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Many of the cartographic and environmental terrains gathered under the area studies rubric
of the Middle East and North Africa are seismic zones. Geological study defines seismic zones
as areas where earthquakes tend to focus and classifies these zones into different levels of
seismic hazard.® World maps of seismic hazard show differently colored bands sweeping
across the globe (Fig. 1). A continuous swath of varying colors winds across the northern
coast of Africa, with the yellows, oranges, and reds that indicate increasingly elevated
hazard concentrated on spans of the Middle and High Atlas Mountains, extending outward
in greens and blues to surrounding plains and coasts. Long lines of orange and red trace the
highest levels of hazard around Iran and Turkey. From there, some bands double back West
across the northern Mediterranean. Others widen across the whole of central Asia, embrace
the entire Pacific rim, and spill over Oceania. Interrupting the colored seismic zones are
projections of nation—state borders, presenting a visual contrast between continuity and
discontinuity that is suggestive of the way that seismicity may disrupt other geographical
and conceptual terrains.

In this article, I consider how literature inscribes seismicity’s disruptive power into an
understanding of contiguous yet disjunctive North African landscapes as more-than-human
ecologies.? I analyze the relationship between writing and seismicity in “earthquake
literature” from North Africa. Major earthquakes, such as those in Algeria at Orléans-
ville/el Asnam in 1954 and 1980, or in Morocco at Agadir in 1960, figure in a number of
literary works from the region.’ I focus on Tahir Wattar’s al-Zilzal (1974), one of the first

' “What Are the Earthquake Hazards/Risks Where I Live?” US Geological Survey, 25 February 2025, https://
www.usgs.gov/faqs/what-are-earthquake-hazardsrisks-where-i-live.

% On the development of ecocriticism and environmental history regarding these regions, see, for instance,
Diana K. Davis, Resurrecting the Granary of Rome: Environmental History and French Colonial Expansion in North Africa
(Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 2007); Diana K. Davis and Edmund Burke 111, eds., Environmental Imaginaries of the
Middle East and North Africa (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 2011); and Brock Cutler, Ecologies of Imperialism in
Algeria (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2023).

3 See, for instance, Mohammed Khair-Eddine, Agadir (Paris: Seuil, 1967); Nina Bouraoui, Le Jour du séisme (Paris:
Stock, 1999); and Maissa Bey, Surtout ne te retourne pas (La Tour d’Aigues: Aube, 2005). See also, for a discussion of
these and other more autobiographically oriented works of earthquake literature, Spencer Segalla, Empire and
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Figure I. K. Johnson et al. Global Earthquake Model (GEM) Seismic Hazard Map (version 2023.1), June 2023, https:/
doi.org/10.528 |/zenodo.8409647. Used for research purposes under CC BY-SA 4.0/CC BY-NC-SA 4.0.

Algerian novels in Arabic, published in William Granara’s English translation as The Earth-
quake (2000).* Al-Zilzal stands out in earthquake literature in that, on the surface, it is not
principally concerned with representing specific, historical seismic events nor the testi-
mony of survivors. I instead define earthquake literature not as a narrow historical
subgenre, but as writing moved by and moving with seismicity. Scholarship on al-Zilzal
has interpreted the titular earthquake as a political allegory of postrevolutionary Algeria
cast in the language of Islamic eschatology.” In such readings, even the novel’s diegetic
references to the 1947 earthquake in Constantine, Algeria, serve principally as a foil to the
text’s metaphorical earthquakes. Yet I argue, with Alejandra Padin-Dujon, that earthquakes
are never only metaphors in zones of seismic hazard, retaining “a particularly literal
relevance for seismically active cities such as Constantine” even as they become “imbued
with symbolic meanings such as social crises, paradigm shifts, and psychological ruptures.”®
Taken a step further, this insight opens a way of thinking about the geological within the
metaphorical, the nonhuman within human language, and, conversely language not only as
the interplay of signs, but also as embedded in a material world of semiotics.

Theorizing the material entangle of geological and metaphorical earthquake action, I will
argue that al-Zilzal’s formal and narrative features associated with literary modernity and
political engagement may be recast as elements of what I call “earthquake language,” the
language of a literature that moves with seismicity, elaborating the temporality of earth-
quakes by extending it in narrative. Reading the novel’s political and religious metaphors in
earthquake language reveals aspects of the landscape otherwise buried in the depths of the

Catastrophe: Decolonization and Environmental Disaster in North Africa and Mediterranean France since 1954 (Lincoln, NE:
University of Nebraska Press, 2020), 165-93.

* Al-Tahir Wattar, al-Zilzal (Beirut: Dar al-‘Ilm li--Malayin and al-Sharika al-Wataniyya li-I-Nashr wa-l-Tawzi’,
1974); The Earthquake, tr. William Granara (London: Saqi Books, 2000). All further references are to the latter and
given parenthetically.

* On the novel’s use of Qur’anic and other Islamic discourses, see Ziad Elmarsafy, Sufism in the Contemporary Arabic
Novel (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2012), 144-45; and Hoda El Shakry, The Literary Qur’an: Narrative Ethics
in the Maghreb (New York: Fordham University Press, 2020), 83-85. For an alternative perspective on pre-Islamic
sources of earthquake imagery, see Faiza Ladkany, “L'influence de la tradition orale sur la construction d’al-Zilzdl de
Tahar Ouettar,” Itinéraires et Contacts de Cultures 15/16, no. 1/2 (1993): 140—41.

¢ Alejandra Padin-Dujon, “Mutual Adversaries, Fellow Dissidents: Multilingual Dissent from Wattar’s al-Zilzal and
Djaout’s Le Dernier été de la raison,” Journal of Arabic Literature 53, no. 1/2 (2022): 89.
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earth. The indifference of these forces not only to the human, but also to the more-than-
human ecologies on the surface, must open a new critical conversation with current
questions about extractivism and climate change, as well as the conceptual frame of the
Anthropocene.

Theorizing Seismicity in Literary Political Ecologies

To approach the terrain of seismic zones through earthquake literature by reading for
seismicity within language, I adapt the theory of language materiality from linguistic
anthropology. Drawing on Raymond Williams’s assertion that language is a “practical
material activity,” Shalini Shankar and Jillian Cavanaugh view language “as a material
presence with physical and metaphysical properties and as embedded within political
economic structures.”” Language materiality considers meaning in relation to the material
conditions of utterance, the medium of communication, and the material properties of
language. Meaning emerges omnidirectionally, as language acts on and in the world.

The concept of language materiality enables an understanding of literature’s participa-
tion in the semiotic and material construction of the environment as “social natures.”® This
concept developed in the multidisciplinary field of political ecology, which emerged out of
the shift from a positivist to a constructivist conception of the environment. Political
ecology defines “the environment as having an ontological basis and a dynamic role as an
agent in its own right.”® Social nature designates the discursive and material coproduction
of the environment by human and nonhuman forces.

Social nature is an effective framework for the dynamics of more-than-human ecologies,
yet there are other forces that it does not readily accommodate. Seismicity is not only a
nonhuman force, it is an inhuman force.'® “Inhuman” in this sense does not mean antag-
onistic to human existence, but rather indifferent or indeterminate, preceding and persist-
ing within the human. Seismicity is part of what philosopher Elizabeth Grosz calls
“geopower,” or the powers of the earth that precede the emergence of life and persist
within and beyond it. To the surface dimensions of social natures spread out as terrains
across the globe, seismicity adds axes of depth and of geological time, not only in the
frequent sense of the millennial eras of earth systems processes, but also in the rapid times
of catastrophe that are often too fast for ecological, let alone human, action."!

My reading that follows of earthquake language in Wattar’s al-Zilzal joins these concepts
inwhat I call a literary political ecology. Literary political ecology locates literature in social
natures and apprehends it as a discursive and material object, in both the worlds it inhabits
and those it invents. Relative to ecocriticism, characterized by the relationship between
“literature and the physical environment,” ecology indexes complex, more-than-human

7 Shalini Shankar and Jillian R. Cavanaugh, “Toward a Theory of Language Materiality: An Introduction,” in
Language and Materiality: Ethnographic and Theoretical Explorations, ed. Jillian R. Cavanaugh and Shalini Shankar
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 1.

8 Bruce Braun and Noel Castree, eds., Remaking Redlity: Nature at the Millenium (London: Routledge, 1998), 3-4. See
also Noel Castree and Bruce Braun, eds., Social Nature: Theory, Practice, and Politics (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2001).

® Karl S. Zimmerer and Thomas J. Bassett, eds., Political Ecology: An Integrative Approach to Geography and
Environment-Development Studies (New York: Guilford Press, 2003), 3.

10 Nigel Clark, Inhuman Nature: Social Life on a Dynamic Planet (London: Sage, 2011), Xv—xvi, 24-26.

™ Elizabeth Grosz, Becoming Undone: Darwinian Reflections on Life, Politics, and Art (Durham, NC: Duke University
Press, 2011); Kathryn Yusoff et al., “Geopower: A Panel on Elizabeth Grosz’s Chaos, Territory, Art: Deleuze and the
Framing of the Earth,” Environment and Planning D, Society and Space 30, no. 6 (2012): 981, https://doi.org/10.1068/
d3006pan; Jamie Lorimer and Timothy Hodgetts, More-than-Human, Key Ideas in Geography (London: Routledge,
2024), 74, https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315164304.
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social and biophysical assemblages.'> With regard to other “literary ecologies” (which
variously span literary representations of ecological issues, reckonings with the materiality
of environments, and ecologies instantiated in literary form), I retain the qualifier
“political” to emphasize literature’s role as a cultural technology embedded in a social
world that it apprehends, expresses, and shapes in its own fashion.'®

Reading literature as a mode of political ecology brings out its distinctive modes of
engagement with social natures. Literary aesthetics and epistemology permit different ways
of knowing and acting on the world. With regard to seismicity, as an inhuman force of
geopower, earthquake language is a “geoaesthetics,” “an extraction from the universe and
an elaboration on it.”** In earthquakes, humans perceive inhuman forces, but in such a way
as to be unable to comprehend or reflect on them. But in the aftermath, Grosz posits, “there
is time to reflect and collect oneself and to produce art” that elaborates on geopower
because “the earth remembers [...] it preserves everything.”'® This interaction differs from
archiving or memory, because what the earth preserves is inhuman, and what literature
elaborates is an extension of an experience of the inhuman, rather than a memory of it.

Earthquake and Zilzal, between Metaphor and Materiality

Al-Zilzal is a satirical portrait of a corrupt cleric, Shaykh Abdelmajid Bu al-Arwah. Having
amassed wealth and property through collaboration with the French during the colonial
period, Bu al-Arwah tries desperately to protect his ill-gotten lands from the postcolonial
state’s nationalization projects during the Agrarian Revolution.'® The novel takes place over
the course of a single Friday in Bu al-Arwah’s hometown of Constantine in eastern Algeria,
where he has returned after a sixteen-year absence to seek out his alienated relatives in
order to conceal his lands under their names. At the same time, the novel’s satire of
reactionary forces also delivers critiques of the Algerian state and the ruling National
Liberation Front, using a polyphonic narrative technique that juxtaposes its antihero pro-
tagonist’s direct and free indirect discourse with the calls, cries, and voices of the other
inhabitants of Constantine.'”

12 Cheryll Glotfelty, “Introduction: Literary Studies in an Age of Environmental Crisis,” in The Ecocriticism Reader:
Landmarks in Literary Ecology, ed. Cheryll Glotfelty and Harold Fromm (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1996),
xviii.

13 See, respectively, Adriaan van Klinken et al., “African Ecologies: Literary, Cultural, and Religious Perspectives;
Introduction,” Journal of the British Academy 12, no. 1/2 (2024): 2; Isabel Hofmeyr, “Provisional Notes on
Hydrocolonialism,” English Language Notes 57, no. 1 (2019): 11-20; and Sarah Nuttall, “Pluvial Time, Ocean Ontologies
and the Heterochronicity of the Present,” English Studies in Africa 62, no. 1 (2019): 28-39.

 Yusoff et al., “Geopower,” 971.

> Azucena Castro and Estefanfa Bournot, “Geosemantics: An Interview with Elizabeth Grosz: Geopower,
Inhuman Memories, and Extractivism,” ASAP Review, 25 September 2023, https://asapjournal.com/node/
geosemantics-an-interview-with-elizabeth-grosz-geopower-inhuman-memories-and-extractivism-azucena-
castro-and-estefania-bournot.

16 James McDougall, A History of Algeria (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2017).

7 El Shakry, Literary Qur'an, 86; Padin-Dujon, “Mutual Adversaries,” 83. For instances elsewhere in Wattar’s
oeuvre, see Debbie Cox, “The Novels of Tahar Wattar: Command or Critique?” Research in African Literatures 28, no. 3
(1997): 99; Debbie Cox, “Symbolism and Allegory in the Algerian Arabic Novel,” Arabic and Middle Eastern Literatures 1,
no. 2 (1998): 196-97; Elmarsafy, Sufism, 143; and Brahim El Guabli, “Writing against Mourning: Memory in Assia
Djebar’s Franco-Graphie,” Cambridge Journal of Postcolonial Literary Inquiry 6, no. 1 (2019): 26. Notable reservations
about the efficacy of Wattar’s critiques have to do with the reproduction in his novels of patriarchal authority,
despite an evident awareness of its violent and destructive effects. See Debbie Cox, Politics, Language, and Gender in
the Algerian Arabic Novel (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 2002), 111; and David Fieni, Decadent Orientalisms: The
Decay of Colonial Modernity (New York: Fordham University Press, 2020), 111.
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Seismic force powers the novel’s language. It animates revolutionary metaphors of
decolonization and socialist reform, as well as an eschatological metaphor of the end times.
Upon his arrival in Constantine, Bu al-Arwah attends a Friday sermon where he hears the
imam preach about the end times from Surat al-Hajj 22:1-2 and Surat al-Ma’arij 70:40—44.'%
Bu al-Arwah obsessively repeats and reworks these verses to call for literal divine retribu-
tion in response to political and social upheaval. 1 read these political and religious
metaphors as earthquake language that is materially grounded: first, in the material urban
and agricultural environments of postcolonial development and land reform, a political
reordering of the earth destined to be overturned eschatologically; and second, in Bu
al-Arwah’s body, which physically shakes and trembles from its experience of the seismic
hazard zone that is Constantine’s cityscape.

A full understanding of earthquakes in al-Zilzal must begin with the geological, resitu-
ating the questions of literal and metaphorical interpretation by integrating the seismic-
ity of the material environment. I will analyze two aspects of language materiality in al-
Zilzal that relate to the more-than-human ecology of a seismic zone. The first has to do
with its medium, as a novel in the generic sense and as a print book in particular. The
second deals with the novel’s polyphonic narrative construction, in which a tumult of
voices moves with the force of seismic waves. Reading al-Zilzal as earthquake language,
moving with the inhuman force of seismicity, refigures the novel’s human moral economy
of political reform and religious judgment, as well as Wattar’s own literary project of
developing Arabic as the language of Algerian national expression in the form of a modern,
novelistic literature.'® Earthquake language senses the possibility of nonanthropogenic
futures—even destructive ones. At the level of Algerian literature, earthquake language
disrupts the identity supposed by the concept of a national language, whose construction
is necessarily premised on exclusion, not just in reversing the colonial linguistic hierarchy
that privileged French, but also of Amazigh languages, colloquial Arabic, or Judeo-
Arabic.?° Within the novel, earthquake language exposes the social violence perpetrated
in the name of the nation or the divine that makes marginalized populations vulnerable to
greater seismic risk.

Printing Earthquake Language

I begin with the print form of the book to highlight the materially and culturally situated
ways that al-Zilzal realizes a specific vision of modernity and nationality in postcolonial
Algeria. In this sense, written and print forms are not just vehicles for transmitting a
message, but themselves the material culture of language.?! Printed text displays material

'8 Ziad Elmarsafy, “Apocalyptic Narration: The Qur'an in Contemporary Arabic Fiction,” 1st ed., in The Routledge
Companion to Literature and Religion, ed. Mark Knight (London: Routledge, 2016), 359, https://doi.org/10.4324/
9780203498910.

' Ronald A. T. Judy, “On the Politics of Global Language, or Unfungible Local Value,” Boundary 2 24, no. 2 (1997):
128; William Granara, “Mythologising the Algerian War of Independence: Tahir Wattar and the Contemporary
Algerian Novel,” Journal of North African Studies 4, no. 3 (1999): 1.

% Disaster often reveals exclusions, for example the presumptive use of Arabic as the default means of
communication in predominantly Amazigh-speaking regions of Morocco during response efforts to the 8 September
2003 Al Haouz earthquake. See Brahim El Guabli, “Disaster and Language: The Disarticulation of Seismic Pain in
Tamazight,” Markaz Review, 25 September 2023, https://themarkaz.org/disaster-and-language-the-disarticulation-
of-seismic-pain-in-tamazight.

! Jennifer Dickinson, “Physicality and Texts: Rematerializing the Transparent,” in Language and Materiality:
Ethnographic and Theoretical Explorations, ed. Jillian R. Cavanaugh and Shalini Shankar (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press, 2017), 265.

https://doi.org/10.1017/5S002074382510072X Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203498910
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203498910
https://themarkaz.org/disaster-and-language-the-disarticulation-of-seismic-pain-in-tamazight
https://themarkaz.org/disaster-and-language-the-disarticulation-of-seismic-pain-in-tamazight
https://doi.org/10.1017/S002074382510072X

International Journal of Middle East Studies 179

features that function semiotically.?? At the time al-Zilzal was published in 1974, part of its
success in developing a new Arabic-language Algerian literary practice depended on an
evolving concern across the 20th century for the form of Arabic typography in relation to its
highly developed manuscript tradition. Arabic printing was not a simple technological
improvement on handwriting practices; instead, it had to reckon with manuscript and
calligraphic practices whose semiotic capabilities had become integral to readers’ expecta-
tions, but were far too complex to recreate with printing technology that had co-evolved
with Latinate scripts.?® Attending to the semiotic expectations and understandings of the
Arabic-reading market was of great material concern for printers and publishers. However,
they were reliant on Western producers of typefaces, typesetting machines, and printing
presses. These Western companies internalized the expectations of the Arabic-reading
market in their own fashion.?*

The original printing of al-Zilzal uses a simplified typeface of the sort that had gained
increasing currency beginning in the 1950s thanks to their use in newspapers. This
particular face is typographically inelegant and shows a high degree of wear on the physical
character forms in their imprint on the page.?® These suggest a lack of financial means on the
part of Wattar’s Beiruti publisher, Dar al-‘Tlm li--Malayin, despite the financial support of
copublication with an Algerian state company.

Distinctive, however, are the front cover and title pages (Fig. 2). The title is rendered in a
simple script that is distorted by waves and doubled by a second, thinner line. This
appearance would have been created by hand-lettering, rather than a standard typeface.?®
The word al-Zilzal is here inscribed in a visual form whose material properties function as
signs.?” The graphic rendering of the title realizes visually, by a producer and for an audience
both especially primed to consider the semiotics of type beyond its linguistic semantics,
what the diegetic language of the novel also expresses: the imprint of earthquake experience
onbodily perceptions of the world they inhabit and the language which they utter to express
it.

Narrating Earthquake Language

From the print form of the title on the cover to the narrative within and its political and
religious metaphors, al-Zilzal is written in an earthquake language moving with and moved
by seismicity as lived in the past, potential in every present moment, and feared for the
future. This is language elicited by the bodily and terrestrial experience of sudden instability
and uncontrolled movement that transforms shelter into exposure in an earthquake. It is
therefore not only Bu al-Arwah’s understanding of the earthquake that is literal; it also is his
experience of seismicity. His experience is not just personal or psychic, although it does have
ramifications at those levels.?® Rather, it is a material force that moves as the city teeters, Bu
al-Arwah shakes uncontrollably, and Constantine’s polyphony resonates in seismic waves.

2 Judith T. Irvine, “Afterword: Materiality and Language, or Material Language? Dualisms and Embodiments,” in
Cavanaugh and Shankar, Language and Materiality, 284.

2 3, R. Osborn, Letters of Light: Arabic Script in Calligraphy, Print, and Digital Design (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2017), 163.

** Titus Nemeth, Arabic Type-Making in the Machine Age: The Influence of Technology on the Form of Arabic Type, 1908—
1993 (Boston: Brill, 2017).

% Titus Nemeth, personal communication, 28 August 2024.

% Ibid.

7 Keith M. Murphy, “Fontroversy! Or, How to Care about the Shape of Language,” in Cavanaugh and Shankar,
Language and Materiality, 68.

8 Cox, Politics, Language, and Gender, 164; Greta Bliss, “History from Point Zero? Archival Reading in Maissa Bey’s
Surtout ne te retourne pas and Tahir Wattar’s The Earthquake,” Expressions Maghrébines 14, no. 1 (2015): 149.
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Figure 2. Cover of the original printing of al-Zilzal, copublished in Beirut and Algiers in 1974.

https://doi.org/10.1017/5S002074382510072X Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S002074382510072X

International Journal of Middle East Studies 181

Seismicity manifests sensorially in Constantine’s built environment and geological
situation, expressing their potential upheaval in an earthquake. The walls seem to lean
on one another, rather than stand on their own; the rocky elevations beneath the city
threaten to crumble. These sensations are heightened around Constantine’s famous seven
bridges, which appear temporary, as though built for only a moment, given impending
disaster (pp. 135-36). The teetering buildings, people on edge, and deep trembling that
afflicts Bu al-Arwah’s body speak of a place and people marked by the latent potential for
catastrophic tremors, which the narrative links by apposition of utterances and stream-of-
consciousness, free indirect discourse.

Formally, the narrative resembles the hand-lettered title on the cover: Bu al-Arwah’s
perspective is doubled, or rather multiplied, by the tumult of voices emanating from the
jostling bodies crowding Constantine’s streets. The novel repeatedly describes these voices
and bodies as mawjat, waves. Paired provocatively with the novel’s title, these waves become
mawjat zilzaliyya, seismic waves. A key moment comes with a brief, unattributed dialogue
between anonymous passersby, who evoke visceral memories of the earthquake that struck
the city in 1947:

“Iwas a kid then and the only thing I remember were waves of people (mawjat al-khalg)
running away, screaming for help in different languages (jami - al-lughat).”

“I was about twenty, so I can still see it as though it was right in front of me. Hundreds
and hundreds of children’s bodies were lying in the street. Some of them had been so
stamped upon by the fleeing mobs that they looked like slabs of meat. Some of them
were still moving and others weren’t injured at all. There were people running in great
panic. I can still hear the pounding footsteps and the screams of women and children.”
(pp. 165-66)

These unattributed voices transmit sonically the still-present aftershocks of an earthquake.
These visual and aural memories record the transformation of an undifferentiated mass of
people (the word khalq including the sense of humankind, in its collective identity as divine
creation) into waves of flesh and cacophonous languages, screams, and pounding feet.
Grammatically, the jumbled dialogue that Bu al-Arwah overhears as he navigates Constan-
tine’s narrow streets, crowded squares, and dizzying bridges resembles his own free indirect
discourse. Both employ the present tense, whereas the third-person narration uses the past
tense. The wave, however, moves across these formal distinctions. The sound waves that
carry the voices of passersby to Bu al-Arwah’s ears resonate in his body as much as his
consciousness. After overhearing the description of the 1947 earthquake, Bu al-Arwah is
caught in the force of this wave: “He was drowning in a wave of people (kana al-mawj
yadfa ‘uhu) as he spoke out loud. Children followed him and laughed raucously at him,
repeating every word he said” (pp. 167-68). The mocking echoes of Bu al-Arwah’s delirious
words undo his illusory distance from the earthquake, as the wave, much less human in the
Arabic than in the English translation, has moved from the language of the novel’s
characters in the present tense into its narration in the past tense.

Through such formal manipulations of dialogue, free indirect discourse, and narration,
al-Zilzal depicts the persistent action of seismicity on a human political ecology that is
superficially incongruous with its subterranean depths and ephemeral. The Constantine
cityscape and its inhabitants are all vulnerable to repetitions of this violent destruction by
virtue of their geological situation, but it is the impoverished rural migrants to the city who
are most exposed: climate refugees displaced by colonial deforestation and expropriation.
Bu al-Arwah blames the state for their situation, while disdaining them internally and
directly cursing them aloud. Yet in the novel’s polyphonic narration, the migrants respond.
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When a woman asking for money tries to grab Bu al-Arwah’s arm, the shaykh exclaims,
“What a disaster! Where did they all come from? Why don’t you go all go back to your
villages and deserts?” and she retorts, “May a disaster fall on your head! You talk as though
you're carrying us all on your shoulders” (p. 30). Bu al-Arwah shrugs her off, but cannot help
imagining the potential of seismic disaster unfurling from beneath: “A rock is carrying us all,
he thought, especially you and your kind. At every tide water does it damage. God knows how
many holes are inside this rock, and at any moment, in its own peculiar way, it could cry out
what a burden we all are” (p. 30). The interplay of dialogue and free indirect discourse
reveals the exclusions and exposures of state practices and Bu al-Arwah’s reactionary
critique, as he speculates that the masses cannot be Muslims, whether Arab or Amazigh,
but rather stateless, nationless hordes sent to destroy the land (p. 47).

Even as other characters offer dissenting interpretations of the earthquake that obsesses
Bu al-Arwabh, it quickly becomes for him a physical experience rather than an intellectual
metaphor. Moments after his encounter with the migrant woman, he experiences the
internal upswell of a kind of dark magma oozing within his body, which also is increasingly
affected from without by the vertiginous perspectives of the city’s precipices and bridges.
Together, they cause uncontrollable tremors in his body, resonating with waves of voices
that shake Bu al-Arwah to the core.

There are rich descriptions of the shaykh’s body affected by the city, shaking in even
his most ordinary gestures: his sweat (p. 32), his stench (p. 33); his torso and butt shake
(p. 33), his tongue hangs out (p. 35), his head lolls (p. 57), he trembles with fever and chills
(p. 74). These physical reactions intensify as he gets lost and disoriented, and most of all
when contemplating Constantine’s perilous perch above the Rhummel Gorge. Bu al-Ar-
wah’s body and affect are both shaken by the phenomenological experience of the
Constantine cityscape and its vulnerability to seismic activity, eliciting an earthquake
language that perceives the earth itself as shaking: “He was so dizzy he felt as though the
earth was moving beneath him” (p. 135). This is the language of peering over the edge,
whether of a literal cliff or of a limited human conception of the environment, below
which the unknowable and unpredictable threat of earthquake always looms, an inhuman
geopower.

Bu al-Arwah’s delirium reaches its peak as he crosses the last two of the city’s seven
bridges. There, the city and the novel resonate most forcefully with voices rendered in their
most physical form as seismic waves. Content and form fuse in the polyphony of languages,
chaos of bodies, and latent geological and architectural instability. Amid the voices and
bodies that seem to crowd around Bu al-Arwah on the Bridge of the Abyss are apparitions of
others, especially women and children, who were victims of Bu al-Arwah’s violent, mur-
derous abuse that the novel has gradually revealed. As he swings wildly to fend off their
phantasmal vengeance, he feels the earthquake, rendered narratively in the present,
happening then and there (pp. 175-76). This narrative present tense renders this sensation
as an effect of the place, more so than Bu al-Arwah’s individual circumstances. In these
tremors, cacophonous earthquake language takes the form of seismic waves, the city’s
indivisible plurality fused into a vibrant force, voices carried by the inhuman:

You can hear a roaring sound whenever you’re on top of the Bridge of the Abyss. If you
listen very closely, you can imagine yourself hearing all of Constantine and everything
that is going on in it. Whenever somebody is on the bridge, billions of waves rush
towards it. Each wave carries with it the voice of a woman or a child, an old man or an
animal, or a sputtering motor. The truth is that all of these voices can hardly be
distinguished from one another. Even though these waves are separate from one
another and flow in parallel lines, they still seem to overlap each other.
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What's different on the Bridge of the Abyss is that these roaring sounds have a huge
effect on your heart. That’s because what the city is telling you from here has greater
significance.

He felt a boiling sensation in his chest and the lava was flooding his insides. The dark
gloom was blacking out everything around him. (p. 174)

Bu al-Arwah not only hears but feels and quakes with Constantine’s earthquake language.
This virtual seismicity, like actual geological upheaval, disrupts sensation and intellection,
and Bu al-Arwah must be restrained before the tremors throw him—or he throws himself—
from the bridge. That it is the police who detain him does not signal the novel’s implicit
approval of state projects over Bu al-Arwah’s reactionary and self-serving opposition. Any
politics will confront the titular earthquake, which is not a specific event, but an inhuman
force at the core of the novel’s moral economy, disrupting the distinction between the
referential or metaphorical in its depiction of Algerian lands and bodies. Bu al-Arwah’s body
is left literally shaking with an earthquake language that he fails to understand in relation to
his environment.

Conclusion: Nonanthropogenic Futures

Reading al-Zilzal as “earthquake language” shifts focus from its political reception to the
material, ecological embeddedness of this politics, especially as it relates to land reform. Bu
al-Arwah’s anxieties, seismic and sociopolitical in origin and in their ramifications, send him
on a quest through which the novel narrates a literary political ecology of postcolonial
Algeria as an “earthquake society,” where seismicity is a constitutive element of the mutual
interactions of environment and society, from the habitation, design, and regulation of built
environments to everyday discourse and aesthetic production.?® The seismic in earthquake
literature reveals the illusory separation of society and nature.’® “Earthquake language,” a
linguistic and narrative assemblage of embodied voices in tumult, is particularly apt for
rendering chaos and violence at the nexus of the natural and the political. The indistin-
guishable voices that seem to shake Constantine’s bridge with tremors speak of a city whose
vulnerability to geological earthquakes and exposure to human upheavals are intimately
related. In Constantine, the novel insistently observes, the risk of disaster is as much the
effect of rural emigration, municipal urbanism, social conflict, and state policy.

Moreover, al-Zilzal is not only about territorial upheaval, by earthquake or by land
reform. It is about the persistence of seismicity in the aftermath. It does not construct in
retrospect a scaled-down, humanly comprehensible version of inhuman geopower. Instead,
it elaborates the earthquake dimensions of inhuman, geological depth and speed into a
novelistic power to dwell in a seismicity otherwise too-fast and too-deep. On the level of
Wattar’s literary project of developing Arabic as a national language, “earthquake language”
disturbs from below the exclusionary identity of language, nation, and territory. Further-
more if, on the political level with regard to land reform, the novel indicates the provisional
nature of all territorializations, then this inappropriable geopower in Bu al-Arwah’s expe-
rience of seismicity is a sensation of future possibilities. The negative, destructive imagi-
nation of the future in al-Zilzal indicates the challenge involved, but Wattar wrote to advance
a revolutionary project, not to cynically dismiss it. Accordingly, the inappropriability of

? Edward Simpson, The Political Biography of an Earthquake: Aftermath and Amnesia in Gujarat, India (Oxford, UK:
Oxford University Press, 2014), 52.
% Segalla, Empire and Catastrophe, 12.
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geopower does not assert the vanity of all politics. Rather, it opens a totalizing, nihilistic
metaphorization of politics with catastrophe in the Anthropocene to the inhuman, not as a
morality tale about hubris, but to imagine futures that are never just anthropogenic.
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