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lan Campbell

ScienceFiction and Social Criti cismin Mor occo d the 1970s:
Muhammad "Aziz La hbabl's The Elixir of Life

Nea the end of the main narative of 'lksir al-Hayat [The Elixir of Life,
1974], the sciencefiction novd by Moroccan professor Muhammad 'AzTz
LahbabT,the invenion of an immortality elixir hasthrown Moroccan sodety
into totd cheos' Its impoverished protagonist Hamld hopes that his classnate
and would-be love intereg will help him obtain food—but she mocks his
requestfor hdp:

He was no longea able to look at her face: it had grown hugeand her red,
burning eyesstuckout, asif Hamld wasin front of a funhausemirror, where
we seeour faceselongatedin the form of a knife, or squaed and thick like a
jar. "How loathsane this damn& womanhasbecane!" (95)

Shemocks him beaus shebelongs to the upper classes and he to the lower;
andthe elixir, rather thanlevding classdistinctions, hasexacetbaed them.
Lahbahl's novel usesthe sf strategy of cognitive estangenent to hald a
distorted mirror up to the Morocco of the eaty 1970s. The effect of this
reflecion is to shov how the podcolonid Moroccan stae, which retained its
claim to bethe her of theliberd, democratic, nationdist rewvolution thatfreed
Morocco from colonial authority in 1956, hasbemme two deades later a
place whereclassmolhility is solimited that even prison is preferable to life in
poverty. This pointed political criticism is wrapped in two layers of
estargement, enaling LahbabT to criticize his sodety while remaining
insuated from the potentially brutal consequences of a directchallerge

1. Importance and structure of the text. Reades trying to remain current
with thevag anddiverse aray of modan Anglo-Americansf may well wonder
why anobscure rovd by an olbscue nowelist from a ountry erirely peripheral
to the dewelopmentof sf may be worth exanmining. TheElixir of Life has much
to dffer critics d thegenre it is afounddional text in Arakic-language , one
of the first to presern itself exgicitly asal-1lm al-khayall, then a nedogism
mealing "imaginaive sciernce" and now the standard term for the genre
(Cowan 310, 744). Its pubdication coincideswith amore rigorous approachto
sf criticism that integrates science fiction into developments in the general
discourse of literary criticism. The novel providesexanples of mary of the
tropesidentified by the first wave o sf critics furthernore, assclolars begn
to integrate the fag-growing and diverse body of work that is twenty-fir st-
certury Arabic sf into Endish-language criticism, a careful amalysis of this
foundational text will prove useul.

LahbabT (122-93)was grofessor d philosghy, edwcaed & the Sobonne
andin reddenceat Muhammad V University in Rabat. He is bestknown asa
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philosgpha whose work took ananthropological appoech to Iamic thought,
but he dso wrote literary fiction. He wasoneof the foundersof the Union of
Arab Writers of the Maghreb andthe direcor of the influertial review 'Afaq
[Horizons], he wasnominatedfor the Nobel Frize in Literature in 1987 (Craig
20).2 Lahbal published his first novd in 1967: Jil al-Zamd [Genemtion of
Thirst] ses all but one of its chepters inside the office of the sott of liberd,
secuér intdlectual who daminates theArabic-language Moroccan novels d the
1960s. It is in no way science fiction; rather, it is firmly grounded in the
sodal-realst tradition andthe desre to promote postive sodal chargethatthe
critic Ahmed al-Madini argues chaaderizes Moroccan literary and critical
dismurse o thetime (@l-Madini 198). Its plot traces he intellectual'sdawning
awaeress hatthefuture bdongs b less aadamic ard more ative peple; this
can be read as a caudic critique of the pretersions and weness of the
Morocan intellectual class (Campbell 111-13).

TheElixir of Life was pubished sewen yearslater. Its first sectbn certers
on 'ldrTs, a poor, elderly, pious, and consevative caperter who lives in an
impoverished district in Rabat. His friend alerts him to the news that séentists
have developed the titular elixir, which besows immortality upo its
recipierts. The elixir is never presert in the text, which newer exgains where
the elixir was discovered and omits any meaningful detils abou it. 'ldrls
angily rejeds the idea, believing that it undemines the moral andecaiomic
underpnnings of scciety; it is not "natural® for Muslims not to die. His
skepicism seens justifi ed: the immediate conseqierces of the newsof the
elixir are rioting, looting, hoarding, price-gouging, and masshunger. All of
this isdriven by classresrntmert, asthe poor are unarimously convinced that
the elkir will be reservedfor the dites despite the government's protestations
to the contrary.

The center of the acion shifts to ‘Idrls's son Hamld, an enlightered
medial student and thus something of a stack character in Arabic-language
Moroccan nowels of the epoch® Sccia unred has redwced him to near-
stavation. Hamld persuades his father to erd his stardoff with local militia
who want to take him off to be injecied with the elixir by cornvincing the
militia to let 'ldrls join other family membersin the country. He then makes
his way to the wealthy quarter, where he intends to persiace his female
classnateto purchasehis medical textbooks so he can buy food. This woman
mockingly rejeds both his offer ard his romartic pursuit of her: now thatshe
is immortal, shehasno neal to gudy in pursut of a tadeandshehasbemme
engagedto a man of her own class. On his way back, police detan Hamld
becaus he does not belong in that neighborhood ard, though he expains
himself, they decide to take him in ard hawe him injected with the dixir. But
a mae pressing crisis intervenes ard Hamld is dlowed to return home, where
he perishes from hunger.

The novel's brief final sedion is set off from the rest of the text and
entited "M udhakkirat ma bdda al-Mawt" or "PostDeah Reports."4 Hamd
is still in his house, and for the most pat does not find deah all that
unpeasant. He conceivesthe ideaof sonehow communicating to his brother,
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aliterature profes®r, abaut the pog-death world, but comes  the canclusion
thatthe dixir will not solve the problems of the poor. He peisualesangels to
help him in this task but while the pethaps hallucinatay angels ae willing to
commurnicate with the living world, they are unable to do so. The novel erds
with a hurt coming to take him to paradse

2. SF and literature in Arabic. RewenSrir arguestha for conplex culturd
rea®ns hcluding but not limited to the legagy of coonialism, criticsof Arabic
literature hawe terded ard still terd, to inflatevagdly the value andinfluence
of formal literary fiction while ignoring or even disdaining the corsiderable
production of and interestin gerre fiction in the Arabspeaking world. Snir
writes: "Even when they hawe significantaeshetic qualities, suchworks tend
to go unroticed or ther importance is minimized, which only reinforces the
basicdisnissive attitude toward popular literaure and its writers" (265) Snir
tracescriticism of Arabic-languagesf badk only to 1980 and he argues tha
Arabic sf critics dten corflate sf and fantagy literature. While there aremary
andvarious exanples d tales ofthe fantastc in dassical Arabic literature, true
sf in Arabic, for Snir, arcsefor the mod part asa reailt of the influerce of
Wedern sf in trarslaion during the 1970s. The appearance of translations
dovaailed with the moon landngs and televised Wesern sf programs to
geneateenthusissmfor locd production in Arahic of science fiction by Arabs
begnning in theealy- to mid-1980s(270). Yet Snir also makesthe following
argument:

Unlike in the Wed, Arabic SFin geneal hasasyet [in 2000] not geneated
any seriots inquiry into the natureof contemparary socid reality and mostof
the writers, insteadof using this genreas"medium for socialcomment,” are
still too proneto serveamuserent or didactic aims. (280

The Elixir of Life refutes both this specific and Snir's more general argument
abou native produdion of sf not begnning urtil the 1980s Labbak's novel
is clearly sf, is clealy intentionally framed assuch, andit both undertakes an
inquiry into cortemporary socil redity and usesthe genre asa medium for
socil commert.

Ada Barbaro, in her recent monogaph on Arabic sf and fantasy, tracesits
emegence further back. In an Englishdanguage translation of an interview
sunmailizing her work, sheargues that:

Arabic <ti fi comes in arelationdip tothe production in English. But we have
to open a post-cdonial discouse here: the Sci-Fi in English comes with
industial developrrent, whch come late in tle Arab caintries Not to mertion
that the "novel" arrives late in thesecouwntries, being an imported literary
form. We can saythatthe [si] sci fi in Arabicwasbornin the '50s, more or
less.(MLY NXQUALEY, paragaph?2)

Barbaro then goes on to conextualize the development of Arabic sf by
referercing the very rich andlong tradtion of tales of the fantasic in Arabic
literatue (see Jayus 21-26), including "aja'ib or "mirabilia,” travelogues,
talesof the animd world, and the Sindibad journeys and other fantadic tales
from the 1001 Nights. Babaro mentions whatcoud be onsidered theworld's
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first proto-fantasysf novel, Hayy bn Yagza [Alive, $n of Awakd, published
in the eaty twelfth century in Moorish Andalusia by the philosopher Ibn
Tufayl, who wrote it as a thought experiment (Nag and Leamon 316) aimed
at denondgrating the naturdness of Islam. But it also contains a critique of
human sodety in the sedion in which a child, raisedby animds away from
humanity, is brought to thecity andconsiders ubanculturefrom a maive point
of view. This aitique placesit firmly in the dscourse @ Utopian fiction, if not
predsely Utopian sciene fiction; for Barbara therein lies the difference®

TheElixir of Life, however, is argualdy sciencefiction, asit claims to be,
and neither proto-scierce fiction sud asHayy ibn Yaqan nor the fantasy of
tales such as those found in the 1001 Nights. In Darko Swin's familiar
corstruction, sf is "a literary genre whose neesary andsufficientconditions
are the preserce and interadion of estangenent and cognition, and whose
main formal device is an imaginative framework alternéive to the auhor's
emgrical ervironment” (Metamaphoses 7-8). Estramgenent is a form of
defamiliarization tha confronts a set normative sysem with a point of view
implying a new s& of norms, or, in the words of ErnstBloch, oneof Swin's
chiefinfluences,"providing a shodking and distarcing mirror above the al too
familiar reality” (Bloch qtd. in Swin, Postions 34). Sciene fiction differs
from other edranged genresin that the defaniliarizing element is cognitively
basel. Swin writes that cognition both reflectsredity and reflectsuponit: it
"implies acreative approech tendng toward a dynamic trarnsformation rather
thantoward a staic mirroring of the auhor's environment” (Metanorphoses
10). In afantasy sud asthe tales of the Arabian Nights, the flyi ng campet or
magic dixir is clearly inimical to the enpirical world andits laws—in Suvin's
words, fantag/ is arficognitive. Arab sf critic Tsam 'Asaala makes use of
Swin's cognitive estangement in his conprehensive andysis of Arabic sf,
argung tha one of its main functions is to critique cortemporary socety
("Asagda 80-82).

3. SFin The Elixir of Life. In Lahbald's novel, the elixir itsdf, thoudh it
remans erirely offstage, is clearly framed as a plausible sciaentific
dewelopmert rather than sonething mystical ard anticognitive, atthough ‘Idrls,
the sulpectof the novel'sfirst sedion, clearly thinksin such premodem terms
He doesnot like to read the newspagers beaus he believesit will makehim
a "victim of deviance [al-shdudha]" (19), ard his reaction to the news, and
to eveything elseg is toretrea into pious famulae. But his friend clarifies that
al-dlm, saence, hasinverted, ikhtara®a, the elixir; andwhile "dm an derote
both traditional Islamic knowledge and modem sciene, the context of
ikhtara™a makesit clear that the dim in this nowvel is modem science just as
itis in al- ilm al-khayali. 'ldrls later readsthe newspaer, finds out both that
"humanity [al-'insariya] has reaized the mog wonderful invention [al-
ikhtiraf,” andtha "the fae d humanity has leencreated in the leboratory \al-
makhbar]," (23) which repeat "humarnity” and situates it togethe with the
moden wordsfor "invention" and"laboratory” in order to further darify that
the elixir is not something out of the voyages of Sindibad but rather a
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cognitively plausible dewelopment albeit one in clear opposition to ‘ldrls's
faith and tradtional mindse.

By the time Hamld enters the narative, Moroccan sodety has fallen
conpletely to pieces, but even with riotersoutside HamTd framesthe elixir as
sciatific: "The scienists ~ulama’] are not regorsible for our chacs and
disorder.... [W]e're the oneswho can't use ther invenions and discoveries
[iktishafat] very well" (41). Everything else abaut the elixi—who creatd it,
whatit is madefrom, whethe it provides géemd youth and hedth or the fate
of Tithonus—is hardwaved by Labbal. But the elixir, the novum in this sf
stary, is cleaty intended to deenier uswhile remaining part of a amgnitively
plausble redity . For Suvin, theintroduction of only one movum marks awork
of sf asbeirng a alower stage of development. But thisis, afterall, oneof the
first works of Moroccansciencefiction and, aswe will see,there is bah detal
andnuarce in the novel's presenation of life ard death

Moroccan science fiction in Arabic is a branch of the Arabic-language
Moroccan novel, whose preocaupaion with critiquing and improving sodety
dovdails with wha Istvan Cdcsery-Ronay, Jr. staes is sf's concem with
"imagining progressive dternaivesto the staus quo, oftenimplying critiques
of contemporary conditions or possible future outcomes of current sodal
trends" (113). Csicsely-Ronay argues that (Anglo-American, mostly) sf of the
1960s hada "Utopian chargée' to changethe world, one that emphaszed class
corsciausress And while one might well imagine counterexanples to this
corcernin Anglo-American o, or as®rttha by 1973 tha gerre hadmovedon
to a period of more forma experimentation or exploraton of corscioumes
(Brodeick 51-52), The Elixir of Life is undeniably a classbasd critique of
Moroccanr sodety of its day, one that holds a distorting mirror up to its
strdified sodety andfindsit wanting.

A review of Moroccan history of the period shows that @nditions hal been
deteriorating for yeas. The rewolution that led to independence from France
in 19561led to a podcolonial stae thatelected liberd parliaments under King
Muhammad V (Penndl 159-62).5 By the ealy 1960s, however, power had
beencorcertratedin the hards d M uhammads succes®r Hassan |, who was
famousl hostile to the edicaedclasses, having atone point repordedto dvil
unrest anong stucenss bysayng pulbicly tha "There is no danger for the stae
asgrawe asthatof theso-alled intellecud” (Pemdl 323). Poa harvestsard
poor plaming led to ecanomic staghaion and pdlitica repression; the 1970s
were known in Morocco as les anreesde plomb or "the years of lead" as
ecahomic growth enirely failed to keep up with population growth. Almost
anymewho darad protestwas caefully watched by the nework of informers
that were the country's real growth indugry, amd then taken away to desat
prisons’ Even well-known intellectual figures were sulject to this sort of
treatment The Francgohane novdist Abdellatif Laah, edtor of '‘Ajaq's siger
review Sauffles bedan introducing politics into the journal: in 1972, Hassan

Il threw him into prison without trial, where he remained until 1980 (Gontard
19-20).
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4. The Hite and the Preterite. Barbara, in her brief aralysisof TheElixir of
Life, stres®ses the novel's enphasis on sodal criticism, arguing that it asks
what will hgppen to a sodety riven by class corflict when the elixir is
dismovered? (Barbaro 155-56) Shecites as her souce for this argument the
work of the critic Bu Shalb al-Sawari, who frames his andysis of Lahbal's
novd in temns of classconflict. For Sawari, The Elixir of Life providesthe
ansver to the queston it poses the ggp between the rich and the poor will
widen, not strink. He continues:

SFuncovers by mears of the ideaof the dixir, the endavors o two social
groyps differing by class ... in the framework of a discusive style basedon
clashe ard confrontaion betweentwo contradictay ideas,in a languae that
reveab the prevaling contradidions in the society by meansof conflicting
dualities. (al-Sawai 63)

And heis correct. The Elixir of Life uses corflicting duditi esto ground a
larger and more abstraa pditical critique. But neither Barbaro, whosebod is
a geneal suivey ard only touches triefly on the novel, nor Sawari, who uses
The Elixir of Life asone of three primary saurcesin areldively shat article
whose tlesis ddresses gaeral trends in Arakic-language Moroccan sf ergages
much with the language the text uses to degct these corflicting dudities. A
clos reaing of Lahbal's novel enales us not only to undergard how he
acomplishesthis, but dsoto go beyand the overt political aiticisnt afolktale
Lahbabi places within the text emabes us to more fully undergand the
importance of the novel's first and last sedions.

In the Morocco of TheElixir of Life, pdice trucks with loudspealers ater
'IdrTss neghborhood ard anrournce that

By order of the goverrment, the elixir in queston has been nationalzed
[ta'mTm], The allotmerts [al-hisas] will be distributed, equdly, to the entire
popuation. The allotments will be distributed equdly; equdly, in special
offices and at spedfic timesthat will be annainced in due time ¥fi ibhaniha].
(31)

The vocabdary is tha of the sott of Arab sodalism to which the Moroccan
regime paid lip sevice throughaut the peliod leadng up to the yeas of lead.

Yet the pemle are immediately skeptical, especially of "in duetime" and the
repdition of "equally.” As one of 'ldns's neghbors says:

In pragper Arabic, that meangheyll beginwith taking care ofthe deses ofthe
elite [al-kha$s] . .. andf anything's Idt, it'll be dstributedto thelir] favorites
amongthe peope [al-'amma]. Andfor the ahers, the delige! Nothing for the
likes of us! We're always the forgotten (31)

Thewordskha$$aand ammaare the historical Arabic termsfor the elite and
the canmon (Cowan 280, 751), the fortunateand the preterite, the'afan and
the shah, the rich and the poor-theclasses that existedin the quasi-feudalism
of precolonial times and still exist today in the quasimodern pogcolonid
sodeties. The moment the elixir is anrounceal is the instant the pemle
formulate it in temns of classconflict. And classconflict is the order of the
day. assom as people learn abaut the elixir, they stgp working, and this
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disruptsthe food distribution network to the extert tha HamTd hasto sell his
bestdjellaba for a piece of melon rind. (42)

When the militia capgain expresesasbnishnmentthat Hamd doesnot hawe
acardfor a food raton, Hamid counters with a folktale

An eldely king was unale to chewthe [pastry] shdl of the desserr[al-halwa]

known asku'b al-ghaza) but it sufficed him to gulp down the almond paste
inside. One day, he heardshoutingfrom beyond the gates of the palace...

[Hlis vizier sad, "That, my lord, is the peofe [al-shab] cemandhg bread for

hungerhas begn to spread” The king pondeaed this, thensaid,"O vizier, go
and adisethem to at theshells ofkub d-ghazal." He [the \izier] responcbd:
"Ku'b al-ghazal is a desséhiat onlythe elite[al-'a'yan] consunre, at lolidays,

and of coursethey eatthe shdls." (69)

The evocation of Marie Antoinette and a slightly different manifestaton of
class corsciausressshauld be evidert here. But the vocahulary is the sane:
khayyaPanmaand 'a'ydnJshdb derote the same pair of opposites. The Elixir
of Life holdsits distarting mirror to theMoroccoof the yearsof lead, andwhat
it reflects on is that the difference is not so much beween the two differert
sotts o "il m a (scienific) knowledge but rather betweenthe two classes that
havealwaysbeenat war.

When HamTd gaesto the quarter of the khayya to try to sell his medical
bodks, henotes hev calm thatquarter is: "it's proteded by reqular soldiers....
[llts population isn't protesing beaus theyre the 'anyar of the elixir, and
their quater has ye to know hunger, andwon't know it" (79). 'Anyar literally
means "helpers” or "allies"8 To a Moroccan, however, this would be very
reminiscentof the Nayrani or Christians, the word usal to derote the French
ocaupiers of Morocco, mary of whom retained thear staus anmong the
Moroccan elite after the revolution.®

As HamTd appoeaches his classnmate's house, he reflects further. "The
autorities respet and protectthem, for the sale o money.... [Power] always
strivesto raise W the peode of qudity ['‘abna al-ail at\, thosewith material
[maddi] power over those with spritud \ma'nawi\" (80). This time the
oppasition is between the matrid and sprituad worlds. This is in no way
Marxist, but in traditiond | slamic culture moral authority alwayslies with the
spiritual over the material: the introduction of the novum in the form of the
elixir reflects a Mooccansociay tha has gled acainst righteousness.Hamrtd's
classmate whom he hasbeentutoring because he is a better student, turns
down his offer of bodks for food.1° She"cuts him off, codly":

What dol need with book® Withthe triumph d the eixir, medcine's tme ha
endal. For a short and temporary period, our courtries will needa small
numter of doctors for the poor neighbahoads, and the countyside—and
veteinarians, of course. On that note, what do you plan to do? Pradice
carpently, like your father? Medicine hasended, and just at the right time,
since the medical school has becomelike the Jmaael Fna in Marrakech

without dignity, wherethe rabble andthe camayed,andthe foundings set p
chairsalongsde the peopleof quality. (91)"
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Regretably, the novel corcludes before we are able to find out if this
woman erds up sharing Marie Antoinette's fate, but the class corflict is
evident here: the Moroccan sockety reflected in the mirror distorted by the
elixir may on sorre level pay lip sewice to sodal equality, but it isin fact a
socigy pervaded by the expoitation of the rakble by the qudity .

Shetries to madlify him by telling him that while he is not one of the
‘abna’ al- a'Hat, amother gloss on kha$a, he is "graced with \tatahalla bi]
some of thdr attributes.... My family and | corsider you one of the
abrormalsgdeviants [al-shawadhdh], so we don't opposeinviting you in for
cards a chess" (92).22 The chdce of gamesandof verbs reflectsand distorts
the sory of the king and his ku'b al-ghazd, asthe verb tahdla shaesits root
with al-balwa, "desseat.” Sheis literally sayng that HamTd is "sweetneal
with" the dtributes of theelite, right before she magifiesthe dasscorflict by
singling him out as deviant, the word of which Harnld's father, Tdrls, did not
want to be a victim, and a word from which a common homophobic slur is
derived (Cowan 167, 539).

5. Politics and reaction. But in fact, HamTd is indeed a devant in a binary
sockety. The police who detain him as he argrily runs away from her house
find his medical books and demeana so abnormal that they are unable to
spe&: "The two cops looked at the books. The two cops looked at the bodks
andat HamTd, then one cop looked at the other, withou saying a word, then
signalel to HamTdto cdlect the books" (104). They takeHamTd withthembut
let him go whena crisis intervenes, urging him to takecare of himself. When
he returnsto his neighborhood andobsewres the crowds of denpndrators and
counter-denonstratass, all sofaint from hunger that they can no longer fight
physicdly, he statsto shout dogansaganst the elxir ard thenunderstinds his
liminal position:

The elixir is a scienific [TImi] discovely, and scierce only battlesignorance

and stugdity. The elixir is one of the miracles of humanthoudt, and the

peopleof qualty like [his classnate] had no handin its discovery. Thereforg

I'm exenplifying reacton [al-raj'i ya] that fears theprogressof culture and the
growth of science. (113

The "reaction"” here is not the chemical but the political sott, as in
"reactionary,” soHamTd istrying to demuge the opposition betweenscience
and radtion from the classcorflict. The agument is inchoatebecaiseHamTd
is staving to deatht he crosses the streetto join the pro-elixir denongrators,
but heis urable to do much more thanshaut afew slogansbefore going home,
catching his reflection in a mirror, refusing to believe it reflectsreaity, then
smasing the mirror. The text then bre&s for the "Paost-Death Reports"
sectbn. The redity reflected by the elixir is one where class conflict has
always already been a class war, HamTd, as soneore who looks 'dm/n but
thinks and sounds khass, causesa glitch in the sygem

And this is the es®rce of both the critique and the implicit Utopia beyond
the aitique. A Morocco tha at the very leag allowed enaugh class mokhility
for the sons of carperters to bemme doctors would be one where rank was
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detemined by more than just birth; the effect of the elixir is not to level
socety by making evayone immortd but, rather, as Sawari argues to
exaerkate the already existing classconflict. The Elixir of Life, by holding
Morocm up to the mirror of a potenial Utopia rewveak the dygopia of
intractalde classcorflict that structuresthe acual society.

Moreover, the novel doesthis within the cortext of an imagined Morocco
distorted by the nowm of the elixir; and this is extremdy important from a
political point of view. Writers in the West may well hawve to contendwith the
captialist rediti esof the pubishing industy, but they also hawe pdliti cal ard
legal guarantees of freedan of speech in the Morocco of the years of
lead—and even today throughout the Arabic-speakng world-this is not at all
the aase Were Lahbali to havewritten a novel abaut an acual Morocco that
directly desribed the neptism, exploitation, andclass onflict thatstructured
its sodety, he might well hawe shaed prison and torture with his colleague
Laabi. But by using the distorting mirror of cognitive edrangenert, he can
make his point while still retaning enaugh plausible denability to avad too
much sautiny.

Wrapg@dng a political critique in an implausible or distorted situation is a
conmon tactic in Arabic-language Moroccan nowvels d the 1970s: Muhammad
Tzz al-DIn al-Tazl's The Towers of the City (1978), for exanple, uses the
device of a man who has retuned from the deal after harging himself to
de<ribe the corditionsfor political prisaners. The red question here is why
it took sf so long to catth on in Arabic literaure, given its usdulnes for
political critique in and of repressve sodeties There are probaldy multiple
arswers including but not limited to the role of magaganes and fandom in
gereraing momentum for sf in the US and Britain, as well as the faa of
techndogical developmentasan external ratherthaninterral forcein Arahic-
speking courntries.

6. Fantasy and plausible deniability. Now that we hawe consdered the
reflecion on classcorflict that ocaupies the bulk of the text of TheElixir of
Life, we must heedthe example of the king in the folktale and consider the
chewiershdl in which Lahbahb wraps ths aralysis Before focussng on Tdris,
the novel openswith a brief musing on the inevitability ard inscrutahlity of
dedh. This ®rves to mphasiz the estangementwhenthe éixir is introduced
the effect of this estangement is to rerder a Morocco with acceess to
immortdity all the more unfamiliar. There is a political aswell as literary
straegy to this enphads, in that it provides plausible deriability aganst
cersors who might argue that Lahbab is critiquing the real Morocco—which
of courseheis. The musngson deathtakeasther example the peispective o
oneof the samm

We don't know anythirg about[deat], any more than'Abd al-Qadir,
who'sworked at the aiport for a quater of a certury, presating to the
travdlers the stairwayto climb up into the airplane or to comedown
from it, but who knowsnothingaboutthe inside of the arplane (12-13)
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A clearer defction of the classbarierscould hadly be imagined; andthe
corflict is speialized in the same way as the differene between
neighborhoods, aly this timeit is not armedpolice hut rather intemalizedsef-
reguation that keeps the ~amm outof the space reseved for the khass Right
from the stat, even beore its nowm is introduced, The Elixir of Life
foregmourds the class conflict.

But in the novel's coda, the "Post-Death Reports' sedion, Lahbal's text
goes beyond what Swin condders a "lower' stage of dewelopment
chaaderized by the introduction of only one new factor. Sawari, in his
analsisof The Elixir of Life, dismisses the "Post-Deah Reports' secton as
"not well-developed” (Sawari 60), while Barbara does not addess this coda
at al. But while it appearssuperficially to havelittle to dowith themore drect
socid criticism of the novel's midsection, it is infact a muchmore pointed and
well-deweloped critique than Sawari givesit credit for.

At the erd o the man text, the staving and delirious Hamid returnshome,
cornfronts himséf in the mirror, believesit does ot reflect redity, ard srrastes
it. The text preens readeas with a few paragaphs of dismontinuity on a
sepaate page—bodes are piling up in the streds; no coffins can be made
becaus nals are imported—beforethe keginning of the @dain which the dad
HamTd reflects on existerce Clealy, the preserce of a ghost appears to take
The Elixir of Life from sf to fantasy, but it must be noted tha ther is no
eviderce at all other than Hamld's perspective—that of a staving, delirious
man—hat he is adudly deal rather than just hallucinating. To the typical
Moroccan this is not a plausible presertation of the afterlif e (Egosto, I: 60-
64) andwe can therefore continue to read the novel assf.13

Hamld thinks he is dead anmd what he immediaely notices abaut the
"afterlife” is thatthere is no needor desire; heis not hungry anymore. But his
thoudhts immediately shift in a very peailiar diredion. He now undersands
why so mary citi zens [muwatiniyun] come to prefer prison to "what is cdled
‘freé life";

It's true, there's dways that poa soul, Lost sonof Lost, whosemotheris the
alley and whose father is the long, curving street, who finds brothes in
desmir. He feels somehing like, hes got a numker special[f/w]j?) to him, a
personé number that setshim off from the red.... [H]e feelsshelterfrom the
heat ar the cold, and guamanteel food, organized meds." (122)

This is sodal criticism even more pointed thanthatin the main secton of
the novel. Lahbabl usesthe word muwatiniyun to descibe what ae essemially
political prisoners, pe@le who ae proteding acainst the aithoritarianregme.
But in wha was then quite reant Moroccan history, the wataniyiin, the
"nationalists” which even someore unfamiliar with Arabic canseeis dmost
exactly the sane word minus the grammatical prefix (Cowan 1265), were the
sloganees and freedom fighters who organized aganst the colonial occupiers
andhelped free Morocco from colonialism Many of the nowvels of the 196G
addessthe direct experiences of wataniyiin; some haveexterded sceres in
Frerch colonial prison wards, in which the wataniyiin, mary of whom are
from very khass fimili es reinforce one ancthersdesre for afree Morocw."
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Latibabl codd hawe chosen any nunmber of words for the prisorers he
de<ribes,but muwafiniyiin makes it clea thatthe ®ciety the wataniyun relped
to liberate is now one wherethe kamm aresoexduded from even basicneeals
thatprison life, with its regular meals, doesnot sean any worsethanstaving
in the strees—you get a number, and if tha is the only way you get to be
khabs,well, atleag you are warm anddry.

This is a very pointed critique, ard were it expreseddirecty, one tha
coud haverestuted in Labbali's beng taken from his mmfortabe life as chair
of the philosophy departmentat Muhanmad V University by Muhanmad V's
sonandthrown into the nextcdl over from Abdellatif Laaki. Sodal criticism
hasreal corseqiences in a podcolonial dictatorship, onesthe simply do not
pertain in the West And this, more than arything, exgains why this sedion
of The Elixir of Life is setoff from the res andis perhgps a little harder to
magicate. Showing sodal unred asa corseqierce of the introduction of the
nowm ofthe dixir is a pausible exrapolation; talking alout political prisoners
and the regime'sbasc failuresis quite amother. We may imagine LafibabT'
weighing the risk of dired political critique over the value of remaining true
to thethenonly justemergng acalenic corvertionsof a gearethat was n ary
casetotdly unfamiliar to thevag majority of Moroccars. Pehaps he felt that
discretion in the form of pladng his critique within a clearly anicognitive
secton was, ultimatdy, the option thatwould allow him to continue to write.

In the wcion titled "Post-Death Reports,” HamTd is ®nvinced of the need
to report on the conditions of what he thinks of asthe afterlife. The sedion
grows pogressively more hallucinatary asHamd tries b pesuale ®me agels
to help m serd amessae b his brother, aliterature professorat Muhanmad
V University. We newer seeor heartheseangds—the pasag is narated at
secad hard through HamTd's weirdly lucid perspective—but the condusion
HamTd conesto is that angelsdo not undersand the fundamental human neel
for conflict and struggle. Humans needstruggle; they areinherently givento
dividing into classes and this leadsto sdentific progress For the aitic HamTd
Lahmidarni, this point is where The Elixir of Life fails:

The novel doesnot reveal the deep conceald reasos behird the prodems
foundin sodety; this is becausét tries to interpretthese poblems as spnging
from abset givens that reduceall the ills of societyto the natual corruption
of humanity... andthe etern# natureof the poar... It's supeficial, becaus it
treatsthe chssconflict in society without adiressing its materid causes.(217-
18)

And Lahmidani's critique is certainly valid: in the erd, The Elixir of Life
pulls its purch by making the root cauwse of the corflict human nature rather
thanthe material exploitation of one chssby ancther. But & the sametime, we
shoud give aedt to LahbabT rot only for bringing sf to the Arabic-language
Moroccan nowel, but also for putting his privilegel postion at risk to draw
attention to the unfair role of privilege in his sodety. If his mirror hasa few
flaws, so be it; The Elixir of Life offered Moroccan readers a new and
conpeling reflection on ther sodety.
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Whethe Arakic sf can deenter us asrealeis andcritics of Westen sf is
a worthy question aswell. Evenforty yeas after Lahbahl's novel, Arabic sf
has yet to read the full conplexity of form and cortert that alread/
chaaderizedWesern sf in the 1970s. This may be a restut of the privileging
by critics within the Arab-gpe&ing world of "serious' literature over gerre
fiction. It may also be a reault of the corditionsof produdion of literature in
that world. Even the maost widely lauded authors of seifous fiction in Arabic
needto ke thdr day jobs, as nobody can support themselves enirely by
writing: the ebsence of the profit maotive, when canbinedwith ciitical disdan,
may cete potential authorsfrom investing time and enemy into creating fully-
realized Arabic sf.

Yet the conditions d produdion of political discaurse in thatworld make
sf an ided choice for a nowelist wishing to maintain sufficient plausible
denability to stayout of prison. To point ata text and be ale to saythatitis
just a thought experiment about what life might be like in, say, the distant
future, and thatanycersar inferring criticismof the regimein power is clealy
missirg the most basc elements of the text, is a powerful tool in repressve
socketies. Given the wild popularity of Wedem sf films and televsion
programsdubbedinto Arahic, it stands to reasonthat the gerre will cortinue
to dewelop. Moreover, in spite of the lack of attention paid to Arabic sf by
critics, it is al9 likely tha works heretofore ignored may prove, like The
Elixir of Life, to have more to recommerd them than might at first meetthe
eye

NOTES

1. Like nearly &l Arabic-languag and egn Fancghore Moracanliterature fom
beforethe mid-1980s, it is not availade in Englishtrandation. All translaionsin this
article are mine.

2. Seethe entty on "Mohammed Aziz Lahbak" in the online Encyclopéia
Britannica. Onine. 5 Oct. 2014.

3. See for exanple, Muhammal bin al-Tahani's Dahaya Hubh [A Victim of
Love, 1973], in which the eporymous victim's statusasa medical studentearnshim
special teatnent from the legal systen.

4. Mudhakkiratis a borrowing from Frerch, the colonid langua@ of Morocco,
where memives is the word for the official repat of a diplomatic or scientific body.
The Arabic word is a closecograteto dhikriyat, "memories' (seeCowan359).

5. Hayy ibn Yaqzan was translded into English in 1686, whereit servedas a
primary sour@ for Daniel Defo€'s RobinsonCrusoe(1719) (Glasse202). So while
Thomas Mbre's Utopia (816) significantlypreddes Ibn Tudyl's transléon into Latin,
the exchage of information and culture from Arabic to Latin had beengoing on for
centures, making it unlikely that More, a well-educatel theologian, would have bea
unawareof the stary. This in turn calls into queston the statemenin Tom Moylan's
excellent aalysis of Utopian sfthatUtopia is "the souice ofthe gene in history [and]
in form," aswell asin title (Moylan 33).

6. Moroccowasliberatedfrom Spain & well, athough the Spaish role in cdonial
Moroccowasvery smdl.

7. See for exanple, al-Tazi's novd, 'Abraj al-Madina[The Towersof the City,
1978], which descibes in detail the surveilanceimposel on a would-be activist and
the corditions to which he is subjectedin prison.
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8. In the sandad narraive of the foundng of | slam Muhammad anchis folowers
decampedrom Meccato the cityof Yathrib (late, Medina), wherethe peopleof that
town siccoral the Muslimsandwerethereafterknown as the '‘Ansa. SeeHoutana et
al, vol. 1, 357-58.

9. That is, "Nazaenres' Arabic wordsare structured by a (usualy threeletter)
root that deerminesmeanng. Wordswith the sameroot havesimilar meanims; eg.,
muway(iniyun andwataniyiin bot sharethe w-t-n roaot, which hasthe conmotation of
"homeland' or "nation." Though "Nasran” is ultimately a borronving from French
a native spe&er of Arabic would recognke from its root n-s-r a connetion with
'Ansar.

10. Sheis nevernamedin the text, but is referred to only as'anisa("Miss') or
"the Hajj's Daughter.”

11. The Jmaael Fnais the large opensquae in the cener of Marrakech, well-
known even in 1974 as a cente for tourism: storytellers fortune-ellers, and
mourtebarks setup chars unde umbrélas to entetain and fleece both tourigs and
locals.

12. Literally, 'abma’ al-'a'ilat refers to the "sonsckhildren of the [exterded]
families," which reinforcesthe feudataristacratic natureof the classconflict.

13. This is true at leastfrom the perspetive of the orthodox Maliki Sumism that
is the official discaursein Moroaco. Folk Islam adrmits the presaceof the barzakh o
periad between death and resurection, but Hamid is here portrayed more like a
Eurgpeanghost.

14. The most widely known and influentid of theseis Ghallabs novel (see
Campbell 95-96).
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ABSTRACT

This paperaddes®s he Moroacansciencefiction nowel, 'lksir al- ayat [The Elixir of

Life, 1974 by Muhammad'Aziz Lahbal from the persgectiveof the eficacy of sf's
cognitive strargenent in providing aclassbasel andhighly chagedpolitical aitique
in and of a repressve sociey with little or no class mobility. The novel depids a
Moroca fallen into chacs after the introduction of a (neve-seen immortdity elixir.

A young, impoverished medial studenttries to obtain food in the wake of massie
disrugion cau®d by the poor's belief that the elxir will be resened for the rich. His
inability to levemage his eduatedstatusover his low birth providesa caustic critique
of Moroccan socety. The wrapping of this critique in two layers of displa@ment
enables lahbalbto undetakethis criiquewhile remairnng insulatel from thevery real
consegencesof making it directly.



