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Liquid Modernity at the Time of Interregnum: A Critical Reading of
Mohamed El-Bisatie’s Drumbeat

This paper investigates Mohamed El-Bisatie’s Drumbeat within
the framework of Zygmunt Bauman’s Liquid Modernity and his article
“Times of Interregnum.” El-Bisatie draws a fictional Gulf state named
“Emirate” as a liquid society. Upon being qualified to play in the World
Cup, the Emir orders all nationals to travel to France to support the
national soccer team. Only foreign workers remain in the Emirate. At this
moment, the interregnum takes place.

The paper seeks to find answers to these questions: How does the
interregnum reveal a completely different world of foreign workers? How
is the sexual repression of the foreign workers transformed into sexual-
dysfunction? The paper concludes that the fictional Emirate sucks the
foreign workers’ youth and lives off them in exchange for money.

Keywords: Liquid Modernity, Interregnum, Mohamed El-Bisatie,
Drumbeat.
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Liquid Modernity at the Time of Interregnum: A Critical Reading of
Mohamed El-Bisatie’s Drumbeat

Based on Zygmunt Bauman’s Liquid Modernity (2000) and his
article “Times of Interregnum,” (2012) this paper endeavors to analyze
Mohamed El-Bisatie’s Dag Altubwl (Drumbeat) (2005). Bauman is a
Polish sociologist and philosopher from a Jewish ancestry who establishes
his theories on modernism through his books Liquid Modernity (2000),
Liquid Love (2003), and Liquid Fear (2013). His seminal book Liquid
Modernity lays the foundations of Bauman’s theory on modernity where
he discusses the rapid changes that happen in modern society in an age
marked by globalization and consumption.

El-Bisatie’s fictional society of Drumbeat is the best exemplar of
the liquid society where consumption and luxury are the bases of life in
this oil-rich Gulf state. When the Emirati national soccer team qualifies to
play in the World Cup in France, the Emir orders all the nationals to
travel at his expense to cheer up for the national team. By that time, the
interregnum happens where Emirate is vacant of its nationals.

Bauman searches history to find out that interregnum is “a rupture
in the otherwise monotonous continuity of government” (“Times of
Interregnum” 49), which happens due to an interval between the
predecessor and the successor. Historically, interregna happened many
times throughout history; it happened, for the first time, in China between
206-202 BC, after the death of Qin Emperor. It happened also in Rome
when Romulus the Great died after he had ruled Rome for 37 years.
Romans did not live or deal in life without Romulus, so his absence
created a state of uncertainty, as “all the senators wanted to be chosen
themselves” (Friezer 305).

The paper investigates how interregnum exposes the other face of
the Emirate which is completely hidden behind this fagade of utopian
modernity and luxury. Narratives of oppression and maltreatment begin to
emerge at the time of interregnum. This utopian stereotypical image of a
country--where there are no thefts; people trust each other to the extent of
leaving the doors of shops wide open during prayer times; and prisoners
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are released in the morning and return back to their cells at night--is
completely tarnished by horrible narratives of rape, oppression, and
suppression.

The paper also investigates the emasculation of the foreign
workers by the nationals; the suppression of the foreign workers' basic
rights; the shifting identities of the foreign workers; the division of the
city space; and the architecture of the Emirati houses which limit the
freedom of foreign workers.

Furthermore, the paper seeks to find answers to these questions:
How is the fiction about foreign workers and household servants
represented in Egyptian and Arabic literature? How do the identities of
foreign workers change dramatically to meet the requirements of the
nationals? How do the consequences of interregnum reveal a completely
different world than that which hides behind the glamour of glass
buildings? How does the sexual repression of the foreign workers afflict
them with sexual dysfunction? How do the techniques of interior
monologue, internal focalization, and flashback of the unnamed Egyptian
driver expose the unspoken assumptions and secrets of both the nationals
and foreign workers? How does the juxtaposition of opposites serve the
delineation of characters and their points of view?

Before | delve into the discussion of liquid modernity, | have to
define modernity and solid modernity. Then, | will highlight the different
aspects of Bauman’s Liquid Modernity such as freedom, identity, and
marriage. Charles-Pierre Baudelaire sees modernity as “the fugitive, the
contingent, the half of art whose other half is eternal and immutable”
(55). Therefore, Bauman calls it ‘solid modernity.” He opposes it as it was
a “time of heavy capitalism of the engagement between capital and labor”
(Liquid 145). On the contrary, liquid modernity liquefies this
engagement; it ends the era of “mutual engagement: between the
supervisors and the supervised, capital and labor, leaders and their
followers (Liquid 11). Liquid modernity does not only break bonds, but it
also dissolves “forces which could keep the question of order and system
on the political agenda” (Liquid 6). Bauman goes on to explain that by the
dissolution of the order and system, the individual finds no other
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alternative except pursuing wealth and consumption in order to secure
his/her future.

In liquid societies, the freedom and identity of the individual have
changed. Freedom is limited to “choose and to act” (Liquid 5) in shopping
and consumption only. Individual’s identity has changed from a “given
into a task” (Liquid 31). Therefore, the task or the identity of the
individual is to follow the rapid changes of the market which always
creates the next need by reinventing itself and pushing the individuals to
constantly change his/her identity with the new trend. Even marriage, the
solid cornerstone of the family, has been liquefied into “the temporariness
of cohabitation” (Liquid 149). Due to the unprecedented scale of
individual autonomy and freedom, “marriage 'till death us do part' are
decidedly out of fashion and have become a rarity” (Liquid 147). All
these aspects, which | will provide proof for, participate in drawing the
main features of liquid modernity which are fragility, temporariness,
vulnerability, and inclination to constant change.

In the following section, a brief biography of Mohamed El-
Bisatie, a notion about the previous studies on Drumbeat, and a trajectory
of the fiction about the foreign workers and household servants in recent
Avrabic fiction will be discussed and analyzed.

Mohamed El-Bisatie (1937-2012) is an Egyptian novelist and a
short story writer who belongs to the 1960s generation in Egypt: the
generation of the late Egyptian President Gmal A ‘bdalnasr. This
generation encompasses famous literary figures such as Gmal Algytani,
Sna ‘allh Abrahym, and Abrahym Aslan whose works document the high
hopes of the 1960s generation. El-Bisatie was born in the small town of
Algmalyh, overlooking A/manzlh pond in the governorate of Aldaghlyh,
Egypt. When he grew up, he moved to Cairo and worked as an employee
in the Accountability State Authority. Then, he worked as the head of
Aswat (Voices)--a literary magazine in Cairo. Memories of his small
village came back to haunt him while he was in Cairo. Therefore, his
novels were always about the marginalized and the poor in the Egyptian
village. He had won a number of awards including the Al-Owais Prize in
2001 and The Sawiris Prize in 2008. His novel Guw ‘ (Hunger) has been
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nominated for the Arabic Booker Prize in 2009. Many of his novels and
short stories like Ahr Kwbayt Say Wa Qss Ahra (The Last Glass of Tea
and Other Stories), Bayr Wra’ Alasgar (Houses Behind the Trees), Saib
Albhyrh  (Clamor of the Lake), Fawq Algsr (Over the Bridge), Guw
(Hunger), and Dag Altubwl (Drumbeat) had been translated into English
by the American University in Cairo (Ali 21).

There were many critical reviews and academic studies on
Mohamed El-Bisatie’s Drumbeat in Egyptian newspapers and literary
journals. The problem of temporary migration of thousands of Egyptians
to the oil-rich Gulf countries and what ensued of family disintegration
took precedence over all the other issues in the Egyptian literary journals.
This is evident in Sawqi Badr Yusef’s “Ora’h Byblywgrafyh Fi Abda
AIRwai Mohmed EIBisati” (“A Bibliographic Reading of Mohamed El-
Bisatie’s Oeuvre”) and in Nagmh A‘bd AlMohsen’s “Dag Alrubwl |
Moimed Elbisari Lgh Sryh W Bagryrykyh Agtma yh" (“Mohamed El-
Bisatie’s Drumbeat: Poetic Language and Social Patriarchy”).

Other articles tackle the narrative techniques used by Mohamed
El-Bisatie. Hsam Bn Alsawi’s “Shrzad Tgri  Balbwh Ayda”
(“Scheherazade Tempts us Also by Narration”) discusses the narrative
technique of Zahyia as Scheherazade who is a poor girl at the mercy of a
tyrant. In Alhlm W Alramz W Alastwrh: Ora’h Fi A ‘mal Mohmed AlBisati
(“Dream, Symbol, and Mythology: Reading the Works of Mohamed ElI-
Bisatie,”) Sakr A‘bd Alhmyd traces the mythology in a number of his
novels such as Hunger, Clamor of the Lake, and Drumbeat.

Moreover, Mohamed EI-Bisatie’s Drumbeat and his literary
oeuvre have been discussed and analyzed in the anthologies of the
modern Egyptian novel such as Rwyat Bha’ Tahr W Alngd Fi Misr 2004
(The Narrative and The Criticism in Egypt) by Gabr A‘Sfur et al,
Abrahym Fathi’s Nqd Alngd (The Criticism of the Criticism), Husyn
Basyr Humwdh’s “A ‘alm Mohamed ElBisatie.” (The World of Mokamed
El-Bisatie), Sa ‘ban Yusef’s Mohamed El-Bisatie AlLamah. (Mohamed ElI-
Bisatie The Observer), Magdh Mohamed Hamodah, Reklah Fi A’abda
Mokamed El-Bisatie (A Journey in the World of Mokamed El-Bisatie),
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and Mongi Abrahym, Mohamed El-Bisatie: Alktabh Baltyn Bdla Min
Alhagr (Mohamed ElBisatie: Writing with Mud, not Ink.)

The narrative techniques of El-Bisatie are discussed in many
academic theses, for example, Aymad AlHeyni’s “The Narrative
Discourse in Mohamed EI-Bisatie’s Fiction” and Mohamed AlShat
A‘bdalmgyd’s TraiQ AlSard Fi Rwayat Mohmed Elbisatie” (The
Eloquence of the Narrator: Narrative Techniques in the Fiction of
Mokamed El-Bisarie.) Both discuss the techniques of the narratives and
the role of the narrator in his works. In his article “Mokhamed AlBisdtie’s
Daq Altubwl Gadlyht Alsayd Wa Ala’abd” (Mohamed El-Bisatie’s
Drumbeat: Master and Slave Dialectic), Faysl Drag uses Hegel’s ‘master
and slave dialectic’ as a method of analysis to analyze the symbiotic
relationship between foreign workers and nationals in the gulf. He
concludes that the temporary migration of foreign workers to the gulf is
“The new slavery” (1).

Drumbeat was not the only novel that explored the representation
of the foreign workers in Egyptian and Arabic fiction, but many Egyptian
and Arabic novels preceded it. These works form a trajectory of literary
works starting from the 1960s after the discovery of the oil and the
economic boom that took over the Gulf area. In 1996, the Egyptian
novelist Ibrahim Abdel-Meguid wrote an autobiographical novel entitled
Albldh Alakrh (The Other Town) about his personal experience as an
Egyptian youth who traveled to work in Tabuk, Saudi Arabia in the
1970s. The primitiveness of the old Tabuk and its different cultural milieu
had taken a heavy toll on the young Egyptian expatriate.

The Arabian Gulf nationals also wrote about the foreign workers.
The first attempt came from the Kuwaiti Khalid al-Jabri’s Harabat (She
Absconded) which tackled the problem of the abscondment of the
household female servants. Muhammad Tunji’s Ywmyat hadmh Fi Alhlyg
(Diaries of a Servant in the Gulf) is about the ordeal of a Filipino girl who
used to live in abject poverty in her village in the Philippine and then
traveled to work in the rich and opulent city of Kuwait. The two novels
were quite shallow in their discussion of the ordeal of the foreign
workers.
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There were some serious attempts to zoom deeply into the
problems of the foreign workers and household servants such as Kuwaiti
Saud Alsanousi’s Sag Albambw (The Bamboo Stalk) 2012 and the
Lebanese Hazim Saghiyah’s Ana Kmari Min Syri Lanka (I am Kumari
from Sri Lanka) 2013. In Bamboo Stalk, Jose Mendoza, the son of a
Filipino domestic worker and a Kuwaiti father, was in a quandary
between his Kuwaiti and Filipino origins. Hazim Saghiyah’s 7 am Kumari
from Sri Lanka discussed the manipulative recruitment agencies which
procure laborers to the Gulf Area. Both gave a voice to the voiceless and
condemned the silence of the society on the crimes that were done against
foreign workers.

The plot of Drumbeat is circular: it starts and ends at the same
point. Therefore, nothing has changed in the Emirate. The Emirati soccer
team travels and returns back home “safe and sound, safe and sound. We
left and came back safe and sound” (Drumbeat 122). 1 Ua ) dadls L dallu"
(VY1 Jwbl (53 "iaddl Wa 5 Foreign workers come back: each to his/her
position. All the action takes place in two houses: the house of Abu Amer
where the Egyptian driver lives and the house of Abu Salem (Yasser)
where Zahyia lives. Both are wealthy businessmen who traded in
everything. Abu Amer used to buy cheap handmade artifacts from Egypt
and resell them in Europe tenfold their actual price.

Rishim’s story is the first episodic narrative: She is a Pakistani
woman who exploits the interregnum to be reunited with her husband
whom she cannot meet before because her employer would immediately
send her back home once she found out that Rishim was married. After
they get together, her husband decides to leave because he is inflicted
with sexual dysfunction. Between the two episodic narratives, there is the
story of the African who makes a show in the old town to prove his sexual
abilities before the foreign workers who gather to see him. The second
episodic narrative is the most shocking. It tells of Zahyia, an educated
young married woman who works as a companion to Khadija. Her job
entails reading Sinbad stories and setting Khadija well in bed as she is too
fat to move. At the same time, Zahyia is a good listener and close
confidant to her employer’s old love stories which she had heard many
times before. However, Zahyia and the Egyptian driver work in two villas
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next to each other, they have never seen each other before. But thanks to
the interregnum, they get to know each other and sit and talk for hours.
Zahyia is ready to get all her secrets off her chest. Night after night,
Zahyia tells the Egyptian driver about her life as a companion to Khadija.
She tells him that she is deceived by her mistress who uses her as a bait to
lure Yasser back home instead of doing sexual escapades outside. She
plotted the whole thing from the beginning, so she can have her husband
back. Zahyia refuses at first, but she ends up in front of Yasser with a
pink nightgown, delivering some papers to him from Khadiga. She
becomes aware of the ambush; she fiercely resists, but she is brutally
raped by Yasser. Strangely, Zahyia has become a companion to Khadija
by day and a partner to her husband at night. After a couple of months,
Zahyia finds out that she is pregnant from Yasser who decides to force
her to have an abortion. Khadija rather thinks of keeping Zahyia out of
sight for nine months then she can have Zahyia’s child to be her own.
Zahyia gives birth to a beautiful boy, Salem, and the irony is that they
keep her as his nanny. Zahyia is tortured seeing the young boy growing
up in front of her own eyes. After listening to her shocking story, the
Egyptian driver seems emotionless and does not show any sympathy for
her. The novel comes to an end with the impression that life goes on as
usual after the arrival of the nationals from France. Zahyia goes to help
Khadija and Salem, whereas the Egyptian driver returns to the villa of
Abu Amer, driving for his master and his family as if nothing has
happened or changed.

The theme of the paper is how Liquid Modernity influences the
lives of the foreign workers through the recruitment process,
indoctrination, accommodation, suppression of basic rights, and finally
the violation of their bodies. Due to these measures, foreign workers are
emasculated and humiliated which leads to many psychological problems
and sexual dysfunction.

The recruitment process is based on the Kfalh (Kafala) or
sponsorship system which is a national system of recruiting foreign
workers and household servants to the oil-rich Gulf states. It is the
prerogative of the nationals only, as George Naufal, in his book Expats
and the Labor Force: The Story of the Gulf Cooperation Council
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Countries, asserts “The base Kafeel is always a local individual” (35).
Kafala grants the nationals the right to handpick foreign workers from
their original countries according to their physique, as the Egyptian driver
reminisces about the size of the Filipino workers “small and compact and
so do not take up much room” (Drumbeat 2). S agied jrual Loay Loy "
(V Jsbl (53 1 osS s agie 2al gl Jady This small size is also a privilege
since it makes ‘“their Emirati employers feel more comfortable when
dealing with them” (Drumbeat 2). Jaf (s agae Jalaiy (e g s Lo JSE Slla (S 4"
(V Jebl gy WY, This feeling of comfort is just like how the
Brobdingnagians once felt when dealing with the tiny Gulliver in
Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels.

The physique of the body is not the only factor that decides the
rank of the foreign worker; strength and education do too. Construction
workers and policemen are Indians or Pakistanis since they are well-built.
Companions are educated young women, mostly from Egypt, who do not
usually do any chores but are kept to tell stories or to narrate the Egyptian
movies and serials to their employers since they know the Egyptian
colloquial Arabic. Drivers are from various nationalities; they are the
most trusted since they are exposed to the families of the nationals.
Surprisingly, there are also the prostitutes, mostly Ukrainians,
Australians, or Russians, who are beautiful foreign workers who come to
work as nurses but they are really prostitutes working undercover, as
Khadija once tells Zahyia, “He (the director of a hospital) hires them from
Europe and Australia. They’d probably never worked as nurses a day in
their lives before then” (Drumbeat 54). L) (e Gilia jaall) (ere 28lady el
(VY Jsdall (59 "3 V) 8 Ladall 028 agl adhy Slal il yae (S5 al Lay )5 L il

The recruitment process goes in concert with the requirements of
the global market which always imposes qualifications that foreign
workers must acquire. They have to keep abreast of these new mercurial
requirements so that they can fulfill them. One of the new trends of the
global market is having a good command of the English language. Thus,
the Egyptian driver knows English very well because “this is being one of
the required qualifications for my employment” as he says. (Drumbeat 5)
OV Jebl (59 "Jaall ga8lat da g aaf (oY) 4l L Wl oS 5" Another
quality is being a bodyguard for his national employer when he travels
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abroad, as the Egyptian driver asserts, “I sometimes escort him on his
trips abroad, particularly to Paris. There my job is to act as his
bodyguard” (Drumbeat 7). 5 ,ou b dald 7 il s jhu d axe S22k @ pait
(10 nball 53 "t s lae 0055

The indoctrination process starts once the foreign workers arrive

in the Emirate. Kafeels or sponsors indoctrinate the newly arrived about
the special rules and regulations that they stipulate prior to their work.
Despite all restrictions, foreign workers, especially the newly arrived, risk
their own jobs for love, as the Egyptian driver reminisces:

On Sy e ¥ OV o Faadl) ol el JOA Ly Coman Al oS
(GLES) (o Gannt] ilea 2S5 8 i el el (e Clediiine s (preddivee
O aas el pall iy aclas 8 COldle 5 Ciliajae 2a 5i L dllin oS
Wy s z A8 deduall 4kl 580l & el (e Il (e Baa) gl o gl
4 e Ay el slall ) ABal oS 5 il Al Jie Lelie (lies (aS
fpaa ) o S dgaliay A1 Cllia 5z a5 JAx s elas Gl (e 3l
i 1S agil (8 adl VW Cglii g e Bl ey @l e
oliall Lo tgally b (Bal J13Y aged SUl ST o sed Ayl LY ) e aall
(£V-£7 Jpbll 5))

How many of such cases had there been during my five years
here? Seven involving Arab workers. Their assignations had been
arranged so cautiously that it was a wonder they could ever have been
exposed. The walls must have ears. A nurse or a waitress would go
out shopping. After entering one of those enormous malls, wandering
in and out of various stores and eventually emerging, like many
others, with several shopping bags, she would take the bus to the old
town. She would then make her way to one of those densely populated
buildings with men and women coming and going all the time and,
there, she would meet her lover. How could they have been
discovered? The more | thought about this the greater my conviction
grew that eyes were everywhere. The seven cases had a major element
in common. They all involved relatively new arrivals; they had been
in the Emirate for no more than a few months. Their blood was still
warm; they had not yet made the adjustments the rest of us had.
(Drumbeat 31)
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Foreign workers are taught to avert their eyes and never ogle the
nationals’ women, otherwise, they would face “fifty lashes in a public
flogging and expulsion, without collecting one’s outstanding pay or
receiving the end-of-service bonus stipulated in the contract(Drumbeat
31), as the Egyptian driver recalls. » JS ¢ 0o ya s ca skl 5 clile sala () gused "
(8Y bl (5) daxal) Al slilSa i 5 jalia il 5 ) 6 o linivuall

In accommodation, foreign workers are discriminated against.
Male foreign workers are accommodated in the old town which is)
“separated from the modern part of the Emirati capital by vast tracts of
scrub brush” (Drumbeat 2). 3 LY (e Cpaall Culall e (Al sba¥l) Lelady "
(AIsbll 59 el sl (iilially dllas daul 5 clad Clalss By accommodating
the foreign workers in the old town, nationals completely isolate them in
modern ghettoes. Dalal Musaed Alsayer, who studied the conditions of
foreign workers in the Gulf area for years, noted that citizens deprive the
foreign workers of what she named as “The Right to the City,” as she
argued:

This, in turn, creates a dichotomy between locals and
foreigners, in which foreigners use the city in drastically different
ways. These socioeconomic disparities create pockets of
exclusion, or enclaves, where the other create their own
landscapes. (299-300)

These enclaves are evidence of racism which Bauman maintains
that “modernity made racism possible.” (Modernity 62). Therefore, the
separation between the nationals and foreign workers in accommodation
is a racial issue.

The suppression of foreign workers’ basic rights takes many
shapes. Sometimes, Kafeels deprive the foreign workers of their basic
rights such as the right to get married. Rishim cannot consummate her
marriage or even announce it. In the Emirate, marriage is frowned upon
between foreign workers. Some Kafeels, like Umm Amer, stipulate to
recruit only bachelorettes to work in their houses. If anyone got married,
her contract would immediately be terminated, and she would be sent
back home. That is why Rishim gets in trouble with her husband; she
finds no other alternative except lying to get the contract and find a job.
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The right to have paid or unpaid leave, which is a statutory right,

Is not guaranteed either. When Rishim decides to take a vacation to travel
back home, Umm Amer refuses and angrily commands her to stay.
(ke pl) il s lal Hed e culla
La dgie 4y 55 Le JS Selaly Jd cliaay Lo
ke ol o ol sl

LS smal ALY ol (Sie Baal s sl e ninl O apkiind ¥ cllal Jia o

Oo bl oapal Gl ae dladll & S Y e (SIS gl Jdag . S Jaal) oy

Ooed omals agilsal Guawt CuulS Ly pd s Gltha @) sha g o) Cla
(FOTE Sl ) e o, A

When | asked for a holiday last month, she (Umm Amer)
said, “Why would you want to go to your country? Everything you
could possibly want is right here.

I’d like to see my family, Umm Amer.

we’re like family to you. These days I need every single one of
you. Be patient. As you can see there’s so much to do. There’s so
much work that it keeps all of you busy from morning to night. I think
I might even have to hire two more maids...Have your family send
(sic) you letters. Pictures. Cassette tapes so you can hear their voices.
Be patient. Then in two or three months, God willing (Drumbeat 23-4).

The Egyptian driver also does not ask for a holiday for four years,
until Abu Amer orders him to have one. Zahyia has been in the Emirate
for six years without a leave as she confirms “I’ve asked for leave time
and time again...Eventually, I gave up asking” (Drumbeat 35)”. <ulk"
(O skl (53 "l any Lgdhal Gl Glde (ysa e W 3Te 5 50 53Y) Without a
leave, a foreign worker's psychological status is worsened, and she
becomes an easy prey to depression and sadness. Furthermore, her ties
with her families and loved ones back home are severed, causing family
disintegration and fidelity problems.

Even more humiliating, the Kafala system allows Kafeels to
violate the bodies of the foreign workers, as when Zahyia is raped by
Yasser and cannot do anything or tell anybody. Khadija exploits Zahyia’s
body in pleasuring her husband just to lure him to stay in the house and
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sell his apartment in the suburbs. Khadija had been a victim herself of a
failed love story before when she was young and naive, but now she has
matured a great deal after years of marriage to Yasser. She knows well
that Yasser will not divorce her because he needs her money and her
family’s influence in his business, as she’s from an “important family and
he made a lot of his investments using her money” (Drumbeat 51). ) 4"
(VY Ssnhall (5 ") sals ) jlaliinal (e S s 5 elgialS Ll Alile pa,

Khadija views Zahyia as a successful transaction: Zahyia looks
exactly like what Khadija used to be in her figure and beauty. She offers
Zahyia’s body to Yasser in lieu of the consumer’s rights which guarantees
pleasure, novelty, and disposability to the customer. She sends Zahyia to
purchase certain types of Italian nightgowns and a French perfume to
attract the attention of Yasser. Then Khadija offers the commodity to the
buyer by calling her husband to her room while Zahyia is there, in a
skimpy nightgown, reading a story to her. When Zahyia finds out, she
“started to rush ... but she ordered me to wait.” (Drumbeat 76) Js_ai <"
(VoA Jsball 53 Al 5 b skl e e <8 s 5 aa ) Zahyia sees Yasser
“stealing glances” at her (Drumbeat 76). "Gl kil alias sy cue <l )"
() Akl 59 That is the sign that Khadija waits for. When the rape
happens, Khadija brainwashes Zahyia’s mind by convincing her that they
are one, she says, “You know I can’t do without you. You’re part of me
now” (Drumbeat 111). Jsbl 5 "die gaiud ¥ cpji LS sl of a )iy "
(Ye4 Then, in order to extend the validity of the commodity, Khadija
convinces Zahyia to “refuse any gift” (83) and not to sleep with Yasser in
his room, otherwise, he may leave her. (V¢ Jsbl/ (5) "sblaa 5" When
Zahyia gets pregnant from Yasser, Khadija buys the by-product. She hires
Zahyia as a surrogate mother and gives the baby her husband's family
name. Therefore, Zahyia, as a product, is in “the trial period” (Liquid
163). After they get the baby boy, the customer does not need the
commodity anymore, as Zahyia says in a sad voice: “things returned to
the way they were before he visited my room” (Drumbeat 119). <uale"
(VY Jsshall (33) "oaa alas Jid agle cuilSle I 5aY) Yasser does not need
her anymore. In these temporal relationships, Bauman confirms that “If
staying together was a matter of reciprocal agreement and mutual
dependency, disengagement is unilateral” (Liquid 149). In the global
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market, the relationship between people is subject to the rules of
consumption, as Bauman asserts, “bonds and partnerships tend to be
viewed and treated as things meant to be consumed, not produced; they
are subject to the same criteria of evaluation as all other objects of
consumption” (Liquid 163).

The results of this massive control and emasculation of the
foreign workers are catastrophic. Foreign workers are inflicted with
psychological diseases and sexual dysfunction and they call it the “curse”
(Drumbeat 66)(%¢ Jaub/ (39 "a=ll" | Sexual dysfunction of the foreign
workers is completely contrasted by the sexual virility of the African
man, who is the only one in the Emirate who has not been hit by the
curse. He is a living proof that a man can control his desire or unleash it
voluntarily, as the Egyptian driver describes how the African controls his
own desire: “it is like pressing a button” (Drumbeat 56). i i<, "
(V) bl 59" 53 In a society where penile erection is always equated
with manliness, foreign workers seek every possible remedy, even
aphrodisiacs. Therefore, the virile ‘performance’ of the African man in a
café is like a therapy to them. They find out that the secret of his sexual
powers lies in that “the drums in his head never stop” (Drumbeat 66). Js"
(38 skl (5 "l y & @i ol Jsahll 32 ) 48 L The African does not
belong to a certain country but he is from “The Jungle. Pouncing Beasts.
Monkey Trees. Drums going Boom, Boom” (Drumbeat 66). «=lle"
(V6 Jshl G)"a m debal Jsabll Gay SV e 8385 O (i He
remains as he used to be: wild not tamed, as the Egyptian driver indicates:

The odor of his sweat was pungent, in spite of the fan overhead.
The skin on his face was dry, his lips were cracked, and he had a scar as
long as a finger on the side of his neck (Drumbeat 69). & 33 48 je 43
Jsb w7 on il (URSL olidds Alla dgas By Anly 358 Il ) da 5
(WA bl (39) "4 ) il gl

This African is the only witness of how Africa had conquered
colonialism which did not succeed to suppress the Africans’ desires or
mute their drums. Foreign workers, on the other hand, are suppressed
sexually, humiliated psychologically, and succumbs to the liquefaction of
any solid law or rule which used to protect them just to appease the
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Emirati nationals. Had the African been domesticated, emasculated, or
indoctrinated like foreign workers, he would have not kept his sexual
virility. Liquid modernity does not hit him or turns him into a commodity.
He is immune from its fluidity which causes flaccidity and lack of
firmness physically and psychologically.

Kafala or Sponsorship system is a racial system that segregates the
society into nationals and foreign workers. It bears a great resemblance to
the class stratification of Bauman who divides the society into two
classes: tourists and vagabonds. The first is privileged, whereas the
second is marginalized. The tourists can travel easily and they are given
warm welcome wherever they go. Because they are rich, they always reap
the benefits of the global market. On the other hand, vagabonds are poor
and have no money to enable them to move through the world, searching
for safe, welcoming harbors but rarely finding them. Even more, they are
denied access to goods, services, comfort, and technology. Both tourists
and vagabonds develop a relationship in which the tourists live off the
vagabonds’ hard toil. Meanwhile, the vagabonds worship the tourists
because the only way one can be considered socially valuable is in
achieving tourist status (“Tourists” 6).

This classification prohibits the development of supportive
relationships between individuals. Therefore, foreign workers tend to
idolize the wealthy nationals and look down at themselves. Unlike the
famous class stratification of Karl Marx which is based on the conflict
between the two classes the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, foreign
workers will never think of protesting or revolting, except maybe in the
Egyptian driver’s reveries, as when he speaks to himself in one of his
long interior monologues after the departure of the nationals:

L salef g o eyl (o o i) 1 siled agdl o1 cpeadinall & 3 (V) LIS 50

e 2aall AUl il e WU allall Jga g Ggile Lt 152305 gl gall 5 dadl)
pany Gl el e ) ghaas Layy caghe 5 adden QIS 5oLY) 8 osli i L IS o
ol il st 5aaY) 5y slaa 5l (g e 4l La SIIE 45 daB) 5 < SEi5 5l
¥ e oSl 4l o s e e Sysha il el gl agall s 4l z a3
o8 2l Vs OIS ed e S Y e Oladl Gany 3 e Glseb S ) saal
A€ o gaall el Uiy 4as 8 aldy ol sl LS (e AT ae Jlaally ac g
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oY) (i) il dalin & il 8 S5 o e (e alailly (e e daduall
(Ve aball (59 D jaal 4y 52515 caSad) o agadl I

The whole country was now in the hands of the foreign
workers. If they took over the Emirate, closed the ports, and
broadcast an impassioned message to the world demanding
recognition for their new regime, on the grounds that everything in
the country was built with their toil and sweat, they could well
receive some international recognition. | recalled a somewhat similar
scenario in one of the neighboring emirates. Apparently, the fifty-
year-old crown prince felt that he had waited long enough for his turn
to rule...The crown prince, together with other senior officials, saw
him (The Emir) off at the airport. He kissed his father on his cheeks
as the father patted his son’s hefty shoulders. Exactly two days later,
while his father was settled in his private wing in the hospital, the
crown prince seized power and was proclaimed the new emir.
(Drumbeat 15)

Mohamed El-Bisatie uses a rich tapestry of techniques in
Drumbeat such as symbolism, interior monologue, internal focalization,
flashback technique, and the juxtaposition of contrasts. In addition, he
exposes how religion had been used according to the whims and orders of
nationals. All these techniques converge on expressing the liquidity of the
society which cannot provide sustainable laws to defend the foreign
workers’ rights or to halt the emasculation process of the foreign workers.

Symbolism has been used by Mohamed El-Bisatie, starting from
the title to the names of the characters. The title “Drumbeat” is very
meaningful and omnipresent since it connects all threads of the action in
just one thread with its dynamism and narrative episodes. It refers to the
heartbeat, which is a symbol of life and feelings. Yet, the nationals
suppress the feelings of the foreign workers by stealing their lives and
obliging them to act like machines. The novel excludes the African who
becomes the only one who can control his own desire. Characters’ names
are also symbolic, for example, Zahyia, which means a “bright girl” in
Arabic, is quite the opposite in reality as she is always depressed and sad.
The Egyptian driver, the African, and Zahyia’s husband are not given
names to indicate their helplessness and inability to change.
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The interior monologue of the unnamed Egyptian driver is the
voice through which El-Bisatie introduces his story. He is the first-person
narrator who tells us about the life of the nationals and the foreign
workers. He is always afraid of being fired by the nationals and this
appears clearly in his interior monologue, which exposes his fears and his
total acquiescence to the demands of the nationals. Therefore, he does not
take sides or express sympathy for any foreign worker who happened to
be in a problem.

Interior monologues of the Egyptian driver serve a well-planned
narrative strategy: they inform us about the “adjustment” process through
which the Egyptian driver had used to reach sexual abstinence which is
celebrated by the Egyptian driver who is always boasting about how he
controls himself before any woman. First, he. “looked at them
(women)the same as men” (Drumbeat 33) () "aals sl sl Lalia ol i i "
(£ Jxbl Second, he “pretended that women did not exist” (Drumbeat
33)(£9 skl (5) "0ed 25 5Y OIS 5 el " | Finally, he downplays the value
of sex as “just a few minutes’ worth (sic) of orgasm” (Drumbeat 33), as
he asserts:

e Al 13 Lt sl 3 ioaly ccmnal (o e oS oS I sy Ul

SUIL eal s Aaalll (85 WSV 8 Al L Lie Ganiu] sl (e cilaal

(68 bl (59 ol 25lels b Gaalars el 0585 Wil Sl guWhen |

do the occasional before and after comparison of myself | would

find that nothing crucial had been lost. Just a few minutes worth of
orgasm. These | made up for in my dreams. | would wake up and
feel the moisture on my groin. As always the dream involved my

wife. | would feel relieved and go back to sleep. (Drumbeat 33)

For Bauman, orgasm is “not very different from alcoholism and
drug addiction.” Like them, it is intense--but ‘transitory and periodical’
(Liquid Love 46). Therefore, as long as orgasm is ephemeral and not
permanent; it is applicable to the theory of liquid modernity which
liquefies everything, making it subsidiary not an essential thing, or even
equates it with alcoholism or drug abuse.

Since EIl-Bisatie wants to generalize the experience of the
unnamed Egyptian driver, he makes the whole Fabula from the internal
focalization of the Egyptian driver, that is why the angle and the view of
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the whole novel are based on the Egyptian driver’s perspective. Through
the internal focalization of the Egyptian driver, we get closer to his
psychological fears and inhibitions. His sexual life thrives only in his
dreams, reveries, or at least when he goes to watch mannequins
displaying skimpy and sexual lingerie. On the other hand, he convinces
himself how the abstinence is rewarding for him, as when he says, Jsi 5"
Oe B Gl 5 S e 3l o Gsedl) @l i) o3 8 Coadaias) o 8 S pe )y (A il
(o debl ) "Sb A eosr “T would reassure myself: in spite of
everything, in the five years I’ve managed to save up enough money to
build a two-story house in my village” (Drumbeat 33.

On the other hand, Zahyia’s experience cannot be generalized to
all Egyptian women working in the gulf. The Fabula has a loophole here,
for example, Zahyia, an educated married woman who used be a nursery
school teacher with a decent salary in Egypt, is not expected to acquiesce
to the outrageous indecent proposal by Khadija to appear in a semi-naked
nightgown before her husband and in his room. Even after the rape scene,
Zahyia does nothing except telling Khadija about what happened between
her and Yasser the night before. What Zahyia does is unpardonable or
justifiable to the reader who is left shocked by Zahia’s action. Even more
demeaning, she had been used as a surrogate mother by Khadija and
yielded easily to just being a nanny for the boy whom she gave birth to.

Flashback has been used to cohere the symbolic episode of the
raging bull into the trajectory of events, justifying the abstinent attitude of
the Egyptian driver, as he reminisces:

zlse ke uh%c O3 O b Jal alady S Lo el 8 UT 5350 I jlad s
B0 43 5o dgan Ulial 5 LeB ay AS) Lghe Baa) 5 (508 A1y (e g c@iledl) e (3 yhal) ool
(0 Jshll 59 akill ¢ sagd) 3525 A3 smdy o) 4dgaadsy (IS o)) o ey e S g0

Occasionally a bull goes wild, starts butting and kicking the
other animals and then leaps onto a female with such a force that
he nearly lacerates her. Sometimes it is so blinded by its sexual
frenzy that it will go for anything on four legs. In order to restore
peace and quiet in the herd, the farmers either castrate or slaughter
it. (Drumbeat 33-4)
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El-Bisatie uses the flashback technique to justify the Egyptian
driver’s abstinence by taking wisdom from the punishment of a raging
bull. Strangely, in his mind, sex will incur the termination of his contract
which he equates with the castration or slaughtering of the raging bull.

The religious fervor has been used and exploited politically in
favor of the Emirati national team. Along the way to the airport, the
Egyptian driver notices billboards showing the national soccer team
gathered around their coach and “The photo was captioned with the
Qur’anic verse: ‘If God aids you, none can conquer you’” (Drumbeat 12).
A sy sall e (Ve Jubll () "eS) e S A oS peay of This qur’anic
verse is usually used in wars to improve the morale of Muslims, not in a
situation of a sports event. When the national Emirati team is about to
face the Moroccan team in the play-offs, the Imam makes a supplication
for the national team and prays: “May God defeat the Moroccan team?
(Drumbeat 103) () £A sl 5) "aaiia 8 cojrall 38 o al aglli" despite the
objection of many worshippers who see both of them as Muslims and that
we should not pray to Allah to cause defeat to any of them. Religious
principles are liquefied to appease the Emirati nationals. Besides this
flagrant misuse of religion in sports events, nationals use the religion with
duality: when Zahyia becomes pregnant from Yasser; Khadija presses
Yasser not to have an abortion because it is forbidden in Islam, instead,
Yasser and Khadija kept Zahyia’s pregnancy until she gave birth and took
the child to themselves.

The juxtaposition of contrasts highlights the difference between
the past and the present in the Emirate. The past was primitive and
simple, whereas the present is modern and complicated. There is also a
comparison between the old town and the new town. The architecture of
the old town, where the foreign workers live, is completely different from
the new town, as the Egyptian driver explains, “the houses in these
quarters (old town) huddle closely together. One or two stories high, their
walls are made of mud and their roofs of wood” (Drumbeat 2). & < snll"
Saahll 5) "dAll (e Lediad 5 Cplall e Lo s sl st (e e(Beadl ASS sLaY)
(A The buildings are small in the old town with no sewers; whereas the
buildings are huge and spacious in the new town, where the nationals live,
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with the sewer system, garden, greenery, and parking lot to accommodate
their SUVs.

Nationals lead a double life between the Emirate and abroad: Abu
Amer and Abu Salem, for example, are serious and tough when dealing
with foreign workers in the Emirate, but once they travel abroad,
everything changes from the way they dress to how they behave. They get
rid of the national dress and rather wear fashionable Italian and French
suits. In their own apartments, they have their own foreign girlfriends
who get a lot of money and gifts from them. Fancy night clubs in Paris
and London are always frequented by wealthy Emirati nationals who can
easily pick pretty girls to have a good time with. On the other hand, they
treat the foreign workers who accompany them very well.

Khadija and Zahyia are foils physically and spiritually. Khadija
used to be thin but started to eat uncontrollably after her husband
complained to her that her “bones are hurting me” (Drumbeat 37). <lac"
(¢9 Jwbl 59 "S5 Over the years, she had lost her slender shape and
became too obese to walk or adjust herself in bed. Consequently, she had
lost her validity as a wife and her husband had seldom come to her room.
He does not divorce her as he needs her money in his business--another
indication of how the money controls everything even the relationships
between the nationals. She has found in Zahyia her old self: a beautiful
woman with a slender body, so she decides to steal her youth and her
baby too. Spiritually, Zahyia lives with a sense of restlessness deep in her
soul. Khadija wins and fixes the rift in her marriage with baby boy Salem,
whereas spiritually, Zahyia becomes a grim echo of Khadija’s memories
which she keeps narrating to the Egyptian driver.

El-Bisatie draws a clear picture of the Emirati society through
creating foils. He brings Zahyia as completely the opposite of Rishim.
Both are household servants who come to work and save money. Rishim
is deprived of sex which is legal in her case as she is married, meanwhile,
Zahyia is lured first then forced and raped to have sex with Yasser. Both
acquiesce to the demands of their employers and end up depressed and
sad.

To conclude, the fictional oil-rich Emirati society is the best
exemplar of a liquid modern society where the rules of the global market
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govern everything. Nationals or (the tourists) can control everything in
the lives of the foreign workers or (the ‘vagabonds’) through the Kafala
system which is an inhumane racial system. Emirate steals the foreign
workers’ lives and survives by suppressing their dreams and depriving
them of their basic rights. Foreign workers are emasculated since they
pass through tough measures such as instruction, indoctrination,
accommodation, and suppression, which eventually incur psychological
problems and sexual dysfunction.

Emirate, buttressed by the market economy, preys on the foreign
workers’ dreams of getting rich and having a better life back home.
Foreign workers internalize all the suppression and repression they
encountered in the Emirate and end up having sexual dysfunction and
psychological diseases. Their lack of self-identity is compensated through
their use of aphrodisiacs in a culture that defines masculinity only by
penile erection.

El-Bisatie points to the immunity of Africans to psychological
problems and sexual dysfunction, as they are not subdued sexually or
humiliated psychologically by the allure of the money. Africans, who had
fought colonialism and won in the past, did not change like other races by
the global modernity and the market economy. Therefore, they are not
entangled in the market economy which liquefies everything for the
money. They are not ‘vagabonds’ either who have feelings of self-
loathing towards themselves. Consequently, the rampant sexual
dysfunction of the foreign workers which is equated to castration of the
slaves in the past by the colonizers did not happen to the Africans.

At the time of the interregnum, narratives of the foreign workers
have turned Emirate into a dystopia. Foreign workers are abused,
humiliated, and deprived of their basic rights. Consequently, sexual
dysfunction becomes endemic in the Emirate among foreign workers.
Emirate recommends abstinence from sex on male foreign workers but
overlooks promiscuity of the national men, who find sexual partners
abroad or even in the Emirate with foreign workers like nurses or
household servants. It is a society which liquefies everything: rules,
traditions, religious teachings, and even people.
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Notes

! Hereinafter, any quotation from Drumbeat will include the original Arabic text of Dag
Altubwl by Mohamed El-Bisatie (See _r&ill la¥) jla iy ym Dl i Jabll (50 2ana ¢ aluall)
Y.+ cayslls and the English translation of Drumbeat by Peter Daniel (See also El-
Bisatie, Mohamed. Drumbeat: A Modern Arabic Novel. Trans. Peter Daniel. Cairo: AUC
Press, 2010).
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