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The Intellectual Revolt of the 1950s  
and the “Fall of the Udabāʾ”1 

Yoav Di-Capua 

Sometimes in February 1954, Taha Husayn (Ṭāhā Ḥusayn) published a routine piece of lit-
erary criticism in the Egyptian daily al-Jumhūriyya. His topic of choice was “The Form of 
Literature,” a subject that usually elicited little public interest and was ostensibly guaran-
teed to not stir up any meaningful debate. In this concise piece, Husayn called for the crea-
tion of works of art with high aesthetic value, suggesting that beauty (jamāl) alone should 
be the primary purpose of art and the main standard for its evaluation (Ḥusayn, Khiṣām wa-
naqd 72–89).2 While at first glance there would seem to be nothing controversial in this 
modest proposition, Husayn’s arcane literary request was, in fact, designed to “pick a fight” 
with a younger class of writers. And indeed, almost immediately, it unleashed a storm in lit-
erary circles, one that would pit a young generation of writers against the established intel-
lectual class of the udabāʾ (sing. adīb). 

What was the debate about? In a nutshell, most young writers correctly understood Taha 
Husayn’s piece as an offensive move in the ensuing battle over the shape and role of cul-
ture, and especially of literature, in the postcolonial era. In more specific terms, the debate 
revolved around the desired relationship between writers, writing and society. Over the next 
few years, literary disagreements turned into a full-fledged political onslaught against the 
udabāʾ that led to their gradual marginalization, indeed, ultimately to their “fall.” 

During the 1950s, the cultural assumptions of figures like Taha Husayn, Abbas Mahmud 
al-Aqqad (ʿAbbās Maḥmūd al-ʿAqqād) and Tawfiq al-Hakim (Tawfīq al-Ḥakīm)—to name 
a few luminaries—had come under constant attack. It was a battle they would lose. Though 
this clash started in Egypt, the emerging rift was not exclusively an Egyptian cultural con-
cern but a broader Arab one. Rather than functioning as passive receivers of Egyptian intel-
lectual wisdom, the burgeoning Lebanese, Syrian and Iraqi intelligentsias took an active 
position that sought to politicize culture in the service of decolonization. Indeed, from a 
cultural standpoint, decolonization was a trans-regional Arab affair. 

The actors in this drama—their positions, dynamics and institutions—are the subject of 
this article. The gradual “fall of the udabāʾ” during the 1950s marks the actual end of an 
entire nahḍawī cycle that started after WWI. In its place, the young participants in the cul-
tural battles of the 1950s established a new postcolonial culture in the period from 1939 to 
1967. This argument is by no means original, for it builds on the pioneering work of Verena 
Klemm who was the first scholar to map out some of the key intellectual dynamics during 
the 1950s. While her important contribution stands, this article is part of a broader study 
that seeks to rethink the entire course of decolonization and thus challenge the imbalanced 
historiographical focus on the post-1967 period, which is still informed by a set of incorrect 
assumptions about the era that preceded it (Klemm, Literarisches Engagement).3 

Such studies on the postwar era tell us that Arab nationalism and Arab secularism were 
defeated in 1967 and, in turn, gave rise to Islamic alternatives, mostly to fundamentalism.4 
In Arab historiography, the pre-1967 era has been extensively debated and, mostly, con-
demned (Kassab). 
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However, it seems that the basic question of what, exactly, was defeated in 1967 has yet 
to be answered in a satisfying manner. Given the fact that 1967 marked a clear setback, in-
deed a defeat, for the postcolonial intelligentsia, one is pressed to ask a few critical ques-
tions: Were their designs for a new era superficial? Was their relationship with the state 
self-destructive? Did they consider religion an obstacle? Was their transnational cultural vi-
sion inapplicable to an essentially parochial society? Were they deserted by their interna-
tional partners and if so, why? Was a new form of Western domination responsible for their 
defeat? Undoubtedly, there is ample historiographical room for an intellectual history of 
1967. 

Given the fact that this era was tied to global processes of decolonization, Third-
Worldism and cultural post-coloniality, it is first critical to ask what was particularly post-
colonial about the Arab world during this period? Was it the proud political resistance that 
Pan-Arabism put up in Suez in 1956? Was it the quest for Cold War neutrality, the subsequent  
schemes for regional political unity or the experimentation with socialism? In other words, 
was the postcolonial moment in the Arab world primarily a political phenomenon? The ob-
vious answer to this question is no. Scores of studies on literature (yet not so much on pure 
thought and the sociology of knowledge) uncover a rich intellectual terrain in which Arab 
existential dilemmas, as well as various schemes for cultural regeneration, are passionately 
considered.5 This textual evidence raises further questions about the conceptual language 
through which intellectuals articulated and pursued their goals and about their standing in 
the actual cultural arena as opposed to the secluded domains of the text alone. Of equal im-
portance, was postcolonial Arab culture a derivative framework determined by readymade 
notions imported from elsewhere? Were European norms underlined the new Arab designs 
and if so how? Or to put it differently: were Arab critics and writers engaged in mimicry 
and emulation or were they “original”? All of these questions are highly relevant for the  
understanding of the pre-war era and the question of what was defeated in 1967. 

Attempting to fill a modest lacuna within this larger historiographical gap, I suggest 
looking rather closely at the 1950s and adding to, as well as revisiting, the above mentioned 
pioneering contribution of Verena Klemm. It was in the 1950s that the process of changing 
the intellectual guard took place in a fashion that illustrates how new intellectual authority 
was constructed, how the cultural field was reorganized, how the intellectual province of 
Beirut challenged the cultural center of Cairo and, ultimately, how all of this was shaped by 
the transnational context of decolonization, Third-Worldism and post-coloniality. Thus, 
whether up-and-coming intellectuals brought their ideas from Paris, bringing with them a 
new existentialist commitment (iltizām), or from Moscow, waving the banner of Socialist 
Realism, their object was to forge a new postcolonial Arab culture. It so happened that in 
order to advance this project, they first needed to attack their predecessors. Here is how 
they did it and, concomitantly, how postcolonial Arab culture looks from within. 

The classic tale of the nahḍa as a progressive liberal march towards human betterment as 
narrated for instance by Albert Hourani, basically ends with Taha Husayn’s cultural vision 
(Hourani, chap. 8).6 It is a vision that Husayn published in 1938 in Mustaqbal al-thaqāfa fī 
Miṣr (The Future of Culture in Egypt), a seminal call for cultural renewal. The book was pub-
lished in a moment of great optimism when, following the 1936 Anglo-Egyptian Agreement 
and the 1937 Montreux Convention, it was expected that Egypt would finally win full inde-
pendence. Though for a brief moment it seemed that the postcolonial era had begun in earnest, 
events took a different turn and decolonization lingered for at least another decade until the 
end of WWII. In the meantime, however, a new intellectual generation had emerged, and 
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when it came to postcolonial life they had different sensitivities, different politics, different 
sources of intellectual inspiration and different solutions. They also had a taste for radicalism.7 

Taha Husayn was well aware of the new circumstances. And even though by the early 
1940s, the postcolonial concerns of Egypt, the Arabs and the rest of the colonial world were 
not yet fully theorized, they were nonetheless very visible. First, and most urgently, were 
the profound levels of social inequality due to poverty, illiteracy and disease. This was not 
merely an economic problem of wealth distribution, but a political and cultural issue that 
Egyptians did their best to comprehend (Meijer; Johnson). Second, most Arab states still 
struggled with physical liberation and, in one way or another, submission to Europe’s impe-
rial calculations. Third, there was the lingering impact of colonial culture which had re-
sulted in cultural disorientation, yielding the quest for one’s authentic cultural stance. This 
third element was perhaps the most elusive, subjective and difficult issue to entertain. In-
deed, as we shall see, during the 1950s it was this cultural domain that young intellectuals 
focused their attention on and sought to radically redesign. 

Husayn was genuinely troubled by the postcolonial problematic. Right after WWII he 
published Al-muʿadhdhabūn fi-l-arḍ (The Wretched of the Earth), a socially aware work of 
fiction that had to be published in Lebanon because of government censorship (Koplewitz 
122). Yet, social awareness aside, Husayn approached the era of decolonization from the 
problematic standpoint of French Enlightenment and the classic assumptions of nineteenth-
century Liberalism. Simplifying the paradoxes of the Egyptian cultural domain, he famously 
argued that Egyptians are culturally Europeans and that Europe’s historical experience is 
universal and hence globally valid. In other words, in place of a comprehensive cultural re-
consideration, he espoused the very opposite: a deepening of the impact of colonial Enlight-
enment. Committed to this cause, the object of the Egyptian subject was to become the 
“European other.” Consequently, Taha Husayn’s notion of cultural self-criticism was inevita-
bly reduced to a calculation about what should be done in order to become European. Criti-
cal chapters in Mustaqbal al-thaqāfa fī Miṣr follow this logic.8 Despite the many differences 
between the udabāʾ, a similar variety of postcolonial critique was espoused by members of 
this intellectual class: the early writing of Salama Musa (Salāma Mūsā) about the nahḍa as 
European Enlightenment serves as one example, and there are many others.9 Another prob-
lem which was to vex the new crop of postcolonial intellectuals was that Taha Husayn’s vi-
sion was narrowly Egyptian. Husayn had little to say about the Arab world; indeed, he seems 
to have subscribed to the classic post-WWI assumption that the Egyptian udabāʾ write and 
the rest of the Arabs read. 

Even during the “Liberation Holiday” commemorating the six months anniversary of the 
Egyptian July Revolution, Husayn still believed that a heavy dose of Enlightenment to the 
masses, a self-imposed mission civilisatrice, was the only cure (Ḥusayn, Al-Ahrām 13). This 
attempt to infuse the meaning of “liberation” with Enlightenment values came at a time 
when Marxist-Leninist and étatist thought was spreading as an obvious alternative to this vi-
sion. As Pierre Cachia has put it, Taha Husayn was “dedicated to the spread of enlightenment 
to the masses and convinced that when this was done the masses would inevitably be one 
with it” (18–19). Indeed, regardless of the political mood, Husayn was committed to the idea 
that against the backdrop of a democratic political marketplace, the three key issues of the 
postcolonial era would resolve themselves without recourse to a revolutionary phase. This 
belief was a political mainstay of pre-WWII Egyptian culture and the major Egyptian cul-
tural journals of the time such as al-Thaqāfa and al-Risāla in Egypt and the Lebanese al-
Adīb, unambiguously propagated this message. 



Yoav Di-Capua 92 

What happened to Taha Husayn’s vision after WWII? Since Mustaqbal al-thaqāfa fī 
Miṣr was only an abstract cultural plan, in 1945, when the struggle of post-independence 
Egypt began in earnest, Husayn established al-Kātib al-Miṣrī (The Egyptian Writer), a 
journal and a publishing house which translated classics by foreign writers such as André 
Gide and Antoine de Saint-Exupéry. Al-Kātib al-Miṣrī was one of the first postwar journals 
with a clear intention to actualize, repackage and make relevant again his vision of Enlight-
enment for all. In contrast to the ideologically-driven approach of the young generation, al-
Kātib al-Miṣrī was decidedly un-ideological. Acutely aware of the rise of “ideologies” 
(Marxist, socialist and communist), Husayn’s new journal made a Herculean effort to off-
set, derail or, at the very least, postpone the drive of new writers to ideologize and thus poli-
ticize culture. 

* * * 

As one of the foremost late architects and standard bearers of post-WWI nahḍawī culture, 
Taha Husayn was quick to discern and evaluate the appeal of intellectual trends (Klemm, 
Literarisches Engagement 61–69). Finely attuned to France’s intellectual scene, he knew 
something about Sartre’s revolutionary ideas and even supervised graduate work on the 
topic (Badawī, Sīrat ḥayātī 155; 178–79).10 Philosophy aside, Sartre’s groundbreaking jour-
nal Les temps modernes posed a direct threat to Husayn’s bourgeois cultural vision of “art 
for art’s sake.” Especially menacing were a series of articles on the purpose of literature 
which Sartre began publishing in February 1947 and later compiled in a book entitled 
Qu'est-ce que la littérature? Yet, even before the publication of this agenda, let alone after 
it, Husayn’s al-Kātib al-Miṣrī took serious issue with how Sartre reconfigured the relation-
ship between the writer, the text, and society at large.11 

Husayn’s understanding of Sartre was sound. In his reckoning, Qu'est-ce que la littéra-
ture? sought to critically reformulate the relationship between the writer and society. It ar-
gued that since writing is a consequential form of acting/being, intellectuals should assume 
responsibility for their work and its surrounding circumstances. This call for responsibility 
cum professional action was conjoined with Sartre’s concept of commitment (engagement) 
which, almost overnight, became a key concept of existentialism. In dealing with the enor-
mous potential appeal of engagement to the young Arab generation, Husayn argued that, 
historically speaking, writers had always had more options to choose from than the alleged 
Sartrean dualities of engaged/progressive versus detached/reactionary. He also argued that 
engagement was a specific response to the unique European realities of the 1930s and to the 
much-regretted passivity of Sartre’s generation prior to the war. Since these European cir-
cumstances had no parallel in the Middle East, Sartre’s notion of commitment could not be 
applied to the region (Ḥusayn, “Mulāḥaẓāt” 10).12 

After some more reading, Husayn went on to attack the three main concerns of Qu'est-
ce que la littérature?: What do we write, why do we write, and to whom do we write? 
Given the transformation of the Arab literary scene during this era and the emergence of 
new writers, these were timely questions. In his lengthy meditation on these concerns, 
Husayn invoked his generation’s notion of “art for art’s sake.” Lastly, not losing focus on 
his mission to discredit engaged literature, Husayn criticized Sartre’s unfortunate exclusion 
of poetry and the visual arts from the rank and file of the engaged arts.13 

Though Husayn’s insight that commitment was a cultural time bomb would prove pro-
phetic, not all members of his generation saw Sartre’s existentialism in the same light. 
Salama Musa, a Fabian ideologue who was no stranger to the prison cell, embraced Sartre 
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(Mūsā  271–80).14 Abbas Mahmud Al-Aqqad, another pillar of Arab letters, rejected existen- 
tialism’s radical individualism, commended it for protecting freedom, and reminded his 
readers that, beyond Sartre and commitment, existentialism is a substantial and complex 
philosophical tradition (al-ʿAqqād 141–55).15 Somewhat ironically, in warning the young of 
the dangers of commitment, Taha Husayn gave this burgeoning intellectual movement its 
Arabic name: iltizām. Sadly, due to the 1948 War in Palestine, Husayn’s Jewish publishers, 
the Harari Brothers, closed down al-Kātib al-Miṣrī. The closure of this unique platform 
created space for more radical alternatives.16 

Up-and-coming Arab intellectuals in Paris were wholly taken by Sartre and his notion of 
commitment. One of them, Suhayl Idris (Suhayl Idrīs), was committed to bring Sartre back 
home. Idris, an emerging literary critic and novelist from Beirut, was one of those young 
Arab intellectuals who studied in Paris, experienced existentialism as a secular religion of 
café intellectuals, and believed that Sartre held the philosophical, moral and political keys 
to a new era. As the creed of large segments of the post-WWII French intelligentsia, exis-
tentialism dominated the theater, literature, philosophy and journalistic writing of the time. 
It was simply impossible to ignore and thus influenced the many indigenous intellectuals 
who came from the struggling French colonies.17 Deeply influenced by Sartre’s existential 
freedom and the idea of “words as action,” Suhayl Idris wrote a classic Sartrean novel, Al-
ḥayy al-lātīnī (The Latin Quarter) that would become an Arab bestseller. Yet, beyond litera-
ture per se, Idris’ main preoccupation was to bring Les temps modernes to the Arab world 
and employ it as a vehicle toward full cultural transformation. 

Indeed, in 1952, Suhayl Idris wrote to his friend, the Egyptian literary critic Anwar al-
Maddawi (Anwar al-Maʿaddāwī) about his new agenda: “we are aiming for literature which 
is called ‘iltizām’ or ‘inḍiwāʾ’” (e.g. committed literature) (ʿAṭiya 231–32). A year later, af-
ter returning to Beirut, the first issue of al-Ādāb was out. Its bold mission statement reads 
like the creed of an entire generation: 

At this important turning point in modern Arab history young Arab intellectuals are growing in-
creasingly aware of the need for a literary periodical with a fully conscious message […] The pre-
sent situation of Arab countries makes it imperative for every citizen, each in his own field, to 
mobilize all his efforts for the express object of liberating the homeland, raising its political, so-
cial and intellectual level. In order that literature may be truthful it is essential that it should not be 
isolated from the society in which it exists. […] The kind of literature which this Review calls for 
and encourages is the literature of commitment [iltizām] which issues from Arab society and 
pours back into it. […] It is the conviction of this Review that literature is an intellectual activity 
directed to a great and noble end, which is that of effective literature that interacts with society: it 
influences society just as much as it is influenced by it. […] The main aim of this Review is to 
provide a platform for those fully conscious writers who live the experience of their age and who 
could be regarded its witness. In reflecting the needs of Arab society and in expressing its preoc-
cupations they pave the way for the reformers to put things right with all effective means avail-
able. (Idris qtd. in Badawi, “Commitment” 868)18 

A near-copy of Sartre’s agenda for Les temps modernes, al-Ādāb’s message spread in the 
Arab world with incredible speed. Its premise was that, due to colonialism, Arab culture 
was in a state of deep crisis and that intellectuals could change this situation through the 
writing of new literature.19 

Al-Ādāb’s frame of identification was a kind of cultural pan-Arab nationalism which 
spoke of a unified postcolonial Arab culture.20 True to its vision, it hosted literary critics 
from across the region, supported the Free Verse Movement of Nazik al-Malaika (Nāzik al-
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Malāʿika), Badr Shakr al-Sayyab (Badr Shākir al-Sayyāb) and others, published political 
analysis from Syria and Lebanon, and circulated a healthy dosage of Sartrean existentialism 
from the growing community of Arab existentialists.21 Most writers were new to the Arab 
literary scene. In no time at all, by the mid-1950s, al-Ādāb had emerged as the most dy-
namic and influential cultural venue, a bastion of the postcolonial intelligentsia. Its official 
creed was iltizām and it was militant in politicizing the process of postcolonial cultural 
change. “At the same time, however, al-Adab was decidedly anti-Marxist and resisted the 
efforts of Marxist intellectuals to appropriate iltizam” (al-Maʿaddāwī 12). Much to Suhayl 
Idris’s dismay this was about to change (Klemm, “Different Notions” 51–62; Di-Capua, 
“Arab Existentialism”). 

* * * 

The philosopher Mahmud Amin al-Alim (Maḥmūd Amīn al-ʿĀlim) and the mathematician 
Abd al-Azim Anis (ʿAbd al-ʿAẓīm Anīs) were two rising intellectuals who, though not 
trained in the art and craft of criticism, decided to become literary critics. Both were Egyp-
tian professors of the Marxist left who pursued standard university careers. Of a different 
background, the Lebanese Husayn Muruwwa (Ḥusayn Mrūwah) came from a devout Shi’i 
family in Jabal Amil and traveled to Najaf in order to be trained as a mujtahid. While in Na-
jaf, he was taken by the nahḍawī writings of the Egyptian udabāʾ and became a “liberal,” 
that is, a devout reader (and later a writer) of Arabic Enlightenment texts. He then moved to 
Baghdad where, in the context of the fierce political struggles of the late 1940s, he con-
verted to Marxism-Leninism. Given the socio-economic and political conditions of Iraq, he 
felt the need to make sense of a reality that made no sense at all.22 And Marxism-Leninism 
made everything connect. Indeed, for an entire generation of Iraqis, Marxism-Leninism 
made much more sense than Taha Husayn’s Enlightenment creed, which had an uneasy re-
lationship with colonialism. Lead by Husayn Muruwwa, and by way of critiquing colonial 
Enlightenment, an entire intellectual cohort immersed itself in Soviet Socialist Realism 
whose application to Arab culture targeted the udabāʾ.23 

Though Muruwwa was not a literary critic, after WWII all three intellectuals identified 
literary criticism as a medium through which they could address the pressing concerns of 
their generation. And even though the two Egyptian academics and Muruwwa had never 
heard of each other, their unexpected meeting in Beirut in 1954 yielded what is arguably 
one of the most important books on postcolonial Arab culture. Granted, it was neither a bal-
anced scholarly work nor a levelheaded articulation of their generation’s concerns. Instead, 
it was an attack, personal as well as generational, on Taha Husayn and his class of intellec-
tual mandarins. 

The book originated, in fact, when Mahmud Amin al-Alim came across Taha Husayn’s 
supposedly mundane piece on “The Form of Literature” in al-Jumhūriyya, which I cite 
above. Since Husayn’s article challenged the young generation who had begun experiment-
ing with alternative approaches to literary form (shakl) and content (maḍmūn), al-Alim took 
it as an attribute of an entire cultural approach, which he wished to destroy, and as a symbol 
for a generational rift. In response, he and Abd al-Azim Anis began writing a series of ag-
gressive articles in the daily al-Miṣrī. Husayn replied saying that al-Alim and Anis are igno-
rant, superficial and, despite repeated readings of their article, remained incomprehensible 
(Khiṣām wa-naqd 90–107). 

This counterattack only strengthened their resolve and a year later the two authors pub-
lished Fi-l-thaqāfa al-miṣriyya (On Egyptian Culture). Inspired by Leon Trotsky’s Litera-
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ture and Revolution but, especially, by Ralph Fox’s The Novel and the People, two books 
that attacked bourgeois realism, Fi-l-thaqāfa al-miṣriyya was a direct response—indeed a 
refutation—of Taha Husayn’s 1938 Mustaqbal al-thaqāfa fī Miṣr (Fatḥī 90–91). In order to 
better understand what the book was about and how it functioned as a refutation of Taha 
Husayn, a few words are in order about its making. 

It so happened that in late 1954, shortly before their book was ready for publication, al-
Alim and Anis fell victim to Nasser’s purge of Egypt’s academic system. In search of income, 
Anis took a teaching position in Beirut. A foreigner in an unfamiliar city, he made new friends 
in communist circles and soon met the energetic “red mujtahid” Muruwwa. After being de-
ported from Baghdad for subversive politics, Muruwwa was living and working in Beirut. As 
a devout communist intellectual in 1954 he had attended the Second Congress of Soviet Writ-
ers in Moscow. Muruwwa and Anis had much in common. Anis thought that Egyptian litera-
ture was an ideal venue to critique the state of culture in Egypt. Muruwwa was enchanted by 
the promise of Soviet-style Socialist Realism and the need to destroy the old intelligentsia. 
Fully inspired by his experience in Moscow, he saw Socialist Realism as a new postcolonial 
aesthetic which had the potential to revolutionize Arab literature and culture.24 

It was a meeting of minds, one that moved the Lebanese Communist Party, which had 
sponsored Muruwwa’s trip to Moscow, to suggest publishing Fi-l-thaqāfa al-miṣriyya in 
Beirut rather than in Cairo.25 Muhammad Dakrub (Muḥammad Dakrūb) from the commu-
nist magazine al-Ṭarīq took care of things (Fatḥī 90–91). The intellectual openness of Bei-
rut undoubtedly made it a far better place to undertake such an enterprise than Cairo with 
its growing state-led dogmatism. The two Egyptian thinkers asked Muruwwa, as an emerg-
ing theorist of Socialist Realism, to write the preface to Fi-l-thaqāfa al-miṣriyya.26 They 
were delighted with how his contribution furthered their agenda.27 

What was the agenda? In brief, the axiom was that because “the troops of colonialism” 
are still at work in Egypt, there was an urgent need to purge culture (al-ʿĀlim and Anīs 20). 
Taha Husayn and Tawfiq al-Hakim, two of the leading representatives of established culture, 
were singled out as bearers and propagators of colonial cultural assumptions. As al-Alim and 
Anis put it, by submerging himself in the universal culture of Europe, Taha Husayn failed to 
account for the uniqueness of “our” culture and could only vaguely state that “Egypt has its 
own special expressive and intellectual schools” (19). The specific characteristics of Egypt, 
they contended, could not be found in Enlightenment’s universalism but in the unique pre-
vailing social realities. “If culture reflects the workings of social reality,” they wrote, “and if 
our social reality is struggling toward liberation, then we need to define the meaning of 
Egyptian culture from within this social reality” (21). In other words, in contrast to the al-
leged universal culture of colonial Enlightenment and its Eurocentric modern ethos, the au-
thors believed that “culture is not founded on one firm basis but is the result of a multi-
factored and interactive operation by society at large” (19). In Egypt as well as elsewhere in 
the Arab world, young writers were eager to reinvent this culture. As the Iraqi poet Abd al-
Wahhab al-Bayati (ʿAbd al-Wahhāb al-Bayātī) succinctly put it: “The search for a poetic 
form which did not exist in our old poetry, and the metaphysical revolt against reality as a 
whole,…brought (us) to discover the wretched reality in which the masses live…” (20). By 
way of addressing this regional problem, they hoped to create a new Arab subject and a new 
culture to nourish it. 

Making their case specific, Fi-l-thaqāfa al-miṣriyya also described Taha Husayn and his 
class as disconnected “Ivory Tower” intellectuals removed from the social struggles of or-
dinary people. In particular, the book argued that both structurally and stylistically this kind 



Yoav Di-Capua 96 

of literature is interested mostly in “art for its own sake” and thus perpetuates the gap be-
tween the elite and the people (al-ʿĀlim and Anīs 49–51; 95–104). In place of this litera-
ture, Fi-l-thaqāfa al-miṣriyya called for Realism as a tool for committed literature (adab 
multazim) in the service of the people (al-ʿĀlim and Anīs 17–18). Their exemplar for 
“right” literature was ʿAbd al-Rahman al-Sharqawi’s (ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Sharqāwī) Al-arḍ 
(The Land). In such literature, the social content reflects the commitment (iltizām) of the 
writer to social change. This was indeed an excellent example of Socialist Realist literature, 
aiming to instigate change rather than function for its own aesthetic sake, as a fount of 
pleasure. The problem was that there were not many books like it. 

Interestingly, in their polemical treatise al-Alim and Anis made a deliberate attempt to 
appropriate iltizām from Idris’ al-Ādāb and incorporate it into their Marxist schema. They 
did so by discrediting existentialism as a foul project of radical individualism which “denies 
the objective (social) truth of human reality” (67; 63–70). Thereafter, one can find two 
competing notions of iltizām. The first “belonged” to Suhayl Idris and al-Ādāb and the sec-
ond to Marxists. Idris was unhappy with this development and with al-Alim, who until that 
point wrote in al-Ādāb but then left for Beirut’s al-Thaqāfa al-Waṭaniyya.28 This intellec-
tual appropriation and the break that followed could not hide the fact that the theoretical pa-
rameters of al-ʿAlim’s new Realism were vague. It was quite unclear how exactly one 
would go about applying this Realism, as both writers were not well versed in literary criti-
cism. For the time being they left it as an open question. Indeed, for now, their task was not 
to delve into the technicalities of literary criticism (a task they happily left to Muruwwa) 
but to open a front with the udabāʾ and make it personal, so to speak. 

By far the best articulation of the book’s intentions was Muruwwa’s preface which, ul-
timately, set the tone for much of what was about to happen in Arab letters during these tu-
multuous years. Muruwwa wrote of a new postcolonial Arab situation prevalent not only in 
Egypt but across the Middle East. According to him, this situation necessitated a new cul-
ture and a new generation willing to destroy “old” culture. He saw much promise in a book 
that called for a new relationship between writers and reality and expected that writers 
would become actively involved not only in rendering an “accurate” depiction of this real-
ity but also commit themselves to its transformation. He believed that Fi-l-thaqāfa al-
miṣriyya was the first step in launching an objective scientific process of cultural change 
(al-ʿĀlim and Anīs 1–15). This undertaking is an example of the unique nature of postcolo-
nial Arab culture where a new form of—essentially political—literary criticism sought to 
change public culture. 

By 1955 all three men, Muruwwa, al-Alim and Anis had emerged as literary/cultural crit-
ics.29 Their book could be credited with pioneering postcolonial Marxist literary criticism 
which, in the next two decades, would become an influential field.30 Yet, there was much 
work ahead. Though their book was very successful in singling out individuals and literary 
problems, intellectually speaking, its narrow Egyptian focus and its incoherent method of 
Realism called for further work.31 The task of elaborating a more systematic introduction to 
Realism along credible Socialist lines fell to Muruwwa. 

* * * 

By all accounts, especially his own, Husayn Muruwwa’s short trip to Moscow to attend the 
Second Congress of Soviet Writers in 1954 was transformative in the sense that he discovered 
the potential of Socialist Realism to usher in a new era in Arabic literature, culture and life 
(Al-Safīr 10). Proceeding with caution however, Muruwwa stated that there is “no intention to 
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simply ‘import’ the meaning of Socialist Realism to Arabic literature” (Mrūwah, Qaḍāyā 87; 
102).32 Instead of wholesale application, the idea was to identify the unique circumstances of 
the Arab world and thus to follow the method of various Soviet peoples, which enabled “sci-
entifically applied Socialist Realism” in accordance with their own cultural peculiarities. 

Rising to the challenge, Muruwwa’s 1956 book, Qaḍāyā adabiyya, was a careful blue-
print of why and how to apply Socialist Realism in the Arab world. A decade later he pub-
lished another, more complete, literary agenda entitled Dirāsāt naqdiyya fī ḍawʾ al-manhaj 
al-wāqiʿī. Both books established him as the most systematic Arab theorist of Socialist Re-
alism. He now talked about his approach to literature in terms of a methodology (manhaj) 
of total critique, a form of philosophy for life that illuminates “[…] the most important issues 
of the era […] whether they were intellectual, social or political” (Dirāsāt 5). 

Taking his statement of purpose in Fi-l-thaqāfa al-miṣriyya to the next theoretical level, 
Muruwwa began his new book along more explicitly polarizing lines. “It is the nature of the 
‘new’,” he writes, “to wish, from deep inside, to eliminate ‘old’ ideas, values and meaning 
which belong to an era whose social progressive moment is gone. And it is in the nature of 
the ‘old’ not to leave the field to the ‘new’ without firm resistance” (Qaḍāyā 5). The neces-
sity to define, locate and then eliminate the “old” is derived from Muruwwa’s dissatisfac-
tion with how cultural and political power is divided. In search of a political and cultural 
revolution, the elimination of the “old” would inevitably make space for “new social 
groups” who would then usher in a better phase of historical development (ibid.). 

According to Muruwwa, literature was the linchpin of an ongoing effort to claim culture 
as a revolutionary political space through “literary battles” (maʿārik adabiyya), a notion 
which during this era became extremely popular in Arab letters (Qaḍāyā 6-7; al-ʿĀlim, 
Maʿārik; ʿAbdallāh). With this militant mentality in mind, the dividing line that Muruwwa 
charted was clear: while the old-guard “Reactionary” udabāʾ like Taha Husayn, Tawfiq al-
Hakim and, to a lesser degree, al-Aqqad doggedly believed that “politics corrupt literature,” 
and hence called for a separation of writers, literature “and arts as a whole from the general 
affairs of life,” the “Progressive” Socialist Realist generation insisted on “art for society’s 
sake,” thus politicizing the text (Mrūwah, Qaḍāyā 6–7). This act of total politicization was 
another characteristic of the postcolonial era which sought to replace the allegedly neutral, 
yet in actuality Eurocentric and equally political, critique of the udabāʾ. 

By insisting that writers “define the social position of literary works,” he distinguished 
“progressive” from “reactionary” writers (31). But he also took time to define these differ-
ences philosophically. According to Muruwwa, “reactionary” writers draw on an Idealist phi-
losophy in which individual reason and consciousness constitute the first line of existence and 
from which everything else is derived. That which is external to the individual, including so-
ciety and the economy, is relegated to a marginal level with minimal historical agency (17–
18). On the other side of this philosophical divide are the Materialists. According to them, in-
dividual actions and thoughts are projected onto the world which, in turn, renders them mean-
ingful (materializes them). It is therefore the material world that enables the thoughts of the 
self to be tangibly expressed and real and they should hence be the focus of all intellectual ef-
forts (18–19). With a clear line separating the two camps, Muruwwa maintained that the in-
evitable outcome of Idealist-inspired art is self-referential art. Divorced from reality, this art 
emerges exclusively from within the self, reflects mere individual experiences and, ultimately, 
is directed back at the selfish concerns of the individual (17–18).33 

With this philosophical division in mind, Muruwwa rethought the position of the literary 
critic vis-à-vis literature. Unlike the literary criticism of the time, which was politically free-
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floating and lacked clear methodology, Muruwwa called upon the critic to become a revolu-
tionary fighter (munāḍil) enrolled in the ranks of the avant-garde. As his friend and colleague 
Mahdi Amil (Mahdī ʿĀmil) argued, “a critic without a (political) position (mawqiʿ) is a critic 
without methodology” and hence “without social utility” (14-15). In practical terms, the task 
of the “progressive” literary critic is to thus comb through the text and determine the degree to 
which materiality and the social position are articulated in a satisfactory fashion. By this time 
there was already an acknowledged international pool of progressive writers who could serve 
as role models, figures such as Pablo Neruda, Garcia Lorca, Aragon, and Nazim Hikmet 
(Mrūwah, Qaḍāyā 35). Once the position of the writer and the critic was redefined, the ud-
abāʾ clearly emerged as a group of detached “Ivory Tower” writers, a category to which some 
of their youngest followers, such as Nagib Mahfuz (Najīb Maḥfūẓ), were also consigned (37). 

By the time Muruwwa had finished elaborating his vision, militancy was in the air:  

[…] we call to fight the (reactionary) benighted Adab which propagates desperation and pessimism. 
This literature, which aspires to rule over people by promising a better tomorrow, instead turned its 
oppression and pessimism into a ‘philosophy’ and the future into a sealed wall. (40) 

These were harsh words and from several members of the udabāʾ they provoked a defensive 
reaction to the combined trends of Socialist Realism and iltizām. 

* * * 

For a heavyweight intellectual like Taha Husayn, who had courageously endured the scan-
dals and political pressures of the 1920s and 1930s, post-WWII cultural debates should 
have been easy to navigate. Yet, this time, all the signs indicated that Husayn was growing 
tired and perhaps even disillusioned. That much became obvious in April 1955. Four 
months earlier Suhayl Idris had invited Husayn to publicly debate the question: “For whom 
does the intellectual write: the elite or the people?” Husayn accepted and arrived in Beirut 
for a famous debate with the literary critic Raif Khuri (Raʾīf Khūrī) (ʿArab and al-Shalaq 
266; Idris, “Al-adab wa-l-ḥayāt”). It was yet another round in the ongoing discussion about 
iltizām and Socialist Realism as “literature for life.” Two lectures were planned for the de-
bate: Husayn was to deliver “The Man of Letters Writes to the Elite,” while Khuri’s lecture 
was entitled “The Man of Letters Writes to the Masses.” These opposing visions graphi-
cally encapsulated the cultural tensions of the last decade. 

Khuri lectured first. He was polite yet polemical: “Dear Doctor, to whom do we write? To 
the people or to the elite? [...] According to you, you write for the elite” (Khūrī 2). In the spirit 
of the times, Khuri invoked a theory where the subject of literature are the people, this litera-
ture emerges from—and is motored by—a life-oriented popular dynamism and then returns to 
inform and nourish its very source (5). While Khuri did not call explicitly for the strict appli-
cation of Soviet-style Realism, he, nonetheless, embraced Stalin’s mechanistic 1934 idea that 
“writers are the engineers of the human soul” (8). He was careful enough to qualify this state-
ment, saying that as long as writers do not follow blindly what had already been engineered 
for them by the state and the party, they would benefit society as a whole. “This is the free so-
cialism that I believe in,” he concluded, and this was his vision for Arab writers (ibid.). 

When his turn came to talk about “The Man of Letters Writes for the Elite,” Husayn 
immediately said that he is “neither committed to defend the elite nor the people.” “I simply 
received an invitation from Suhayl Idris […] who asked me to talk about writing to the elite” 
(Ḥusayn, “Al-adīb” 9). Indeed, the provocative title of Husayn’s lecture was given by Idris 
himself who had sought to dramatize the event and the ensuing publication in al-Ādāb. “As 
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far as I am concerned,” Husayn declared, “the entire debate is artificial and baseless […] as in 
anything I had ever written I never applied ‘elite’ or ‘people’ as literary parameters. (All) I 
understand is literature and readers who read this literature” (ibid.). In fact, he added, “I do 
not believe at all in this debate” (12). Why not? Because, he said, “it is all politics” (9). 

Yet, a debate is a debate and not to be undone, Husayn also took a polemical approach: 
“Did Sophocles write on behalf of a political party?” (10). Homer, too, wrote poetry to the 
elite few but “who does not read Homer now?” (13). What about medieval Islamic praise po-
etry (madīḥ), is this political (11)? As far as he was concerned, the literature of commitment 
was nothing but a “literature of propaganda” (14). Raising the troublesome issue of language 
accessibility, he said that those who truly want to write to the masses should do so in their col-
loquial language (ʿāmmiyya) and not in the standard literary Arabic (fuṣḥā), which the masses 
do not understand (16). This was a strong point as, in reality, much of what the new genera-
tion was writing was entirely inaccessible to the colloquial-speaking masses. 

Generosity and politeness aside, the two writers and their respective generations shared 
very little. In hindsight, this debate marked the inevitable inability of the udabāʾ to continue 
their role as prime shapers of public culture. There were many other indications of this state 
of affairs. For instance, the 1953 closure of two leading nahḍawī journals: al-Risāla and al-
Thaqāfa. As al-Risāla’s editor, Ahmad Hasan al-Zayyat (Aḥmad Ḥasan al-Zayyāt), sadly 
admitted, this was the end of an era.34 In fact, even before his arrival to the debate, Taha 
Husayn had already noted that Beirut was emerging as the capital of Arab thought at the ex-
pense of Cairo (“Al-zaʿāma” 69–70). That same year, committed writers had established the 
Arab Writers Union. Though outside the purview of this article, it is worth remarking that 
the first two Congresses of the Union (1954, 1956) marked a shifting of the literary center 
from Cairo to Beirut as well as the emergence of a hegemonic form of committed literature. 
As one of the organizers noted, upon Taha Husayn arriving at the Second Congress in 
Bludan, Syria, he seemed hopelessly out of place (Mīna).35 

On the whole, the udabāʾ confronted this onslaught as individuals and not as a group. 
Al-Aqqad, who was not at the center of this debate, argued that he “does not debate with 
communists” and thus excused himself from this exchange (qtd. in Fatḥī 90). Salama Musa 
and Muhammad Husayn Haykal (Muḥammad Ḥusayn Haykal) were too old and ill to en-
gage. They soon passed away. Tawfiq al-Hakim, who was the main subject of criticism and 
still the most active adīb, took it quite personally. He responded by publishing Al-
taʿāduliyya: Madhhabī fi-l-ḥayāt wa-l-fann (The Equilibrium: My Creed in Life and Art) in 
which he called for a dialectical and hence inclusive process of cultural change. “[My usage 
of] the word equilibrium should not be taken here literarily to mean balance, symmetry or 
even moderation and intermediateness,” he wrote (121). Instead, “in this book, equilibrium 
means the movement of both acceptance and opposition to another [human] undertaking” 
(ibid.). His call went unheeded. 

In 1963, al-Hakim made a more deliberate attempt to engage and published Al-ṭaʿām li-
kull fam (Food for Every Mouth). This play addressed the classic Third-World topic of world 
hunger and unequal distribution of wealth between the “North” and the “South.” Here he was 
publishing an involved, if not “committed,” play about an acute world problem. Yet, commit-
ted writers were not impressed. Muruwwa, for instance, wrote that this play was a transparent 
response to the accusation that he was a disconnected “Ivory Tower” reader (Dirāsāt 33). It 
was another example for the existing gap between writers of different generations. 

* * * 
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The debates, exchanges and positions discussed here served as a gateway to the process 
through which the udabāʾ gradually lost their intellectual monopoly to a new circle of intel-
lectuals. Though incomplete, this historical episode illustrates how the new generation cre-
ated an entire vocabulary whose immediate sources of inspiration arrived from Paris and 
Moscow. Yet, it was not simply Socialist Realism and iltizām per se which marginalized the 
udabāʾ; the very timing of their arrival in the region and the context in which they were put 
to work were also decisive, radicalizing how they were put to work: namely, decolonization 
and the rise of Third-Worldism. 

Though the battle over the future of Arab culture had multiple cultural and political mani-
festations, taking their cues from Sartre’s Qu'est-ce que la littérature?, intellectuals narrowed 
it down to three simple questions: What do we write, why do we write, and to whom do we 
write? In doing so they defined literature as the arena in which efforts to instigate and push 
forward cultural decolonization would take place, while literary criticism was seen as the 
means with which they would purge their culture from colonial effects. Their goal was to ex-
tract meaning vertically, i.e. from the bottom of society upwards. Ironically however, by the 
early 1960s, it appears that there were far more existentialist and socialist literary critics than 
actual writers. This inversion also indicates that, in less than a decade, both trends proliferated 
to such a hegemonic level that they began developing their own dogmas and orthodoxies.36 

As in other instances of radical historical transformation, the struggle over decoloniza-
tion reopened the question of how to establish one’s intellectual authority. For the most 
part, the new intelligentsia was largely outside the purview of state institutions which in-
cluded universities and professional associations. Instead, the intellectual turn of the 1950s 
was informally organized around journals, newspapers, cafés and, more formally, around 
communist political circles and their parties. In this constellation, authority was based on 
the quality of writing and the mind, erudition and, especially, the practical as well as theo-
retical commitment to autonomous politics. Due to this quasi-independent position, in 1962 
Egyptian state functionaries expressed concern over what they called the “crisis of the intel-
lectuals” (Abdel-Malek 189–221). That is, the tendency of postcolonial intellectuals to dis-
tance themselves from, or at least to be wary of, the state.37 

Granted, Husayn Muruwwa, Mamud Amin al-Alim, Abd al-Azim Anis and Suhayl Idris 
belonged to the first generation of postcolonial Arab intellectuals who had to address the 
semi-colonial legacy of the nahḍa and its leading intellectuals, namely: cultural schizophrenia 
and the loss of authenticity, lack of social justice, quest for physical liberation and a longing 
for basic human dignity. Approaching this challenge from a transnational standpoint, they 
sought to arrange their existence as they wished, on their own particular terms. Though to one 
degree or another they all held what could be described as conflicting nationalist agendas, 
they nonetheless had a holistic cultural vision which practically rearranged the classic intellec-
tual division of labor in which Egyptians write, Lebanese print and Iraqis read (Ḥusayn, “Al-
zaʿāma” 69–70).38 That was another side effect of the gradual fall of the udabāʾ. 

Beyond the specifics of the case described here, the clear generational fault line between 
the udabāʾ and their rebelling disciples provides an opening—however limited—into seeing 
what happened “inside” postcolonial Arab culture. This generational difference manifested 
itself in concrete cultural terms such as opposing concepts, language and, more broadly, both 
a diverse sense of as well as purpose of culture. In this new reality, not merely the literary 
field was rearranged but public presence as such, with very specific implications for the po-
litical arena. All along, as a new generation of intellectuals began to blur the lines between 
politics and culture by describing themselves as “committed,” they saw no contradiction be-
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tween the multiple intellectual and political projects they had endorsed and the general 
framework of Pan-Arabism. Indeed, one can say that Pan-Arabism was an emotional as well 
as a political organizing frame, but in all other respects functioned as an intellectually empty 
signifier. The substantive intellectual context of this era was transnational and thus globally 
oriented. But, to return to the question of cultural mimicry, was it original? 

It is an unfortunate feature of current literature on decolonization that, if it addresses in-
tellectual exchange at all, it does so under the framework of incomplete and unsatisfactory 
“borrowing” and “application” of European ideas to Third-World realities.39 If evaluated 
against the original notion of Sartrean commitment and Soviet Realism, the respective Arab 
traditions might indeed be condemned as a “poor application” which were philosophically 
as well as aesthetically eclectic and, therefore, politically obsolete.40 Yet it is utterly futile to 
search for an enduring intellectual integrity in the course of this process. The reality was 
that, though not always successful in meeting its own ends, Arab thinkers creatively rein-
vented, reformulated and domesticated existentialism and Socialist Realism so they could 
confront the formidable challenge of decolonizing their culture from a collective, transna-
tional perspective rather than from a solitary, autochthonous standpoint. 

This immense effort is a neglected episode in the intellectual history of 1967 in the Arab 
world. Yet the success of the postcolonial generation in gradually occupying influential cul-
tural positions as writers, editors and critics, should not mislead us. Sadly, by 1967, many 
members of this class had experienced intellectual life as a process that entailed alienation, 
suppression, statelessness, besiegement, material poverty and disillusionment with the po-
litical process. An intellectual history that would take their story from 1939, where Albert 
Hourani concluded, to the war itself, and slightly beyond, is likely to shed new light on the 
important question of what, exactly, was defeated in 1967. 
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25  Mahmud Amin al-ʿAlim met Muruwwa for the first time only in 1956 during the inaugural meeting of the 
Arab Writers Association in Bludan, Syria. al-ʿĀlim, Maḥmūd Amīn. “Ḥusayn Mrūwah fī riḥlātihi al-thalāth.” 
Ḥusayn Mrūwah fī masīratihi al-niḍāliyya fikran wa-mumārasa. Ed. Al-majlis al-thaqāfī li-Lubnān al-janūbī. 
Beirut: Dār al-Fārābī, 1997. 38. Print. 

26  For the Lebanese involvement in the publication process, see: al-ʿĀlim and Anīs 15–34. 
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27  See a letter from Mahmud Amin al-Alim to Muhammad Dakrub thanking Muruwwa and others for their criti-
cal contribution in Dakrūb, Muḥammad. “Kalimāt ʿan Ḥusayn Mrūwah wa-ʿan al-faraḥ bi-jadīd al-ākharīn.” 
Ḥusayn Mrūwah: Shahādāt fī fikrihi wa-niḍālihi. Ed. Maḥmūd Amīn al-ʿĀlim et al. Beirut: Dār al-Fārābī, 
1981. 153–54. Print. 

28  Al-Thaqāfa al-Waṭaniyya was envisioned by the Lebanese Communist Party in 1952 and edited by Muruwwa 
and Dakrub. It would become a revolutionary literary platform bringing together Egyptian, Syrian, Iraqi and 
Lebanese writers. Dakrūb, Muḥammad. “Tawhuj al-munāḍil/Tawhuj al-kitāba.” Adab wa-Naqd (1997): 110–
11. Print. 

29  Typically, unlike the udabāʾ and their official affiliation with the state through political parties, academic insti-
tutions and state bureaucracy, the postcolonial generation supported themselves in teaching and journalism 
jobs and, as much as they could, sought to be independent of the state. 

30  It later served as an inspiration for a similar book about Syria: Sulaymān, Nabīl. Al-adab wa-l-īdiyūlūjiya fī 
Sūriyā, 1967–1973. Beirut: Dār Khaldūn, 1974. Print. 

31  In his preface Muruwwa alluded to both of these problems (al-ʿĀlim and Anīs 5–15). 
32  After all, much of the discussion in Moscow dealt with the USSR’s own cultural diversity and how to adjust 

Socialist Realism to the cultural specificity of each of the Soviet nations. 
33  The division of reality to material entities (the economy) versus Idealist entities (mental forces, i.e. minds and 

their states) and the question of the relationship between them is a fundamental problem in metaphysics, 
which, for his own reasons, Muruwwa followed selectively. 

34  The editor Ahmad Hasan al-Zayyat announced the closing in al-Risāla and al-Ādāb reprinted parts of the text 
also registering it as an end of an era in Idrīs, “Miḥnat al-adab.” See also Idrīs, Suhayl. “Maʿārik ‘Al-adab wa-
l-ḥayāt’.” Al-Ādāb Feb. 1954: 70. Print.  

35  The full history of Arab literary criticism is yet to be written; the following describe some of the aesthetics and 
personal shifts during the 1950s. Meanwhile, see Semah, David. Four Egyptian Literary Critics. Leiden: Brill, 
1974. Print; Cachia, Pierre. “The Critics.” The Cambridge History of Arabic Literature. Ed. M. M. Badawi. 
Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1992. 417–42. Print. 

36  For a critical reassessment of iltizām see: Barāda, Taḥawwulāt. 
37  In both Egypt and Iraq differences with the state took a violent turn. In Iraq, a significant number of Marxist-

leaning intellectuals have been murdered and in Egypt Marxist intellectuals were systematically imprisoned 
and tortured. 

38  Until the 1950s it was obvious that Cairo produces Arab thought and the rest of the mashriq consumes it. Cou-
pled with the fall of the udabāʾ, in the mid-1950s Arab intellectuals began to rethink Cairo’s intellectual lead-
ership and saw Beirut as a serious contender in this regard. 

39  On this problem and that of the limitation of “reception studies” in literature and science, see: Elshakry, 
Marwa. “The Gospel of Science and American Evangelism in Late Ottoman Beirut.” Past and Present 196 
(2007): 173–214. Print; Elshakry, Marwa. “Knowledge in Motion: The Cultural Politics of Modern Science 
Translations in Arabic.” Isis 99 (2008): 701–30. Print. 

40  For the many methodological challenges of “traveling ideas,” see Said, Edward W. “Traveling Theory.” The 
World, the Text, and the Critic. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1983: 226–47. Print; Said, Edward W. “Traveling 
Theory Reconsidered.” Reflections on Exile and Other Essays. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 2000: 436–45. Print. 
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