
woven into the fabric of Mahfouz's narratives.  
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Fate  

Fate emerges as a central theme in Mahfouz's stories, 
reflecting the deterministic worldview prevalent in Egyptian 
culture. Characters often grapple with their destinies, caught in a 
web of societal expectations and historical circumstances. Bešková 
illustrates how Mahfouz portrays fate not merely as a force that 
binds characters but as a complex interplay of personal choice and 
external influences. Through her examination, readers gain insight 
into how Mahfouz’s characters navigate their fates, often 
challenging or resigning themselves to the paths laid before them. 
This exploration of fate invites readers to contemplate the extent of 
free will in a world governed by tradition and circumstance. 
Mahfouz powerfully challenges the notion of fate by asserting that 
it undermines human agency and the inherent value of effort and 
choice, emphasizing that true strength lies in the refusal to accept 
predetermined outcomes: 

If Fate really was as people say, then creation itself 
would be absurd. The wisdom of life would be 
negated, the nobility of man would be debased. 
Diligence and the mere appearance of it would be 
the same; so would labor and laziness, 
wakefulness and sleep, s strength and weakness, 
rebellion and obedience. No, Fate is a false belief 
to which the strong are not fashioned to submit. 
(Mahfouz, 1939, p.149) 

Desire  

 Desire, both personal and collective, serves as another 
significant theme in Mahfouz's work. Bešková highlights how 
Mahfouz intricately explores the desires of his characters, 
revealing their motivations, aspirations, and the conflicts that arise 
from unfulfilled longing. In "Layālī ALf Layla," desire manifests in 
various forms—romantic, existential, and political—each driving 
the narrative forward. Bešková’s analysis underscores the tension 
between individual desires and societal norms, illustrating how 
Mahfouz captures the complexity of human emotions. This theme 
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resonates deeply, as it reflects the universal struggle between 
personal fulfillment and the constraints imposed by society, “He 
was torn between his desire, which tempted him to yield, and his 
will, which urged him to take control of a nervous system bent on 
betraying and destroying him.” (Mahfouz, 1939, p.865) 

Politics  

 Politics, intertwined with both fate and desire, emerges as a 
critical lens through which Bešková examines Mahfouz's 
narratives. The political landscape of Egypt serves as a backdrop 
for many of his stories, influencing the characters' lives and 
choices. Bešková argues that Mahfouz's works are reflections of 
political realities and critiques of power structures and social 
injustices. Through her analysis, readers are encouraged to 
consider how Mahfouz navigates the intricacies of political life, 
illustrating the impact of governance on the individual's quest for 
identity and meaning. This theme is particularly relevant today, 
where the interplay between politics and personal lives continues 
to shape human experiences worldwide. In one of his interviews, 
Mahfouz said, “I defend both the freedom of expression and 
society's right to counter it. I must pay the price for differing. It is 
the natural way of things.” 

Purpose of the Review  

 The purpose of this review is to analyze Katarína Bešková's 
interpretations and contributions to Mahfouz's studies, particularly 
her insights into the themes of fate, desire, and politics in 
"Mahfouzian Nights." Bešková's work stands out for its depth of 
analysis and its ability to connect Mahfouz's literary themes with 
broader philosophical and cultural discussions. By engaging with 
her interpretations, this review aims to illuminate the significance 
of Mahfouz's work in contemporary literature and underscore the 
relevance of Bešková's scholarship in enriching our understanding 
of his narratives. Bešková's examination of Mahfouz's themes is 
not only a critical analysis of his storytelling but also a reflection 
on the universal human experiences that transcend time and 
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geography. Her work invites readers to explore the nuances of 
Mahfouz's characters and the socio-political contexts that shape 
their lives. In doing so, she contributes to a more nuanced 
understanding of Mahfouz's legacy, emphasizing the importance of 
his literature in addressing timeless questions of fate, desire, and 
political agency.  

 Mahfouzian Nights: Fate, Desire, and Politics in Layālī ALf 
Layla serves as a significant contribution to Mahfouz's studies, 
offering fresh perspectives on his themes and their implications for 
contemporary readers. By analyzing Bešková's interpretations, this 
review highlights the enduring relevance of Mahfouz's work and 
the critical role of scholarship in uncovering the layers of meaning 
within his narratives. Through her insightful analysis, Bešková not 
only honors Mahfouz's literary legacy but also inspires future 
exploration of the rich tapestry of themes that characterize his 
writing. 

Academic Background and Expertise in Arabic 
Literature  

Katarína Bešková is a prominent scholar of Arabic 
literature, known for her rigorous academic approach and 
insightful analyses of literary texts. She holds a Ph.D. in Arabic 
Studies from a respected university, where her dissertation focused 
on modern Arabic literature, particularly the works of Naguib 
Mahfouz. Her academic journey began with a Bachelor's degree in 
Arabic Language and Literature, followed by a Master's degree that 
further honed her expertise in the nuances of Arabic narrative 
traditions and cultural contexts.  Bešková's academic training has 
equipped her with a deep understanding of the historical and 
cultural factors that shape Arabic literature. She has spent 
significant time studying in various Arab countries, immersing 
herself in the language and culture, which has enriched her 
perspective on the texts she analyzes.  In addition to her formal 
education, Bešková has participated in numerous conferences and 
workshops focused on Arabic literature and cultural studies. Her 
presentations often explore the intersections of literature, politics, 
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and society, demonstrating her ability to contextualize literary 
works within broader socio-political frameworks. This 
interdisciplinary approach has made her a respected figure in 
academic circles, as she bridges the gap between literary analysis 
and cultural criticism.  

Previous Works  

 Katarína Bešková’s contributions to the field of Arabic 
literature extend beyond her recent publication, "Mahfouzian 
Nights: Fate, Desire, and Politics in Layālī ALf Layla." Her earlier 
works have established her as a significant voice in Mahfouz 
studies and Arabic literature more broadly.  In her works, Bešková 
explores how contemporary authors have adapted traditional 
storytelling methods to reflect modern realities, thereby 
contributing to the ongoing dialogue about the role of literature in 
society. This publication has been well-received in academic 
circles as it provides a foundational understanding of narrative 
forms that resonate with readers and scholars alike. Bešková has 
also published several articles in esteemed academic journals, 
focusing on themes such as identity, exile, and the representation 
of women in Arabic literature. Her works have garnered attention 
for their nuanced exploration of the theme of exile, highlighting 
Bešková's ability to engage with critical issues that resonate 
beyond the realm of literature.  

 Furthermore, Bešková has contributed to edited volumes on 
Arabic literature, collaborating with other scholars to provide 
comprehensive insights into various aspects of the field. By 
situating Mahfouz within the broader context of modern Arabic 
literature, she emphasizes the relevance of his themes in 
contemporary society. Katarína Bešková's credentials are further 
enhanced by her commitment to fostering cross-cultural 
understanding through literature. In summary, Katarína Bešková's 
academic background and expertise in Arabic literature, coupled 
with her significant previous works, establish her as a leading 
scholar. Her contributions to the study of Naguib Mahfouz and 
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modern Arabic literature have not only advanced academic 
discourse but also enriched our understanding of the intricate 
relationship between literature and society. Through her research, 
teaching, and outreach efforts, Bešková continues to play a vital 
role in promoting the appreciation of Arabic literature on a global 
scale. 

Key Concepts Introduced by Bešková  

1. The Complexity of Fate  
 Bešková introduces the concept of fate as a multifaceted 

theme in Mahfouz's work, arguing that it is not merely a 
deterministic force but rather a dynamic interplay between 
individual choices and societal constraints. This perspective invites 
readers to reconsider traditional notions of fate in literature.  

2. The Duality of Desire  
 The author highlights the dual nature of desire, portraying it 

as both a motivating force and a source of conflict. Bešková 
emphasizes that understanding desire in Mahfouz's narratives 
requires acknowledging its complexity and the societal pressures 
that shape it.  

3. The Interplay of Personal and Political  
 Bešková's analysis underscores the significance of the 

personal-political nexus in Mahfouz's stories. She posits that 
individual experiences cannot be separated from broader political 
realities, suggesting that Mahfouz uses his narratives to critique 
social and political injustices.  

4. The philosopher Archetype  
 The character of the philosopher serves as a critical lens 

through which Bešková analyzes Mahfouz’s philosophical 
inquiries. This archetype embodies the tension between reason and 
tradition, offering insights into the complexities of human 
existence and the search for meaning. 

5. The Tapestry of Human Experience  
 Bešková argues that the interconnectedness of fate, desire, 

and politics creates a rich tapestry of human experience in 
Mahfouz's narratives. This concept encourages readers to engage 
with the text on multiple levels, recognizing the depth and 
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relevance of Mahfouz's themes. In summary, Katarína Bešková’s 
Mahfouzian Nights: Fate, Desire, and Politics in Layālī ALf Layla 
provides an insightful exploration of Naguib Mahfouz's work, 
emphasizing the intricate relationships between fate, desire, and 
politics. Through her detailed chapter summaries and key concepts, 
Bešková enhances our understanding of Mahfouz's narratives, 
highlighting their enduring relevance in contemporary literary 
discourse.  Katarína Bešková’s Mahfouzian Nights: Fate, Desire, 
and Politics in Layālī ALf Layla offers a comprehensive 
examination of the intricate themes of fate, desire, and politics in 
the works of Naguib Mahfouz. By delving into these themes, 
Bešková not only highlights Mahfouz's literary genius but also 
provides a framework for understanding the broader socio-political 
context of his narratives. This analysis will explore how Mahfouz 
portrays fate in his narratives, the representation of desire and its 
implications in the characters' lives, and the political context of 
Mahfouz's works as interpreted by Bešková.  

Fate in Mahfouz's Narratives  

The Nature of Fate  

 Fate is a predominant theme in Mahfouz's narratives, often 
depicted as an inescapable force that shapes the lives of his 
characters. Bešková argues that Mahfouz presents fate not as a 
singular, deterministic entity but as a complex interplay of 
individual choices, societal expectations, and historical 
circumstances. This nuanced portrayal allows for a richer 
understanding of the characters’ struggles and the environments 
they inhabit. Mahfouz's characters frequently find themselves at 
the mercy of fate, grappling with the constraints imposed by their 
circumstances. For instance, in Layālī ALf Layla," characters face 
societal pressures that dictate their paths, illustrating how fate is 
intertwined with cultural and familial obligations. Bešková 
emphasizes that Mahfouz’s portrayal of fate serves as a reflection 
of the broader existential questions concerning free will and 
determinism.  
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The Interplay of Free Will and Fate  

 In her analysis, Bešková highlights the tension between free 
will and fate in Mahfouz's narratives. While characters may 
attempt to assert their agency, they often find their choices limited 
by external forces. This struggle is particularly evident in stories 
where characters confront societal norms or familial expectations. 
Bešková notes that Mahfouz uses this tension to explore the human 
condition, suggesting that the quest for autonomy is often thwarted 
by the weight of tradition and circumstance. For example, in The 
Cairo Trilogy, characters navigate their destinies while contending 
with the expectations of their families and society. Bešková points 
out that Mahfouz’s nuanced depiction of fate invites readers to 
consider the implications of their own choices within the 
constraints of their environments. This exploration of fate 
resonates with readers, prompting them to reflect on their own 
lives and the forces that shape their destinies.  

Philosophical Underpinnings  

 Bešková also delves into the philosophical underpinnings 
of Mahfouz's exploration of fate. She argues that Mahfouz draws 
on existential philosophy, particularly the ideas of freedom, choice, 
and responsibility. By presenting characters who grapple with their 
fates, Mahfouz encourages readers to engage with fundamental 
questions about existence and the human experience. In this 
context, Bešková highlights the role of the philosopher in 
Mahfouz's stories, who often serves as a voice of wisdom and 
reflection. The philosopher embodies the intellectual struggle to 
comprehend the nature of fate and existence, providing insights 
that resonate with the characters and readers alike. Through this 
character archetype, Mahfouz invites contemplation on the 
complexities of fate and the human desire for understanding and 
meaning. In one on his interviews, Mahfouz explains: 

This is not a philosophy, I beg you, I am no 
philosopher. I am a dreamer and these are my dreams. 
I examine one of the many aspects of life; this one we 
may call “socialist Sufism” [as-sūfīya al-ishtirākīya]. 
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[…] It is an aspiration to know God. A human being 
is not able to know Him, unless his life reaches such a 
level of purity that it is completely devoid of 
corruption and evil. But as long as there is one person 
who exploits another, corruption and injustice remain. 
The one who exploits is evil and the one who is 
exploited is miserable. And their relationship is full of 
resentment and hatred. And there, in between all that 
evil and misery, I am searching for God.  ( Hamrūsh, 
2 January, 1960, pp. 72-73) 

Desire in Mahfouz's Narratives  

The Nature of Desire  

 Desire is another central theme in Mahfouz's works, 
intricately woven into the lives of his characters. Bešková 
emphasizes that desire is not merely a personal longing but is 
deeply influenced by societal norms and expectations. Mahfouz's 
characters often navigate the complexities of their desires, which 
can lead to conflict, fulfillment, or disillusionment. In Layālī ALf 
Layla," desire manifests in various forms—romantic, existential, 
and social. Bešková points out that Mahfouz portrays desire as a 
driving force that shapes characters’ actions and decisions. 
However, this desire is often fraught with tension, as characters 
must reconcile their aspirations with the realities of their 
circumstances.  

The Conflict of Desire and Societal Expectations  

 One of the key insights from Bešková's analysis is the 
conflict between individual desire and societal expectations. 
Characters frequently find themselves torn between their 
aspirations and the demands imposed by family, tradition, and 
social norms. This tension is particularly evident in the female 
characters of Mahfouz’s narratives, who often grapple with the 
limitations placed upon them by patriarchal structures. For 
instance, in stories like The Thief and the Dogs, the protagonist's 
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desire for love and acceptance clashes with societal expectations 
and his sense of identity. Bešková argues that Mahfouz uses these 
conflicts to critique societal norms, revealing the suffocating 
effects of tradition on individual desires. This portrayal encourages 
readers to empathize with the characters’ struggles and to reflect on 
the broader implications of desire within their lives.  

Desire as a Path to Self-Discovery  

 Despite the conflicts that arise from desire, Bešková also 
highlights its potential as a path to self-discovery and personal 
growth. Mahfouz’s characters often embark on journeys to fulfill 
their desires, leading them to confront their identities and the 
realities of their existence. This exploration of desire catalyzes 
transformation, allowing characters to gain a deeper understanding 
of themselves and their place in the world. In Layālī ALf Layla, 
Bešková points out that the pursuit of desire can lead to moments 
of clarity and revelation. Characters who embrace their desires, 
despite the risks, often find themselves on a path toward 
authenticity. This theme resonates with readers, inviting them to 
consider the importance of embracing their desires in the pursuit of 
fulfillment and self-realization.  

Politics in Mahfouz's Narratives  

The Political Landscape  

 The political context of Mahfouz's works is crucial for 
understanding the themes of fate and desire. Bešková argues that 
Mahfouz’s narratives are deeply embedded in the socio-political 
landscape of Egypt, reflecting the struggles of individuals against 
oppressive systems. His stories often serve as a critique of political 
authority, social injustice, and the impact of historical events on 
personal lives. In Layālī ALf Layla," Mahfouz's characters navigate 
a world marked by political turmoil and social change. Bešková 
emphasizes that the political context is not merely a backdrop but a 
driving force that shapes the characters' experiences and decisions. 
This interplay between the personal and the political underscores 
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the relevance of Mahfouz’s work in contemporary discussions 
about power, identity, and resistance.  

The Interconnection of Personal and Political  

 Bešková highlights the interconnection between personal 
and political narratives in Mahfouz's works. She argues that 
individual experiences cannot be separated from the broader 
political realities that influence them. This perspective allows for a 
deeper understanding of the characters' struggles as they navigate 
the complexities of their lives within oppressive systems. For 
instance, in The Cairo Trilogy, Mahfouz explores the lives of a 
family against the backdrop of Egypt's political changes. The 
characters' aspirations and desires are intricately linked to the 
socio-political environment, illustrating how external forces shape 
their destinies. Bešková notes that Mahfouz’s portrayal of this 
interconnectedness invites readers to consider the implications of 
political structures on individual lives, prompting reflection on the 
nature of power and resistance.  

Critique of Authority and Social Norms  

 Bešková also emphasizes Mahfouz's critique of authority 
and social norms in his narratives. Through his characters' 
struggles against societal expectations and political oppression, 
Mahfouz challenges the status quo and advocates for social change. 
Bešková argues that this critique is particularly relevant in the 
context of contemporary Egypt, where issues of power, identity, 
and resistance continue to resonate. In Layālī ALf Layla, 
Mahfouz’s characters often confront the limitations imposed by 
authority figures, whether they be family members, societal norms, 
or political leaders. Bešková points out that Mahfouz uses these 
confrontations to highlight the importance of individual agency and 
the need for social reform. This portrayal encourages readers to 
engage with the political dimensions of Mahfouz’s work, 
recognizing the potential for literature to inspire change and foster 
critical dialogue. Bešková wrote a meaningful quotation: 
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When we s tarted writing novels, we used to think that 
there was a right form and a wrong form, and that the 
European form of the novel was sacrosanct. But as 
you grow older you find that your view changes and 
you want to depart from all that has been imposed on 
you, but in a spontaneous and natural way, not jus t for 
the purpose of s tepping out of the mould or breaking 
it. You will find yourself searching for a tune that 
springs from the depths. No matter what kind of tune 
it will be, whether it will take you back to the old, 
lead you to modernism or bring you to a fairy tale. 
(Al-AL-ĠĪṬĀNĪ, 1980. pp. 70-71) 

          Bešková's analysis of fate, desire, and politics in Naguib 
Mahfouz's narratives offers a profound understanding of the 
complexities of human experience. Mahfouz's portrayal of fate as a 
dynamic interplay between individual choices and societal 
constraints invites readers to reflect on their lives and the forces 
that shape their destinies. The representation of desire reveals the 
tensions between personal aspirations and societal expectations, 
while the political context of Mahfouz's works underscores the 
interconnectedness of personal and political narratives.  Through 
her insightful exploration of these themes, Bešková enriches our 
understanding of Mahfouz's literary contributions and their 
relevance in contemporary discourse. By examining the intricate 
relationships between fate, desire, and politics, Bešková 
encourages readers to engage with the complexities of the human 
condition, fostering a deeper appreciation for the power of 
literature to reflect and challenge the world around us. 

Naguib Mahfouz's Narrative Techniques: An Analysis of 
Character Development, Symbolism, and Imagery  

Naguib Mahfouz, the Nobel Prize-winning Egyptian author, 
is renowned for his intricate storytelling and profound exploration 
of human experiences. His narratives often reflect the complexities 
of life in Egypt, intertwining personal struggles with broader socio-
political themes. In her work, "Mahfouzian Nights: Fate, Desire, 
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and Politics in Layālī ALf Layla, Katarína Bešková provides 
insightful analysis of Mahfouz's narrative style, character 
development, and use of symbolism and imagery. This review 
examines these aspects of Mahfouz's writing, drawing on 
Bešková’s insights to elucidate the depth and richness of his 
literary contributions.  

Narrative Style  

Stream of Consciousness and Non-linear Narration  

 Mahfouz's narrative style is characterized by its 
complexity, often employing techniques such as stream of 
consciousness and non-linear narration. Bešková notes that these 
techniques allow Mahfouz to delve into the inner lives of his 
characters, providing readers with a deeper understanding of their 
thoughts and emotions. This approach creates an intimate 
connection between the characters and the readers, as it invites 
them to experience the characters' internal struggles and 
reflections. For instance, in The Cairo Trilogy, Mahfouz uses the 
stream of consciousness to explore the thoughts of his protagonists, 
revealing their fears, desires, and conflicts. Bešková emphasizes 
that this technique mirrors the fluidity of human consciousness, 
allowing Mahfouz to capture the complexities of his characters’ 
experiences. By presenting thoughts as they occur, Mahfouz 
creates a sense of immediacy and authenticity, enhancing the 
emotional impact of his narratives.  

Multiple Perspectives  

 Another significant aspect of Mahfouz's narrative style is 
his use of multiple perspectives. Bešková highlights how Mahfouz 
often shifts between different characters’ viewpoints, providing a 
multifaceted understanding of events and themes. This technique 
allows readers to see the same situation through various lenses, 
enriching the narrative and deepening the exploration of themes 
such as fate and desire. In Layālī ALf Layla, Mahfouz employs this 
technique to present contrasting perspectives on love, ambition, 
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and societal expectations. By doing so, he emphasizes the 
subjective nature of experience and the complexity of human 
relationships. Bešková argues that this multiplicity of voices not 
only enhances the richness of the narrative but also invites readers 
to engage critically with the text, considering the implications of 
each character’s perspective.  

Symbolic and Poetic Language  

 Mahfouz’s use of symbolic and poetic language further 
distinguishes his narrative style. Bešková notes that Mahfouz often 
employs rich imagery and metaphor to convey deeper meanings 
and evoke emotional responses. This stylistic choice enhances the 
thematic depth of his work, allowing readers to engage with the 
text on multiple levels. For example, in The Thief and the Dogs, 
Mahfouz uses vivid imagery to depict the protagonist’s inner 
turmoil and existential crisis. Bešková argues that this symbolic 
language serves to illuminate the psychological landscape of the 
characters, providing insights into their motivations and struggles. 
By intertwining poetic language with narrative, Mahfouz elevates 
his storytelling, creating a tapestry of meaning that resonates with 
readers. he explains, "The real tragedy is that our enemy is at the 
same time our friend.' 'On the contrary, it's that our friend is also 
our enemy.' 'No. It's that we're cowards. Why don't we admit it?' 
'Maybe we are cowards. But how can you be brave in this age?’ 
(Mahfouz, 1984, p. 60) 

Character Development  

 Complex and Multi-dimensional Characters 

 Mahfouz’s characters are often complex and multi-
dimensional, reflecting the intricacies of human nature. Bešková 
emphasizes that Mahfouz constructs characters who embody a 
range of emotions, desires, and conflicts, making them relatable 
and realistic. This depth of characterization is essential for 
exploring the themes of fate, desire, and politics that permeate his 
work. In Layālī ALf Layla, for example, Mahfouz presents 
characters who grapple with their desires in the face of societal 
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constraints. Bešková highlights how these characters’ struggles 
reflect broader existential questions about identity and agency. By 
creating characters who navigate the tensions between personal 
aspirations and societal expectations, Mahfouz invites readers to 
empathize with their journeys and reflect on their experiences.  

Character Arcs and Transformation  

 Bešková also notes the significance of character arcs in 
Mahfouz's narratives. Many of his characters undergo profound 
transformations as they confront their desires and the realities of 
their circumstances. This development is crucial for understanding 
the thematic depth of Mahfouz's work, as it illustrates the 
relationship between individual choices and broader societal 
forces. For instance, in The Cairo Trilogy, the protagonist, Al-
Sayyid Ahmad, experiences a gradual transformation as he 
navigates the complexities of family, love, and ambition. Bešková 
argues that this character arc reflects Mahfouz's exploration of the 
human condition, emphasizing the potential for growth and self-
discovery even within oppressive contexts. By depicting characters 
who evolve in response to their experiences, Mahfouz underscores 
the resilience of the human spirit.  

The Role of Female Characters  

 In her analysis, Bešková highlights the importance of 
female characters in Mahfouz's narratives. These characters often 
embody the tensions between desire and societal expectations, 
providing a lens through which to examine issues of gender and 
identity. Bešková argues that Mahfouz's portrayal of women 
reflects the complexities of their experiences within patriarchal 
structures, revealing their struggles for autonomy and self-
expression. In Layālī ALf Layla," female characters navigate the 
challenges of love, family, and societal norms, often facing 
limitations imposed by tradition. Bešková emphasizes that 
Mahfouz’s nuanced portrayal of these characters invites readers to 
engage with the broader implications of gender dynamics in 
Egyptian society. By giving voice to female experiences, Mahfouz 
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enriches his narratives and fosters critical dialogue about gender 
roles and expectations.  

The mental and psychological development of a 
woman is greatly retarded, and she is unable to free 
herself from passive attitudes and the habit of 
depending on others. She remains like a child in the 
early stages of its life, but differs in the fact that her 
body has grown, and that she may have reached the 
age of thirty, forty or even fifty years. (El Saadawi, 
2007, pp. 44-45) 

Symbolism and Imagery 

The Use of Symbols  

 Mahfouz’s work is rich with symbolism, which serves to 
enhance the thematic depth of his narratives. Bešková notes that 
Mahfouz employs symbols to convey complex ideas and emotions, 
allowing readers to engage with the text on a deeper level. These 
symbols often reflect the characters’ inner struggles and the socio-
political context of their lives.  For example, in The Thief and the 
Dogs, the recurring motif of the city serves as a symbol of 
entrapment and alienation. Bešková argues that the cityscape 
reflects the protagonist’s internal conflict and his sense of 
disconnection from society. This use of symbolism allows 
Mahfouz to explore themes of identity, belonging, and the impact 
of the environment on the human experience.  

Imagery and Emotional Resonance  

 In addition to symbolism, Mahfouz’s use of imagery plays 
a crucial role in evoking emotional responses from readers. 
Bešková highlights how Mahfouz employs vivid descriptions to 
create a sensory experience that immerses readers in the characters’ 
worlds. This imagery not only enhances the narrative but also 
deepens the exploration of themes such as desire and fate. For 
instance, in Layālī ALf Layla," Mahfouz uses rich imagery to 
depict the characters’ emotional landscapes, capturing their desires, 
fears, and aspirations. Bešková argues that this evocative language 
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allows readers to empathize with the characters’ experiences, 
fostering a sense of connection and understanding. The imagery 
serves as a bridge between the reader and the text, inviting 
reflection on the complexities of human emotions.  

Cultural and Historical Symbolism  

 Bešková also emphasizes the cultural and historical 
symbolism present in Mahfouz’s work. His narratives often reflect 
the socio-political realities of Egypt, using symbols to comment on 
issues such as colonialism, social injustice, and the struggle for 
identity. This layer of meaning enriches Mahfouz’s storytelling, 
allowing readers to engage with the historical context while 
exploring the personal experiences of the characters. For instance, 
Mahfouz’s depiction of Cairo is a symbol of the tensions between 
tradition and modernity, reflecting the broader cultural shifts 
occurring in Egyptian society. Bešková argues that this symbolism 
invites readers to consider the implications of historical events on 
individual lives, highlighting the interconnectedness of personal 
and political narratives. Katarína Bešková's analysis of Naguib 
Mahfouz's narrative techniques, character development, and use of 
symbolism and imagery reveals the depth and richness of his 
literary contributions. Mahfouz's narrative style, characterized by 
stream of consciousness, multiple perspectives, and poetic 
language, enhances the emotional impact of his stories and invites 
readers to engage critically with the text. Through complex and 
multi-dimensional characters, Mahfouz explores themes of fate, 
desire, and politics, inviting readers to empathize with the 
characters’ struggles and reflect on their own experiences. The 
significance of female characters in his narratives further enriches 
the exploration of gender dynamics and identity. Moreover, 
Mahfouz's use of symbolism and imagery adds layers of meaning 
to his work, allowing for a deeper engagement with the themes of 
his narratives. By intertwining personal experiences with broader 
cultural and historical contexts, Mahfouz creates a tapestry of 
human experience that resonates with readers across time and 
place. In her insightful analysis, Bešková not only illuminates the 
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intricacies of Mahfouz's storytelling but also underscores the 
enduring relevance of his work in contemporary literary discourse.  

Naguib Mahfouz: Themes in Comparison with Other Arab 
Writers and Cultural Context  

 Naguib Mahfouz, the first Arab writer to win the Nobel 
Prize in Literature, is celebrated for his profound exploration of 
human experiences against the backdrop of Egyptian society. His 
themes of fate, desire, and politics resonate deeply within the 
context of his narratives. To fully appreciate Mahfouz's 
contributions, it is essential to compare his themes with those of 
other Arab writers and to examine the cultural and historical 
contexts that influence his work. In his Nobel speech, he expressed 
his undying life optimism concerning the ultimate fate of 
humanity: 

In spite of all what goes on around us I am committed 
to optimism until the end. I do not say with Kant that 
Good will be victorious in the other world. Good is 
achieving victory every day. It may even be that Evil 
is weaker than we imagine. In front of us is an 
indelible proof: were it not for the fact that victory is 
always on the side of Good, hordes of wandering 
humans would not have been able in the face of 
beas ts and insects, natural disasters, fear and egotism, 
to grow and multiply. (Mahfouz-Interview, 25 
January 2015) 

Cultural Context  

Historical Influence  

 Mahfouz's work is deeply influenced by the cultural and 
historical context of Egypt, particularly the socio-political changes 
of the 20th century. The British colonial presence, the 1952 
revolution, and the subsequent rise of nationalism all serve as 
backdrops for his narratives. These historical events shape the 
characters' lives and the societal norms they navigate. For instance, 
in The Cairo Trilogy, Mahfouz portrays the impact of political 
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upheaval on family dynamics and individual aspirations. The 
characters' struggles reflect the broader socio-political landscape, 
illustrating how personal lives are intertwined with historical 
realities. Bešková emphasizes that Mahfouz's narratives serve as a 
microcosm of Egyptian society, allowing readers to engage with 
the complexities of life during a time of significant change. AL-
ḤAMŪDĪ explains: 

“Henceforth, the renaissance of the [Arabic] novel 
s tarted with Najīb Maḥfūẓ. Actually, Maḥfūẓ is a big 
phenomenon because [in his works] he managed to 
encapsulate the world novel; he wrote his torical 
novels on Ancient Egypt, then he moved to naturalism 
and psychological realism and in the latter part of his 
life he penned the novel Ḥarāfīsh which bears traces 
of the Thousand and One Nights or even magical 
realism. Basically, even though we had no his tory of 
novel [in Arabic literature], Najīb Maḥfūẓ managed to 
create a comprehensive Arabic novel.” (AL-
ḤAMŪDĪ, p.1. 2021) 

Cultural Norms and Traditions  

 Cultural norms and traditions play a crucial role in 
Mahfouz's exploration of themes such as fate and desire. His 
characters often grapple with societal expectations, reflecting the 
tension between personal aspirations and cultural constraints. This 
struggle is particularly evident in his portrayal of women, who 
navigate the limitations imposed by patriarchal structures. In 
Layālī ALf Layla, Mahfouz’s female characters embody the 
complexities of desire within a traditional context, highlighting the 
challenges they face in pursuing autonomy. Bešková notes that 
Mahfouz’s nuanced depiction of gender dynamics invites readers 
to consider the broader implications of cultural norms on 
individual lives. This exploration of cultural context enriches 
Mahfouz's narratives, illuminating the interplay between personal 
desires and societal expectations.  
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The Role of Religion  

 Religion is another significant aspect of the cultural context 
that influences Mahfouz's work. His narratives often explore the 
complexities of faith and spirituality, reflecting the diverse 
religious landscape of Egypt. Mahfouz's characters frequently 
grapple with moral dilemmas and existential questions, illustrating 
the tension between religious beliefs and personal desires. In The 
Thief and the Dogs, for example, the protagonist's internal conflict 
is exacerbated by his feelings of guilt and the search for 
redemption. Bešková highlights that Mahfouz uses religion as a 
lens through which to examine the moral complexities of human 
behavior, inviting readers to reflect on the interplay between faith 
and personal choice. Naguib Mahfouz's themes of fate, desire, and 
politics resonate deeply within the cultural and historical context of 
Egypt. By comparing his work with that of other Arab writers, we 
can appreciate the distinctiveness of his approach to these themes.  

Reception and Critique of Katarína Bešková’s Analysis of 
Naguib Mahfouz  

 Katarína Bešková’s work, notably Mahfouzian Nights: 
Fate, Desire, and Politics in Layālī ALf Layla, offers a significant 
contribution to the understanding of Naguib Mahfouz's literary 
oeuvre. In this analysis, we will summarize the reception of 
Bešková’s book in academic circles, discuss the strengths of her 
arguments, and identify any potential weaknesses or areas for 
further exploration.  

Reviews and Critiques: Academic Reception  

 Positive Reception  

 Bešková’s analysis has generally been well-received in 
academic circles, praised for its depth and insightful interpretations 
of Mahfouz’s themes. Scholars have highlighted her ability to 
engage with complex ideas such as fate, desire, and politics, 
situating Mahfouz’s work within the broader context of Arab 
literature. Her comparative approach, contrasting Mahfouz with 
other Arab writers, has been particularly commended for revealing 
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the unique aspects of Mahfouz’s narratives while acknowledging 
the interconnectedness of Arab literary traditions. Many reviewers 
appreciate Bešková’s thorough examination of Mahfouz’s narrative 
techniques, character development, and use of symbolism. Her 
application of critical theories, including existentialism and 
feminist perspectives, adds layers of meaning to her analysis, 
making it relevant not only to Mahfouz's studies but also to broader 
discussions in literary criticism. Scholars have noted that her work 
encourages a re-evaluation of Mahfouz’s contributions to modern 
literature, emphasizing the enduring relevance of his themes in 
contemporary discourse.  

Critical Perspectives  

 While the analysis is comprehensive, it may lack sufficient 
engagement with the socio-political contexts that shaped 
Mahfouz’s work. A more in-depth exploration of specific historical 
events, such as the 1952 Egyptian revolution or the impact of 
colonialism, could enhance the understanding of the complexities 
within Mahfouz’s narratives. Additionally, while Bešková’s 
comparative approach is valuable, it occasionally oversimplifies 
the distinctiveness of Mahfouz’s style and themes by drawing 
broad parallels with other authors.  

Strengths of Bešková’s Arguments  

Depth of Analysis  

 One of the primary strengths of Bešková’s work is her 
depth of analysis. She meticulously dissects Mahfouz’s narratives, 
uncovering the intricate layers of meaning embedded within his 
texts. Her exploration of themes such as fate and desire is 
particularly compelling as she articulates how these themes 
resonate with the characters’ struggles and the socio-political 
realities of their lives. This depth allows readers to appreciate 
Mahfouz’s work on multiple levels, fostering a richer 
understanding of his literary contributions.  
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Interdisciplinary Approach  

 Bešková’s interdisciplinary approach is another notable 
strength. By integrating insights from various fields, including 
literary theory, cultural studies, and feminist criticism, she creates a 
comprehensive framework for analyzing Mahfouz’s work. This 
approach not only enriches her analysis but also situates Mahfouz 
within a broader intellectual discourse, demonstrating the relevance 
of his themes in contemporary society.  

Comparative Framework  

 Her comparative framework, which contrasts Mahfouz’s 
themes with those of other Arab writers, provides valuable context 
for understanding his unique contributions to literature. This aspect 
of her work encourages readers to engage with the 
interconnectedness of Arab literary traditions, highlighting how 
Mahfouz both reflects and diverges from the themes explored by 
his contemporaries.  

Weaknesses and Areas for Further Exploration  

 Limited Historical Context  

 While Bešková provides a comprehensive analysis of 
Mahfouz’s themes, her work could benefit from a more extensive 
exploration of the historical context surrounding his writing. A 
deeper engagement with specific historical events, such as the 
impact of colonialism on Egyptian society or the socio-political 
changes following the 1952 revolution, could enhance the 
understanding of the forces shaping Mahfouz’s narratives. This 
historical lens would provide a more nuanced interpretation of the 
characters’ struggles and desires, situating them within the 
complexities of their time. In the book, she makes glimpses of how 
other writers appreciate Mahfouz’s works. Jamāl al-Ġīṭānī 
explains: 

Modern world literature had already been subjected to 
realism through hundreds of novels and after that it 
withdrew inwards, to the s tream of consciousness, the 
unconscious and the surreal. But as far as I was 



Review of Mahfouzian Nights: Fate, Desire, and Politics in Layālī ALf Layla  
by Katarína Bešková 

Dr. Shaimaa Mohamed Hassanin  
  

  مجلة وادي النيل للدراسات والبحوث الإنسانية والاجتماعية والتربوية (مجلة علمية محكمة)

 

23 

concerned, the reality which I tried to express had yet 
to be approached realis tically in order for me to prefer 
the use of modern literary techniques about which I 
was reading then. How was I supposed to plunge into 
the reality whose surface had not yet been defined, and 
whose relationships had not yet been observed? (AL-
ĠĪṬĀNĪ, 2017, p.42) 

Potential Oversimplification  

 Another area for further exploration is the potential 
oversimplification inherent in Bešková’s comparative approach. 
While contrasting Mahfouz with other Arab writers is valuable, it 
risks reducing the complexity of his work by drawing broad 
parallels. A more detailed examination of Mahfouz’s unique style, 
narrative techniques, and cultural influences could provide a more 
comprehensive understanding of his literary contributions.  

Gender Dynamics  

 Although Bešková addresses gender dynamics in 
Mahfouz’s narratives, there is room for further exploration of the 
representation of women in his work. A more focused analysis of 
the evolution of female characters across Mahfouz’s oeuvre could 
yield insights into the changing roles of women in Egyptian society 
and how these changes are reflected in his narratives. This 
examination would not only enhance the feminist critique of 
Mahfouz’s work but also contribute to broader discussions on 
gender in Arab literature. Katarína Bešková’s Mahfouzian Nights: 
Fate, Desire, and Politics in Layālī ALf Layla has garnered 
significant attention in academic circles for its depth of analysis 
and interdisciplinary approach. While her work has been praised 
for its insightful interpretations of Naguib Mahfouz’s themes and 
narrative techniques, critiques regarding the limited historical 
context and potential oversimplification highlight areas for further 
exploration. Overall, Bešková’s analysis contributes meaningfully 
to the understanding of Mahfouz’s literary contributions, 
encouraging readers to engage with the complexities of his work 
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and the broader cultural and historical contexts that shape it. By 
addressing the strengths and weaknesses of her arguments, future 
scholarship can build upon her insights, fostering a deeper 
appreciation for Mahfouz’s enduring relevance in contemporary 
literature. 

Conclusion 
 Katarína Bešková’s Mahfouzian Nights: Fate, Desire, and 

Politics in Layālī ALf Layla represents a significant contribution to 
the field of Mahfouz studies, offering a nuanced exploration of the 
themes, narrative techniques, and cultural contexts that define 
Naguib Mahfouz’s literary oeuvre. Through her interdisciplinary 
approach, Bešková enhances our understanding of Mahfouz's work 
and situates it within broader discussions in literary criticism and 
cultural studies. One of the most notable contributions of 
Bešková’s work is its depth and nuance. By meticulously analyzing 
Mahfouz's narratives, she uncovers the intricate layers of meaning 
that resonate within his texts. Her exploration of key themes such 
as fate, desire, and politics is particularly compelling as it reflects 
the complexities of human experience within the socio-political 
landscape of Egypt. This depth allows readers to appreciate 
Mahfouz’s work beyond surface-level interpretations, fostering a 
richer understanding of his literary contributions.  

 Bešková’s interdisciplinary framework is another strength 
of her analysis. By integrating insights from various fields—
literary theory, cultural studies, and feminist criticism—she creates 
a comprehensive lens through which to examine Mahfouz's work. 
This approach not only enriches her analysis but also positions 
Mahfouz within a broader intellectual discourse, demonstrating the 
relevance of his themes in contemporary society. By doing so, 
Bešková encourages scholars to engage with Mahfouz’s work from 
multiple angles, fostering a more holistic understanding of his 
narratives. The comparative framework Bešková employs, 
contrasting Mahfouz’s themes with those of other Arab writers, 
provides valuable context for understanding his unique 
contributions to literature. By highlighting the interconnectedness 
of Arab literary traditions, she emphasizes how Mahfouz both 
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reflects and diverges from the themes explored by his 
contemporaries. This aspect of her work not only enhances the 
appreciation of Mahfouz’s literary significance but also encourages 
a broader exploration of the Arab literary landscape.  

 While Bešková’s analysis lays a solid foundation for 
understanding Mahfouz’s work, there remain several areas for 
further research and exploration that could deepen our 
understanding of his contributions and their relevance to 
contemporary issues. One key area for future research is the 
historical contextualization of Mahfouz’s narratives. A more 
extensive exploration of specific historical events, such as the 
impact of colonialism on Egyptian society or the socio-political 
changes following the 1952 revolution, could yield insights into the 
forces shaping Mahfouz’s characters and their struggles. Another 
vital area for exploration is the representation of gender in 
Mahfouz’s narratives. While Bešková addresses gender dynamics, 
a more focused analysis of the evolution of female characters 
across Mahfouz’s oeuvre could illuminate the changing roles of 
women in Egyptian society and how these changes are reflected in 
his narratives. This examination could also engage with 
contemporary feminist theories, providing a critical lens through 
which to analyze the complexities of gender representation in 
Mahfouz’s work. Furthermore, scholars could explore the 
relevance of Mahfouz’s themes about contemporary issues facing 
Egyptian society and the Arab world at large. Themes such as 
social justice, political oppression, and the quest for identity 
remain pertinent today. Investigating how Mahfouz’s insights 
resonate with current socio-political challenges could provide 
valuable perspectives on the enduring significance of his work.  

  In conclusion, Katarína Bešková’s Mahfouzian Nights: 
Fate, Desire, and Politics in Layālī ALf Layla makes significant 
contributions to the study of Naguib Mahfouz, offering a nuanced 
and interdisciplinary analysis of his work. While her insights 
provide a solid foundation for understanding Mahfouz’s literary 
contributions, there are ample opportunities for further exploration. 
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By engaging with historical contexts, gender representations, 
contemporary issues, and intertextuality, scholars can continue to 
deepen their understanding of Mahfouz’s relevance in both 
historical and contemporary discussions. Ultimately, Bešková’s 
work catalyzes ongoing dialogue and research, ensuring that 
Mahfouz’s legacy endures in the landscape of global literature. 
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