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The Egyptian Colloquial Poet as Popular Intellectual:  
A Differentiated Manifestation of Commitment 

Randa Aboubakr 

There have been various representations of the committed writer in Arabic literature since 
the 1950s; existing side-by-side, the most discussed could be said to be the ideal of the com- 
mitted author proposed by Jean-Paul Sartre in his 1947 essay “What is Writing?”. Sartre’s 
conceptualization of intellectual commitment was introduced into Arabic through the trans-
lation of existentialist philosophy during the 1940s, which directed considerable attention to 
the writings of Sartre and Albert Camus. In the same year of its publication in France, Taha 
Hussein (Ṭāhā Ḥusayn, 1889–1973), a prominent Egyptian intellectual in his own right and 
holder of a doctorate in Arabic poetry from the Sorbonne, translated parts of Sartre’s “What 
is Writing?”, rendering the term ‘engagement’ as iltizām. This model of commitment, with 
its emphasis on erudition, and the self-proclaimed role of the intellectual as the bearer of 
enlightenment and instigator of change as well as guide and redeemer of society (Sartre  
7–16), soon became the dominant model, with expected variations, and could be said to 
have been represented by mainly prose writers throughout the Arab region, from Taha Hus-
sein to ʿAbdul Rahman Munif (ʿAbd al-Raḥmān Munīf, 1933–2004), and from Bahaʾ Taher 
(Bahāʾ Ṭāhir, b. 1935) to Elias Khoury (Ilyās Khūrī, b. 1948). 

In distinction from this dominant model, Egyptian colloquial poets, even as early as the 
1950s, have contributed another representation of the intellectual, one more oriented on ac-
tion and more closely linked to place and class than his/her more canonical counterpart. In 
contrast to both elite and dominant cultural production, the cultural output of this type of in-
tellectual has been more strongly connected to modes of popular expression existing on the 
margins of the more prevalent literary and cultural discourse in Egypt. In this respect, this 
essay begins with an exposition of some of the major tenets discernible in the dominant 
conceptualizations of intellectual engagement adopted in the Arab region since the 1950s, 
focusing not just on Sartre but also Edward Said. We shall then discuss less canonical con-
ceptualizations of committed intellectualism which, emerging parallel to their more es-
teemed mainstream counterparts, for the most part were informed by Marxist-Gramscian 
thought. Drawing on Pierre Bourdieu’s views regarding the sociology of the intellectual, the 
essay shall then proceed to survey some of the prominent representatives of this latter type 
of the intellectual in the field of colloquial poetry in Egypt from the 1950s onwards. For 
this purpose, we need to survey the relationship between Egyptian colloquial poetry and 
European literary traditions (primarily Modernism and Postmodernism) and locate Egyptian 
colloquial poetry in relation to poetry written in the more standard and official variety of 
Arabic, particularly in terms of legitimation and authority. Finally, we shall consider the 
more recent cultural and literary context in Egypt (i.e. after the January 2011 uprising and 
throughout the past few years), trying to outline how the particular ideal of commitment es-
poused by Egyptian colloquial poets is now becoming the more prevalent one, with these 
popular intellectuals moving more towards action-oriented commitment and street cam-
paigning. To conclude, the question is posed as to whether in present-day ‘revolutionary’ 
Egypt, the author-intellectual is no longer (alone) at the forefront of the intellectual strug-
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gle, but is sharing this space with emerging voices of campaigning-intellectuals who, 
though still writers, use the street rather than writing as their platform. 

What Could Have Gone Wrong with the Canonical Model  
of the Arab Intellectual? 

It is widely acknowledged by Arab and Euro-American scholars of Arabic literature and 
thought that commitment (iltizām) in Arab thought, art, and literature, in particularly as the 
concept evolved during the 1940s–1960s, was closely linked to French existentialism and its 
adaptations in Arab thought (Guth, Furrer and Bürgel xii; Klemm). The model of the commit- 
ted intellectual here is primarily that of a prose writer, who uses words to effect change in the 
world: “M. Jourdan made prose to ask for his slippers, and Hitler to declare war on Poland. 
The writer is a speaker; he designates, demonstrates, orders, refuses, interpolates, begs, in-
sults, persuades, insinuates” (Sartre 19–20) (original emphasis). Although there were obvious  
varieties, one of the broad characterizations was that of the intellectual as a man of letters 
and more specifically a writer of prose fiction. In his Conscience of the Nation: Writers, 
State, and Society in Modern Egypt (2008), Richard Jacquemond maintains that the role of 
the intellectual, even in post-independence Egypt, has followed from the nineteenth century’s  
‘Renaissance’ (nahḍa) project, which perceived of the role of the intellectual as one to “raise 
consciousness and to educate taste. The writer’s relationship with the public is therefore not 
so much one of producer to consumer as of teacher to pupil” (39). This, argues Jacquemond, 
creates a cultural field marked by “hierarchy” rather than “difference […] ‘the masses’ still 
being perceived as having an irredeemable minority status, in the legal sense of that term 
(that is, as minors)” (ibid.). The intellectual is a self-proclaimed prophet whose mission is to 
point out the path of future ‘salvation’ to the aspiring ‘masses’—a role evidently not peculiar 
to the Arab region.1 Though Jacquemond also speaks of poet-intellectuals, they remain 
within the confines of the prevailing image of the Arab intellectual, i.e. a published writer 
belonging to the petit bourgeoisie. The conceptualization of a committed writer à la Sartre 
involves the concept of dissent, which in turn reflects a sense of moral responsibility and the 
role of the intellectual as redeemer of his/her society (Guth, Furrer and Bürgel xii). This cur-
rent of iltizām, which gathered momentum during the 1950s and 1960s (mainly the first two 
decades of the postcolonial period in Arab history), upheld the model of dissent in the face of 
the remnants of imperialist domination in the newly-liberated states, as well as against the 
forces of fascism, or at least defunct states in the early postcolonial period (xi). 

This generation of committed intellectuals also actively engaged European intellectual 
traditions, and thus naturally continued an earlier ‘modernizing’ project dating back to the 
second half of the nineteenth century, a project that continues to be problematic down to the 
present day and may be considered as having demanded an unprecedented degree of energy 
and debate. This project relied heavily on translation2 and literary emulation in an attempt to 
achieve a seemingly urgently desired ‘synthesis’ between tradition and a highly elusive con-
cept of ‘modernity.’3 This can readily be gleaned from, for instance, the fascination with, and 
emulation of, movements in European thought and literature such as Romanticism during the 
latter decades of the nineteenth century and early decades of the twentieth century, and later 
with existential philosophy, Marxism, modernist and symbolist poetry, as well as the social 
realist novel, particularly those from England, France and the Soviet Union during the 1960s 
and 1970s. The 1950s and 1960s, being the early decades of decolonization in the Arab re-
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gion, therefore saw the emergence of an intellectual who champions the cause and values of 
decolonization and anti-imperialism, while drawing on those very sites of colonial and impe-
rial domination for inspiration. Most of the intellectuals emerging at that time can also be seen 
to have been the product of colonial education, which as Anthony Arnove in the course of  
examining the sociology of sub-Saharan African writers maintains, helps create a class of per-
sons committed to decolonizing causes, yet inevitably fascinated by the culture of the ex-
colonizer, and still belonging there in taste, opinion and intellect (280). This paradoxical state 
of affairs leaves ample space for astonishment at the conceptual ambiguities surrounding the 
whole intellectual project of the 1950s and 1960s, which, as pointed out earlier, continued to 
have a lasting hold on Arab thought, as well as at the cult of intellectualism in general.4 

Closely linked to the ambiguous status of 1950s and 1960s intellectuals in the Arab re-
gion vis-à-vis European cultural traditions is the question of this generation’s precarious 
and ambiguous relations to nodes of authority in post-independence settings. The newly 
emerging ‘nationalist’ and developmentalist regimes in several Arab countries, mostly led 
by the military, devised a strand of nationalism whereby allegiance to the people meant al-
legiance to the state. The nationalizing project in most postcolonial Arab countries also 
soon moved from the state seizing the wealth and assets from the pro-colonial lords and 
putting them in the service of national projects, to the state nationalizing the very field of 
knowledge production and exchange, which meant the subjugation of cultural institutions 
under the grip of the often powerful centralized state. As Soha Abdel-Kader remarks, the 
early post-1952 military regime in Egypt soon created the Ministry of National Guidance, 
with the purpose of directing the media towards adopting the ideology of the emerging 
state, as well as guaranteeing the state control of media discourse (228). A considerable 
number of Arab intellectuals from that period then became part of state cultural institutions, 
either because they were sincere believers in the nationalist rhetoric of education and de-
velopment, or because that very ‘nationalization’ of cultural projects was seemingly the 
only viable state of affairs available to them in the new setting. Some of those intellectuals 
also sought a “reformulation of their orientations” as a means to avoid confrontation with 
oppressive postcolonial regimes which targeted remnants of colonialism, Zionist occupa-
tion, or, a little later, reactionary Islamist groups (Abū al-Najā 2).5 Though this might not 
have directly prevented them from carrying out their intellectual programs, it evidently put 
the intellectuals of this generation in the position of an oppressed elite, which as Arnove 
postulates, allies the writer-intellectual to various state apparatuses (278). Indeed, not a 
small number of Arab intellectuals from the 1950s until now were active in state (cultural) 
institutions during the post-independence era, either holding political posts (such as novelist 
Yusuf al-Sibaʿi [Yūsuf al-Sibāʿī], who was Minister of Culture from 1973 till his death in 
1987), or as key figures in state-sponsored cultural institutions (such as Salah ʿAbdul-Sabur 
[Ṣalāḥ ʿAbd al-Ṣabūr], who was Egypt’s cultural counselor in India between 1977–78, and 
head of the National Publishing Organization from 1979 and until his death in 1981). These 
official-intellectuals often acted as arbiters of taste and strongly contributed to shaping not 
only the intellectual climate, but also prevalent tastes in literary and artistic production. 
This position of gatekeeper soon became the prerogative of the established intellectual, en-
trusted with the formulation and protection of the accepted cultural canon. Taha Hussein 
and Abbas Mahmud al-Aqqad (ʿAbbās Maḥmūd al-ʿAqqād, 1889–1964), for instance, were 
staunch opponents of the use of the Egyptian colloquial dialect (ʿāmmiyya) in poetic and 
prose literary production during the 1940s and 1950s, claiming that it was backward, infe-
rior and indeed vulgar vis-à-vis the standard official variety (fuṣḥā).6 
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This very stratification within the literary field points to a problematic relationship, one 
existing not only among intellectuals but also between intellectuals and their public. 
Whether with their strong affiliation to European intellectual traditions or their collabora-
tion with some strand of state-run institution, these intellectuals gradually become canon-
ized as ‘the norm’ and become implicated in nationalist projects in their capacity as educa-
tionalists, journalists, politicians, strategic planners, or indeed ‘moral reference points,’ 
thereby implicitly turning into representations of state hegemony. Through the link with ei-
ther state hegemony or non-indigenous models, the intellectual-writer also emerged as an 
entrepreneur largely dependent on cultural capital and seeking a place for him/herself in 
domestic and regional literary fields, or more recently, in a globalized cultural-literary field, 
where the demands to produce art sanctioned by dominant taste and the demands to adopt 
anti-hegemonic stances often clashed, producing interesting synthesized positions. For this 
reason, the intellectual, especially in postcolonial settings, has become conceptually inte-
grated into a field of cultural production informed by capitalism, and later by global capital-
ism, and therefore become part of a dominant class involved in negotiations within that 
field (Arnove 279). This approach to Third World/postcolonial intellectuals is also shared 
by E. San Juan, who investigates the position of the ‘Third World’ intellectual, more spe-
cifically the ‘exiled’ postcolonial intellectual, from the standpoint of the centrality of capital 
in the modern world, which saw the Saidian intellectual striving to find a niche for 
him/herself in a national and international market hospitable to the advent of that ‘new’ 
formation of the intellectual (Racism 13). 

This situation, clearly not unique to the Arab region, has contributed to the creation of a 
form of intellectual elitism and the establishment of the dominant/canonical conception of 
the intellectual as an outsider whose relationship to those s/he ‘addresses’ is centered 
around the reified medium of writing, whereby the writing itself is supported by and ap-
pears in state-sponsored media (mainly journalism) or publishing institutions in the highly 
centralized new postcolonial states. This type of intellectual is strongly reminiscent of Ed-
ward Said’s conceptualizations of the intellectual expounded in Representations of the In-
tellectual (1996): primarily an academic, trained in a particular discipline, and able to relate 
that discipline to public concerns (3). In addition to his/her position as an academic and 
possessor of specialized knowledge, the reification of this intellectual also stems from 
his/her self-proclaimed position as rare, bookish, exilic, and critically detached, which Said, 
with recourse to Theodor W. Adorno, formulates as marked by a writing style representing 
“the intellectual’s consciousness as unable to be at rest anywhere” and consciously acting 
so as “not to be understood easily” (57) (original emphasis). This also means that even 
though s/he might not be completely detached from the present, the intellectual does not 
strive to have an immediate effect on the world, but only hopes “that someday, somewhere, 
someone will read what he wrote exactly as he wrote it” (ibid.). For both Sartre and Said, the  
relegation of the intellectual to the reified space of writing not only means that s/he is de-
tached and hence not easily understood, but also that their mission to decenter hegemonic 
power is focused on ‘writing’ (which Said extends into speaking) the truth to the power in 
question (Said 77) rather than being engaged head-on in ‘physical’ confrontations with 
power on the ground. In spite of the fact that many of the aforementioned Arab intellectuals 
were persecuted and imprisoned because they dared to challenge absolute power, their 
strand of committed intellectualism remained, with very few exceptions, restricted to the 
field of writing and intellectual debate and thus removed from what San Juan terms “earth-
oriented” intellectualism (Hegemony 10).7 
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It might be of interest in the course of examining the dominant conceptualizations of the 
Arab intellectual in relation to Sartrean/Saidian models to also point out how both models 
were, to varying degrees, informed by liberal-pluralist ideals and were consequently consid-
erably removed from the mundane struggles of everyday lives on the margins of society. The 
stress placed on writing/speaking indeed constituted for both an alternative to acting. “The 
word is a certain particular moment of action,” declared Sartre, “and has no meaning outside 
of it […] To speak is to act; anything which one names is already no longer quite the same; it 
has lost its innocence” (21–22). The writer-intellectual is endowed with the guiding capacity 
to name things for others so they might become aware of them. His function is “to act in 
such a way that nobody can be ignorant of the world and that nobody may say he is innocent 
of what it’s all about” (24). Said, too, perceives the intellectual as someone critically de-
tached and indeed not troubled by venturing into the public sphere. Through the story he tells 
of his Iranian intellectual friend’s turbulent engagement with the Khomeini regime, Said de-
livers an implicit condemnation not only of those intellectuals who venture into allying offi-
cially with certain regimes, but also of the contemporary intellectual whose interest in the 
‘public sphere’ is not merely theoretical or academic but also involves direct participation 
(103–4). The intellectual who emerges out of Said’s formulations is one who remains criti-
cally detached, not only by virtue of refusing to publically ally with a certain regime and act 
as its ‘ambassador,’ but also by refraining from serving “an idea as it is embodied in actual 
political processes, personalities, jobs” (105). Independence of mind, according to Said, ne-
cessitates that the intellectual adopts a “discreet—but no less serious and involved—way of 
joining up without suffering the pain of later betrayal and disillusionment” (ibid.). 

Whereas, with varying degrees of resemblance, intellectuals in the Arab region from the 
1950s were, in more ways than one, representatives of this kind of intellectualism, they re-
mained, in spite of the ideal of “outsiderhood” (Said 107), staunch advocates of the causes 
of justice, freedom, and enlightenment. In Egypt for example, they mostly steered away 
from direct political activism (Qandīl qtd. in Abū al-Najā 2), and were thus—as it were—
there and not there in the everyday struggle of the common people. This relative absence 
not only resulted from the fact that they were not involved in party politics or trade union 
movements, but also because they used ‘writing’ as the primary vehicle of communicating 
with their audience in a country that has not witnessed an illiteracy rate above 56% through- 
out its history (until the year 2000) (UNESCO, World Illiteracy at Mid-Century 32; 
UNESCO, Adult and Youth Literacy 13). This has limited the range of audiences for such 
intellectuals and confined their intellectual impact to a limited social strata. With the de-
cline of reading habits among Egyptians and book sales plummeting, a trend that emerged 
at the beginning of the 1980s and has continued into the twenty-first century, the intellec-
tual and moral reach of the dominant/canonical conceptualizations of the intellectuals re-
mained circumscribed to specific literati circles. This is a reflection of what Sartre main-
tains while commenting on the vocation of the writer-intellectual: 

[T]he engaged writer can be mediocre; he can even be conscious of being so; but as one cannot 
write without the intention of succeeding perfectly, the modesty with which he envisages his work 
should not divert him from constructing it as if it were to have the greatest celebrity. He should 
never say to himself “Bah! I’ll be lucky if I have three thousand readers, but rather,” “What would 
happen if everybody read what I wrote?” (23) (original emphasis) 

The engaged writer’s success is treated as commensurate with the range of his readership, 
which in capital-dominated settings all over the world cannot be separated from sales fig-
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ures. The dynamics of position-taking in an emerging literary field, which Bourdieu high-
lights (The Field of Cultural Production 37), established such writers as “a dominated fac-
tion of the dominant class,” (qtd. in Arnove 288–89), i.e. they are dominant by virtue of 
their possession of, and consequent power over, cultural capital, and yet they are dominated 
“in their relations with those who hold political and economic power” (qtd. in Arnove 289), 
a situation accounting for the precariousness of their positions vis-à-vis political and social 
issues in their societies.  

Alternative Formations of the Intellectual 

The Sartrean/Saidian conceptualization of the intellectual is, as is to be expected, by no 
means the only viable path of commitment, even within a highly reified intellectual and cul-
tural field like that of Egypt from the late nineteenth century onwards. Most investigations 
into the nature of commitment in Arabic literature, and the role of the intellectual in Arab 
thought, have stressed the varied representations of the intellectual, even within a larger and 
more stable conception (Klemm 51–53). Being circumscribed by the general framework 
and sociological profile discussed above, intellectuals have engaged in public discourse, so-
cial movements, and specific political issues in various ways. Bourdieu has significantly 
contributed to examining the sociology of intellectuals and introduced illuminating insights 
into the mechanisms of power involved in the formation and legitimation of intellectuals. 
Adopting a sociological perspective informed by Bourdieu, Arnove has examined the atti-
tude of sub-Saharan African writers towards writing literature in English instead of in an 
indigenous tongue, pointing out that the question cannot be adequately discussed “without 
considering the position of the writer taking a stand on this issue within the restricted field 
of literary production, the general field of symbolic capital, the structure of classes, and the 
field of ‘social space’ generally” (278). Considering Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s and Chinua 
Achebe’s differentiated stances as intellectuals who are part of the ‘elite,’ Arnove shows 
how the educational background of the postcolonial intellectual as well as his/her class af-
filiations and position as writer distance him/her from the larger concerns of the general 
population (286–87). Other conceptualizations are more conscious of the need for a 
stronger link between the intellectuals and the general public, and this is the thrust of the 
thought of Antonio Gramsci, and indeed of the Marxist-Gramsican tradition as a whole. In-
stead of stressing the elitism, detachment and rarity of the intellectual, underlining Sar-
trean/Saidian conceptualizations, here the emphasis is placed on the role of the intellectual 
as a “social actor with a special praxical investment in ways and forms of knowing” (Boyer 
and Lomnitz 105). Gramsci’s conceptualization of the (organic) intellectual needed in 
1930s Italy is in turn informed by his views of the contemporaneous Italian intellectual: he 
sees them as having failed to truly connect with any “popular or national political move-
ments from below,” a result of tendencies towards abstraction and bookishness, which 
themselves are the product of these intellectuals’ ties to a “caste tradition” of similar intel-
lectuals far removed from people’s everyday lives (367).8 The role of Gramsci’s (organic) 
intellectual as winner of hegemony and fashioner of ideologies which San Juan sees as es-
sential to the mission of mobilizing cultural products in the service of undermining state 
hegemony and economic exploitation (Hegemony 49), is inseparable however from the in-
tellectual’s very proletarian affiliations and the project of gaining hegemony from a defunct 
bourgeoisie (Gramsci 309), thereby restricting such a variety of intellectualism to the con-
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text of 1930s Italy. Viewing this variety of intellectual within the context of Third World 
postcolonial settings, San Juan sees it as not necessarily part of a new class seeking hegem-
ony, but one which allies with the “everyday struggles of peasants, women, workers, indi-
genes, and the middle strata” (Racism 13). This kind of intellectual commitment is “earth-
oriented”9 and primarily focused on the specificities of a national context; its cultural pro-
duction may include empirical data about conditions of the everyday life of the subaltern in 
the so-called Third World (Hegemony 7–10). This view of the intellectual is informed by 
San Juan’s vocal attack on what he terms mainstream (postcolonial) cultural studies fetishi-
zation of the subaltern within a national (official) discourse (Reading the West 111), which 
cannot be adequately assessed without recourse to its alliance with the ideological state ap-
paratus and global capitalism (Racism 208).  

This takes us back to Bourdieu and assessments of the place of the (postcolonial) intel-
lectual in the literary field. At the same time when alliance with the state gains the intellec-
tual legitimacy in an emerging post-independence literary/cultural field, it also instates 
him/her as representative of state hegemony and perpetrator of the status quo. An important 
distinction made here is between the intellectual promoting diversity as a “condition of  
human existence” and understanding it as “the effect of an enunciation of difference,” 
which tacitly legitimates the asymmetry of power (Scott 14). Echoes of Raymond Williams 
are unmistakable here. The modern-day ‘Third World’ intellectual embraces liberal human-
ist values which directly implicate him/her in the politics of global capitalism, and therefore 
leads to a tacit acceptance of an uneven distribution of power, rather than a radical ques-
tioning of, and a direct antagonism towards these (“Culture is Ordinary” 92–100). Although 
this state of affairs might seem to be slightly removed from the conditions within which the 
Arab intellectual of the 1950s–1970s was writing, the need to connect with a global audi-
ence and gain universal acknowledgment (conducive to legitimacy) can still be seen to have 
influenced the latter’s intellectual and cultural project. Ever since the onset of the so-called 
Renaissance (nahḍa) project in the Arab region, and throughout most of the nineteenth cen-
tury, accepting (and being accepted by) ‘advanced’ Western standards of modernity seemed 
to have constituted a condition for the emergence of mainstream intellectual discourses. In 
this scheme, and against the background of the intellectual being a maintainer of power hi-
erarchies, his/her role remains, at the core, one of the dissemination of culture in society 
rather than one of democratization (Arnove 287). As a result of how during the past two 
decades, and more noticeably after 9/11/2001, global (i.e. Euro-American) book markets 
have become increasingly interested in writings by Arab, Muslim and Middle Eastern au-
thors, the field of translation has expanded widely. Here writer-intellectuals find themselves 
caught up in a position of competition, where international publishing is a strong criterion 
for judging a writer’s excellence. In the absence of a confident indigenous literary tradi-
tion—such as magic realism in Latin America—literary production aiming at ‘internation-
alization,’ and hence added cultural capital, ends up with a flimsier connection to specific 
local political issues. 

Egyptian Colloquial (ʿāmmiyya) Poetry and the Literary Field in Egypt 

Existing side-by-side with the Sartrean variety, this differentiated and less prevalent variety 
of committed intellectualism manifested itself in the field of Arab thought/literature from 
the 1950s/1960s and beyond in Egyptian poets writing in ʿāmmiyya. Because the ʿāmmiyya 
variety of Arabic in Egypt has traditionally been looked down upon by leading literary fig-
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ures, considered to be the less acceptable idiom for literary writing (Khamīs 7–13), it has 
often been relegated to a lesser status in the literary field. However, by virtue of the very 
use of ʿāmmiyya in poetry, and the fact that one of the prominent features of this kind of 
poetry is its orality, in tandem with the mobile popular nature of its performance, ʿāmmiyya 
poetry has enjoyed far closer ties to the everyday lives of ordinary people than other literary 
production using Modern Standard Arabic (fuṣḥā) or disseminated in print. The ‘performa-
tive’ aspect of this poetry means that it communicates with a large audience, while, more 
than its counterpart in fuṣḥā, it is also implicated with various forms of popular, everyday 
cultural production such as its affiliation with popular (satirical) journalism, for instance the 
journalistic writings of Yaʿqub Sannuʿ (Yaʿqūb Ṣannūʿ, 1839–1912) and ʿAbdullah al-
Nadim (ʿAbdallāh al-Nadīm, 1854–1896), and its strong link to the genre of song writing 
and lyrics and popular theatrical performance.10 Such aspects lend colloquial poetry a more 
popular/everyday character and contribute to distinguishing it from other literary produc-
tion produced in fuṣḥā. 

ʿĀmmiyya poetry in Egypt has its distinctive literary characteristics and social dimen-
sions as well as a long history during which it flourished and attracted a wide audience. 
Unlike poetry written in fuṣḥā, Egyptian colloquial poetry has always maintained a close 
connection with the lives of ordinary people, a result of its preoccupation with overtly so-
cial and political themes and championing the cause of the oppressed and the underprivi-
leged. Thus, it has acted as a reflection of the social struggle engaging a whole society. In 
addition to sustaining strong ties with indigenous literary traditions such as the zajal and the 
mawwāl, this kind of poetry lends itself more easily to public performances and musical 
treatment. The colloquial dialect as well as ʿāmmiyya poetry have been part of the scene of 
literary production in Egypt for centuries.11 

The Egyptian ʿĀmmiyya Poet and Commitment  

Succeeding the generation of colloquial poets and journalists of the ʿUrabi uprising (1882), 
a generation of iconic poets of the common tongue followed who can be said to have 
shaped the contemporary character of colloquial poetry in Egypt, most notably Bayram al-
Tunsi (Bayram al-Tūnsī, 1893–1961) and Badiʿ Khairi (Badīʿ Khayrī, 1893–1966). Con-
scious of their roles in society, they introduced what al-Tunsi termed adab al-isʿāf or ‘the 
literature of rescue’ (Radwan 28), which meant that the poet conceived himself as entrusted 
with a mission to treat the ailments of society and aid those reaching out for help.  

In post-1952 Egypt this self-professed socio-political mission faced the challenge of the 
state’s constant attempts to co-opt major figures of this strand of poetry, seeking to incorpo-
rate them into state cultural institutions.12 This was not an easy task since some of these 
figures maintained an equivocal relationship to the central state. For example, Fuʾad 
Haddad (Fuʾād Ḥaddād, 1927–85) and ʿAbdulrahman al-Abnudi (ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-
Abnūdī, 1938–2015), though staunch supporters of Nasser’s socialist and pan-Arabist pro-
jects, were repeatedly imprisoned under Nasser for speaking out about corruption, injustice 
and oppression. 

Fuʾad Haddad, one of the founding fathers of contemporary ʿāmmiyya poetry in Egypt, 
is representative of a subversive discourse that sought to deconstruct the dogma and uni-
formity in both public morals and poetic sentiments. In the 1950s Haddad came up with the 
character of al-misaḥḥarātī or “the wake-up caller,” who walks the streets and alleys of 
Egypt during the fasting month of Ramadan to wake people up in time to eat the pre-dawn 
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meal, enabling them to fast for the day that follows. The traditional figure of the wake-up 
caller is a friendly neighbour who performs this ‘service’ for the community free of charge. 
In adopting the figure of the wake-up caller, Haddad is able to slip into and out of one mask 
after another and address a variety of topics, while the ‘vocation’ of the wake-up caller 
serves the purpose of awakening people and calling upon them to take action. Haddad’s col-
laboration with the composer Sayyid Mikkawi (Sayyid Mikkāwī) is exemplified in the pro-
duction of The Wake-up Caller as a series of musical sketches on Egyptian television which 
were very popular during the 1970s and 1980s. This is an example illustrating the closer 
proximity of ʿāmmiyya poetry to people’s everyday lives in comparison to the poetry writ-
ten in fuṣḥā, whose dissemination on a large scale was much more limited by both the me-
dium of the written word and the confinements of its recital to events sponsored by cultural 
institutions. Haddad’s poetry articulated sharp vocal political criticism, leading to his re-
peated imprisonment by the Nasser regime between 1950 and 1956, wherein his communist 
leanings also played a role.13 

The committed stances of these poets were not only communicated through their poetry 
but also evident in their activism on the ground. A notable example is Ahmad Fuʾad Nigm 
(Aḥmad Fuʾād Najm, 1929–2013) whose emergence on the Egyptian colloquial poetry 
scene during the 1950s and 1960s was in part the outcome of the political upheavals Egypt 
witnessed during those two decades. Between 1946 and 1952 Nigm was employed in sev-
eral jobs in the Suez Canal zone and participated in the strong national movement against 
the British occupation. His first prison term 1960–62 was based on criminal charges for 
fraud. While in prison he met communist writers and thinkers such as the novelist ʿAbdul- 
hakim Qasim (ʿAbd al-Ḥakīm Qāsim) and the critic Sami Khashaba (Sāmī Khashaba) (ʿĪsā 
18–20). This coincidence sharpened an already burgeoning social critical sensibility and 
mind, which upon his release grew stronger. During the 1960s and 1970s Nigm was 
strongly affiliated with the radical student movement and it was during this period that he 
produced his most politically-charged poetry, leading to his repeated arrest between 1972 
and 1981. Nigm characteristically writes in a sarcastic tone, making figures of power in so-
ciety the butt of his satire, and celebrating the endurance of not only Egyptians but all other 
‘resistant peoples’ (Najm, Al-aʿmāl al-kāmila 109, 160, 586, 590). Though a supporter of 
the 1952 Revolution, Nigm was critical of poverty and human rights abuses under Nasser. 
In 1967, shortly before the defeat of the Arab armies, he wrote a biting satirical piece 
(“Yaʿīsh ahl baladī”) attacking the corruption of the post-independence regime as well as 
ridiculing the cultural scene spearheaded by decadent ‘intellectuals’ living in their ivory 
towers, cut off from the people (ʿĪsā 22). During the 1970s and early 1980s, Sadat’s politi-
cal and economic policies became the main target of Nigm’s caustic opposition. With a 
mixture of pride and sarcasm Nigm narrates that he was the only poet in the history of 
Egypt to appear before a military court because of his poetry. He had written a sarcastic 
poem about a symbolic figure, who obviously represented President Sadat (Najm, Al-fājūmī 
163). 

One factor strengthening Nigm’s status as dissident poet during the 1960s and 1970s 
was his cooperation with the hitherto hardly known music composer Sheikh Imam ʿIsa (al-
Shaykh Imām ʿĪsā, 1918–95). Like Nigm, ʿIsa was living a life of vagrancy in the middle of 
one of Cairo’s poorest quarters, and together they produced a torrent of political songs 
whose wide dissemination throughout the Arab region became a remarkable phenomenon. 
The duet Nigm and ʿIsa continued to intervene in the political debate in Egypt within a pub-
lic sphere tightly restricted by both the Nasser and Sadat regimes. In a book on Nigm’s ac-
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tivism that includes court documents of his several trials under Nasser and Sadat, journalist 
ʿIsa mentions an incident where Nigm and ʿIsa performed their first outspoken act of defi-
ance against the Nasser regime. In 1969, on their way to a rural celebration of the anniver-
sary of the death of the peasant fighter Salah Husayn (Ṣalāḥ Ḥusayn), the duet learned that 
the police were under orders to prevent their participation. They maneuvered their way to 
the village where the celebration was to be held and performed there, only to be arrested 
soon after returning to Cairo on fabricated charges of the possession of drugs; they re-
mained in prison for the rest of Nasser’s reign (29–30). At the end of 1971 Nigm and ʿIsa 
were released as part of a sweeping presidential pardon for political prisoners issued by Sa-
dat; they quickly became actively involved in the rising leftist student movement. In addi-
tion to partaking in the famous student sit-in on Tahrir Square in January 1972, Nigm was a 
constant presence in student activities, leading the authorities to ban him from entering uni-
versity campuses, an order he again defied so that he was arrested again in December 1972. 
These incidents show that Nigm, as a committed popular intellectual, fully knew that advo-
cacy through poetry can take far more effective forms than simply writing and reciting po-
etry. Nigm was arrested again following the workers’ protests of 1977 against the austerity 
measures dictated by the World Bank, as part of a violent move by the Sadat regime to curb 
leftist opposition (incidentally, the wide range of arrestees included five ʿāmmiyya poets) 
(ʿĪsā 129). 

In keeping with their marginal disenfranchised position in the cultural field, these two 
artists did not resort to a mainstream commercial institution for the mass cultural produc-
tion of their work (Mostafa 61–73); their cultural production and activism were sponsored 
during those two decades by modest individual initiatives. Nigm had remained a public in-
tellectual until his death in 2013, writing daily columns in independent and opposition 
newspapers, holding rallies against the regime and participating in demonstrations and sit-
ins. His ‘earth-oriented’ political activism flourished again at a late age with the emergence 
of the popular kifāya protest movement in 2004 (Jadaliyya Profiles n.p.) and continued into 
2005 when he led demonstrations protesting against a massacre committed by the Egyptian 
police on Sudanese refugees in the heart of Cairo, where scores were killed and injured; his 
activities continued in the same year when he supported what came to be known as the up-
rising of the judiciary. Nigm wrote satirically biting poetry, usually in directly abusive lan-
guage, about the plans, becoming increasingly apparent during the first decade of the  
twenty-first century, of former President Mubarak to pass on rule to his son Gamal. 

The example of the popular—‘earth-oriented’—intellectual represented by Nigm can 
also be found in Zayn al-ʿAbidin Fuʾad (Zayn al-ʿĀbidīn Fuʾād, b. 1944), a poet compara-
tively less prolific than Nigm and not as readily famous. Fuʾad was active during the stu-
dent movement in the 1970s in Egypt and imprisoned under Sadat for his involvement. He 
was also instrumental in the workers’ movement which culminated in the protests of 1975 
and the so-called “Bread Riots” of 1977. Fuʾad viewed the 1973 victory of Arab armies 
over Israel as incomplete and was outspoken against what he deemed exaggerated celebra-
tions of the victory, reminding in a poem that the fight against hunger and oppression has 
not been won yet. Fuʾad was consequently banned from performing publicly and ultimately 
forced into exile. In exile he became even more deeply involved in the struggle in other 
parts of the Arab region: he was in Beirut during the siege of summer 1982 with his com-
poser friend ʿAdli Fakhry (ʿAdlī Fakhrī), writing songs and singing them on the streets of 
the besieged city (Fuʾād). After the outbreak of the January 2011 uprising in Egypt, Fuʾad 
and other artists launched the initiative al-Fann Maydān (Art is a Square), taking Abdin 
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Square, one of central Cairo’s squares adjacent to Tahrir, and turning it into the site of a 
monthly art festival. The festival brings together popular artists, performing for and with 
people on the streets, and is a self-funded initiative with all the artists participating as vol-
unteers. During 2011 the initiative became more popular and extended its reach beyond the 
central Cairo. Its activities have, however, with the most recent political developments in 
Egypt since July 2013, been curtailed and most of the events suppressed by the regime (al-
Fann Maydān).  

From the 1980s onwards a younger generation has emerged which can be seen as a 
natural offspring of the elder one—some indeed are the biological offspring (Bahaa Jahin 
[Bahāʾ Jāhīn, b. 1956], son of Salah Jahin [Ṣalāḥ Jāhīn], Amin Haddad [Amīn Ḥaddād, b. 
1958], son of Fuʾad Haddad)—who have demonstrated remarkable talent and maintained 
the orientation towards street activism and popular interventions. This generation is not 
without its own innovations and independent aesthetic character. They have imbued the 
language and rhythm of ʿāmmiyya poetry with a more experimental spirit, tried out the con-
troversial prose poem, and engaged issues of international politics and ecology such as the 
US-led war on terror and corporate globalization. One of the remarkable features of this 
generation is the emergence and unmistakable popularity of women poets. Iman Bakry 
(Īmān Bakrī), for instance, writes equally comfortably in both the colloquial dialect and 
fuṣḥā. She was overtly critical of the Mubarak regime, especially during its last decade, and 
her poetry is soberly and sharply sarcastic. In her buffoonery and ‘playing dumb’ she is 
subscribing to a long tradition of writing in the colloquial dialect, while her play on words 
is shared by a number of her predecessors and contemporaries. Although a woman poet, 
Bakry does not seek to be a ‘feminist’ poet, perhaps seeing that signalling out women’s 
rights is a luxury of the elite in a context where basic human rights are still fought for. 
Bakry is a lively and entertaining performer and her poetry readings attract considerable 
audiences, particularly from among the younger generations. Her outspokenness has led to 
her being frequently harassed by the regime, including the untimely termination of her con-
tract at the Ministry of Culture and what seems to be an unofficial ban on her public per-
formances. Attacking political hypocrisy, Bakry writes of double standards in politics, es-
pecially in the Egyptian regime’s handling of the Palestinian problem. Her satirical style 
reached its peak during the last few years of Mubarak’s reign, when the butt of her satire 
was the unannounced plans for passing on the rule in Egypt from father to son, known in 
the Egyptian media as tawrīth or simply ‘bequest’ (Bakrī 69, 97, 147). 

Another example of younger ʿāmmiyya poets is Amin Haddad, who studied engineering. 
Haddad is founder and director of the El-Shariʿ (The Street) performance group established 
in 2000 and has collaborated with the band Eskenderella since its founding in 2005. The El-
Shariʿ project mixes poetry, music and singing in live performances, seeking to bring the 
colloquial poetry of several generations to the streets. It performs at independent cultural 
venues such as the British Council and the American University in Cairo as well as the 
Sawi Cultural Wheel (Ḥaddād, “Amīn Ḥaddād”). 

This strand of intellectual engagement may be seen as representative of what Michiel 
Baud and Rosanne Rutten describe as popular intellectuals who develop their ‘intellectual 
status’ in the course of their activism, rather than entering the field of activism as intellectu-
als (8). Maintaining strong ties with their communities, it is the expression of their ideas in 
their poetry—addressing communal grievances and acknowledging collective protest—that 
inspires people to take action, not so much their own activism. This type of intellectual is 
simultaneously a far cry from both the Sartrean/Saidean notions of the ‘bookish,’ ‘exiled’ 
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and ‘critically detached’ intellectual, who ‘speaks’ truth to power, and the Gramscian ‘class-
rooted’ intellectual not necessarily engaged in practical goals. However, they do share the 
amateurish and marginal status of the former and the agitational function of the latter. Popu-
lar intellectuals do not KNOW they are popular intellectuals and consequently do not call 
themselves so. They are engaged, critical, flippant, cynical, and unsophisticated, as strongly 
committed to their social and political convictions as they are to their art. Both their poetic 
and non-poetic interventions remain shaped by what San Juan refers to as the imperative of 
political commitment (Reading the West 4), a commitment that does not shy away from di-
rect political statements and overtly agitational tones. These writers are involved in the 
double act of undermining state authority AND establishing the democratization of culture. 
Though they are still part of the literary field, they are, as previously indicated, in 
Bourdieu’s terms, the dominated section of the dominant cultural elites, while their cultural 
and literary production remains subject to violent repression/appropriation by the central-
ized state. 

Conclusion: New Times, New(er) Formations 

Needless to say, the strand of intellectual commitment enacted by the Egyptian ʿāmmiyya 
poet did not present itself as an alternative to the more strongly established and legitimized 
forms of committed intellectualism. There were several points of connection between the 
two types however, both in relation to the goals espoused and to some of the modes of ac-
tivism adopted. What distinguishes the two types is the position of the intellectual vis-à-vis 
the audience s/he is trying to connect with and vis-à-vis the centralized state; so too are 
some of the tactics pursued by movements and activists as well as the approach adopted in 
dealing with issues of significance in people’s daily lives. The fact that the colloquial poet 
was already assigned by ‘arbiters of taste’ to a disenfranchised group of producers of cul-
ture meant that his/her access to cultural capital is rather limited and that s/he is therefore 
not able to claim any distance from the rest of the populace as producers in the “field of re-
stricted production” (Bourdieu, Field of Cultural Production 9). With the predominance of 
the Sartrean/Saidean representation of the intellectual, despite all the varieties it involves, 
the type of activism/commitment represented by ʿāmmiyya poets was not widely acknowl-
edged or theorized in the official realm and was thus relegated to the background of public 
consciousness. Across a few decades, several factors have intervened to push this type of 
committed intellectualism more and more into the foreground. On the one hand, the emer-
gence of various media of mass communication and developments in information technol-
ogy over the past two decades have resulted in a destabilizing of the sovereignty of reading 
as the principal terrain where intellectuals could come in contact with the ‘populace.’ It has 
already been observed that Nigm and ʿIsa made use of cheaply and anonymously produced 
mass media to extend the reach of their message. The rapid developments witnessed in digi-
tal media during the past two decades have further spurred on this expansion, resulting in a 
proliferation of the possibilities for forging connections between new forms of intellectual 
involvement and a wider range of people. To name just a few: the blog sphere, personal 
websites, digital literature and social media have provided means for disseminating political 
thought and literary writing. This can largely be done in isolation from both commercial 
capitalist considerations and state intervention. The newly emerging sphere of digital com-
munication is markedly freer from state control than print media, creating a greater degree 
of freedom for the ‘speakers’ (i.e. artists and intellectuals). The perceptible move towards 
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digitalized media was prompted by a growing interest in popular cultural production inde-
pendent of either state control or capitalist manipulation (Williams, “Base and Superstruc-
ture” 415–18), while at the same time promoting expression of the under-represented strata 
of society (Fiske 26–28). Despite Egypt’s high illiteracy rate, the country has recorded 
around 20% of the population using internet (EMCIT, Report, 2011). The broader dissemi-
nation of digitalized material is however not directly connected to the emergence or au-
thorization of popular intellectuals; rather, and more relevantly, it is an indication of a shift 
in paradigm in favor of the production and consumption of popular cultural and hence to-
wards the creation of a new field of cultural expression based on a wider diffusion of 
knowledge (Lu 145). This more egalitarian field of cultural production with its more re-
laxed rules of intellectual property, censorship, author-reader interaction and access to in-
formation, has naturally contributed to dismantling part of the intellectual authority and cul-
tural capital of intellectuals representing the dominant conceptualization of the intellectual. 
However, digital communication cannot be expected to pervade the lives of the majority of 
Egyptians. This limiting factor has been countered during the past decade by a perceptible 
shift, whereby digital activist material is converted into visual and oral material which is 
then disseminated by the very ‘hacktivist’ on the street, expanding the territoriality of this 
kind of activism (Aboubakr, “New Directions” 259–63). 

The canonical intellectual has obviously failed in the context of the recent uprisings in 
the region. His/her self-proclaimed role of theorist of the future, endowed with prophetic 
abilities of guidance, has proven unequal to how rapidly things have developed on the 
ground through the engagement of young(er) activists during the past few years. The ten-
dency of most intellectuals to theorize ‘retrospectively,’ and to try to understand things us-
ing older frameworks, has apparently put these intellectuals in a position of ‘not-knowing.’ 
In addition to the fact that intellectuals in Egypt and also largely throughout the Arab region 
have either noticeably failed in keeping abreast of the massive upheavals sweeping through 
the region, or simply declared their allegiance to older forms of authoritarianism in the face 
of sudden and sometimes violent changes, in several respects they have also stood against 
and impeded change by espousing an ideal of reform (Abū al-Najā 153–57). It needs to be 
stressed here that this tendency is also evident among some of the known figures of Egyp-
tian colloquial poetry themselves.14 What is worthy of note, however, is the fact that the 
type of activism the colloquial poets of the 1950s–1980s represented, which was indeed at 
variance with the tactics of the established intellectuals, continued to be crucial during the 
initial period of protest in Egypt and have remained so until today. This does not mean that 
this emerging type of engagement/activism is restricted to ʿāmmiyya poetry or to the collo-
quial dialect. What is noticeable, however, is that there is an emerging type of engagement 
characterized by a stronger reliance on real-time communication, be it through orality or 
new media, an engagement that is also modest, not claiming to ‘know more’ or carry ‘the 
torch of enlightenment,’ but merging with informal actors on the ground and using their 
language. Intellectuals more strongly engaged in issues of public/revolutionary nature are 
now most notably young(er) activists dedicated to street campaigning and orientated on di-
rect action. Unlike the dominant conceptualization of intellectuals, they do not try to ‘teach’ 
the people but are rather engaged with them in a common battle, whereby the learning 
process is mutual in the sense that these intellectuals take their material for cultural produc-
tion from what people (non-intellectuals) spontaneously produce in the much more egalitar-
ian space of popular culture. The process is more of a democratization than diffusion of 
knowledge (Williams, Resources of Hope 4–7). 
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New changes require new actors, and this seems to be what is going on now. The role of 
the intellectual in times of cultural crisis is being redefined as a result of his/her diminishing 
position and influence among the populace (Lu 40). 

Notes 
 

1  See for example Sheldon Hsiao-Peng Lu’s assessment of the self-proclaimed role of the Chinese intellectual 
since the 1919 movement as being endowed “with a sense of historic mission,” and assuming “the position of 
the vanguard of ‘enlightenment’ and national ‘salvation’ for the uneducated masses” (142). 

2  The Arabic term iltizām itself was coined by Taha Hussein, as referred to in the introduction of this essay. 
3  See Radwa ʿAshur 119. 
4  For a fuller discussion of this point, see ʿAzmy Bishara 59-66. 
5  Abū al-Najā is building upon the ideas expounded by Qandil 85. 
6  For an account of this controversy, see Khamīs 7–18. 
7  Said surprisingly and inexplicably places Henry Kissinger, former US Secretary of State as one of the mani-

festations of this strand of intellectual. See Said 51. 
8  These conceptualizations are similar to what Bourdieu puts forth in “Forms of Capital” 57. See Bourdieu, Pi-

erre. “Forms of Capital.” Trans. Richard Nice. Handbook of Theory of Research for the Sociology of Educa-
tion. Ed. John G. Richardson. New York: Greenword, 1986. 241–58. Print. 

9  The phrase is Bertolt Brecht’s (see San Juan, Hegemony 60). 
10  Quite a few of the salient figures of Egyptian colloquial poetry have had longstanding collaborations with 

like-minded musicians. There was for instance the collaboration between Bayram al-Tunsi and Sayyid Dar-
wish (Sayyid Darwīsh) during the early twentieth century, Fuʾad Haddad and Sayyid Mikkawi during the 
1950s and 1960s, Ahmad Fuʾad Nigm and Imam ʿIsa during the 1960s and 1970s, Zayn al-ʿAbidin Fuʾad and 
ʿAdli Fakhry during the 1970s and 1980s, and, much more recently, ʿAli Salama (ʿAlī Salāma) and Wagih 
ʿAziz (Wajīh ʿAzīz), and Amin Haddad and Hazim Shahin (Ḥāzim Shāhīn). 

11  For a brief history of colloquial poetry in Egypt, see Khamīs 33–44, 99–114; Aboubakr, “Egyptian Colloquial 
Poetry” 16-17; and Radwan 25–38. 

12  Al-Tunsi for instance was awarded the Supreme Council of Arts and Literature’s medal by the post-1952 re-
gime (Radwan 28). 

13  This part on Haddad builds on an earlier study of mine; see Aboubakr, “Egyptian Colloquial Poetry as 
Subversive Discourse.” 

14  Following the military seizure of power from the Muslim Brotherhood president in July 2013, Abdulrahman al-
Abnudi has outspokenly turned against the January 2011 uprising, and allied himself with the re-emerging old 
regime. Recently he wrote a poem to mark the first anniversary of the June 30, 2013 uprising, protesting against 
religious fascism and indirectly attributing recent protests against the military rule to foreign interference. 
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