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REDISCOVERING A MASTERPIECE:
NAGUIB MAHFOUZ’S THE
BEGINNING AND THE END

In the vast landscape of world literature,
few novels capture the raw, unvarnished
struggle  of  human  existence  with  the
precision and compassion found in The
Beginning  And  The  End  Naguib
Mahfouz. Originally published in Arabic
in 1949 as Bidaya wa Nihaya, this novel
stands  as  a  cornerstone  of  modern
Egyptian  literature.  It  is  a  story  that
transcends  its  setting,  speaking  to
universal  themes  of  family,  ambition,
shame,  and  the  often  devastating
choices  people  make  when  pushed  to
their limits. For readers new to Mahfouz,
this book serves as an excellent entry
point into his richly detailed world, and
for those already familiar with his work,
it  remains a powerful testament to his
literary genius.

THE AUTHOR: A GIANT OF
ARABIC LETTERS

To  understand  the  weight  of  The
Beginning  And  The  End  Naguib
Mahfouz  carries,  one  must  first
appreciate  the  man  behind  the  pen.
Naguib  Mahfouz  (1911–2006)  was  an
Egyptian novelist and screenwriter who
is  widely  regarded  as  one  of  the  first
contemporary writers of Arabic literature
to explore themes of existentialism and

social change. In 1988, he became the
only Arab writer to win the Nobel Prize in
Literature, an honor that brought global
attention to his profound body of work.
Mahfouz  spent  much  of  his  career
chronicling the life of Cairo, his beloved
city,  from the narrow alleyways of  the
old quarters to the bustling streets of the
modern era. His writing is characterized
by  a  deep  psychological  insight,  a
commitment  to  social  realism,  and  a
narrative  elegance  that  makes  his
stories both timeless and deeply rooted
in their specific historical moment.

PLOT SYNOPSIS: A FAMILY IN
CRISIS

Set in Cairo in the 1930s and 1940s, The
Beginning And The End  follows  the
fortunes of  the Kamel  family  after  the
sudden, unexpected death of the father,
a minor civil servant. The story revolves
around the four Kamel children, each of
whom reacts to their father’s death and
their  subsequent poverty in profoundly
different  ways.  The  novel  opens  with  a
stark  portrait  of  loss  and  uncertainty,
immediately  establishing  the  central
tension between personal aspiration and
societal expectation.

The Four
Siblings: A Study
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in Contrasts
The novel’s structure is built around the
divergent  paths  taken  by  the  four
children:  Hussein,  Hassan,  Hassanein,
and Nafisa.

Hussein, the eldest, is a practical
and somewhat pragmatic young
man. He shoulders the burden of
supporting the family after his
father's death, sacrificing his own
educational ambitions. He finds
work as a clerk, but his bitterness
and sense of missed opportunity
simmer beneath the surface. His
story is one of resignation and
quiet desperation.
Hassan is the rebellious and
impulsive character. He rejects the
path of steady work and
education, instead falling into a life
of petty crime and hedonism.
Initially, he seems to represent a
rejection of the family’s
suffocating respectability, but his
choices lead him down a dark path
of violence and moral decay. He is
perhaps the most tragic figure, a
man undone by his own rage and
lack of direction.
Hassanein, the youngest son, is
the family’s great hope. He is
intelligent, ambitious, and
determined to rise above his
circumstances through education.
He works tirelessly to become an
officer in the military, a position
that promises status and security.
His journey is a classic story of
upward mobility, but it is haunted
by the shame of his family’s
poverty and the moral
compromises he must make along
the way.

Nafisa, the only daughter, is
perhaps the most heartbreaking
character in the novel. Trapped by
the rigid patriarchal norms of her
society, she sees her future as
dependent on marriage. The
family’s financial collapse makes it
difficult to secure a suitable
husband, and her desperation
leads her into a secret, illicit
relationship. Her story is a
devastating exploration of how
women’s lives are shaped and
limited by economic and social
forces beyond their control.

CENTRAL THEMES: HONOR,
SHAME, AND SURVIVAL

The Beginning And The End Naguib
Mahfouz is a rich tapestry of interwoven
themes that remain as relevant today as
they were in the mid-20th century. The
novel is a masterclass in exploring the
human condition under duress.

The Crushing
Weight of Social
Class
Class is the invisible force that shapes
every decision and outcome in the novel.
The Kamel family’s fall  from a modest
but  respectable  middle-class  existence
into the precariousness of poverty is the
catalyst for the entire plot. Mahfouz does
not romanticize poverty; he shows it as a
grinding,  humiliating  reality  that
corrodes  relationships  and  forces
individuals  to  make  terrible  moral
compromises.  The children are acutely
aware of their fallen status, and much of
their  suffering  stems  from  their
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desperate attempts to either regain their
former position or to hide their shame
from the  world.  The  novel  is  a  sharp
critique of a society that places immense
value  on  outward  appearances  and
material success, often at the expense of
genuine human connection and integrity.

The Tyranny of
Family Honor
The concept of family honor (sharaf in
Arabic) is a relentless pressure point in
the  narrative.  For  the  Kamel  family,
maintaining a façade of respectability is
an obsession that dictates their actions.
Nafisa’s  entire  storyline  is  a  tragic
illustration of how the cult of honor can
destroy a woman’s life. Her secret affair,
born out of loneliness and desperation, is
not just a personal failing but a stain on
the  entire  family.  When  the  truth
threatens to emerge, the consequences
are  catastrophic.  Mahfouz  handles  this
theme  with  immense  sensitivity,
exposing the hypocrisy of a society that
punishes women for transgressions while
offering men avenues for escape or even
complicity. The honor of the family is a
fragile, brittle thing, and its maintenance
demands terrible sacrifices.

The Illusion of
the Dream
Each  of  the  four  siblings  pursues  a
dream,  and  each  dream  is  ultimately
shown  to  be  flawed  or  impossible.
Hussein dreams of a comfortable, stable
life,  but  his  resignation  leaves  him
empty. Hassan dreams of freedom and
excitement,  but his path leads only to
ruin. Hassanein dreams of success and

status, but he must sacrifice his integrity
and  his  connection  to  his  family  to
achieve  it.  Nafisa  dreams  of  love  and  a
secure  marriage,  but  her  desperation
makes  her  vulnerable  to  exploitation.
The Beginning And The End Naguib
Mahfouz  questions  whether  true
fulfillment  is  possible  within  the
constraints  of  a  rigid,  class-bound
society.  The  novel  suggests  that
ambition, when fueled by shame and the
need  for  validation,  can  become  a
destructive  force.

LITERARY STYLE AND
TECHNIQUE: THE MAHFOUZ
METHOD

Naguib Mahfouz’s writing in this novel is
deceptively  simple.  He  uses  a  third-
person omniscient narrator who moves
fluidly  between  the  perspectives  of
different  characters,  allowing the reader
to  understand  the i r  ind iv idua l
motivations  and sorrows.  The  prose  is
direct  and  unadorned,  yet  it  carries  a
profound  emotional  weight.  Mahfouz
does not rely on melodrama; the tragedy
in his  stories  emerges from the quiet,
everyday decisions his characters make
and  the  slow,  inexorable  unfolding  of
consequences.
The novel is structured with a classical
sense of inevitability. From the opening
scene of the father’s death, the reader
senses that the family is on a downward
trajectory. Mahfouz builds suspense not
through  plot  twists,  but  through  the
careful,  almost  clinical,  observation  of
his  characters’  moral  decay.  The  title
itself,  The Beginning And The End,
hints at this sense of a closed circle, a
story that moves from one point of origin
toward  an  inescapable  terminus.  The
novel explores the gap between where a
life begins and where it ends, and the
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many  forces—social ,  economic,
psychological—that shape that journey.

THE ROLE OF CAIRO: A LIVING,
BREATHING CHARACTER

As  in  much  of  his  work,  Cairo  is  not
merely  a  backdrop in  The Beginning
And The End Naguib Mahfouz; it is a
living,  breathing  character  in  its  own
right.  Mahfouz  meticulously  describes
the  different  neighborhoods  the
characters  inhabit,  from  the  cramped,
impoverished  alleyways  where  Nafisa
conducts  her  secret  meetings  to  the
more respectable streets that Hassanein
must navigate as he ascends the social
ladder.  The  city  is  a  symbol  of  both
opportunity  and  constraint.  It  offers  the
promise of education and advancement,
but it also enforces the rigid social codes
tha t  t r ap  the  cha rac te r s .  The
juxtaposition  of  the  old  city,  with  its
traditional  values  and  close-knit
communities, and the emerging modern
city,  with  its  new  professions  and
anonymous spaces, mirrors the internal
conflicts of the Kamel siblings.

CRITICAL RECEPTION AND
LEGACY

Upon  its  publication,  The  Beginning
And The  End Naguib  Mahfouz  was
recognized as a significant work of social
realism. It was praised for its unflinching
portrayal  of  Egyptian  society  and  its
deep  psychological  insight  into
characters  pushed  to  their  limits.  The
novel  was  adapted  into  a  film  in  1960,
directed  by  the  renowned  Egyptian
filmmaker  Salah  Abu  Seif,  which  further
cemented its place in the cultural canon.
The  film  adaptation  is  considered  a
classic of Egyptian cinema, capturing the
novel’s tension and tragedy for a wider
audience.

The novel’s  legacy endures because it
deals  with  timeless  questions.  It  asks:
How  much  are  we  shaped  by  our
circumstances?  Can  we  ever  truly
escape the class into which we are born?
What  price  is  too  high  to  pay  for
success? And how do we reconcile our
personal desires with our duties to our
family? These questions remain urgent
for readers around the world.

A GUIDE TO READING THE
BEGINNING AND THE END

For those approaching this novel for the
first time, here are a few things to keep
i n  m i n d  t o  e n r i c h  t h e  r e a d i n g
experience:

Pay attention to the women:1.
Nafisa’s story is the emotional
heart of the novel. Her
experiences are a powerful
indictment of patriarchal society,
and her fate is the most
devastating of all. Her storyline is
a key to understanding the novel’s
broader social critique.
Observe the contrasts: Mahfouz2.
deliberately sets the siblings
against each other. Notice how
their divergent paths reflect
different responses to the same
crisis. The tension between
Hassanein’s ambition and
Hussein’s resignation is a central
dynamic.
Consider the historical3.
context: The novel is set in the
period leading up to the Egyptian
Revolution of 1952. The old social
order, with its rigid class structures
and colonial influences, was
beginning to crack. The Kamel
family’s struggles are a microcosm
of the wider societal transitions
occurring in Egypt at the time.
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Look for the irony: Mahfouz is a4.
master of dramatic irony. Often,
the reader understands the full
implications of a character’s
actions long before the character
does. This creates a sense of
mounting dread and tragic
inevitability.

WHY THIS NOVEL MATTERS
TODAY

In an age of renewed focus on economic
inequality,  social  mobility,  and  the
pressures  of  family  expectation,  The
Beginning  And  The  End  Naguib
M a h f o u z  f e e l s  r e m a r k a b l y
contemporary.  The  struggles  of  the
Kamel family—their fear of falling, their
desperate hope for a better future, their
shame at their  own poverty,  and their
willingness to sacrifice their  integrity for
the  sake  o f  appearances—are
experiences  that  resonate  across
cultures and generations. The novel is a
testament to the power of literature to
illuminate  the  darkest  corners  of  the
human heart and to hold a mirror up to
soc iety ,  forc ing  us  to  conf ront
uncomfortable  truths.
Mahfouz does not  offer  easy answers  or
moral platitudes. He presents the world
as it is: messy, unfair, and often cruel.

Yet,  within  that  bleakness,  there  is  a
profound  empathy  for  his  characters,
even  for  those  who  make  terrible
choices.  He understands that  they are
products of their environment, caught in
a web of forces they did not create and
cannot  control.  This  deep,  humanistic
compassion  is  what  elevates  The
Beginning And The End from a mere
social commentary to a work of enduring
art.

CONCLUSION: A TIMELESS
TRAGEDY OF AMBITION AND
DECAY

The Beginning And The End Naguib
Mahfouz is a novel that lingers in the
mind long after the last page is turned. It
is  a  powerful,  unflinching  portrait  of  a
family  in  collapse,  and  a  poignant
exploration of the dreams and delusions
that  drive  human  behavior.  Mahfouz’s
masterful  storytel l ing,  his  deep
understanding  of  human  psychology,
and  his  keen  eye  for  social  detail
combine to create a work that is both a
classic  of  Arabic  l iterature  and  a
universal  tale  of  striving  and  suffering.
The novel reminds us that the beginning
of  a  s tory  and  i ts  end  are  o f ten
determined by the invisible structures of
society and


