SHEIKH YOUSSEF’S BIOGRAPHY AS EPIC: WRITING, TEACHING, AND
SINGING RESISTANCE

LouBNA A. YOUSSEF

It is hardly an exaggeration to regard the ethos of change as one of resistance. One can associate
resistance with “oppositional consciousness,” a term coined by Mansbrigde and Morris in Oppositional
Consciousness: The Subjective Roots of Social Protest (2001). If the twentieth century was often
dubbed the “people’s century,” the twenty-first may be referred to as the century of growing
consciousness. Universal education and the overwhelming conquests of the media have combined to
make people more conscious of their situation. Without technology early in the twentieth century,
Abdel-Tawab Youssef’s (1928—2015) Arabic biography of his father (1976), My Father: An Egyptian
Teacher (2014) shows that the biographer and Sheikh Youssef (1898-1952) are conscious of what they
are doing. In writing “Why not begin at the beginning of his story, or indeed his epic?” (19), the
biographer is arguing that the life of an Egyptian rural teacher can be raised to the level of an “epic” in
the tradition of Homer, Virgil, Milton, and Wordsworth, and as a consequence biography is an art. This
paper hopes to contribute to the ongoing cultural interaction between Egyptians and non-Arab readers
by providing a recontextualized understanding of biography as a form of resistance art. It will also deal
with: What insights does the biographer provide to understanding, first, the mission of the teacher who
resists, and singing is his way out; second, the idea of freedom in Islam; and third, a phase in the
history of Egypt?
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