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Commentary 3: The Yacoubian Building 

Alaa Al Aswany’s novel The Yacoubian Building presents a highly discontented portrait 

of contemporary Egyptian society. The novel takes place after the 1952 revolution and portrays a 

society that is dominated by a corrupt, undemocratic government, which in turn cultivates a spirit 

of apathy among the characters in the book. The Yacoubian Building provides insights into Al 

Aswany’s rationale for the state of Egyptian society. By addressing taboo subjects such as 

homosexuality and calling out governmental corruption, Al Aswany challenges society’s 

principles as well as the idea of free speech in Egypt. 

Al Aswany’s depiction of homosexuality is perhaps the most controversial part of the 

novel. Hatim Rasheed, the editor of a prominent newspaper in Cairo, quenches his sexual desires 

by sleeping with men from all walks of life. While the characters in The Yacoubian Building are 

generally intolerant of homosexuality, they often turn a blind eye to such issues. We should also 

consider Abd Rabbuh, who despite having a family of his own, submits to an affair with Hatim. 

In the novel, Abd becomes angry with his wife when she won’t directly address his affair with 

Hatim, even though she is aware of the situation. While writing about homosexuality in itself is a 

bold move, Al Aswany takes that a few steps further. He depicts homosexuals in prominent 

professions, and describes the sexual activities of both characters in vivid detail. What’s perhaps 

most shocking is how frankly Al Aswany conveys the characters’ sense of pleasure from such 

sexual activities.   

In the novel, many of the characters are inflicted with economic hardships, poor living 

conditions, and a lack of social mobility through traditional means. As a result, the characters 



cope in whatever way they can. Taha el Shazli turns to religious extremism, Busayna el Sayed 

grants sexual favors in exchange for money, and Souad agrees to marry Hagg Azzam, a wealthy 

politician, so that she can support her son back home. 

In my opinion, the novel presents a message of discontent. We see this largely in the case 

of the character Taha. Taha is the son of a doorkeeper. He excels in school and aspires to join the 

police academy, but upon his dismissal simply because of his father’s profession, he finds solace 

within the Islamist community. He befriends a sheikh who becomes his mentor and encourages 

him to think of all aspects of his life in Islamic terms. As Taha becomes an advocate of the 

Islamist cause, he is captured and sexually assaulted by the members of the army. This 

experience haunts him for the rest of the novel. In one of the novel’s scenes, Taha dies pursuing 

revenge, although this is masked as an act of jihad. Taha’s fate is an example of how extreme 

political regimes such as dictatorships can breed religious extremism. 

 Finally, it is interesting to consider the question posed by Robert Siegel. If Al Aswany is 

able to write so freely about a society he deems undemocratic, how undemocratic is Egypt 

really? I think Al Aswany sums it up quite tellingly when he says in his NPR interview that 

Egypt is a society of “free talk,” not free speech. Political regimes can be restraining and 

undemocratic in ways that don’t involve direct censorship. However, the real power of literature 

and art rests in its ability to get people to start asking questions and challenging their society. In 

the publication of The Yacoubian Building, I believe Al Aswany seeks to challenge the very 

apathy he so skillfully describes.  

 


