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THE RISE AND EXPANSION OF COLLOQUIAL 

EGYPTIAN ARABIC AS A LITERARY LANGUAGE 
 

Gabriel M. Rosenbaum 
 

Preface: A Personal Note 

When I came back to Tel Aviv University to do my master's degree at 

the Department of Arabic, I took several courses at the Department of 

Literature, most of them with Itamar [Even-Zohar] and some with Gid-

eon [Toury]. At that time, Itamar and his colleagues and students pro-

moted the polysystem theory developed by Itamar (finally shaped and 

published together with collected articles in Even-Zohar 1990; since 

then, it is constantly being updated in electronic publications). I was 

greatly impressed with that theory which could look at and describe 

not only literature but any activity connected to human behavior. The 

Polysystem Theory, as well as other studies by Itamar, affected my ac-

ademic work in years to come as, I am sure, it affected the work of all 

participants in this workshop. But the greater bonus was getting to 

know Itamar the person, full not only with wisdom but also with a 

sense of humor (some of which I documented while sitting in his clas-

ses), and always ready to listen and to help with good advice. It was a 

great honor to participate in the workshop, and I thank the organizing 

committee for inviting me to take part in it. 

 

1. Introduction 

I would like to start my description with a quotation from the Egyptian 

press. Three weeks before coming to this workshop I came across an 

article in an Egyptian daily newspaper, whose outset reads as follows: 

 وهي الجنة أهل لغة وهي الكريم، القرآن لغة فهي العالم، لغات أفضل هي الجميلة العربية لغتنا

 أنحاء شتى في المسلمين كل بها التحدث ويتمنى العربية الشعوب كل بين تجمع التي اللغة

 .عربا يكونوا لم لو حتى العالم

Our beautiful Arabic language is the best of the world languages, as it is 

the language of the honorable Quran; it is also the language of the 

dwellers of Paradise, and it is the language that unites all Arab peoples; 

all Muslims all over the world wish to speak it even when they are not 

Arabs (Al-AÎrÁr 2007). 

Itamar
Typewritten Text
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The article is entitled LuÈatuna al-gamÐla ("Our Beautiful Language"), a 

title which is also an allusion to a famous radio program dealing with 

the correct use of Arabic; its outset summarizes the common opinion in 

the Arab world about Arabic; hundreds, perhaps thousands of articles, 

convey the same message. Later on, the writer of the article attacks the 

use of both foreign words and the colloquial in the media, and calls for 

replacing them with standard Arabic. This call reflects a typical attitude 

often expressed in Egyptian newspapers in articles and in letters to the 

editor. One random example is an article entitled LuÈatuna al-gamÐla 

tataÞÁkal.. al-ʻÁmmiyya wal-ÞalfÁÛ al-Þagnabiyya tuhaddid al-ʻarabiyya!! ("Our 

Beautiful Language is being Eaten Away; the Colloquial and Foreign 

Expressions Threaten the Arabic [Language]"). The message is ex-

pressed in the title that also contains the collocation "our beautiful lan-

guage" (Namnam 1998). 

The quotation above is taken from an article written by a twelve-

year-old girl who won the first prize in a writing competition for chil-

dren, undoubtedly not only because of its eloquence but also because 

of the ideas expressed in it, ideas that conform with the ideology main-

tained by the cultural establishment in Egypt as well as in any Arabic 

speaking community (the girl's name is not given). In Egypt, however, 

new norms in written literature nowadays challenge the traditional 

norms reflected in the twelve-year-old girl's article. 

In Egypt the colloquial language has become also a written (see 

Rosenbaum 2004) and a literary language, in addition to the standard 

language. This is a revolutionary and so far unique development in 

Arab culture, obviously contradictory to mainstream Egyptian culture 

and to Arab culture as well. Texts in colloquial Arabic are being written 

in other places in the Arab world, but Egypt is the only Arabic-

speaking country where this happens on a large scale and where the 

spoken dialect has become a second written language used in poetry, 

prose, drama and to an increasing extent in the printed press and on 

road billboards, too. 

 

2. A Note on the Status of Egyptian Arabic in General and the Dialect 

of Cairo in Particular 

The most prestigious spoken dialect in Egypt is that of Cairo; it is also 

the main dialect used as a literary language in Egypt. Usually when 
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one refers to "colloquial Arabic" in Egypt what one means is the Cai-

rene dialect. This dialect is also the main language used in films, on 

television, in the theater and in songs. Radio and television broadcast-

ers often conduct their interviews in the dialect of Cairo. Egyptian liter-

ature written in the colloquial makes use of other dialects as well, 

mainly for purposes of realistic portrayal of characters or in local and 

folkloristic poetry, but the dialect of Cairo is the one that is mainly used 

as a language of literature. 

It is worth noting that many of those writing in Cairene Arabic were 

not born in Cairo, although for many Cairo became their place of resi-

dence and work. These writers, who are not native speakers of Cairene 

Arabic (but more often than not have adopted it as their spoken varie-

ty), use it as their language of literature, and imitate its structures, 

morphology and lexicon.1 Cairene Arabic has thus become the standard 

for written Egyptian Arabic and the model to be imitated. 

Egyptian Arabic, i.e. the dialect of Cairo, is also the Arabic dialect 

best understood by non-Egyptian speakers of Arabic; it is understood 

in varying degrees in other Arab countries due mainly to the influence 

of Egyptian radio, Egyptian music whose performers enjoy a tremen-

dous popularity throughout the Arab world (for example, there is 

hardly any native speaker of Arabic who does not know by heart some 

of the songs of Umm Kul×Ùm, the diva of Egyptian as well as of Arab 

music, and most can even sing or declaim some of the lyrics in Egyp-

tian Arabic), Egyptian cinema and television and also written literature 

and the press. The dialect of Cairo enjoys great prestige outside of 

Egypt as well. More than once I heard speakers of non-Egyptian dia-

lects of Arabic saying that the Egyptian (that is, Cairene) dialect is, in 

their words, "the most beautiful", and some also believe that it is the 

most "correct" dialect and the closest to standard Arabic. This encour-

ages Egyptian writers who want to use the colloquial, because they as-

sume that the non-Egyptian reader will understand at least some of 

their Egyptianisms. 

 

                                                           
1 Sometimes elements of non-Cairene dialects penetrate literary and semi-

literary works written by non-Cairenes, often for stylistic reasons; see, e.g. Zack 

2001 on the style of al-QaÝÐd's Bird's Milk (1994). 
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3. The Change of Norms in Egyptian Literature 

Egyptian society, like all Arabic-speaking societies, exists in a state of 

diglossia (see, e.g., Fergusson 1959; Boussofara-Omar 2006); modern 

Standard Arabic (FuÒÎÁ) is used in literature and for official communi-

cation, and the dialect (ʻÀmmiyya) is used for personal and non-formal 

communication. FuÒÎÁ is more-or-less uniform throughout the Arabic-

speaking world, whereas ʻÀmmiyya differs according to geographical 

location and groups of speakers. Modern FuÒÎÁ is naturally different 

from Classical Arabic – its vocabulary absorbed many new words and 

meanings (some of which may differ from one Arab country to anoth-

er), but its grammar and morphology have basically remained the 

same. In scholarly writing the term ʻÀmmiyya refers to any Arabic dia-

lect. Egyptian ʻÀmmiyya is usually referred to as CEA (Colloquial Egyp-

tian Arabic), an acronym used hereafter also to refer to written Egytpi-

an ʻÀmmiyya. Modern Standard Arabic, FuÒÎÁ, is referred to as MSA in 

modern scholarly writing, and hereafter I shall use this acronym when 

referring to modern Standard Arabic in Egypt. 

Traditionally, Arabic literature has been, and still is, written in the 

standard language. Arabic, the language of the Quran and other holy 

texts, as well as the classical poetry which is a source for pride in Arab 

culture, is considered the sublime and the most perfect and eloquent 

language. The colloquial has for fourteen-hundred years been consid-

ered an inferior language, not fit for use as a vehicle of "serious" litera-

ture. Opposition to using it as a language of literature has deep roots in 

Arab culture, Egypt included, and is still fierce. 

In Arab society there is a constant fear of losing contact with the Ar-

ab and Islamic heritage, whose texts are written in FuÒÎÁ, once 

ʻÀmmiyya becomes a written language, and today there is also a fear of 

political fragmentation if the various dialects were to become written 

languages. The "bad" examples from the Arab point of view are Eu-

rope, where the various dialects of Latin that had become written lan-

guages promoted the formation of independent political entities each of 

which uses a language not understood by the others, and Malta, whose 

spoken Arabic dialect has become a written language using the Latin 

alphabet, and thus contributed to Christian Malta breaking off from the 
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Arab world;2 Malta is also the only Arabic speaking country that does 

not call its language Arabic but rather Maltese. From a practical point 

of view, many writers feel that if they want to be read and understood 

in all Arab countries they should write in Standard Arabic. 

Centuries of disparagement toward ʻÀmmiyyya in Arab society have 

led many speakers of Arabic to believe that the variety they speak is 

inferior and a corrupted form of the sublime FuÒÎÁ; it is their dream 

that ʻÀmmiyya will disappear and FuÒÎÁ will become the only language 

of the Arabs. Arab societies, therefore, refuse to recognize their mother 

tongues as respectable languages and refuse to make them national 

languages. 

Texts in the colloquial were written in Egypt and in other parts of 

the Arabic-speaking world already in the nineteenth century and to a 

more limited extent even earlier, but their cultural status was low and 

they were not considered worthwhile literature, if considered literature 

at all. What has changed in Egypt is the scope of writing in the collo-

quial and the status and prestige of texts written in that variety. The 

position of writers who wrote in CEA and of texts written in CEA, 

which have not been appreciated in the past, has changed, too, and 

now some of them are located in the center of the Egyptian literary sys-

tem and enjoy high status in Egyptian culture. 

Because the few texts written in CEA before the twentieth century 

were not appreciated they usually were not preserved. Thus, for exam-

ple, most of the plays written in CEA between the years 1870-1872 by 

the founder of modern Egyptian theater, YaʻqÙb ÑanÙʻa, have not been 

preserved; today ÑanÙʻa enjoys high prestige, but most of his work is 

lost. 

Despite opposition to the use of CEA, pressure to write texts in it 

arose from several directions. One was the influence which the realistic 

                                                           
2 The loss of Malta from the perspective of Arab and Islamic culture is reflected 

in two well-known expressions in Egyptian Arabic, Þiddan fÐ mÁlÔa – "called to 

prayer [in a mosque] in Malta," meaning "a voice calling in the wilderness," 

since the Maltese are Christians and no one will heed the call to pray in a 

mosque; and baÝd-i ÌarÁb mÁlÔa – "after the destruction of Malta," meaning "it's 

too late, now you remember?!, there's nothing we can do any more." The Ara-

bic-speaking world fears that if the dialects were to become independent lan-

guages, what happened in Malta may recur. 
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trend in Western literature had on writers who were trying to come up 

with ways of faithfully representing the language spoken by the char-

acters in literary texts. Another was the flourishing of the theater in 

Egypt and the increased number of dramatic works intended to be per-

formed on stage. Plays in MSA were not easily comprehensible to a 

large part of the audience, that until today prefers performances in 

CEA. It should also be noted that realism had become the dominant 

trend in drama as well, and that many playwrights also write in other 

genres in which they use CEA as well. 

In the middle of the twentieth century a number of writers and 

playwrights attempted to find solutions to the problem of the language 

of dialogue in prose and drama. Some attempts have been made to seek 

a compromise between CEA and MSA, of which the most famous is 

TawfÐq al-ÍakÐm's experiment in creating a style that he called a "third 

language" (see, e.g., Somekh 1991: 40-45), but they did not succeed, and 

CEA ended up becoming the main language in drama (see Rosenbaum 

1994). In prose CEA is an option, equal in status to MSA in the dia-

logue; CEA is penetrating the language of narration as well, but at a 

slower pace. 

A different type of demand to write in CEA comes from some Egyp-

tians who want to culturally detach themselves from the Arab world 

and to emphasize the unique and separate local, even Pharaonic, iden-

tity of Egypt. Such ideas were expressed in the past and to a lesser ex-

tent also today, but until now have not received significant support. A 

few of those who write in CEA would be happy to replace MSA with 

CEA, but most of them do not necessarily share this feeling and they 

still regard themselves as part of Arab culture. 

The norms of the language of poetry, too, appear to be changing. 

Theoretically the norm requiring poetry to be written in MSA is still 

dominant. In practice, however, writing poetry in CEA is flourishing 

and the number of poetry collections published in the colloquial is tre-

mendous. It is worth noting that the two most prominent poets in 

Egypt today, ʻAbd al-RaÎmÁn al-AbnÙdÐ and AÎmad FuÞÁd Nigm, write in 

CEA and enjoy great prestige in Egyptian culture. However, the debate 

between the supporters of using CEA in literature and its opponents, in 



329 ROSENBAUM: COLLOQUIAL EGYPTIAN ARABIC AS A LITERARY LANGUAGE 

 

 

Egypt as well as elsewhere in the Arabic speaking world, still goes on 

but is less intense.3 

CEA has also penetrated semi-literary and non-literary texts. The 

presence of CEA in the contemporary Egyptian press is amazing (see 

Rosenbaum, forthcoming). There is a tradition of writing cartoon cap-

tions in CEA; also, CEA has been used in humoristic and satirical mag-

azines, but now it is also used in headlines and in articles in "serious" 

newspapers, thus changing the style of the press, too. In several con-

temporary newspapers and magazines there are large sections that are 

being written entirely in CEA or in a mixed style. From time to time 

there are new weeklies like IÃÎak lil-Dunya ("Laugh to the World" 2005), 

al-RÐša ("The Quill" 2005) and al-DabbÙr ("The Wasp" 2008) that appear 

for several months and use CEA as a dominant language; the two 

monthlies IÎna ("We") and Kilmitna ("Our Word"), that are directed to 

the younger generation, are written mostly in CEA. CEA is also widely 

used in advertising, and nowadays it frequently appears on street and 

road billboards, so texts written in the colloquial are always available 

for the passers-by (Rosenbaum 2008b). 

Egyptian Arabic is found increasingly in non-fiction as well. Texts in 

CEA are also collected and published by Egyptian scholars who come 

from the fields of folklore, sociology and anthropology. Some of their 

studies contain extensive quotations of narrative texts and dialogues in 

CEA whose style is similar to realistic literary dialogues and narration. 

Examples of such books are a study of Egyptian anecdotes that con-

tains a section of humorous stories and jokes told in the colloquial 

(ŠaʻlÁn 1993: 265-364); a study that contains many recorded monologues 

by women from low strata of society (al-TurkÐ, ÕaryÁ, Malik RušdÐ and 

ÀmÁl ÓanÔÁwÐ 2006); a book that contains a large section of reports told 

by informants explaining traditional ways of preparing popular medi-

cines (Çunaym 2007: 74-154); a study on preparing the bride for the 

wedding (ʻAlÐ n.d.: especially 229-293); most of the book on folktales in 

al-Daqhaliyya consists of stories in CEA collected from informants 

(Farag 1975: 87-410). 

The last bastion of MSA is the corpus of some non-fictional texts, 

such as legal, religious and academic ones, in which MSA is still the 

                                                           
3 A lot has been written about this debate; two examples are Gully 1997 (in Eng-

lish) and ŠÁrÙnÐ 2007 (in Arabic). 
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dominant language. But even here there are some exceptions. One sig-

nificant example is a book entitled "The Present of Culture in Egypt"; 

one of its chapters is dedicated to the defense of CEA and its use (QindÐl 

1999: 303-335). The book is written in MSA except for this one chapter, 

which is written in CEA; clearly in this chapter the language is the mes-

sage: non-fiction can indeed be written in CEA. 

The wave of writing in CEA is very strong today, and undoubtedly 

it is changing the structure of the Egyptian literary and cultural sys-

tems. But in most cases this is done in an unorganized way. Those who 

participate in this wave may be regarded as idea-makers or entrepre-

neurs (as described by Even-Zohar 2005) who change Egyptian culture 

and consequently Arab culture as well, but there is no doubt that they 

are not part of a movement but rather a large group of many individu-

als. There is no organized movement of writers in CEA, but there has 

been a discernible movement of literature in CEA from the margin to-

ward the center in the Egyptian literary system, where it is now locat-

ed. 

This change in the norms of writing is taking place de facto, without 

the establishment's approval. Works written in CEA are recognized as 

literature, but are not being taught at school, and there is no academy 

of CEA, parallel to the Academy of Arabic (i.e. FuÒÎÁ), that may pro-

mote its use; it is doubtful whether such an academy will ever be estab-

lished. The change of norms has already attracted the attention of some 

scholars who recognize the fact that CEA is becoming a legitimate ve-

hicle of modern Egyptian literature.4 Since according to the new norms 

drama is mostly written in CEA, and poetry may be written in CEA, 

and since it is already accepted to write the dialogue in prose in either 

CEA or in MSA, the focus in the description below is on prose narra-

tion. 

 

                                                           
4 See, e.g., Somekh 1991; Holes 2004: 373-382; for a short account of literature 

published in colloquial Egyptian Arabic see Davies 2006: 598-602; Manfred 

Woidich, a renowned dialectologist of Egyptian Arabic, is constantly using evi-

dence taken from printed Egyptian literature in addition to materials collected 

from informants, as he did in Kairenisch-Arabische, his monumental description 

of Egyptian Arabic (2006). 
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4. The Penetration of Egyptian Arabic into Prose 

4.1. Mixed Styles 

CEA at first was mostly used in prose in the dialogue, and also for real-

ia, objects found and used in daily life. By the mid-twentieth century it 

became acceptable de facto to use CEA in the dialogue, but it was also 

accepted that the narration should be written in MSA only. Gradually, 

however, CEA also penetrated the narration. Even in the texts of writ-

ers who oppose the use of CEA in writing such as NagÐb MaÎfÙÛ, the 

Nobel laureate, elements of CEA can be found in the language of the 

narration, albeit concealed at times (see, e.g., Somekh 1993). In the writ-

ings of authors who support writing in CEA such elements are obvi-

ously much more common. 

Today the use of CEA side by side with MSA is not only tolerated 

by Egyptian writers but in many cases is sought for and desired. This is 

clearly manifested in two types of style. 

One type is a style that I have called FuÒÎÁmmiyya. In an article pub-

lished some years ago (Rosenbaum 2000), I described a certain style of 

texts in which MSA and CEA are used alternately; for example, paral-

lelisms and hendiadys are created by using elements taken from both 

varieties. This style is employed by writers who support or have no 

objection to the use of CEA in written literature. 

Another type is created by changing the point of view through the 

use of CEA, a technique now employed by many Egyptian writers. In 

many cases this change is brought about through "free indirect dis-

course" (or "free indirect style", style indirect libre) and using the interior 

monologue (monologue interieur), often written in either overt or dis-

guised CEA. This stylistic device is used not only by writers who are in 

favor of using the colloquial in literary texts, like YÙsuf IdrÐs, but also by 

writers who believe that literature should be written in MSA only, like 

NagÐb MaÎfÙÛ. Both kinds of writers thus contribute to the spread of the 

mixed style and the use of CEA inside narration written in MSA (for 

examples see Rosenbaum 2008a). 

The penetration of elements of CEA into texts written in MSA, or in-

to the language of narration which is predominantly MSA, has consid-

erably increased in the last decade. Two recent best-sellers of that kind 

are the prose collections "A Cup of Coffee" (ʻÀÒÐ 2007) and "What the 

Sick Person Has Done to the Dead Person" (FaÃl 2008); both contain 
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short stories that include CEA in the narration. This style is also com-

mon in non-fiction prose, especially satirical or critical texts of Egyptian 

society; some recent examples are Nigm 2008; al-BÐsÐ 2009; ʻAbd al-

SalÁm 2008; ʻUmar ÓÁhir 2005 and 2007; all of these collections of prose 

contain extensive passages in CEA, in both the dialogue and the narra-

tion. Many writers of both fiction and non-fiction no longer hesitate to 

insert CEA into their prose. The poet AÎmad FuÞÁd Nigm, who belongs to 

the older generation, may add narration in CEA to a poetry collection 

as in Nigm 1995, or write prose in a mixed style as in Nigm n.d. This 

style reflects a novel situation in Egyptian literature: writers now can 

choose items out of a broader stock to be used in their repertoire, and 

may even create stylistic contrasts using the two varieties, an option 

that is not available for writers in MSA only. 

 

4.2. Mixed Styles as a Translation Problem 

In addition to the array of problems facing any translator, translators of 

modern Egyptian literature also face the difficulty of identifying the 

elements of CEA in the text, particularly when these are disguised and 

integrated within MSA. The task of identification is made more difficult 

by the fact that both languages utilize the same alphabetical signs 

(some of which have different functions in the two varieties; see Rosen-

baum 2004). A translator (and a reader as well) who is proficient in 

Egyptian Arabic will usually distinguish these elements without any 

trouble. However, one who is not, even one whose native language is 

another dialect of Arabic, may experience difficulties in understanding 

the text and interpret elements of CEA as those of MSA. This problem 

occasionally results in inadequate translations of Egyptian literature 

(for some examples see Rosenbaum 2001). 

 

4.3. Books and Texts Written Entirely in Egyptian Arabic 

A remarkable rarity which until toward the end of the twentieth centu-

ry was limited to non-canonical literature but which has penetrated 

into canonical literature today is the writing of whole prose texts, nov-

els or short stories, entirely in the colloquial. 

This kind of writing eliminates the stylistic differentiation between 

the language of narration and the language of dialogue that has been 

possible due to the use of MSA and CEA for different purposes in one 
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text. Consequently, in such texts the situation has become similar to 

that which exists in literature written in MSA only, in which also no 

stylistic differentiation exists between the language of narration and the 

language of dialogue. The decision to write in this way constitutes in 

fact an act of defiance against both the claim that CEA is unfit to serve 

as a language of literature, and the claim that when it is used in litera-

ture it should be confined to writing dialogues only, as it is not fit for 

writing narration. 

A few texts of this kind were written in the first half of the twentieth 

century. Some of them were muÆakkirÁt ("memoirs") written in the first 

person and thus bypassing the narration obstacle (although narrative 

sections may be reported by the narrator in the first person); one exam-

ple is al-NuÒÒ 1930. These texts, however, were written by authors 

whose cultural status was marginal (and who occasionally also used 

pseudonyms), and the cultural establishment ignored them. Today 

prose written entirely in CEA is the only kind of literature in which the 

use of the colloquial per se can still arouse the indignation of critics. 

The year 1965 was significant as it witnessed the publication of three 

novels written entirely in CEA. One of the better-known attempts to 

write such a novel in Egypt, still in the memoirs style, was undertaken 

by LuwÐs ʻAwaÃ in 1942, after returning from England where he had 

been studying. He wrote an autobiographical novel in which he de-

scribed his travels and studies (ʻAwaÃ 1965). The novel was rejected for 

publication by the censor, at first because it was written in CEA, and 

was eventually published in 1965.5 ÑabrÐ wrote a novel in the first per-

son; his novel was preceded by a long introduction by the author about 

writing in CEA. Mušarrafa wrote a novel from the third-person omnisci-

ent narrator point of view; an interesting feature of this novel is that 

many of its interior monologues are printed in boldface. 

                                                           
5 In the introduction to his book ÝAwaÃ describes in detail his discussions with 

the censors about his book and tells the story of its publication (ÝAwaÃ 1965: 7-

21). The book was published by the RÙz al-yÙsuf institute in its prestigious series 

al-kitÁb al-ÆahabÐ ("The Golden Book"); more poetic justice to this book was done 

years later when it was published again in different editions by two other pres-

tigious publishing houses, the state-owned al-HayÞa al-miÒriyya al-ÝÁmma lil-kitÁb 

in 1991, and DÁr al-hilÁl in 2001. 
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Prose written entirely in CEA before the 1990s, however, was scarce, 

and most of it was written from the first-person point of view. One de-

vice to avoid the challenge of dealing with narration was to write prose 

that contained dialogues only. A famous attempt was made by Bayram 

al-TÙnisÐ in 1923 followed by a sequel in 1925 (al-TÙnisÐ n.d.). These two 

volumes contain dialogues between husband and wife only, without 

even a single word of narration.6 

An interesting experiment on contending with the problem of writ-

ing narration was undertaken by RušdÐ (1955) in one of his short stories. 

In this story there is dialogue only, but only the first interlocutor is 

heard while his partner is implied and the information he supplies is 

reconstructed through the words of the first one. From time to time 

there have been sporadic attempts to write prose that mostly relies on 

dialogues and contains extensive passages in CEA, as in ʻAfÐfÐ 1961 and 

al-ËamÐsÐ 2006. 

The years 1993-1994 mark a turning point in the status of prose writ-

ten entirely in CEA, with the publication of two books by prominent 

and prestigious writers. 

AÎmad FuÞÁd Nigm (1993), who writes poetry in CEA only, published 

two volumes of his memoirs. The two volumes proved very popular 

among readers and were sold out in a short time. Another edition ap-

peared in 2001, by another publisher, in one volume and with an added 

chapter which was not included in the first edition. 

YÙsuf al-QaʻÐd, a prominent prose writer in Egypt, published a fic-

tion novel in CEA (1994).7 It is worth noting that the publisher himself 

had reservations about writing prose fiction in the colloquial; these res-

ervations appeared on the back of the last page. It is possible that had 

this novel been written by someone of lesser status in Egyptian culture 

the publisher would have rejected the book, and that it was only the 

writer's prestige that persuaded the publisher to accept it. Indeed, it 

was the very fact that the author was one with such a solid cultural 

standing that prompted critical attacks on the book's language, in 

Egypt as well as elsewhere in the Arab world. 

                                                           
6 On Bayram al-TÙnisÐ and his work see Booth 1990; on this book see ibid, 313-

339. 
7 See above, note 1. 
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Al-QaʻÐd's novel was the last novel in CEA that was severely at-

tacked because of its language. Novels written in CEA and published a 

few years later faced no criticism of their language; criticism of the use 

of CEA in literature has not completely disappeared, but considerably 

weakened and became a marginal ritual, not necessarily connected to 

the appearance of a particular book. At the end of the1990s and in the 

first decade of the twenty-first cetury the flow of books in CEA, novels 

or collections of short stories, fiction and non-fiction (some of which 

written entirely or nearly entirely in CEA) by a new and young genera-

tion of writers, has encountered hardly any criticism or opposition, de-

spite the increasing number of publications. Some examples are ʻAbd al-

ʻAlÐm 2005; ʻAbd al-Munʻim 2005; ʻAlÐ 2000; Farag 1999. One of the books 

in that style was recently published by YÙsuf MaʻÁÔÐ who often writes in 

a mixed style; his last prose collection (2009) is his first prose work that 

is written entirely in CEA. Al-ʻAssÁl 2002-2003 is another example of 

memoirs written entirely in CEA. 

A new phenomenon in Egypt is publishing books that at first ap-

peared on the internet (see below). Short stories written in CEA also 

appear in newspapers and magazines. One example is a short story by 

ʻAbd al-BÁqÐ (1994) published in the weekly ÑabÁÎ al-Ìÿr.8 This story is 

written from the third-person omniscient narrator point of view and 

does not reflect any distinction between the languages of narration and 

dialogue. 

 

5. A Note on the Contribution of Electronic Communications to the 

Expansion of Egyptian Arabic 

Egyptian Arabic is widely used in various electronic means of commu-

nication, such as blogs, e-mail letters, chat sites and cellular telephone 

messages (SMS: "short message service"). When these methods were 

still new, a large part of this writing activity was done in Latin tran-

scription, because software in Arabic was not yet widely available. 

Now most electronic communication in Egyptian Arabic is being done 

in Arabic letters. Many blogs and other texts now appear in various 

                                                           
8 This story later appeared in ÝAbd al-BÁqÐ's collection of poetry and short stories, 

together with other stories written in the same style, under the title M½t is-Sayyid 

Þafandi ("The Death of Mr. Sayyid": ÝAbd al-BÁqÐ 1999: 394-399). 
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sites on the internet in Egyptian Arabic; a noteworthy one is the new 

version of Wikipedia, the famous online encyclopedia, completely writ-

ten in Egyptian Arabic (Wikipedia [Egyptian] 2009); this version of Wik-

ipedia, separate from the standard Arabic one, strongly emphasizes the 

Egyptian aspects of Egypt and its people, culture and language (versus 

the Arabic ones), and is becoming a large source for non-fiction texts in 

Egyptian Arabic. Many other Egyptian sites are now written entirely in 

CEA. 

The internet is now also bringing about an acceleration in the publi-

cation of literature in Egyptian Arabic. Several books written entirely or 

partly in Egyptian Arabic and published in recent years, started in 

blogs; their popularity attracted publishers who took it upon them-

selves to publish them in book versions, some of which have become 

best-sellers in Egypt. A known example is the prose collection I Want to 

Get Married by ÇÁda ʻAbd al-ʻÀl, written entirely in CEA; the first edi-

tion appeared in 2008, and by the time this paper was being prepared 

for print (May 2009) there were already five editions.9 The book was 

printed by one of the biggest and most prestigious publishing houses in 

Egypt, DÁr al-šurÙq, in its new series Mudawwanat al-šurÙq ("al-ŠurÙq's 

blog"). Thus, the internet as a whole is becoming another entrepreneur 

that promotes writing in Egyptian Arabic. 

Another type of books which originated in the internet is antholo-

gies of short texts written by various writers that appeared on the in-

ternet and were subsequently collected and published in book form. 

For example, Al-BasyÙnÐ 2009 and al-BÙhÐ 2008. 

 

6. Concluding Remarks 

From time to time a writer or an intellectual calls for replacing MSA 

with CEA; CEA in their opinion should become the official language of 

Egypt. The fact that Egyptian Arabic is understood or partly under-

stood by most of the Arabs strengthens their point. 

Those who call for replacing MSA with CEA, however, are not the 

leading figures in the Egyptian cultural system. In the first half of the 

twentieth century there were some distinguished intellectuals, for ex-

                                                           
9 On the style of this book see now Rosenbaum 2010; there are now (2011) al-

ready nine editions. 
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ample SalÁma MÙsÁ and LuwÐs ʻAwaÃ, who called for taking such a step, 

but they themselves seldom used CEA, and their own style usually 

conformed with the prevailing norms of writing in MSA (see, e.g., Su-

leiman 2003: 180-190, 197-204); their call usually remained unanswered. 

Nowadays there are not many loud voices calling for writing in CEA, 

but there are many, both central and marginal figures, who write in 

CEA, without connecting this action to ideology. 

A possible explanation is that in the first half of the twentieth centu-

ry Egypt was still looking for its identity. The idea of a Western Egypt 

or a Pharaonic Egypt was accepted by some thinkers, or at least not 

totally rejected, and using CEA seemed one way of maintaining an in-

dependent identity, unconnected to the rest of the Arab world. Howev-

er, although Egyptians as a whole are proud of their Pharaonic past 

and often proudly indicate that they have seven thousand years' histo-

ry of culture behind them, and although some of them still have ques-

tions about their own identity, Egypt as a political community has tak-

en the decision to define itself as an Arab and Islamic entity. Politically, 

the call for CEA is not popular; artistically, there is a broad tendency to 

write in the Egyptian version of Arabic. Most writers who nowadays 

use CEA do not bother themselves with ideological questions. They 

simply feel that writing in CEA can serve their artistic and stylistic 

goals, and it is by the work of many writers, central and marginal, that 

the norms have changed and that Egyptian literature as well as Egyp-

tian press seems so different from their counterparts in the rest of the 

Arab world. I do not foresee that in the visible future there will be an 

Academy for Egyptian Arabic or that Egyptian Arabic will be taught in 

Egyptian schools, but its central position in Egyptian writing has be-

come a fact. 

The extensive use of CEA by culturally prominent writers has given 

legitimacy to this use. Today more and more authors write in CEA, and 

more publishers are ready to publish CEA texts. The status of CEA in 

Egypt has in many cases become equal to that of MSA and in the genre 

of drama it has even exceeded it; in the latter case, that means that a 

playwright who wants his plays to be performed and to occupy a sig-

nificant place in Egyptian culture will write them in CEA. 

Some writers in Egypt prefer writing prose texts in CEA only, but 

many prefer using both MSA and CEA. Doing so extends the spectrum 



338 CULTURE CONTACTS AND THE MAKING OF CULTURES 

 

 

of stylistic options available to these writers, in comparison to writers 

who insist on using only MSA or only CEA. 

In my opinion, the mixed styles like FuÒÎÁmmiyya and free indirect 

style written in CEA, which arouse less opposition than texts written 

entirely in CEA, contribute more to the legitimacy of CEA as a literary 

language, because in such texts its status is equal to that of MSA. 

The status of CEA is being determined de facto, without any official 

institution to support it. There is still some opposition to the use of 

CEA in literary and semi-literary texts in Egypt, especially texts written 

entirely in CEA, but the severe attacks on its use have weakened. Every 

now and then there is an article in the newspaper or a letter to the edi-

tor whose authors complain about the spreading use of CEA and warn 

of its danger. But in the current situation these voices can no longer 

stop the express train of CEA. The rise and expansion of Egyptian Ara-

bic as a literary language is a first case of its kind and a revolutionary 

change in the history of Arabic literature and culture in general, and in 

Egyptian culture in particular, a change which is still taking place right 

now. 

 

Postscript 

Since the workshop took place, in 2008, the writing and publication of 

books in or with Colloquial Egyptian Arabic increased tremendously 

each year. Writing in the colloquial on the net during that period ex-

panded, too, and further accelerated the publication of books based on 

texts published on the net. 

The January 2011 Revolution in Egypt that toppled President Mu-

barak and his regime, was organized and launched mainly by internet 

users in Egypt through the social networks, the same milieu which 

many writers and consumers of literature in Colloaquial Egyptian Ara-

bic come from. 

Egypt is now in a transitional phase, and it is not clear where it is 

going, politically and culturally. Currently (June 2011), however, writ-

ing and publishing in the colloquial are flourishing more than ever. 
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