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Abstract

Contemporary Arabic speculative fiction, particularly g L rab Spring uprisings, is

often interpreted as part of an emerging trend of dystoMgs responding to political
upheaval. These texts’ ecological concerns, gfhith prod iverse conceptions of futurity, are

understudied. This article examines hg#V "gan futurgh are envisioned in an Egyptian

speculative fiction text, Ahmed o al-hayah (2014; Using Life, 2017). Putting

Using Life in dialogue with d\sctMyons on Gulf futurism and Arabfuturisms, the article first

examines the text’s dfpicti\n of\egemonic techno-futurist visions, aimed at manifesting a
global utopian futu giNirban design and development projects. The author argues that

this futurist d which has affinities with Gulf futurism, operates through the dual

and history, and then demonstrates how the text resists this techno-

futurist Ysion’through an assemblage aesthetics that echoes Sulaiman Majali’s
Arabfuturism(s) manifesto. The novel’s assemblage aesthetics, which is central to its
conception of counter-futures, redefines the human relationship to urban ecologies and to
literature through an emphasis on embodiment.

Keywords: Arabic speculative fiction, Egyptian literature, Arabfuturisms, Gulf futurism,
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Introduction
Imaginaries of the city have long been central to visions of the future in speculative fiction
(SF).! Since the nineteenth century, SF creators have problematized city life, which they

regarded as the litmus test for modernity, to critique or to applaud the effects of technological

and scientific developments. The SF city is often paradoxically depicted as both the

of urban design as

early as Jules Verne’s posthumously published Parj tecle (4860; Paris in the

Twentieth Century, 1994), which critically res ed ausdmann’s renovation of Paris.?

Despite their utopian underpinnings and cont technological solutions, such projects

and their SF manifestations often repo stopian visions of the city—an ecosystem

futurism ®fers to the top-down attempts at projecting oil-rich Gulf countries into a high-tech
future. Resting upon oil extractivism, migrant labor, class segregation, and
hyperconsumerism, Gulf futurism manifests primarily in grandiose urban design projects.
These projects rely heavily on discourses of sustainability and peaceful living. A striking

example from Saudi Arabia, the Line, envisions “a revolution in urban living” in the form of



a smart and sustainable vertical city housing nine million people.* The Line is part of a larger
project to transform the desert into a high-tech urban area, the NEOM,® which is funded by
Saudi Arabia and led by experts from the UK and Australia. These megadevelopment projects
and buildings, such as Dubai’s Burj Khalifa or the Museum of the Future, are conspicuous
manifestations of Gulf futurist aesthetics.

These visions of the ideal city, which are shaped by modernist imaginatiggs of

urbanity from the Global North, also inform the futures of cities in the Medfrranea®gasin,

such as Cairo. Exalted throughout the centuries as “the mother of th

cultural capital of the Arabic-speaking world, Cairo (and its higjagical 1 in the region)

is now challenged by Gulf futurism. As the largest urban frica, Cairo faces
many ecological issues, such as air and water polluy ht, treftic congestion, and
improper waste disposal, among others. Growjgg'\con®gns with the city’s precarious future

has led the Egyptian government to initiate ban design projects to rebuild Cairo,

construct satellite cities, and move th rattve capital to a newly built city in the

desert.® However, these proj antIS®eurbanism,” which are, as Ali Alraouf argues,

“employed to manufactiry legiN\mac@pfor the present governing regime” and “to confuse the
essed population,” often bypass environmental justice concerns
s.” Gated communities such as Dreamland, La Réve, and Beverly
Hills,embody Mturisfic fantasies of utopian desert life among technologically sprouted
greenb nly the wealthy can access. Envisioned as a cosmopolitan hub with sleek
skyscrapdls, large avenues, green spaces, and gentrified communities, Cairo 2050 is unlikely
to address the needs of inhabitants for whom informal housing offers more sustainable
solutions.® Despite their utopian ambition to resolve environmental issues, these projects,

which dovetail Gulf futurism, often fail to deliver the futures they promise as they ignore the

lived experiences and demands of the people.



Ahmed Naji’s (b. 1985) Istikhdam al-hayah (illustrated by Ayman al-Zorkany, 2014;
Using Life, 2017) is a satire of top-down techno-futurist projects that lay claim to the futures
of cities in Egypt and elsewhere. The text opens with an apocalyptic scene in the near future,
depicting a series of environmental catastrophes that lead to the destruction of Greater Cairo.®
Subsequently, the protagonist-narrator Bassam Bahgat, writing the book twenty-three years
after these catastrophes, reminisces about the events leading to the destruction a

reconstruction of Cairo. As he walks the reader through the Cairo of his yo

mentions that he was hired by a secret society to produce “documentgfy

the future of the Nile and Cairo.!° He then gradually reveals hoysghe efgonnye¢ntal collapse
of Cairo was engineered by a radical faction of this transpggon ciety—the Society
of Urbanists. Q

Using Life joins other contemporary Egyptian extd'1n portraying a troubled Cairo.

Ahmed Khaled Tawfik’s Yitiabiya (2009; ’ 1) depicts a segregated city where the

nympoverished “others.” Mohammad

troubled generation of Cairene youth, marked as much by consumerism, alienation, violence,
drug use, and toxic masculinity as they are by resistance to authority and tradition. Many of
these SF texts, including Using Life, share common themes and concerns: dialogue with

global popular culture; an awareness of the multiple registers of Arabic language; use of

English; a concern with urban youth and their active engagement with social media. Despite



their critique of social and political realities, these texts often refrain from offering detailed
visions of political action or commitment and do not closely engage ecological issues and
urban design. Among contemporary Egyptian SF texts, Using Life offers a unique perspective
in its concern for the environmental futures of Cairo.

Finished shortly before the 2011 Egyptian Revolution, Using Life, reflects the feelings

of discontentment and hopelessness that burst out through the uprisings. Althoug#f'the Arab

Arab Spring and seen as part of an emerging literary tren ten categorized as

a (critical) dystopia. But this judgment leaves the te 1c hybfidity, its critique of

g

utopia, and its dialogue with futurisms neglectgd- t, intCrweaving various genres,

modalities, and linguistic registers, Using L1 onventional genre categorizations,

such as utopia, dystopia, and science

I approach Using Lifs e aSemext with a conception of ecological futurism that

is in conversation with AT\b- aNd GU§pfuturisms. Specifically, I examine the text’s divergent

conceptions of u. y thinking with and through a multivalent Arabic term that

recurs throu t the narr®¥ive: ta ‘mir (to construct, to reconstruct, to let live). First, |

examine the teX{’s depiction of the Urbanists’ futurism, which is aimed at building a utopian
future assive and often aggressive urban design and development projects. I argue
that this fturist discourse, which dovetails Gulf futurism, generates utopian “mirages”
through the dual enframing of nature and history. In the second section, I examine how the
text’s assemblage form and aesthetics of embodiment unsettle these mirages and generate

visions of what Afrofuturism theorist Kodwo Eshun calls “counter-futures.” Extending

Eshun’s definition of Afrofuturism as a “program for recovering the histories of counter-



futures,” I examine Using Life’s counter-futurist aesthetics as a reconfiguration of past and
future possibilities in a creative assemblage that, like Eshun’s Afrofuturist narrative,
challenges hegemonic dystopian discourses of futurism, and seeks new forms of self-
representation. 2 I argue that an aesthetics of embodiment, which redefines the human

relationship to urban ecologies and to literature, is central to the text’s counter-futurism.

Furthermore, by putting Using Life in conversation with “Arabfuturism(s),” a tegl coined by

Scotland-based artist and poet Sulaiman Majali in a 2015 manifesto, I dem. the

book’s counter-futurist aesthetics negotiates the concerns of Arabfutyfis allenging

the dystopian imaginary of Gulf futurism.
Settling the Desert: Techno-futurist Utopia fro in oniaglsm to Gulf Futurism
The Society of Urbanists is a transnational segget’soci®g led by urban designers and futurists.

The Urbanists have a two-pronged global ut sion: “to establish peace internally”

radical urban development projects.’®

through social engineering and “extelf

(=1

foreclosu® of the future through erasure of the past and control over nature. This vision is
apparent in many Gulf futurist urban design projects, which demolish neighborhoods with
rich cultural histories in order to gentrify them.™ Both the Urbanists and Gulf futurists
advertise their techno-fixes, which are devoid of social and environmental justice concerns,

as sustainable solutions. While for Gulf futurism the solution is to use as many natural and



technological resources as possible to sustain a verdant Line City or a ski resort in the desert,
for the Urbanists, the solution is to geo-engineer climate disasters to destroy and then
reconstruct Cairo. Both are equally unsustainable, yet confident in the combined power of
technology, engineering, and architecture to “accelerate the wheel of evolution” into a fully

controlled future.®

This nineteenth-century French utopian collective was cq ocrats whose grand

ambition was to establish a peaceful, integrated, an. higbgically advanced global

2

society—a plan they called “Universal Associgfi hen they arrived in Egypt in 1833 to

discuss their Suez Canal plans with Govern mad Ali (1769—-1849), the Saint

Simonians were guided by a desire td@b qmerce, transportation, and communications

the Saint Bimonians shared the belief that technological advancement and massive
engineering projects would serve as the foundation of global peace.

The Gulf futurist and Saint Simonian visions of development rest upon the logic of
construction de novo: The future is built upon a tabula rasa, envisioned as vacant desertscapes

and demolished neighborhoods with unrealized potential. This emphasis on construction



projects to bring the future to places where there was none is reflected in the Urbanists’ goal
“to settle the Earth” (ta ‘mir al-ard).??> A recurrent word throughout the novel, ta ‘mir, carries
multivalent meanings: to build; to populate; and to reconstruct. All of these valences highlight
the centrality of civil engineering and architecture to the Urbanists’ techno-futurism.?3

Examining the term’s web of meanings further reveals that ta ‘mir is derived from the root

‘amr (life, age) and is a verbal noun of ‘ammara (to let live).>* The Arabic word gbr

examine the novel’s several discourses on futurity,

clashing modes of life making. In a future whggeeverNgspect/of life is heavily regulated and

standardized, the uncontrollable flow and m f life becomes a barrier to the

Urbanists’ utopia. An unregulated, hag rafed nature is the first barrier to the ta ‘mir

of the Urbanists’ utopia. Enfq Heidegger argues, entails the

13

instrumentalization of nat\re a\ ‘staMjphg-reserve” through technoscientific methods of

extraction and ¢ Timothy Mitchell, building upon Heidegger, argues that in
nineteenth-cqagry Egypt, @rchitecture served a disciplinary function as a colonial technology
of enframing.?Nolomial architecture transformed unstructured spaces into easily navigable

s, organized according to the logic of the exhibition.?” The environment,

1ously did not stand in for anything but itself, now signified order, progress, and
civilization, following its enframing through architecture. According to this colonial logic,
which persists in the Urbanists’ utopian vision, nature is only a “standing-reserve” of matter
waiting to be ordered through technological manipulation. Enframing as such reduces the

material complexity of nature into governable (architectural or representational) abstractions.



The Urbanists’ first aim, then, is to overcome the first barrier, an unregulated nature,
through its technological and discursive management. Taking fa ‘mir to its extreme by
engineering climate disasters, the Urbanists turn megapolises such as Cairo into clean slates
to be built from scratch. Such violent manipulation of urban ecologies brings about a

totalized world of simulations wherein humanity achieves full mastery over nature.

Commenting on the state of this Promethean future, Bassam writes: &

the whole world was now more or less the same: no room forge ace for

screaming. The forests had been masterfully redesigne terMeratres kept
carefully under control. Machines dug deeper bel rface in order to
harvest her secrets. Peacocks were placed survetlance, as the number of

u S
endangered species increased with eve: assiM@hour/Chaos itself was reined in and

confined to predetermined areas, or 1 ed 1nto the Great Wheel itself, helping

to keep things moving along @a R hetnterest of a global, well-maintained

equilibrium.?? Q

ture eliminates contingency and resistance while reinforcing

AMhough the Urbanists’ utopia is founded on a utilitarian and extractivist approach to
nature, environmentalist discourse figures heavily in its justifications. In the Urbanists’
environmentalism, green, with its connotations of futurity, abundance, and technological
progress, becomes the symbol of utopian life-making, while the yellow of the desert

symbolizes lifelessness and primitivity. Bassam writes that “this whole idea of ‘fighting



yellowism’ under the pretense of appeasing the great green goddess is therefore nothing but a

savage transgression against the natural order of things”?°

—drawing attention to the violence
of enforcing technologically sprouted greenery as an artificial life support on the desert
ecosystem. Green discourse, he argues, does not only restructure the Egyptian landscape but
also reconfigures the Arabic language by generating new adjectives and verbs that shape

people’s conception of nature.*® Such greenwashing manifests in Gulf futurist py#fects such

as NEOM, which lies at the center of another novel by Naji, And Tigers to

numiir li-hujrati, 2020), signaling his continued interest in Gulf futuyg

29 ¢¢

on “green energy,” “climate resilience,” and “sustainable food
environmental justice concerns with an aesthetics of colg
plays a particularly important role in envisioning t a site/of futurity in Egypt. A
critical example of “greening the desert” in thg 1990sWythe Toshka/New Valley project,

which was described by President Hosni M he “the conquest of the desert.”®? This

failed resettlement project entailed t Rtiok of ambitious irrigation infrastructures that

would render the Western D wrble and create an alternative to the Nile valley.®

gyp
By linking the fictional fight yellowism!” to the historical slogan of the *90s,
contempora ojects ain®d at the 7a ‘mir of the desert as part of a futurist national

development ad¢nda.

| enframing entails the reining in and redefinition of nature, internal

enframingentails the control of the past by restructuring cultural memory. Both forms of
enframing identify fa ‘mir as a violent process of severance from the past, which the Urbanists
deem too erratic to maintain its vision of peace. The second barrier to ta ‘mir in Using Life is
thus historicity. Historical ruins, memories, and nostalgia challenge the Urbanists’ desire for a

fully controlled future as the remains of the past allow for unpredictable temporal

10



dislocations and affective eruptions. In this future, not only are nostalgic acts such as
listening to old songs considered dangerous but “there is no room for revenge” as revenge
necessitates the persistence of memories.>® When Bassam writes that “Cairo is arranged as a
collection of historical circles, where it’s easy to go to the future, but difficult to return to the
past,” he is commenting on how urban development projects efface the architectural and

cultural memories of the city.?® Reduced to a simulacrum, the city no longer corgfpdnds to

lived experiences. It rather manifests as false memories and spectacles of
“artworks resembling ancient antiquities” or “staircases to nowhere,

ahistoricity and futility of futuristic discourses underlying urba

and artistic expressions.® Cairenes of the fu

Chinese—with only “traces of Arabic.”® T

artist or the visitors are “able to read the [old] Arabic script” or ascertain that the sentence

refers to a song by the iconic Egyptian singer Umm Kulthum.*? In the absence of embodied
memories of Arabic, the linguistic remains of the past become free-floating signifiers of a

nostalgia that is experienced primarily as visual aesthetics. The Arabic script turns into pure

11



geometric form, intriguing to look at but unable to signify meaning.*® The images serve as
globally recognizable visual cues to the Arabic song title. These visuals, despite their attempt
at nostalgia for a lost past, ultimately encapsulate the Urbanists’ futurist dream: the end of
historical time (the stopped clock) as humanity achieves total control over nature (the green
sun). Using Life thus identifies the foreclosure of nature and history in the future as issues

directly related to the shifting cultural politics of language and visuality.

The techno-futurist conception of za ‘mir, which I have examined inf&s sect does

not produce tangible solutions to present-day issues. Its vision of utopfa irage
that fails to materialize a different future: “We’re in it [the futu sick of'it.
It’s the past with a different name. It’s copies of the sam esh start.”** Under
the umbrella of the fictional Society of Urbanists, a histarical view of the
continuity between the past, present, and futuy sig of Figypt who envision the country
as the fantasy space for the materialization -utopia while dismissing environmental

and social justice concerns. The extra Qurctof 7a ‘mir, the desire to “settle the Earth,”

persists as history repeats itsgfiy§ the Cteenth-century Orientalist fantasies of settling

A®the book’s title and the etymological roots of ta ‘mir demonstrate, Using Life is

primarily concerned with different ways of responding to life—the experience, expenditure,
and transformation of entangled processes involving organic and inorganic matter. The goal
of “using life,” which underlies many techno-futurist projects today, often aims at the

subsumption of life’s contingencies and singularities under a globally legible and totalized

12



system of abstraction—what Jean-Luc Nancy calls the logic of “general equivalence.”*®

Critiquing the constant rerouting of what is with what could be, Nancy calls for a move away
from “general equivalence and from its evaluation of past and future times, from the
accumulation of antiquities and construction of projects” to a present “that opens to this
esteem of the singular.”*®

Yet, the techno-futurist imaginary of the Urbanists, as is the case with G turism,

overwrites the present and the singular with standardized visions of the futvfQ f

genre, which “rather than capturing scenes from current ¢

|y Nafore the’call of life in the

document an imaginary event,” the Urbanists perpe
present.*8 In their attempts to foreclose the floysand Satingehcies of life and to sever

human consciousness from the messy const atter and time, the Urbanists ultimately

establish an idealist utopia—a fully d irttial order of stasis, detached from material
g the future through the logic of general
equivalence, using diffe ‘ chitecture—i.e., infrastructures, narratives, data—as

mechanisms of a, s the material complexity of life into standardized forms,

uc
which fail to\gggduce tranS¥ormed presents.

Unsett irage: Arabfuturisms, Assemblage Aesthetics, and Embodiment

Using Lif¥'s plot dwells primarily on the secret operations of the Urbanists, which lead to the
destruction and reconstruction of Cairo. The storyline does not offer an explicit vision of
political engagement or of utopian imagination outside the Urbanists’ futurism. Furthermore,
the protagonist-narrator Bassam, who worked for the Urbanists as a documentary filmmaker,

occupies a politically and ethically ambiguous position. Despite his intention to expose the

13



hidden agenda of the Urbanists in his old age, he is also complicit in Cairo’s destruction for
having worked for them in his youth. Throughout the narrative, Bassam comes across as a
disillusioned youth, a passive collaborator, an erudite and nostalgic man, but never as a

committed intellectual or an activist aspiring for social change. Since the text does not depict

a viable vision for social transformation and a clear roadmap for political action, it can be

when he comments on how politics has beco foRgof budiness management.”® He

traces the intellectual roots of his hopelessn hel Foucault and Hannah Arendt, who

2.

have taught him “there was no longefa Portraying the disenchantment of

ail to manifest the futures they promised is thus
¢r-futurism.

developmen new po

ical aesthetics of “exposing” or “making a scene” (fadihah) in

abic/iction, Tarek El-Ariss identifies Using Life as a “leaking” novel that

elation of hidden truths.>* Although Bassam’s political and ethical stance
Society remains ambivalent, his leaks create a sense of irony in the text, linking
Using Life to, what Nicole Seymour calls, “bad environmentalism.” Bad environmentalist
works employ “irony, absurdity, perversity, and the like” and adopt an irreverent tone that can

t55

create a politically ambivalent environmentalist discourse in the text.” Using Life adopts

such a “bad environmentalist™ attitude in its ironical, and at times comical, treatment of the

14



Urbanists as a preposterous group committed to devise “immediate and totally unrealistic
solutions to the city’s current crises.””® Here bad environmentalism serves as a narrative
strategy to expose how hyperreal urban futures are modeled after fantasy images rather than
historical realities.

The text offers an ironic and hyperbolic vision of a world in which it has become

bears similarities to the works of Sophia al-Maria and other artists ft

t,57

Council (GCC) art collective, who mobilize Gulf futurist aesth critique 1

pushing the Gulf futurist imaginary to its extreme in ordg ntradictions and

failings. As Gulf futurism does not offer emancipat, s of th¢ future, it has been
criticized by Rahel Aima for offering “no newgumagerWgo displace the hegemonic ones in
power.”®8 Due to its extensive use of irony a ole, one could argue that Using Life
also mirrors the hegemonic futurism es without offering more hopeful visions.

histS=Ctory: Not only do they succeed at destroying

bnglomerate of the most powerful corporations in the

lead to limiting definitions and possibilities.
This reluctance is manifest also in Arabfuturisms, which gesture toward more justice-
oriented visions of the future beyond irony and dystopia without foreclosing possibilities. The

term was first conceptualized by Sulaiman Majali in his “Toward a Possible Manifesto;

15



Proposing Arabfuturism(s) (Conversation A),” which invites the reader to participate in an
unfolding conversation between multiple voices. Written in an open-ended, fragmentary style
with incomplete sentences, the text calls for an exchange of ideas rather than defining an
Arabfuturist utopianism. In an interview, Majali reflects on Arabfuturisms’ resistance to
definitions: “Because defining is conquering and this is a way of pushing against that.

Creating ambiguous versions of oneself. Right now, that's the most subversive pgfitital act

aesthetic scales, ranging from the text’s genregtrictur®gto thediacritical marks on individual
letters. I argue that the text’s formal leaks at scales challenge the Urbanists’ project
to contain life. These leaks point at a oreembodied, ways of using life that are

central to Arabfuturisms’ se % ew ormns of self-representation.

As an amalgam 61\{ictidypal MYpration, historical facts, footnotes, popular culture,

strips that move back and forth between formal and colloquial

maqamah aestheticize urban spaces in distinctive ways. The nostalgia for the ruined city, the
apocalyptical imagery of a sublime nature, the poet’s contemplation on lost love and ruined
landscapes: these are features common to the city elegy and to Naji’s novel.%? Using Life’s

affinity with the magamah genre®® is marked by the text’s generic hybridity, its citations of a

16



wide range of historical figures and texts, its episodic and nonlinear narrative style, its playful
tug-of-war between deception and truth, its use of illustrations, its engagement with social
critique, and the narrator’s itineracy.®*

Such contemporary reworkings of magamah democratize literature, according to
Caroline Rooney, and “create new kinds of collective consciousness” by incorporating

elements of popular and digital media culture, aurality, and orality into the writtggftcxt.5

the self, good manners, and urbanity all point to a more ¢ ent with texts as

adab implies not only reading but also the training e MY.% Ufding Life expands this

definition of adab with an ecological dimensi at s atention to the embodiment of
the readers who are affectively invited to ex eir situatedness within the material
world.

One way in which the¢/t8 , tion to embodiment is by creating sonic spaces.

The text establishes aur. ough references to oral folklore and modern song
lyrics but also th ative use of diacritical marks. Diacritical marks in Arabic
serve to disaNgglguate meading and to assist readers in the correct pronunciation of words. As

the uge of vowd¥¢marKers in Arabic is limited mostly to the Quran and classical poetry, their

ary fiction is unusual. Quranic recitation assumes that vocalization—in its

dual sens®of voweling the written word and reading it out loud—preserves the semantic
integrity of the text and ensures the continuation of an embodied experience of knowledge.®’
The Arabic words for diacritics, tashkil (giving shape) and harakat (movements), suggest that
these marks animate the written word, endowing it with sound, movement, and corporeality.

As such, diacritical marks draw attention to the centrality of the body, the movements of its

17



speech organs, and the creation of sound to the production and transmission of meaning. This
emphasis on reading, meaning making, and knowledge transmission as embodied practices
challenges dualisms that set language and representation against a nonhuman nature
understood as external to discourse and meaning.

In several sections, Naji employs diacritical marks that invite the reader to slow down

Mlly voweled phrase focuses on the

1 2969
b

& buried under “tons of sand and soi another

ing callous and cruel, but she’s fragile to the touch. When kissing

like a hungry dog, I sometimes was afraid she’d snap like a twig.””°

readers b¥compelling them to absorb Bassam’s carnal memories through vocalization.
Augmenting the senses and the erotic affectivity of the words through their precise
pronunciation, as if reading a piece of classical poetry, the diacritics capture in the text the
loss of bodily intimacy and love in a suffocating city. These performative readings

foreground the body—the living archive of sounds, affects, and memories—as a site of

18



“situated knowledges” resisting “various forms of unlocatable, and so irresponsible,
knowledge claims.”’* By calling attention to the body, an assemblage of material-semiotic
entanglement moving within a complex urban ecology, Using Life challenges the techno-
futurist utopia’s regime of truth, which aims to foreclose its possibilities and in doing so,
reproduces mind-body and human-nature dualisms.

A more specific example of the many instances where the text breaks do alisms

is one of Ayman al-Zorkany’s illustrations. An eight-page comic strip depi assa

nostalgia about lost lovers and friends and his alienation in the city
Peering into a black plastic bag he picks off the street, Bassam

paper boat to a sunny island. The drug-induced escapade 1r balloon carrying

him back into the plastic bag, from which he crawl oM the gldomy street. Two panels
interject this strip: a panel with the image of aeNy er folowed by a panel with pictorial
calligraphy. Here I dive deeper into the aest e latter image, which calls attention to

the entanglement not only of the hu P nOnhuman but also of sacred and profane.

whose neck is p
style emulat omorphiCWrabic calligraphy, which often depicts verses from the Quran or

classical poetry\n anfmal form, thus superimposing word and image. The writing, “I fell in

love w ecause of friends’ deceitfulness” (Min kutr ghadr al-suhab ‘ashiqtu al-

safar’”) s play on “I fell in love with travel because of people’s treachery” ( ‘Ashiqtu al-
safar min ghadr al-bashar).”™ Regarded as the expression of a maudlin sentimentality, this
popular saying can be seen inscribed on the bumpers of vehicles, especially of trucks and

rickshaws (and on social media platforms where it is used sarcastically). Pictorial calligraphy,

a prized Islamic art form, bestows sacredness onto the Arabic script as an expression of
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divine will. The goal of pictorial calligraphy in Islamic art is not mimesis, but to evoke a
sense of appreciation and amazement for God’s design as it manifests in nature.’*
Approaching calligraphy from a different perspective, Marie Thérése Abdelmessih identifies
it as “hyper”: nonlinear, interactive, and multimodal like a “hypertext.” She writes,

“Calligraphy combines the material and the immaterial, whereas hypertext is a hybrid of the

human and non-human.””® On the one hand, al-Zorkany’s combination of this hj

eclecticism of the book’s assemblage aesthetics. In this a and verbal

registers, all distinctions between high art and pop u , humdn and nonhuman,
educated and street-smart, word and image, sggredl an®grofan are toppled.

Using Life’s counter-futurist aesthetr mbines modern and classical forms

with an attention to embodiment at a Q) th® text, like a fractal. The structural tension

between literary forms consi h/sal and low/profane is amplified by the recurring

obscenities in image an ic strip depicts the “blue anus-fly” designed to wipe
feces off human er narrates the story of an employee whose nervous system is
hooked into chine at s workplace. The machine ultimately kills him for desperately

wantjng to hav@ex with it. These explicit and subversive elements satirizing the techno-

ad serious repercussions for Naji, who was imprisoned on charges of

ublic modesty” in 2015.7® After receiving the PEN/Barbey Freedom to Write
Award in 2016, and after British author Zadie Smith’s call to action essay in The New York
Review of Books, Naji’s case attracted significant international attention, and he was released
after ten months. Although these explicit elements may have seemed provocative to the

authorities, Using Life’s subversiveness stems from its attention to embodiment, generated by
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the nonhierarchical and nondualistic interweaving of visual and linguistic forms. Such
coexistence gestures toward an Arabfuturist possibility that challenges the Urbanists’ and
Gulf futurist projects, which rest on the logic of general equivalence and on the exploitation
of human and nonhuman bodies.

Although Using Life highlights the impossibility of envisioning a future Cairo outside

the Urbanists’ utopia, it demonstrates that their techno-futurism is also an imposgg

of life, this
ne upMeld by the Urbanists. Life
king4s for everyone to use, and its

irrepressible expression in diverse forms of nt cannot be controlled by a select few.

Thus, finding new possibilities of usig he'present to envision alternate futures
It also revisiting the past.

This emphasis o uinitgpHistory, a central concern of Arabfuturisms, as I have
argued, aligns wi eanings of reconstruction and repair. In Using Life the counter-
futurist mod. ta ‘mir comstellates fragments of the past in the present, as a creative

assergblage.’® Nfe textual elements pointing at nostalgia, loss, and hopelessness are countered

ader, who is both challenged and trained in the very materiality of the

present, t&envision the entangled futures of the city, bodies, and language. 7a ‘mir in this
sense is not a nostalgic attempt to re-create an idealized past; it is a speculative, playful act to
reorganize the present (hence the future) in conversation with the past. Echoing

Arabfuturisms’ resistance to definitions, the text thus refrains from producing yet another
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vision of a unified future in which every singularity is subsumed under the globalizing logic

of hegemonic futurisms.

Conclusion

Ahmed Naji’s Using Life responds to techno-futurist urban design projects that produce

standardized and globalized visions of the utopian city through a redefinition of gfbanity.

Jht pOSBilities showcase how attention to the

particularities of languagdcan Npen W& ways of envisioning hope and futurity in a
seemingly dystopg oth’the objective and the limit of the Urbanists’ techno-futurist
utopia, fa miNggighlights e complexities of matter and time. The future can never be created

ex nijilo, it can\lways only be constellated in the present.

¢ of reconstruction Naji employs in Using Life is founded on a counter-
futurist ademblage aesthetics that aims to reinstate the affective, temporal, and multisensorial
complexities of urban ecologies that are displaced by global urban development models. In its
material-semiotic entanglement with the environment, the body functions as a key element of
the text’s urban aesthetics and ethics. Attention to embodiment redefines both human

relationship to urban ecologies and to literature. Moving beyond primarily symbolic and
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allegorical depictions of the city as the quintessential site of encounters with European
modernity, Using Life adopts a distinctly ecological perspective in its attention to the material
realities of human-nonhuman entanglement. As Arabic fiction (particularly SF) converses
more with the realities of climate change and other ecological issues, the stakes of writing
and reading literature in the face of environmental destruction will become more critical to
discussions on utopia, dystopia, and futurism. This study is an invitation to examghe how

such texts attend to the entangled materialities of words, bodies, and envir ents aLhow

environmental crises are changing the aesthetic, ethical, and political£n
contemporary Arabic fiction. Returning to the organic connecti
embodiment, and urbanity in these discussions can open of ecocritical

inquiry for investigating the relationship between u cqYOgies, Mterary aesthetics, and

ethics.

challenge®and redefines universalist conceptualizations of the term. Her research has

appeared in Alif: Journal of Comparative Poetics and Middle Eastern Literatures. Her
current book project examines conceptions of futurity and environmental justice in the

Middle East from a comparative perspective.
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