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Abstract

The depiction of the everyday lives of the subaltern and vulnerable classes of society
represents one of the key approaches of writers associated with the realist school. This
approach exhibits considerable similarity and alignment in the works of Naguib Mahfouz
(1911-2006)—who, despite his various literary tendencies, is generally recognized as a
realist writer—and Raymond Carver (1938-1988), one of the prominent pioneers of dirty
realism in America. The present study endeavors to comparatively read and analyze these
similarities in selected short stories by the two authors, based on the American approach in
comparative literature. The findings reveal a remarkable convergence in the representation
of subaltern classes in the works under discussion, with minimalism emerging as the most
prominent common formal element—an effective tool for portraying the lives of the
marginalized and socially deprived. Furthermore, recourse to drug-induced intoxication
constitutes one of the principal thematic commonalities in terms of content. The point of
divergence between the two authors lies in their respective perspectives on the subaltern
class: Mahfouz, with a predominantly holistic and structuralist vision, situates his characters
within a broader historical and social context, enmeshed in complex networks of kinship
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and neighborhood relations, focusing on the social and historical crises of Egypt; Carver, by
contrast, often with a meticulous psychological lens, emphasizes individualism, absolute
solitude, psychological helplessness, and the inner crises of the subaltern class within
America's consumerist society. Furthermore, recurring themes such as despair and nihilism,
death-consciousness, the conflict between official norms and hidden realities, and open
endings were identified as recurrent motifs in the works of both authors, each finding
distinct representation according to the specific socio-cultural contexts of Egyptian and
American societies.

Keywords: Subaltern Classes, Sociology of Literature, Comparative Literature, Naguib
Mahfouz, Raymond Carver.

1. Introduction

Dirty realism is a term first used in 1983 by Bill Buford to describe a new
generation of American short story writers who chose their subjects from among the
marginalized and subaltern classes of society. This style, characterized by simple,
concise, and unadorned language and an avoidance of heroism, depicts the harsh
realities of life for those struggling with poverty, addiction, divorce, and
unemployment. Raymond Carver, a leading pioneer of this movement in America,
and Naguib Mahfouz, the renowned Egyptian writer, both present a realistic
portrayal of the lives of lower classes in their fictional works. Employing a
sociological approach and relying on the American school of comparative literature,
this study analyzes the components of dirty realism in selected short stories by these
two authors.

1.2. Research Questions
1. What are the most prominent components of dirty realism in the short stories of
Naguib Mahfouz and Raymond Carver?

2. What are the distinctive stylistic aspects of the two authors in depicting the
subaltern classes?

3.  What contextual differences underlie the stylistic distinctions between the
two authors in their portrayal of the subaltern classes?
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2. Literature Review

Dirty realism, as a branch of literary realism, is characterized by linguistic
minimalism, the elimination of superfluous elements, and the avoidance of
elaborate metaphors. The characters in these stories typically belong to the working
class, lack grand ambitions, and inhabit impoverished spaces such as bars and cheap
hotels. Buford (1983) defined this style as "an astonishing and dirty realism of the
hidden and faded aspects of contemporary life." Previous research (e.g., Norouz &
Tahmasebi Sotoudeh, 2018; Clark, 2014) has primarily focused on comparative
studies of Carver with Iranian writers, leaving a clear gap for a study that compares
Mahfouz and Carver within the framework of dirty realism. Drawing on the
threefold concepts of class conflict, value conflict, and existential conflict, this
research addresses this gap.

3. Methodology

The present study employs a descriptive-analytical method based on the American
school of comparative literature. The corpus consists of selected short story
collections: The Black Cat Tavern (1969), A Story Without a Beginning or an
End (1971), and Under the Umbrella (1969) by Naguib Mahfouz,
and Cathedral (1983) and What We Talk About When We Talk About Love (1981)
by Raymond Carver. Purposive sampling focused on stories centered on subaltern
characters. Data analysis used thematic analysis techniques and coding of dirty
realism components (minimalism, representation of poverty, norm-reality conflict,
despair and meaninglessness, and death contemplation).

4. Results & Discussion

The findings indicate that both authors employ minimalism as their most prominent
shared component. At the content level, four main components are represented.
First, class and social conflict depicting the gap between the subaltern and the elite.
In Carver's "The Cans," an unemployed character is forced to collect empty beer
cans, and the shame of poverty is reflected in the contemptuous gaze of wealthier
neighbors. In Mahfouz's "A Story Without a Beginning or an End," a broker who
was once a successful merchant now lives by a handcart, the contrast between past
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and present illustrating the collapse of economic capital and social identity.
Second, the conflict between official norms and hidden reality: In Carver's "Are
You a Doctor?", a woman appearing as a devoted mother secretly asks a married
man for a nighttime meeting. In Mahfouz's "The Black Cat Tavern," the tavern
patrons, while swearing solemn oaths to being "honest fathers" and "sincere
believers," are in fact entangled in conspiracy and betrayal. Third, despair and
meaninglessness: In Carver's works, characters live in absolute psychological
isolation, dreaming of escaping the city, but this dream is crushed by the reality of
poverty. In Mahfouz, meaninglessness takes a collective form, with characters
seeking refuge together in the tavern to escape the pressures of poverty and
responsibility. Fourth, death contemplation: In Carver's "Cathedral," a character
confronts the failure of chemotherapy, and death is portrayed as the ultimate
humiliation. In Mahfouz's graveyard story, characters gather in the cemetery on Eid
al-Fitr instead of celebrating, their dialogues filled with violence and conspiracy.

The fundamental distinction between the two authors lies in their perspective on
the subaltern class. Mahfouz, with a sociological and holistic approach, situates
characters within an extensive network of kinship and neighborly relations, viewing
poverty as a historical and structural phenomenon in the context of traditional
Egyptian society. In contrast, Carver, with a psychological approach, portrays his
characters as isolated figures in absolute solitude, interpreting poverty within the
individualistic fabric of American capitalist society. Furthermore, Carver conveys
corruption through indirect hints and bitter irony, while Mahfouz more explicitly
criticizes the institutions of political and religious power.

5. Conclusion

This research demonstrates that while dirty realism in the works of Mahfouz and
Carver follows shared aesthetic principles (minimalism, raw representation of
poverty, norm conflict, despair, and death contemplation), it acquires distinct
functions when encountering different social contexts. In America, this style
dissects the psychology of the isolated individual within the capitalist system,
whereas in Egypt, it critiques power structures and represents collective suffering in
a traditional society. This finding opens new horizons in comparative studies of
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dirty realism and underscores the necessity of attending to local contexts in

analyzing transnational literary movements.
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In the kitchen they found a wood stove and a mattres pushed against one

wall. I thought it have a fireplace...no outlets either...no elecrticity... No toilet
either (carver, 1992:160).

) p3,S oo JLS s 4SS g0 a4 a8 i g wiaus |y e Bl ails sl o
RESIRUPEICN | % S K RGP SUR RUPES A S PR P NP AR

S5 e Coadly 5 yane (55 Sy Ayl slatinlsS e M sk ol 3

9 d]" ‘&Séjé ‘G)L?u aule @L}Lia‘ é}ms S 00 o&.M.S )Jya.: aQ Cjaoj 4 ULW.:QS).Q

ol s ol Al 8 da 5 K0 Gl wiz g aels laodS QLS ) )55 0lisS slalivls dez 5 o !
ol 0uls oolazwl H8gls ol L]

\Y-




oHlKes g (S gud Ao e Sl dis | j0 Cannsg 5 L85/ | -

—

Gl sbails el 4y 0l a5 ans o L)l baogass cloixl aibs i s o g S
s>, gz b oogr ol SliS ) Glp ol caaxds W o oy
9 bl g 4 ael oo IS (b e ailinadly DSl 0 e né 5 allaieg)]
D)8 o Gialed @ 1) (5 loale jas dnal 3 29290 slacs b 5l (50,55 5

g S glals jo wg) b a4 pazd degezme med I € SL CL pliuls o
FHES B ‘) u,u‘:b‘)g) 9 J}o.uo LSLD)lS 44‘9-‘(5" Ghm} 4 FHES U”‘ o 5‘ “\"SLSA L;J") L5|°)L>|
a2 el
Lloyd moved out of the house and into his own place.he had two rooms
and a bath on the top of floor of a three-stroy house.inside the rooms the roof
slanted down sharply. If he walked around he had to duck his head. He had to
stoop to look frome his windows and be careful getting in and out of bed...he

had to bend over almost get down at his kneese to get anything out the
refrigeratore(carver, 1988:205)
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"Arnold, I'm sorry to bother you again," the woman said. "But you must
come to my house tonight around nine or nine-thirty. Can you do that for me,
Arnold?"
His heart moved when he heard her use his name. "I couldn't do that," he said.
"Please, Arnold," she said. "It's important or I wouldn't be asking. I can't leave
the house tonight because Cheryl is sick with a cold and now I'm afraid for the
boy." (carver, 1992:37-38).
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In a year or so, Roxy has a kid. She's quit being a chimney sweep. At any
rate, she's quit doing the work. Pretty soon she has another kid. J.P.'s in his
mid-twenties by now. He's buying a house. ... Then a time comes, he doesn't
know why, when he makes the switch from beer to gin-and-tonic. ...
Sometimes he'd walk in the door and for no good reason throw his lunch pail
across the living room. When Roxy yelled at him, he'd turn around and go out
again. He moved his drinking time up to early afternoon, while he was still
supposed to be working. (carver, 1992:220).
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Mel said, "What do any of us really know about love? It seems to me we're
just beginners at love... Physical love, that impulse that drives you to someone
special... the day-to-day caring about the other person."
Laura was having a hard time lighting her cigarette. Her matches kept
going out.
...I'said, "I could head right on out into the sunset."
Laura said, "Is there something to nibble on?"
Terri said, "I'll put out some cheese and crackers."
But Terri just sat there. She did not get up to get anything.
I could hear my heart beating. I could hear everyone's heart. I could hear

the human noise we sat there making, not one of us moving, not even when
the room went dark. (carver, 1992:140).
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One night she got to feeling lonely and cut off from people she kept losing
in that moving-around life. She got to feeling she couldn't go it another step.
She went in and swallowed all the pills and capsules in the medicine chest and

washed them down with a bottle of gin. But instead of dying, she got sick. She
threw up. (carver, 1992:276).
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