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Rewriting Resistance:  
The Revival of Poetry of Dissent in Egypt after  
January 2011 (Surūr, Najm and Dunqul) 

Atef Botros 

Inspired by the political upheaval in Egypt and other Arab countries over the past few years, 
particularly by the new aesthetic practices of cultural resistance against the political powers 
that have emerged (e.g. graffiti and street art, online collages, rap music), this article at-
tempts to open up a discussion on cross-linking between motifs and forms within a tradition 
of dissent and resistance in modern Arabic literature and art spanning more than a century. 
Some poems, lyrics and images from the early and mid-twentieth century reappeared and 
circulated widely during the revolutionary events in Egypt and the Arab world. Re-workings 
of artistic expressions of cultural resistance from different historic situations can be under-
stood within the theoretical frameworks of “hypertextuality” and “transtextual coherences” 
as formulated by Gérard Genette (b. 1930). In his book Palimpsests, Genette considers a new 
literary work to be a result of the transformation of “pretexts.” A new literary text is a “hy-
pertext,” referring to both older templates as well as reality. Genette differentiates between 
several kinds of hypertextual transformations, depending on the topology, narrative modes, 
semantic, function etc. (1–30). For this paper, new works are understood within the poetic 
legacy of dissent as a hypertext with a complex referentiality to both pretexts within this tra-
dition and the current political and social reality. This methodology makes it possible to un-
derstand the complex overlapping discernible within a new artistic work, performance or any 
new kind of adaption of older artistic or literary elements.1 

Traditions of cultural resistance challenge political power, cultural hegemony and other 
hegemonic ideologies (Gramsci). In Egypt, a tradition of cultural resistance was shaped in 
particular by several literary figures from the 1960s, foremost the poet Amal Dunqul (1940–
1983), the poet and dramatist Najīb Surūr (1932–1978), the poet Aḥmad Fuʾād Najm (1929–
2013), and the composer and singer Shaykh Imām (1918–1995). These and other poets and 
writers stand in a tradition that goes back to the first quarter of the twentieth century and can 
be roughly divided into three formative phases. The first phase of the modern tradition of 
cultural resistance is evident in the works of writers like Maḥmūd Bayram al-Tūnsī (1893–
1961) and the songs of the legendary composer and singer Sayyid Darwīsh (1892–1923). 
This early phase of artistic resistance was related to the anticolonial movement, culminating 
in the revolution of 1919 and the struggle for independence and a modern, liberal constitu-
tion. The second and very rich phase of the 1960s, I would argue, can be understood in the 
specific context of decolonization, the Arab-Israeli conflict and the so-called intellectual cri-
sis of the 1960s, triggered by the predicament of being straddled between upholding a pro-
gressive rhetoric while witnessing and experiencing political repression under the govern-
ment of Jamāl ʿAbd al-Nāṣir. The last and very current phase is related to the democracy 
movements which led to political upheavals in several Arab countries at the beginning of the 
twenty-first century. 

By focusing on three Egyptian writers from the 1960s generation, namely Najm, Dunqul 
and Surūr, I would like to argue that these three writers are not only part of the tradition of 
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cultural resistance in their own period of activity, but, in their reception and ‘afterlife,’ are 
also a part of contemporary revolutionary Egyptian art, particularly following the January 25 
uprising. In different ways and with varying intensity, they became icons of political resis-
tance. Fragments of their literary legacy are quoted verbatim in artistic products like graffiti 
and online collages. Some of their works have been modified, reproduced or rewritten. The 
main questions posed in this context are: How are these figures from the 1960s received in 
the new context of the Egyptian revolution? Which issues have their present-day adaptors 
and readers related their works to in the new political and social reality? Is it possible to say 
that there is a continuation of the tradition of resistance in contemporary Egyptian literature? 
Or are we dealing with new genres and cultural practices in which the artistic works of past 
figures are rewritten or re-integrated for the purpose of serving a completely new and spe-
cific function? How can we deal with the complexity of transtextuality from past literary 
texts into recent works produced in the aesthetic field of resistance and, moreover, the links 
to current political reality? I will discuss the three aforementioned figures, whereby the spe-
cial case of the Egyptian poet and playwright Najīb Surūr and his role in the recent revolu-
tionary movement in Egypt will be my main focus. 

According to Antonio Gramsci, questions of cultural resistance can be addressed in terms 
of counter-hegemony, the possibility to revolt by subordinate groups in response to the 
hegemonic culture. In his preoccupation with the relationship between power and culture, 
Gramsci understood the concept of hegemony not only as the oppressive domination of soci-
ety by the ruling groups. More important in his concept is the “consent” of most of the sub-
ordinate groups, who are almost automatically and manipulatively persuaded to follow and 
support the dominant establishment of power and social order. Gramsci asks why most peo-
ple cannot directly challenge the hegemonic culture and break the deep-seated belief held by 
the subordinate that rulers are, by very definition, legitimate. Besides many conventional 
values, norms, perceptions, beliefs and sentiments, all factors leading to consent, Gramsci 
argues that language and its elements are of prime importance, for they conceptualize the 
world and mark the boundaries of permissible discourse. Thus, counter-hegemonic resistance 
can occur on the very level of language (Gramsci 262–334; Lears 567–570). 

Based on Gramsci’s concept of cultural hegemony, in his “Notes on Deconstructing the 
‘Popular’” (1981) Stuart Hall went beyond the binary opposition of popular versus dominant 
culture. Hall understands popular culture as “a point at which power relations are negotiated 
and contested” (Procter 33) and a site of continuous struggle for positions of power between 
movements of containment and resistance, dominant and subordinate (El Hamamsy and 
Soliman 1–7): “The popular is neither a pure sign of resistance by the people or of total 
domination of the people. It is not the point at which the fight has been won or lost but, 
rather, a site of continual struggle and negotiation between the two” (Procter 28). Or as Hall 
himself puts it: “It is the arena of consent and resistance” (Hall 453). Joel Beinin has dis-
cussed the tradition of zajal and workers poetry to show how “colloquial Egyptian Poetry af-
firms the historical existence of an oppositional current of popular culture” (213). 

Aḥmad Fuʾād Najm and Shaykh Imām: Eyes of Words 

Aḥmad Fuʾād Najm and Shaykh Imām (Imām Muḥammad Aḥmad ʿĪssā) are considered pan-
Arab figures of resistance or freedom fighters. Arrested several times, they spent much of 
their lives as political prisoners. Their lyrical legacy was prominent in the context of the 
Egyptian uprising at Taḥrīr Square. Najm’s poems, which were set to music and sung by 
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Shaykh Imām, are still very present and significant in the context of cultural resistance. Al-
though he lived long enough to witness the 2011 Egyptian revolution, Najm wrote most of 
his lyrical works in the 1960s and 1970s. The artistic collaboration between Najm and 
Shaykh Imām led to an extensive project of political and cultural resistance. Written in very 
sharp, sometimes vulgar vernacular Egyptian, their songs have become a voice for workers, 
students and peasants repressed and marginalized by the state. The strong words sung by the 
very expressive, unique and rough voice of Shaykh Imām, accompanied by vivid oud melo-
dies, denounce political power and call upon the people to reject current political reality and 
resort to protest (Beinin 210–14). Their huge legacy of poems and recordings are available 
as a template for new, contemporary artistic works, such as film, video collages, graffiti and 
rap music. They are quoted, modified or rewritten in these new works in different ways. One 
of the most paradigmatic examples of the new aesthetics of resistance, based on the 1960s 
legacy of dissent, is a rap song by the Egyptian group Revolution Records. The song was 
published in December 2012 under the title “Idhā al-shams ghariqat” and is based on the 
poem “The Eyes of Words” (“ʿUyūn al-kalām”), written by Najm in 1970 while in the politi-
cal prison of Qanāṭir, close to Cairo. The original poem comprises one long sentence: 

Once the sun drowns in a sea of clouds 

and a wave of darkness spreads its hands over our world

and should the sight die within eyes and insights 

and once our road gets lost amongst lines and circles 

oh you rebel, Mr. know-it-all! 

you’re left with no guide but the eyes of the words.2  

 قت يف حبر الغاممٕاذا الشمس غر 
 و مدت عىل ادلنيا موجة ظالم

 و مات البرص يف العيون و البصاير
 و غاب الطريق يف اخلطوط و ادلواير

 اي ساير اي داير اي ابو املفهومية
  مفيش كل دليل غري عيون الالكم

(Najm 445)3 

Revolution Records took Shaykh Imām’s song and added new lyrics dealing with the current 
Egyptian struggle for democracy and freedom. The technique and way the song was modi-
fied into a modern revolutionary rap song made it very successful. It became the standard 
opening song of the group and up until May 2015 had more than 68,000 hits on YouTube. 
They not only rewrote the former text, not even attempting to disguise it in any way when 
presenting their new version, but they even showcased Shaykh Imām’s original recording 
without any modification at the beginning of the song. The rap verses begin with Shaykh 
Imām’s voice on loop in the background, set to a rhythmic, march-like beat. The song unifies 
classical oud and oriental music with modern rap. Very short fragments or words of Shaykh 
Imām’s voice, with which the song interacts, complementing it or creating a dialogical inter-
play, can be heard between stanzas. In the video, pictures of Najm and Shaykh Imām are 
shown, along with photos from the January revolution and images of the Egyptian youth en-
gaged in the hip-hop scene. The final result is a unique and intense collage of the voice of re-
sistance in the global language of hip-hop. 

Tracing the words back and looking at the genealogy, the beginning of Najm’s poem re-
fers to a very famous verse by the Tunisian poet Abū al-Qāsim al-Shābbī (1909–1934): “If 
the people one day want to live, then destiny must respond” (500). Najm’s poem begins with 
“Idhā al-shams,” while that of al-Shābbī with “Idhā al-shaʿb.” Al-Shābbī’s poem assures that 
the revolutionary will be able to change reality. The poem by Najm refers to the “eyes of 
words” as a “guide,” where sight is impossible due to a dark reality. However, it is not clear 
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how words become guides and if they can lead to the success of the revolution. Will destiny 
respond to the revolutionary will? The young artists of Revolution Records answer this ques-
tion in the video’s voice-over: “The dreams will not die, […] don’t be silent, speak to the 
people and let them understand, let them know. The others are like you, but the difference is 
that the revolution is in your heart.” 

The task facing revolutionary young people here is very clear: It is to change reality and, 
by employing words, overcome the passivity of people. This is certainly what the rappers 
themselves do and what Najm and Shaykh Imām did—create a cultural revolution of words 
through their writing and singing. 

Rap belongs to the new aesthetic practices of cultural resistance in Egypt. In the case of 
Revolution Records, older pretexts, music and lyrics from a specific tradition or legacy of 
dissent are arranged like a palimpsest, so that the music becomes a multilayered hypertext. 
The performance consciously recalls the political resistance of the 1960s, but it functions in 
the current style and global youth language of rap culture (Martinez). The rap artist creates a 
new moment of tension between the original text and the new reality, challenging the pre-
vailing conditions, norms and values. The audience is encouraged to instigate more social 
than political change by talking with others about the January 2011 revolution. This is pre-
cisely the aspect wherein the old song is updated, independent of the original context of pro-
duction. The new hypertext, based on a dialogue between different levels of languages, be-
tween the old words of Najm and the new rap lyrics, challenges the dominant language and 
functions as a counter-hegemonic act. 

Amal Dunqul (1940–1983) 

Some of the most quoted verses in Egyptian revolutionary art come from the poem “Don’t 
Reconcile” (“Lā tuṣāliḥ”) written by Amal Dunqul in November 1976 (Al-aʿmāl al-kāmila 
327–40). Dunqul’s poem expresses radical opposition to Sādāt’s politics and the peace 
agreement with Israel. Almost three decades after his premature death, Dunqul, in Egypt 
known as the “prince of the refuser poets,” has regained popularity in revolutionary circles 
and particularly in online activism. One of the first examples of artistic stencil graffiti was a 
portrait of the activist and blogger Khālid Saʿīd, who was tortured and murdered in 2010 by 
the police in Alexandria. The stenciled mask, depicted without a lower jaw, refers to the 
mutilation of Saʿīd’s face in the police attack. The stencil graffiti was sprayed on the front 
of the Egyptian Ministry of Interior, presumably at the beginning of June 2011 (Hamdy and 
Don Stone Karl 72).4 Under the mask was a verse from “Don’t Reconcile”: “Would my 
blood turn into water between your eyes / would you forget my clothes stained with 
blood?” (ibid.; Dunqul, Al-aʿmāl al-kāmila 328). 

The original verse in Dunqul’s poem could have been narrated by one of the victims, 
Palestinians or Egyptian soldiers killed during the Arab-Israeli struggle. Thirty-four years 
later and written under the portrait of Saʿīd, who became an icon and catalyst for the Egyp-
tian revolution, the verse expresses the suffering of Saʿīd and other victims of the repressive 
security system. Shortly after the breakdown of the Mubārak regime, revolutionary young 
people confronted the new political power represented by the military supreme council. 
Saʿīd’s portrait, underlined with Dunqul’s words, was to be seen on the façade of the minis-
try building—representing the central power of the state—, a significant act of resistance and 
a challenge to power through art. Observing the graffiti, the public was made acutely aware 
of a tension between Dunqul’s original verse and the current reality, personalized in the form 
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of Saʿīd’s mutilated portrait on a building representing state power. Therefore, the graffiti 
may be understood as a counter-hegemonic act, since it seeks to provoke a challenge to this 
power constellation. 

Even the title of Dunqul’s poem, “Don’t Reconcile,” became an independent slogan and 
was often written under graffiti portraits of the victims of the revolution. One of the most sig-
nificant examples of this is a graffiti portrait of the activist and famous figure of the revolution 
Aḥmad Ḥarāra, who was injured many times during outbreaks of violence between demon-
strators and the police in 2011. Tragically, he lost one eye on January 28 and then the other on 
November 19. Through the use of a reduction technique similar to the one used to create the 
mask of Khālid Saʿīd, the face of Ḥarāra was stenciled in a few lines and patches, but re-
mained recognizable. The two dates corresponding to the loss of his eyesight were placed 
where his eyes should have been. The Ḥarāra portrait is surrounded by verses from the same 
poem written in calligraphic art: “Do you think / when I gouge your eyes / fix two jewels in 
their place / you could still see? / Such things can never be purchased” (Hamdy and Don 
Stone Karl 72; Dunqul, Al-aʿmāl al-kāmila 328). 

By the end of 2011, the graffiti had been replicated frequently in downtown Cairo and was 
widespread in online social media. The lines quoted in the graffiti follow the first line of Dun-
qul’s poem: “Don’t reconcile / even if they grant you gold” (ibid.). These first lines became 
very popular and were embedded in many online graphic collages or videos as well as other 
artistic works. The same verses also appear in the background of photographs of the activist 
Māhīnūr al-Maṣrī. She was sentenced to two years in prison on May 20, 2014, in Alexandria 
for demonstrating with other protesters in front of the court during the Khālid Saʿīd trial.5 

Prior to the upheaval in 2011 only known to the limited circles of intellectuals and aca-
demics, Amal Dunqul became a famous poet and public figure over the course of the Egyp-
tian revolution and a renowned figure often referred to on social media. Scores of videos, 
collages, posters and graffiti used his verses, voice and portrait. Probably for the first time in 
the history of Egyptian television, a long feature about Dunqul was shown on the popular 
program “Akhir kalām.” The television presenter Yusrī Fūda hosted the poet Fārūq Shūsha 
and they discussed the life and work of Dunqul in the context of revolution for more than 
two and a half hours. Dunqul was presented as the ultimate rebel and radical dissident 
against power. He was a legend who died at forty-three, remembered as a great poet very 
much committed to the “Arab cause.” With “Don’t Reconcile” as his most popular poem, he 
became a strongly respected poetic voice of the revolution and, I would argue, the most 
celebrated poet after January 2011. 

Some of his other poems were also rediscovered, quoted and rewritten in revolutionary 
cultural production. Sometimes, he was perceived as a prophet who predicted the January 
revolution (Dunqul, “30 ʿāman”), particularly with his poem “The Stone Cake” (“Ughniyyat 
al-kaʿka al-ḥajariyya”; Dunqul, Al-aʿmāl al-kāmila 271–78). The poem, written in the early 
1970s, precisely described what would later occur in 2011 in the middle of Taḥrīr Square, 
where “the voice erases the rest of the darkness / it sings for the newborn Egypt” (Dunqul, 
Al-aʿmāl al-kāmila 275). 

Another relevant poem by Dunqul is entitled “Spartacus’ Last Words” (“Kalimāt Sbār-
tākūs al-akhīra”), which describes a radical intensification of dissent and refusal. The narra-
tor of the poem is the revolutionary Roman slave Spartacus. Dunqul imagines what Spart-
acus’ last words would have been before his legendary execution: 
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Glory to Satan, god of the winds 

Who said no to the face of those who said “yes” 

who taught Man to tear apart nothingness 

He who said no, thus did not die  

And remained a soul eternally in pain 

(Dunqul, “Spartacus’ Last Words”)  

  معبود الرياح.. المجد للشيطان 

   »نعم « في وجه من قالوا  »ال «من قال 

  من علّم اإلنسان تمزيق العدم

  فلم يمت ..  » ال«من قال 

  !وظّل روحا أبديّة األلم

(Dunqul, Al-aʿmāl al-kāmila 83) 

A host of slogans were drawn from this poem, such as “Glory to Satan,” “Glory to whom 
who said no” and “The one who said no,” and they became part of the revolutionary lan-
guage frequently used in social media. Dunqul wrote his poems in Modern Standard Arabic 
and was inspired by sacred texts such as the Bible and Qurʾan, but also by mythology (al-
Dūsrī 72–111). The impact of his words within this new context is very significant. The 
spiritual or magical atmosphere of his poems has also been transported—and transformed—
into popular slogans. Dunqul conveys the entire spectrum of tension felt during the revolu-
tionary situation, expressing everything from the necessity to rebel and say “no” through to 
the hopelessness felt when governments continuously regress into dictatorship and injus-
tice: “Dream not of a happy world / For behind every dying Caesar / There is a new one” 
(“Spartacus’ Last Words”). 

This verse was especially popular after the rapid change from Mubarak to the SCAF 
(Supreme Council of the Armed Forces), Mursī and Sīsī. Through their use in online col-
lages, posters, videos and street art, Dunqul’s poems became popular beyond the circles of 
academics and intellectuals. This kind of popular cultural practice occurs in the public 
sphere, on the street or in cyber space: It is therefore a site of negotiation and where power 
relations are contested. It is a constant battlefield “where there are always strategic posi-
tions to be won and lost” (Hall 447). 

Najīb Surūr (1932–1978) 

Like Najm, Shaykh Imām and Dunqul, Najīb Surūr became a symbol of resistance and re-
bellion in the context of the Egyptian revolution, especially among online activists and 
revolutionary artists. His poems, drama scenes and own tragic biography have become a 
central part of the Egyptian legacy of dissent and are frequently quoted, integrated, rewrit-
ten and re-contextualized within the new culture of resistance. Although already prior to the 
uprising interest in Surūr was on the increase, since 2011 he and his work have been cele-
brated, read, remembered and rewritten as never before.6 His plays were performed and 
many cultural events organized. Maḥmūd Aḥmad Dhikrī recently published an elaborate 
study on Surūr’s diwan Luzūm mā yalzam (The Necessity of What is Necessary, 1976). 
Above all, the dissertation by Gorden Lee Witty can, as far as I know, be considered the 
most complete and extensive academic study on Surūr’s life and work. In 2013, Ṭalāl 
Fayṣal, a young psychiatrist and writer, published a novel entitled Surūr, which dealt with 
the biography of the poet in a very innovative way: The book is a mixture of biographical 
facts and fiction, frequently asked questions about the poet, his life and his work, to which a 
variety of answers are given, resulting in multiple perspectives. We may read Fayṣal’s fic-
tional modifications as rewriting Surūr in the new context of cultural resistance. The novel 
can be considered a new hypertext which refers to pretexts, like Surūr’s work, biography 
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and comments and stories about his life, as well as to the current Egyptian reality after the 
revolution of January 2011. The intertextual networks not only mean that new aesthetic 
products refer to Surūr, quote him, or reproduce his works, but also that Surūr’s writing it-
self is a highly intensive and complicated hypertext, in itself a palimpsest. In his literary 
work he referred to the songs of Sayyid Darwīsh, the poems of al-Tūnsī, to prominent liter-
ary or historical figures like Don Quixote, al-Maʿarrī or Jesus.7 Surūr also modified frag-
ments from the poetic works of Amal Dunqul and adapted old folk ballads and songs like 
“Yāsīn wa-Bahīyya” and “Ḥasan wa-Naʿīma,” rewriting them in the political context of the 
1960s and 1970s. Again, we can trace lines through the new readings and presentations of 
Surūr to plot a genealogy of modern cultural resistance in Egypt. 

Interestingly, Surūr was remembered in the context of the trial of the young activist and 
blogger Māyikil Nabīl Sanad, who was arrested on March 28, 2011 for criticizing the mili-
tary.8 A military court sentenced him to three years in jail. After a long hunger strike, he was 
committed to the al-ʿAbbāsiyya psychiatric clinic. Basma ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz, a young psychia-
trist, writer, artist and activist, along with her colleagues, refused to admit Sanad into the 
psychiatric clinic. ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz was the press officer of al-ʿAbbasiyya at the time, and she 
published a media report taking a radical position against the referral of Sanad, in which she 
disgraced the military and the authorities. In an interview she referred to the infamous legacy 
of al-ʿAbbāsiyya as a place misused by the authorities to eliminate political enemies of the 
regime by claiming they were mentally ill—one of the famous cases she mentioned was the 
poet Najīb Surūr (Muḥī). More than thirty years after the death of Surūr and forty years after 
his referral to al-ʿAbbāsiyya in 1969, the incident led to a public debate comparing the dissi-
dent poet Surūr to Sanad’s struggle against political power. The significant correlation be-
tween the political revolt in 2011 and Surūr exemplifies the meaning and function of the poet 
in current counter-hegemonic culture. 

This correlation also raises many questions regarding Surūr’s relationship to power and 
the story of his “madness,” which is still a controversial issue. It is true that he suffered from 
alcoholism and was mentally fragile “for most of his adult life, and was repeatedly hospital-
ized for his problems” (Witty 9). The talented poet, actor, playwright, theater professor and 
critic is said to have roamed the streets barefoot, dressed in ragged clothes, carrying a broom 
and begging friends for more alcohol. Did he do this because he was mentally ill? Or did he 
want to disgrace and provocatively scandalize his writer and artist colleagues? His friend 
Shawqī Fahīm later claimed Surūr had stated: “I intended to show the real face of the intel-
lectuals with stiff collars and neckties; those who go on the street and act as if they were in 
London or Paris, while I felt defeated” (21). 

These controversial issues are always seen and addressed from different perspectives, 
even in the novel Surūr. However, one cannot ignore the fact that Surūr, an opponent of 
those in political power, also had many enemies. He himself believed that the intelligence 
service of the Egyptian regime was behind his referral to al-ʿAbbāsiyya and he mentioned 
this on the records of his poems Kuss ummiyyāt (Fuck You Poems 1968‒1976).9 Fayṣal’s 
novel presents a mentally-ill writer who is at the same time able to accomplish perfect and 
complicated intellectual work. According to the most circulated narratives, writings and re-
searches on Surūr, the defeat in 1967, his divorce in 1968 and the loss of his job in the same 
year seem to have forced him onto the streets of Cairo and led to his personal and intellectual 
breakdown. In 1969 he was sent to a horrible state psychiatric ward, where he lived for six 
months. This traumatic experience is supposed to herald the beginning of the end for him, 
which came almost a decade later in 1978. Despite the question of his mental health at the 
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time, he was exposed to the inhumane methods of al-ʿAbbāsiyya (Witty 18–19). However, 
the revival of his name in the context of the new trials emerging out of the struggle between 
activists for democracy and the regime emphasizes that the abuse of political power contin-
ues. The reaction of the young psychiatrist shows that while times have changed for some, it 
stands still for the authorities. 

The confrontation with the Egyptian regime had already begun while Surūr was studying 
theater in Moscow (1958–1963). The United Arab Republic, consisting of Egypt and Syria 
and ruled by Nāṣir, had persecuted many members of the political opposition in both coun-
tries. Surūr published articles in the Soviet press criticizing Nāṣir; a particularly relevant 
piece was a poem about the death of the Lebanese communist party leader Farajallāh al-Ḥilw 
in 1961 (al-Ḥasan). Under Nāṣir, al-Ḥilw was tortured to death in a Syrian prison; his body 
was dissolved in acid. Surūr was shocked and wrote a radical criticism of Nāṣir in which he 
described him as a fascist—in response, the Egyptian authorities revoked his passport. “De-
pressed and alienated, he began drinking heavily,” hastening his decline (Witty 14). After 
painful years in Moscow and around a year in Budapest, he was allowed to return to Egypt 
in 1964 (13–15). 

Denouncing political power and writing against authority seems to be an essential feature 
of the poet; the theme is prevalent from his first poem “The Shoe” (“Al-ḥidhāʾ”) through to 
his final poems, particularly in Kuss ummiyyāt. Both of these works played a significant role 
after January 2011. In September 2012, the cultural center Sāqiyyat al-Ṣāwī, which is consid-
ered a place of independent and alternative arts and in a sense was related to the revolution, 
staged a musical event based on Surūr’s poetry. One of the poems read that evening was “Al-
ḥidhāʾ” and the performance was circulated quickly and widely on YouTube and Facebook.10 

I am the son of misery 

I am the product of the cattle shed and the maṣṭaba11

In my village, all of them are wretched  

In my village, there is a major like a god 

He surrounds our necks like destiny 

[…] 

 أنـا ابن الشـــقاء

 )الزريبة والمصطبة(ربيب 

 وفي قريتي كلھم أشقياء 

 كاالله) عمدة(تي وفي قري

 يحيط بأعناقنا كالقدر

[…] 

I have hated the God 

And each God I have becomes a horrible image 

Since this day I have learned my revolution 

And then I went with the caravan  

 ...كرھت االله 

 وأصبح كل اله لدي بغيض الصور

 تعلمت من يومھا ثورتي 

   أسير مع القافلةورحت

(Surūr, Al-aʿmāl al-kāmila 10–14)12   

These revolutionary lines, read in front of the young audience of the al-Ṣāwī cultural center 
in Cairo shortly after the revolution, were theatrically performed by Surūr himself for the 
first time in the spring of 1954 at a public poetry reading. No one introduced him and he was 
unknown at the time, but as Fahīm remembers it (7–8), the young rural man took to the stage 
and yelled these fiery words. Beyond the debate about the truth of the story (Cachia 195–
204), the poem itself is a poetic expression of the depressive circumstances in an Egyptian 
village under feudalism and at the mercy of abusive power. Questions of social justice, resis-
tance against repressive state power and revolutionary ideas became lifelong intellectual is-
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sues for Surūr (Ṣaqr). It seems like he insisted on playing the tragic role of the rebellious re-
pressed outsider willing to permanently confront the authorities. During an extreme street 
performance, he was seen dancing on pictures of Sādāt, “standing in front of the Balloon 
Theater, barefoot and yelling” (Witty 19). We will probably never be able to know if he acted 
in such an extreme manner during his one-man theater performance to dramatize his per-
sonal situation and challenge power, or if it was the result of alcohol consumption and/or 
mental illness, or indeed a combination of both. 

The same problem, which is depicted in “The Shoe,” shapes his main dramatic work: The 
trilogy Yasin and Bahiyya (Yāsīn wa-Bahiyya, 1965), O Night! O Moon! (Āh, yā layl, yā 
qamar, 1968), Tell the Eye of the Sun (Qūlū li-ʿuyūn al-shams, 1972), and Where Do I Get 
People? (Minīn ajīb nās, 1975). Surūr wrote Yāsīn wa-Bahiyya between December 1963 and 
February 1964 in Budapest as a verse novel and “finally returned to Egypt in April 1964, 
with the manuscript of Yāsīn wa-Bahiyyah taped around his chest so that it would not be 
found and confiscated by the authorities” (Witty 16). It was adapted for theater and per-
formed by Karam Muṭāwiʿ in 1965. Based on folk ballads, legends and songs, the play was 
Surūr’s first big success. The theme of the play is the struggle between peasants and author-
ity, represented by the pasha of the village Buhūt, seemingly either a microcosm of Egypt or 
an example of the average Egyptian village. The figure of Bahiyya usually symbolizes 
Egypt, not only in this play. Her lover Yāsīn is killed by the authorities because he refuses to 
meekly accept injustice and decides to rebel against those in power; he can be interpreted as 
the Egyptian people or the actor of resistance (37). The play is dominated by a bleak, pro-
phetic vision of a looming catastrophe that haunts Bahiyya; afterwards, the peasants’ revolt, 
led by Yāsīn, is brutally quelled by the troops sent in by the authorities and the brave hero 
Yāsīn is gunned down. The question in the folk song “Tell me Bahiyya, who killed Yāsīn?” 
is answered by Surūr. The “linkage of a popular ballad from the Ṣaʿīd (Upper Egypt) with 
political tragedy” that occurred in the delta village Buhūt cannot be seen as an attempt to re-
produce the myth of Yāsīn or create a new story out of old material (Witty 38). Rather, it is 
the de-territorialized story of the struggle of the marginalized against power. “Surur only 
took the play’s framework from the tale, transposing the action into colonial Egypt in order 
to make his play into a denunciation of the exploitation of the peasantry by the great land-
owners. Above all, he pushed the ‘indigenizing innovation’ of the play” (Jacquemond 137). 
In this sense, the poetic novel, as Surūr called it, is told in a manner that the average Egyp-
tian can relate to and even uses the language of peasants. Nonetheless, it describes a univer-
sal struggle, an all-encompassing one, and the fate of revolutions against injustice. In the 
prologue, the narrator tells the audience what and whom the story is about: 

About Buhūt, 

About Yāsīn…about Bahiyyah, I narrate, 

A tale no one has told never 

A tale I wish to live forever 

I wish I were Homer,  

or Virgil  

or that I had Dante’s guitar, 

Or Shakespearian genius  

[…] 

  ٔاقص عن هبوت،
  عن هبية،.. ٔاقص عن ايسني 

  حاكية مل يروها ٔاحد،
  حاكية ٔاود ٔان تعيش لٔالبد،

  اي ليتين هومري، 
  ٔاو ليتين فرجيل، 

  .. ٔاو ليت يل قيثار دانيت 
  ٔاو يراع شكسـبري، 

[...]  
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I narrate for men 

For women, greybeards,  

I narrate for youth, for children  

I narrate for generations  

I narrate for history 

For history makers, for people  

I narrate for laborers, for farmers  

I narrate for the naked, for the hungry  

For the hard workers under the sun 

For the revolutionaries on every land 

For those who creep in the plains, in jungles, in mountains 

For those who squat with their rifles 

For those who stand in their trenches  

For those who walk with horns, drums and flags  

For those who lost in honor battles  

I narrate for heroes climbing to gallows  

Smiling ridiculously to it!  

I narrate for those in jails and bonds...  

I narrate for those who chant for humans 

the chant of struggle,  

About Buhūt, 

About Yāsīn…about Bahiyya I narrate13 

  ٔاقص للرجال،
  ٔاقص للنساء، للشـيوخ، 

  باب، لٔالطفال،ٔاقص للشـ 
  ٔاقص لٔالجيال،

  ..ٔاقص للتارخي 
  للشعوب،.. لصانعي التارخي 

  ٔاقص للعامل، للزراع،
  ٔاقص للعرااي، للجياع،

  للاكدحني حتت الشمس،
  للثائرين فوق لك ٔارض، 

 يف اجلبال،.. يف أالدغال، .. للزاحفني يف السهول 
  للرابضني ابلبنادق،

  للصامدين يف اخلنادق،
   ابلطبول، ابلبيارق،للسائرين ابلنفري،

  للساقطني يف معارك الرشف،
  ٔاقص لٔالبطال صاعدين للمشانق،

  !وابمسني هازئني ابملشاتق
  ٔاقص لذلين يف السجون، يف أالغالل،

  ..ٔاقص لذلين ينشدون لٕالنسان 
  ٔانشودة النضال،
  ..ٔاقص عن هبوت 

  ...عن هبية ..  ٔاقص عن ايسني 

(Surūr, Yāsīn wa-Bahiyya 15–17) 

The play and the other works that followed found their way to the Egyptian state theater, 
most likely because they appeared to celebrate Nāṣir’s regime as a proclaimed opponent to 
feudalism, the pasha and the marginalization of the poor in Egypt. This is due to the fact that 
the plots of Surūr’s works generally deal with events that preceded the July Revolution of 
1952 and Nasserism, denouncing society and entrenched power structures. Surūr, indeed, 
had never been loyal to the regime and cannot be seen as a writer committed in any way to 
state ideology. His dramas were, I would argue, the only avenue he had to express his revo-
lutionary ideas without confronting the regime directly. Yasin and Bahiyya, as well as his 
other dramas, did not celebrate Nāṣir; they were an expression of the impossibility of a suc-
cessful revolution. “So do the rich in all villages,” the grandfather tells the child narrator in 
“The Shoe” (Surūr, Al-aʿmāl al-kāmila 14). It thus carries the same meaning as Dunqul’s 
poem “Spartacus’ Last Words”: “Dream not of a happy world / For behind every dying Cae-
sar / There is a new one” (Dunqul, “Spartacus’ Last Words”; Al-aʿmāl al-kāmila 85).  

Bahiyya’s bleak vision, along with the play as a whole, can be seen as the “prophecy” of 
a coming catastrophe in the oppressive atmosphere of the 1960s. The dream is mentioned 
repeatedly in the play: Bahiyya and her lover Yāsīn are on a boat fighting against a fatal 
storm which leads to his death (Surūr, Yāsīn wa-Bahiyya 39). 
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“Bahiyya’s dream” (“Ḥilm”; Surūr, Yāsīn wa-Bahiyya 170), written by Surūr between 
December 1963 and February 1964 in Budapest, was set to music and sung by Dunyā 
Masʿūd at the al-Junayna Theater in Cairo on October 13, 2011.14 The young independent 
theater actress and singer Masʿūd is affiliated with a group of artists who see themselves—
and are generally perceived as—belonging to the generation of January 25. Before singing 
“Ḥilm,” she gave a small talk dedicating her art to all those people who have openly said 
“no” since 2005. In many interviews she has described Surūr as one of the most important 
and “beautiful fathers of the verse drama” (Al Mayadeen Culture). Like Surūr, Masʿūd also 
rebelled; she escaped from her parents’ home in Alexandria when she was eighteen and fled 
to Cairo, “carrying only two books, one of them was Surūr’s diwan Luzūm mā yalzam and 
the poetry collection Rubāʿiyyāt composed by Salāḥ Jāhīn” (ibid.). 

It is probably no coincidence that Masʿūd specialized in reproducing, reinterpreting and 
innovating old local folk music traditions in modern art like Surūr. Masʿūd’s performance of 
“Ḥilm” and her dedication can be considered a new reading and reproduction of Surūr’s ver-
ses in the context of contemporary cultural resistance and in a wider and more accessible pub-
lic domain than the original work, which was the drama text or its staging. In a sense, it is a 
form of popularization of this text or its transition into popular culture. The same text, written 
by Surūr in 1963/64 in Budapest as a dissident intellectual against Nāṣir’s regime, was staged 
1965 in Masraḥ al-Jīb (The Pocket Theater) in Cairo. It was celebrated as an “authentic” 
Egyptian hymn, again denouncing the period before Nāṣir and the injustice of feudal Egypt, to 
venerate the new age of socialism under Nāṣir. Masʿūd’s interpretation of the text as a song 
reworks the text in the context of the 2011 revolution. The whole performance, setting, and 
stage, combined with the singer, music and the other songs performed at the event, configure 
a new setting and provoke a new experience, one in which a tension arises between the text 
and the current reality of revolution. In the vernacular of Egyptian peasants, mixed with sim-
ple Modern Standard Arabic, the peasant daughter tells her mother about her dramatic night-
mare in which her lover is drowned. Particularly on the level of language and performance, 
the song can be described as the reworking of a forgotten text in a new aesthetic form and cul-
tural practice, the reworking a forgotten text into popular culture in and through which positi-
ons of power are negotiated, reconfigured and contested. 

A similar case of transtextuality is the opening song of Surūr’s drama Where do I get 
people? (1975), which is based on the folk song “Why does the Nile laugh when I go down 
flirting to fill the water vessels.” The very simple, naïve and popular folkloristic song ex-
presses the joy of peasants’ everyday life, which Surūr drew on to show that reality is not 
like the song. His modified version of the original folk song reads: 

Why is the Nile laughing  

While I am walking in coquetry to fill the pots? 

The Nile is angry and gloomy 

For the unpleasant story  

For its wound is still bleeding  

For our hurt that never healed! 

(Refrain – Chorus)  

Wretched we, laughing from misery  

 البحر بيضحك ليه

  !و ٔاان انزةل ٔادلع ٔامال القلل 
 البحر غضبان مابيضحكش
 ٔاصل احلاكية ماتضحكش
 البحر جرحه مابيدبلش
  !و جرحنا وال معره دبل

  )كورس الفالحات يكرر القرار(
 كني بنضحك م البلوهمسا



Atef Botros 56 

like fighting cocks with a good spirit  

Taken all of a sudden and being slaughtered  

While, in heart, we still have hope! 

(Refrain – Chorus)  

Our pottery pots are handmade in Qina 

It tells stories and songs  

Alas, the pot of humiliation 

I will never drink even if the water is honey! 

(Refrain – Chorus)  

In infinity we did fill the pots  

for others and was left thirsty by our tapster  

patient we are as a sea can’t quench our thirst  

Bearing instead of a trouble, troubles!  

[…] 

(Refrain – Chorus)  

Between me and you, wall after wall 

And I am not a giant or a bird 

Carrying a flute, a broken flute 

And in love, I become a model!15 

 زي ادليوك و الروح حلوه
 ..سارقاها م السكني محوه 
 !ولسه جوه القلب ٔامل

 )كورس الفالحات يكرر القرار(
 قللنا خفارها قناوي

 بتقول حاكوي و غناوي
 اي قةل اذلل ٔاان انوي

  !ما ٔارشب و لو يف القةل عسل
  )كورس الفالحات يكرر القرار(

 ..ايما ملينا و ملينا 
 و عطشـنا ساقينا.. ان لغري

 صابرين و حبر ما يروينا
 شايلني بدال العةّل علل

 […] 
  )كورس الفالحات يكرر القرار(

  بيين و بينك سور ورا سور
 و ٔاان ال مارد و ال عصفور

 يف ٔايدي اني و الناي مكسور
 !و بقيت ٔاان يف احلب مثل

(Surūr, Al-aʿmāl al-kāmila 325–326) 

Against the foil of the original folk song, the narrator tells the “real” story of their suffering, 
employing a language that is a compromise between Modern Standard Arabic and collo-
quial Egyptian, and in a collective form of first person plural (we)—with the exception of 
the original sentence in the refrain. The Nile does not laugh like the original song states. 
Wounds have never been healed. People are laughing from misery, but fighting each other 
without realizing what they are doing, which leads to the misery about which they can tell 
jokes. The narrator is resolutely determined never to drink from the cup of injustice and 
humiliation, even if it tastes like honey. There are many barriers, walls after walls, between 
the narrator (now first person singular) and the beloved mistress. The narrator is neither a 
light bird that could fly over walls, nor a giant that could destroy them. S/he has a flute, but 
it is broken and s/he became a lover. 

The play was staged after Surūr’s death by Munīr Murād in 1984. It was the first time the 
famous, simple text was changed by adding a heavy, sad political interpretation of Egyptian 
reality and evoking the necessity of political change. In the same year, Shaykh Imām reinter-
preted the song by making minor alterations, and it is now in his famous repertoire of resis-
tance songs. In 1992, the song became even more popular after it was sung by Muḥammad 
Munīr in the movie The Stories of the Stranger (Ḥikāyāt al-gharīb).16 It is significant that the 
old folkloristic song has—according to YouTube and Google search results—disappeared 
underneath the re-workings more and more since Surūr rewrote it. One of the meaningful 
modifications in Shaykh Imām’s version is the verse “Carrying a flute, a broken flute,” 
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which was changed to “Carrying an oud, an expressive and heroic one.” Shaykh Imām’s in-
tense songs still showed the hard reality, but changed the tenor, encouraging the audience to 
take action. While Surūr holds the “broken flute,” Shaykh Imām sings with his “heroic oud.” 
Surūr’s modified song is still alive and very popular and is sung in many musical interpreta-
tions by revolutionary artists. Like Dunyā Masʿūd, Maryam Ṣāliḥ and Dīnā al-Widīdī have 
also performed Shaykh Imām’s version since 2011.17 The band Iskandrillā, which is closely 
associated with January 25, has also performed the song as an explicit form of cultural resis-
tance. Some of the recordings of the songs on YouTube are combined with photos from 
Taḥrīr or portraits of the January 25 victims. Imām has also composed and sung two other 
poems by Surūr: “Ḥilū al-marākib” and “Gharīb wa gīt al-balad.” In YouTube videos listed 
under the first title one can see Imām performing the song at a private gathering. At one 
point he takes the audience by surprise and interrupts the poem, improvising and mentioning 
Surūr before crying and grieving for him. This rare document may indicate that Imām and 
Surūr shared a close friendship. In any case, Imām expressed how he was moved by the 
tragic life of Surūr.  

The last example of rewriting Surūr’s works, reinforcing his significance as a part of the 
legacy of Egyptian cultural resistance, is “his most widely distributed” (Witty 28) and contro-
versially discussed collection of poems Kuss ummiyyāt, which is usually shortened to the po-
lite form Al-ummiyyāt. Surūr supposedly composed this originally oral collection of poems in 
stages between his personal crisis in 1968 and his death in 1978. He recited them at parties 
and gatherings, where they were recorded and later circulated among students and intellectu-
als until the 1990s. Along with other works, his son Shuhdī published them on his own web-
site around 2001. He was then arrested and convicted of the possession of obscene materials. 
Shuhdī fled to Russia before the court sentenced him to a year in jail with compulsory labor in 
2002. Over the course of the following years, the texts and recordings of the poems became 
widespread. In a powerful, rage-filled stream of consciousness lasting around three hours, Su-
rūr presented a dark political and social satire in colloquial Egyptian, denouncing state, soci-
ety and the corrupted and ignorant intellectuals of Egypt.18 Despite the rage and obscenity, 
Surūr never lost his poetical touch and playful inventiveness, performing a remarkable balanc-
ing act. As El-Lozy has observed,  

Surur challenges, ridicules and denounces all aspects of official culture and its representatives, and 
reminds us of everything that official culture forgets, ignores, or falsifies. The list of institutions, in-
dividuals and subjects he targets is almost endless. These include, among many others, the theatre 
establishment, newspaper editors, Kissinger, the peace process and the open-door policy. […] In the 
midst of torrents of abuse and subversive and obscene inversions of popular and folk sayings and 
songs there are also some of the most lyrical passages ever to be found in modern Egyptian poetry. 
(El-Lozy)19 

Attracting international and local attention, the publishing of the Kuss ummiyyāt and the court 
case against Shuhdī may have led to an increase in interest in not only these poems, but also 
in Surūr’s work as a whole. And yet, the obscene, rage-filled revolutionary verses remain an 
inspiring source for frustrated young Egyptian rebels until today. The poems adopt an ambiva-
lent attitude, which is also common in Shaykh Imām’s songs. On the one hand, Egypt is de-
picted as hopeless case, ugly, corrupted and even prostituted, ignorant of external aggressors 
and local defilers. At the same time, it is brutal in regard to its children who love it and are 
fighting to change its ugly reality. However, on the other hand, Egypt is simultaneously por-
trayed as a beloved country full of promise, a country worth struggling and suffering for in the 
fight to gain its genuine freedom. Surūr unscrupulously uses a sexist metaphor to illustrate 
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Egypt; he describes it as a prostitute who is always opening her legs: “Look to the map, you 
find her opening her legs / God created her so, what can you do!” (Kuss ummiyyāt).20 

He warns of more defeats, if nothing changes fundamentally, if we are not able to be 
“clean”: “Many’s the time we have said, let us become clean, but it was said ‘nonsense’ / so 
it seems sure we will have a hundred defeats, not only one” (ibid.). In this sense, the work on 
the revolution is piecemeal, lacking the necessary coherency for it to be successful. Thus, the 
endless repeating cycle of revolutions expresses the fact that they are hopeless and doomed 
to failure: “Many’s the time we have revolutionized so that our revolutions became periodic /  
[…] We sleep and awake to find a revolution against the revolution” (ibid.). 

A part of the poem is a long message to his eldest son Shuhdī, in whom Surūr places his 
hope. He tells him about his long suffering, about his hunger, his exile, torture and horrible 
experience in the psychiatric clinic, which he understands to be an act of oppression imposed 
by the regime. However, he demands of his son: “Don’t curse Egypt, even if you hunger like 
me, even if they hang you!” (ibid.). The patriotic spirit of the poet, despite his radical social 
and political criticism, is expressed as something he wants to pass down to his son: “Hate, 
hate and hate but love the Nile” (ibid.). Surūr understood himself as a first-rank revolutionary 
and wanted his son to be proud to say: “My father died as an Egyptian revolutionary / […] 
My father fought, because fighting was his passion” (ibid.). His soft tone to his son balances 
the very harsh, angry tone that dominates the verses. Sometimes he warned “of the coming 
explosion of the masses’ repressed anger, and tried to be the spark to ignite this anger […] ‘O 
people, you who’ve been stupefied, O silent one, Speak!’ These subversive sentiments were 
more than enough to get his poems banned, even without the obscenities” (Witty 34).  

As Witty has argued, by rendering his message in vulgar and sexist language, Surūr in 
fact compromised not only its specific reception, but also that of all his work. It seems clear 
to Witty that 

Surūr did himself an injustice by making the form of his message unpalatable to so many people 
who needed to hear it, but nevertheless, the Kuss ummiyyāt is to be taken seriously, as both a work 
of literature and as a social and intellectual comment on the state of modern Egypt. (35) 

While Witty is basically correct in his assessment, I would nevertheless argue that Surūr 
himself, as a banned figure, as well as his Kuss ummiyyāt, have become a powerful source 
of inspiration for the current Egyptian counter-hegemonic culture. The quoted verses from 
Kuss ummiyyāt are widely circulated in the blogs and Facebook pages of young activists 
and are used as slogans for revolutionary posters and collages or video clips. Additionally, 
these poems have inspired the production of similar texts in what we may call this Surūr-
created genre. In the introduction to the full text, the editor recommends that the readers 
should write their own Kuss ummiyyāt: “It is better if an Egyptian writes his own ‘Kuss 
ummiyyāt’ from his own very specific location.” 

This idea has in fact become a trend in recent times. For example an anonymous activist 
inspired by Surūr’s Kuss ummiyyāt composed his own short “national hymn”: “The Egyptian 
National Hymn—fuck you Egypt” (“Al-nashīd al-waṭanī al-miṣrī—kuss ummak yā Miṣr”). 
It was played more than one hundred thousand times on YouTube up until May 2015. The 
text, spoken in a very angry voice, is indeed a radicalization of Surūr’s text. Seemingly every 
taboo is broken, even the Nile, which was untouchable for Surūr. The hymn begins with: 

 

 



Rewriting Resistance 59 

Fuck you, Egypt, and fuck your Nile 

fuck everyone who leaves you and comes back to you

fuck your culture a heap of stones 

[…]  

you lie on the map opening your legs … 

 ..كسمك اي مرص عىل كسم نيكل 
.. كسم اليل خيرج منك ويرجع اتين وجييكل 

   كسم احلضارة شوية جحارة
[…]  

  ييك قاعدة عىل اخلريطة وفاحتة رجل 

(Miṣr umm al-qaḥba) 

The reproduction of this angry, forbidden poetry using extremely crass, taboo language is not 
simply a continuation of Surūr’s verse tradition. The newly generated texts are regularly up-
dated with references to the current political reality. In addition, there are a number of Face-
book sites under the name Kuss ummiyyāt quoting the text or creating new variations in re-
sponse to changed realities. A host of such angry variations related to current reality and 
spoken in the manner and spirit of Surūr can also be found on YouTube. The use of the vul-
gar, sexist language usually heard in the harsh reality of Egyptian streets, can be understood 
as a means of challenging entrenched cultural boundaries, an attempt to spread a radical kind 
of counter-hegemonic culture while resisting corrupted repressive regimes. In any case, the 
rewriting of the verses opens a new kind of popular cultural production in which every blog-
ger or activist is able to participate in the process of contesting positions of power. 

Conclusion 

In my essay I have attempted to approach new ways of transtextual connections between 
contemporary counter-hegemonic culture in Egypt after January 2011 and the modern liter-
ary and artistic legacy of resistance and dissent of the twentieth century, focusing on the 
1960s. With the emergence of new Arab democracy movements, new aesthetic practices of 
cultural resistance have emerged. Not only artists, writers and intellectuals, but also everyday 
citizens became able to actively participate in the production or co-creation of street art, pub-
lic space performances and online videos or graphic collages, etc. I started from the premise 
that any cultural product can be considered a complex, multilayered palimpsest (Genette), a 
hypertext with references to current reality, but also to older pretexts, templates, fragments, 
figures, and symbols. Some of these references to certain writers are frequently presented 
within the new aesthetics of resistance. I focused here on the reception of the literary works 
of three prominent figures from the Egyptian tradition of dissent in the 1960s: Najm, Dunqul 
and especially Surūr, themselves linked to predecessors like Sayyid Darwīsh or al-Tūnsī. I 
tried to examine which kind of hypertextual transformation these pretexts have undergone, 
but also how moments of tension between the old texts and the current reality emerge to 
challenge values and norms which could lead to social and political change. 

As I tried to demonstrate, the three figures I selected belong to the most significant and 
relevant reference points for resistance in the context of the Egyptian democracy movement. 
However, this selection could most certainly be extended to include other figures like Ṣalāḥ 
Jāhīn or Fūʾād Ḥaddād, or indeed look to poetry from other Arab countries. But what do 
these new cultural counter-hegemonic practices mean? What conclusions can we draw from 
the fact that there has been a strong reception of certain figures belonging to a specific tradi-
tion of literary resistance? The reception of dissident poets from the 1960s does not necessar-
ily represent the continuity of a long tradition, but rather signals a new aesthetic practice and 
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experience—connected to, but independent of the context of its original production in the 
1960s. Thus, it is not merely a matter of something old being reproduced or a tradition being 
remembered and evoked. The new counter-hegemonic aesthetics occur mostly as a popular 
practice, reaching beyond the confined milieus of intellectuals and, through its engaging 
character, animates more people to actively participate. This new kind of cultural practice—
and the tension it generates between artistic legacy and current political reality—disputes 
traditional values and norms, especially on the level of language itself, as Gramsci had 
claimed. According to Stuart Hall, such popular practices can be understood as a site where 
power positions are permanently negotiated and contested. The legendary, controversial poet 
and playwright Surūr remains an especially significant source of inspiration and a symbolic 
icon for the struggle between cultural activists—who filled the role of the classical intellec-
tuals—and the political power represented in the state or sometimes other hegemonic blocks 
in society. Popular culture, colloquial poetry, and any kind of cultural practice which aims at 
appropriating public space, like street arts, try to contest and negotiate power positions. The 
counter-hegemonic legacy of modern Arabic culture is not like a container full of building 
bricks which can be used to construct new cultural products. Rather, old and new elements 
belong to the same continuous human project to achieve social and political change. Both the 
new aesthetics and the legacy are working together to concentrate and expand a new power 
of cultural resistance, hopefully bringing about a real shift in culture, one that is urgently 
needed if true social change is to take place. 

Notes 
 

1  From another perspective, Hans Robert Jauß perceived literature not within the limits of a productive moment 
in a specific historical context, but as the reader’s experience. In this respect, the aesthetic experience of readers 
documents the evolution of literary works through the very moments of tension in which the reader draws a 
connection between the text and his or her current reality—thereby challenging values and norms that could 
achieve social or political change. Jauß, Hans Robert. “Literaturgeschichte als Provokation der Literaturwissen-
schaft.“ Rezeptionsästhetik: Theorie und Praxis. Ed. Rainer Warning. München: Fink, 1975. 126–62. Print. 

2  This translation is the subtitle of the song by Revolution Records. The word sāyir in the original text in Arabic 
means roamer. However, because it sounds like thāyir, which means rebel or revolutionary, it was instead 
transcribed and translated as rebel, a fortunate “mistake.” 

3  All translations from Arabic to English are, if not indicated otherwise, my own. 
4  Pictures of the graffiti of Khālid Saʿīd were posted by the blogger Hussein Mahran: “Grāfītī Khālid Saʿīd ʿalā 

wājihat mabnā wizārat al-dākhiliyya fī Lāẓūghlī.” Hussein Mahran. 6 June 2011. Web. 14 May 2015.  
5  Amnesty International reported on 27 June 2014 on this case: “Human Rights Lawyer Latest Victim of 

Egypt’s Repressive Protest Law.” Amnesty International. 27 June 2014. Web. 14 May 2015. 
6  Between 2006 and 2008, the publishing house al-Shurūq (Cairo) printed many of his works with additional in-

troductions and preceding commentary articles. 
7  Surūr has written an elaborate study about al-Maʿarrī. Surūr, Najīb. Taḥta ʿabāʾat Abī al-ʿAlāʾ. Ed. Ḥāzim 

Khayrī. Cairo: Al-Majlis al-Aʿlā li-l-Thaqāfa, 2008. Print. 
8  Report of the Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights. “Munaẓẓamāt ḥuqūqiyya tastankir al-ḥukm al-ʿaskarī al-

ṣādir bi-ḥabs wa-taghrīm al-mudawwin Māykil Nabīl Sanad ʿalā khalfiyya tadwīna nāqida li-l-majlis al-
ʿaskarī.” Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights. 15 Dec. 2011. Web. 14 May 2015. 

9  I adopt the translation Fuck You Poems as coined by Witty for “it conveys the cultural equivalent phrase” (27). 
10  See Māhir, Karīm. “Qaṣīdat al-ḥidhāʾ li-l-shāʿir Najīb Surūr.” YouTube. 18 Nov. 2012. Web. 14 May 2015. 
11  The maṣṭaba is an ancient Egyptian type of tomb. 
12  The poem was published for the first time in al-Risāla al-Jadīda in August 1956. 
13  The poem was translated collaboratively between myself and the Egyptian scholar Shaza Abdel-Lateef. 
14  See Hassan, Sherif. “Helm Donia Massoud.” YouTube. 5 Sept. 2013. Web. 14 May 2015. 
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15  As in note 14, the translation is a cooperative effort between myself and the Egyptian scholar Shaza Abdel-
Lateef. 

16  The story was written by Jamāl al-Ghīṭānī. The film was directed by Anʿām Muḥammad ʿAlī. The song by 
Muḥammad Munīr is entitled “Al-baḥr biyiḍḥak līh?” (“Why does the Nile laugh?”). See “Ḥikāyāt al-gharīb.” 
Al-sīnimā.kūm. N.d. Web. 14 May 2015. 

17  See El Shahed, Mohamed. “Dina El Wedidi—El Bahr Beyedhak—23-5-2013.” Concert in Cairo. YouTube. 23 
May 2013. Web. 14 May 2015. Ismail, Mahmoud. “Al-baḥr biyiḍḥak līh—Maryam Ṣāliḥ—Bayt al-Raṣīf.” 
Concert in Cairo. YouTube. 10 Apr. 2013. Web. 14 May 2015. 

18  For more details see Witty 27–35. 
19  See further Whitaker, Brian. “One angry poet.” Guardian 10 Apr. 2007. Web. 14 May 2015. 
20  For voice recordings, many clips can be found on YouTube by searching Kuss ummiyyāt.  
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