
On September 15, 2018, the Human Foundation hosted a book signing event.  

Dr. Adel El Beltagy chaired the session; he started the forum by welcoming the prominent guest 

and asked Dr. Aliaa Rafea to give her presentation.  

Dr. Aliaa Rafea introduced the prominent writer Mohamed Salmawy by these words:   

Our forum today is more than just commenting on the autobiography of a well- known writer, 

and a prominent figure. We are discussing his life story within a wider context as it introduces 

great deal of knowledge about Egypt in the past. It depicts vividly women’s status, the style of 

life in the rural and the urban areas, while of course dealing with political life and its 

development through the first half of the 20th century. To study the past is so important to 

understand our present and envision our future. Within this context I introduce Mr. Salmawy in 

the way that he interacted with the entire social set up of his time, since his childhood till the 

last incident of President Sadat’s assassination.  

I really appreciate the presence of such a writer, who has played a significant role, not only in 

the field of writing, but also in the political and intellectual life of Egypt. He is known as the 

President of the Egyptian Writers’ Union, the Editor-in -Chief of Al- Ahram-Hebdo, and he was 

also the Managing Editor of Al-Ahram weekly. However, the book reveals many information that 

are not known publicly about Mr. Salmawy, who has established relationships with international 

figures in the field of politics, literature and art . This added to his expertise and personality.  

Many people have showed interest in how the book presented the political and social life in 

Egypt. However, I would like to choose another angle to introduce this book. I focus on the 

writer’s distinguished traits which made him pick up certain situations to write about, document 

his relationship with specific people, and so on. In short, I focus on who is Mohammed Salmawy 

as a human being. 

Mr. Salmawy was an introvert child, who loved to be by himself. He avoided confrontations, and 

kept his ideas to himself. At a certain point of his life, he revolted against his isolation, and took 

the decision to express his stands, ideas freely, just to be who he really was. He went to a 

process of self-discovery through acting and choosing for himself what he felt right and 

convenient, regardless of how others would evaluate his choices. For example, he had the 

chance to join the American University in Cairo, but he chose to join the English Literature 

Department in Cairo University. He made this choice out of conviction that he would learn what 

he was searching for. Many other people would join the AUC without hesitation, just for its 

prestige as an international institute. In another situation, he made a decision, which surprised 

Professor Rashad Rushdi, who turned to be more than a professor for Salmawy. Mr. Salmawy 

left the academia to work in journalism with M. Heikal, and left Prof. Rushdy speechless. At that 

time, young people would appreciate being professors at university, more than writing in 

newspapers. He had risked his future, because to be a well known writer, reporter, or to take 

good position in journalism is not granted. Despite all these challenges, he did not hesitate to 

choose what he thought would fit him better.   



Earlier on, when he met his soul mate, they faced great challenges, and when they both decided 

to get married, they had the courage to take the decision, and then inform their two families.  

This courageous act which Salmawy took was based on his decision to face the world and not to 

shy away.  

Mohammad Salmawy represents the model of a person that knows his way with clarity, because 

he knew himself and did not fall prey to the limiting beliefs of the society. In the Human 

Foundation, we have a project to help people self-discover themselves, so that they can choose 

their goals freely to enjoy life, and to be happy, just as Mr. Salmawy did. When a person 

interacts with the world freely, this would activate one’s potentials, making this person 

contribute to the world in a better way.  

I was impressed by certain core innate morals that directed Mr. Salmawy’s life. He is a 

compassionate person who sympathizes with all kind of creatures. No wonder he has become a 

vegetarian. I picked up this trait from different incidents which he has narrated. When his family 

brought a monkey in the house and kept it in a cage, Salmawy was not happy about taking an 

animal outside his natural environment. The monkey skipped from the cage, throwing himself 

from a high floor, and died as a result of that. Salmway thought this monkey committed suicide 

because he had depression. He read the sadness and misery on the monkey’s face. The fact that 

he still remembers this incident as well as his emotions towards this poor animal showed an 

authentic compassion that reveals itself in other situations. His chosen political path as a 

socialist showed that he was able to see the world from a humanist approach, beyond his class 

affiliation as an aristocrat and a son of long line of rich people who were harmed by Nasser’s 

socialist regime. He remained loyal to the values of socialism as presented by Nasser, even 

though the family’s standard of life was affected.  

I was touched by his joy to discover that the son of a worker in Salmawy’ factory shared with 

him the same seat in the lecture hall. He praised the system which made this young man 

capable of getting educated, just equally to those who were rich. 

He was destined to by a novelist, because he showed signs of enjoying the beauty, as he was 

fond of taking photos of the nature. He learnt how to appreciate fine arts and spent great time 

with the paintings of notable artists, as well as those of his mother. From his early youth, he 

enjoyed classical music and established his own library. Writing novels was a continuation of 

being compassionate and being an artist. Indirectly, his talent as an artist impacted his work as a 

journalist. Salmawy realized that journalism requires a person who is capable of transforming 

the international news into local news that fit with the local culture. This requires not only 

crafting, but also sense and sensibility.  

His creativity as an artist enabled him to use his imagination spontaneously in choosing issues 

that no one else would think of its importance to cover.  That is how and why he went to New 

York to cover the new election of the Secretary General of the UN. He envisioned the 

importance of following up this event.  



To be an artist, it is not necessary to be able to paint and compose music, as the art of living is 

the greatest art. The art of living means that a person is creative, and can see beyond the 

apparent conditions, and read meanings of events in an authentic manner.  

When we think of Salmawy’s aristocratic family and what he has accomplished, we might not be 

able to imagine that he had faced many difficult situations. One of the most difficult times was 

when he was arrested for no reason except for his socialist Nasserist ideology. He was surely 

chocked in one hand, and in pain from the unjust treatment on the other.  

Actually when I reflected  and introduced on how Salmawy found his way in life, I meant to open 

to the audience  and to myself a way to make an introspection upon who we are, how we face 

challenges and opportunities, where we stand, and what we aspire. Through reading one’s 

biography, we live a process of self – discovery, because we relate to this or that personality as 

human beings.  

When I read Salmawy’s biography, I could see how he made efforts to acquire knowledge as he 

was an ambitious young man who was moving from one place to another, taking every open 

door to make use of. However, underneath, he was prepared to be a successful in certain fields 

due to circumstances that he did not create by himself.  His cleverness and struggle on the one 

hand, and the underlying life conditions on the other, brought him to where he is today. This 

raises a crucial issue for discussion:  

Are we the creators of our destinies, or we just move to meet these destinies?  

This philosophic question puzzled philosophers, thinkers, and common people. The existential 

philosophy considers every person responsible for everything in one’s life. They believe that our 

destinies are in our hands and should not threw our failure or success on luck or fate.  This 

approach is partly true, as our decisions and visions direct our lives, and we should bear 

responsibilities for everything we decide or/ do. However, beneath this truth, there are certain 

circumstances, and coincidences which we did not originate, and which can bring ourlives inside 

out. In other words, we may say that those circumstances were important for us and without 

which, our lives would not take the same path.  

In relation to Salmawy, his aristocratic background provided an environment which triggered his 

talents as an artist and thinker, to be a novelist later. He learnt French just as a native speaker 

because a French nanny took care of him when he was young.  He was enrolled in the best 

school of his time for English learning. Mastering two languages exposed him to know about 

world cultures. However, not everyone who lived the same life and had the same opportunities 

would develop in the same way, and became as successful as he did. The individual uniqueness 

is a major aspect of reaching where he is now.  

In reflecting on the role of meaningful coincidences, we gave ourselves a space to acknowledge 

the role of fate in interfering with our lives. Just remember that he met his soul mate in what 

seemed unplanned coincidence. His life would not have been the same without this marriage. 



His life is full of other meaningful coincidences; some of them were not pleasant, yet they added 

to his experience, and revealed to him his authenticity. I would advise the reader to take this 

view in consideration while reading this book, for our own introspections in our lives.  

Salamway raised the paradox between preserving one’s cultural identity and being part of the 

world’s cultures. He was fascinated by the musician and composer Abu Bakr Khayrat (father of 

Omar Khayrat) who had balance between both. I think Salmawy did this balance in his writing as 

well.  

I think that maintaining the cultural identity while reaching out to international readers requires 

from the writer to dig deeper within oneself, so as to reach to common ground of our 

humanness as shared worldwide. In other words, a real artist is a creative person who is 

authentic and can reach beyond the boundaries of his cultural zone.  

The goal of Assl wa Wassl; one of the Human Foundation projects, is to introduce the Egyptian 

civilization from a global perspective. Egypt has represented not only the cradle of civilization, 

but also a shift of consciousness without which our history would have been completely 

different. This civilization belongs to the whole world.  We still can learn from our one human 

heritage, for our present and future. Assl wa Wassl project introduces Egypt from that 

perspective, revealing the secret of creating civilizations based on values and ethics that bring us 

together, not putting us apart. As much as we introduce this civilization to the world, we need to 

study it as Egyptians. Egypt passed through difficult times, and we have to learn from our 

pitfalls, and see how our past can give us insight.  

Let us remember the shock that we have faced as a result of 1967 set back, and the joy of the 

1973 sixth of October crossing of Suez Canal. Egyptians expected a new era of freedom of 

expression, and dynamic political life. Sadat’s anti- Nasserism materialized by giving green line 

to the political Islam as represented in Muslim brotherhood, and Islamic groups. At the same 

time, he was tactfully silencing socialist oriented people. Salmawy was a victim of such policy 

and was taken into custody for an unjust accusation. He was shocked because he did not have a 

clue why he was thrown in a prison, until later, when he knew that he was considered an active 

person in what was called “Upheaval of Thieves”.  He wrote about his prison time in 100 pages 

out of 400.  What made this experience even more painful was that he faced cowardliness and 

betrayal form the editor-in-chief at that time. That man had the proof that Salmawy did not 

participate at those demonstrations, but he chose to hide the truth.   

Injustice is the worst thing that can happen to humans, as it can break them. That’s why we 

consider justice and freedom as intrinsic principles for society’s wellbeing. We are not 

concerned about politics, as it is not part of the Human Foundation’s practices, we tackle the 

subject from humane perspective.  

The path which we have taken in the Human Foundation had started long before the 

establishment of this foundation. We would like to optimize our efforts, envisioning that 

planting one seed today will flourish and spread all over. We are planting the seed for the 



coming civilization as well as the Egyptian renaissance. In the Human Foundation, we keep the 

spirit of the family among us as members or as administrators. This is the spirit which we hope 

to spread everywhere, and it is the spirit which can make Egypt great, and enable her to send its 

message to the world. 

All the projects in the Human Foundation generate from one main project; ” The Oneness of 

Humanity”.  Our oneness as humans expands beyond geographical boundaries and diversities of 

cultures. We -in the HF acquire the ability to reach for humans everywhere, respecting 

diversities, and acknowledging that underneath these diversities, we are rooted in one origin, 

and connected subconsciously.   

The malaise of the world today originates from competitions, based on separation and the lust 

to control and dominate. The world is in a great need of a vision that break barriers and bring 

people together. This can only be realized through a cultural revolution that is based on the 

premises that we – in HF attempt to disseminate.  

Generally speaking, many people believe that common economic interests can bring people 

together, ending the state of war, and bring peace to the rival powers. As we can see today, this 

assumption has failed in Europe and elsewhere. Brexit is but an example of this failure. Economy 

cannot solve solely the problem of the world, it should be supported by a vision of our 

interconnection, and our oneness.  

When we read Salmawy’s autobiography, we notice  his openness to other cultures, and human 

experiences around the world without prejudice, his wide knowledge gave him in depth insights 

to the political issues beyond the apparent analysis.  

In his address to the attendees, Mr. Mohamed Salmawy expressed his appreciation to Dr. Aliaa 

Rafea’s presentation, and thanked the Human Foundation for inviting him to its cultural forum.  

He also welcomed and thanked the friends and the attendees who came for this forum.  He 

praised the Human Foundation’s message and approach which consider humans the real asset 

for building a better future. 

He narrated when and how the project of writing his biography started. It all started upon 

publishing an article on Al-Ahram Newspaper on his discussions and meeting with great writers 

such as Tawfic Al-Hakim, Naguib Mahfouz, Lotfy al-Kholi, Lewis Awad, and others whose offices 

were in the sixth floor of Al-Ahram building. His son – and an owner of Karama Publishing House 

was fascinated by the information that he has learnt from this article and asked his father to 

write a biography which he thought would include lots of important knowledge, just like those 

in that article. His son argued that his father’s life is full of meaningful events that were not just 

related to him as a person, but can also tell a lot about Egypt in different times, and introduce 

many other aspects of the Egyptian politics and culture. His son’s argument made sense to him. 

That is how the idea of this book was born, and how the project was accomplished.  



Mr. Salmawy said: “Having found lots of sense and logic in what Seif (his son) said, I agreed to 

write my biography, and took the permission from the publishing house which used to publish 

my writings, to give Karma the rights to publish this book. During the process of writing; I was 

aware as not to fall in the same mistakes that I have noticed and criticized in other biographies.” 

“I must say that there are very few honest biographies that were written as confessions, like 

that of St. Augustin, who told his story with transparency. Such honesty can also be found in the 

biography of the Egyptian leader Saad Zagloul, who did not refrain from writing that he was 

addicted to gambling. This honest confession did not harm his reputation as a national hero, and 

a leader of the 1919 Revolution. The same honesty is found in the biography of Dr. Lewis Awad, 

who told stories about his family, as well as other things that might not likely to be published.”  

“Moreover, many biographies are not supported by documents, and were written without 

references. These biographies cannot be taken seriously. If the biography lacks documents, 

information which is given becomes doubtful, as the memory of the writer may fail him, and his 

writing would not be accurate. If people criticized the information that was given, the writer 

would not have documents to prove that he had said the truth.” 

“I decided on principle to write with honesty and not to shy away from any experience I passed 

through. I wrote about my first sexual experience, as well as about my atheism in certain 

episode in my life. Some people thought that it was not necessary to talk about those issues, but 

I have another view. As human beings we pass through certain things that we should not ignore, 

and we need to share. It did not take me long to have faith. What I called atheism, was part of 

discovering deep faith in my heart. I wrote about the process of how I developed to reach who I 

am now. I included that part about the challenges which I faced in prison; how as I was too 

hungry starving that I searched for the food which I previously threw on the floor, in the 

darkness, picking up whatever came to my hand to satisfy my hunger.” 

“Those who read my biography were amazed by the documents which I provided. I was lucky as 

a journalist to keep these documents, not knowing that I would use them one day for my 

biography.  When I decided to write this book, I collected what is relevant to my story to be 

included. I left the documents tell the truth without a need to prove it. The book contains 

enormous number of photos which were published for the first time. Many came from my 

family’s collections.” 

Being a novelist had an impact on the way I wrote my biography. As people who read the 

biography notice, my life story mingled with what had been happening in the country.  I was 

only seven years old at the time of the 1952 revolution. When I was narrating stories of my 

parents and grandparents, the nature of life at that time revealed itself. This showed how 

people behaved, thought, what ideas they had, and so on and so forth.  

I also talked about the years I have spent at the university. I narrated how I changed my career, 

and resigned from my academic position to take the path of journalism. I wrote about how 

much I learn from working in Al-Ahram, and from the people whom I have met due to my work 



there. My personal life was wedded to the public event. My working in journalism gave me 

chance to meet with prominent figures around the world from different backgrounds.”  

During Sadat’s time and because of his political opposition to the regime, Mr. Salmawy was 

moved from Al-Ahram to the State Information Service. Then, he was asked to go back to Al-

Ahram, through a presidential decree. As a matter of principle, and as a proud young man with 

dignity, he remained in his place.  The moment came when he decided to take his role as a 

writer to practice the work he enjoyed best, and went back to Al-Ahram . His decision came to 

take part in the celebration of crossing the Canal by the Egyptian army and shaking the non-

peace/non-war status.    

“I came back to Al-Ahram when my patriotic emotion impelled me to take the role in writing on 

the event of crossing the Canal, as announced on the 6th of October 1973. 

That is how my life was moving from one episode to another. I do not intend to summarize my 

whole journey, as written in the book in your hand, in this introduction. I just intended to 

explain the story of why and how I wrote this book, and the standard of honesty that I was 

committed to follow 

Dr. Adel El Beltagy asked Dr. Ismail Serageldin to comment. Responding to the call; Dr.Serageldin 

commented:  

I would like to tell how much it gives me pleasure to attend the Human Foundation’s cultural 

forum. Dr. Adel and Mohamed Salmawy know well that I move continuously from one country 

to another. I landed in Egypt few days ago, and I am leaving tomorrow morning, but I was keen 

on attending this forum. The Human Foundation has become a well-known place for all of us, 

and it is always my pleasure to attend its cultural activities.  

I consider this book so great, Salmawy succeeded to wed the private life to the public one.  

Added to this, it is not merely about a person, but also about the country, and a documentation 

of its history.  We know that what people face in their lives has impact on developing their 

personalities. However, they also have their impacts on their surroundings. This mutual 

relationship is obvious in this book.  

I would like to point to how Salmawy’s personal vision shaped the way he perceived that past, 

and wrote about it. His choice of events was based on how these events affect his life, or to 

what extent he had interests in them, and how they were important for him. These events are 

not necessarily great ones, but they could be situations that he passed through. Of course the 

6th of October War is a major incident in our history. However, when he talked about great 

writers and thinkers whom he has met, or when he described the work environment in Al-

Ahram, he introduced knowledge about the style of management of M. Heikal. He also 

highlighted how this management targeted international standards. Heikal was interested in 

attracting distinguished personnel to work for this institution.  The people who worked for Al 



Ahram at that time were not just famous names, but were people who contributed greatly to 

the Newspaper. Their work ethics and devotion became a model for younger generations. 

This is a great book to read, and the experience of Salmawy who was very honest with his 

readers is worth mentioning. In this life story we learn how one can read what take place in the 

society, and how one can empower oneself through those happenings. This personal experience 

is inspiring for making a better future. The book is really amazing, and Salmawy biography is 

inspiring  for generations to come.  

In response to the attendees’ comments and questions; Mr. Salmawy, mentioned that he is 

working on the second part of his biography, which will start from where the first part ended, 

and will follow till the 25th of January Revolution.  

The second part will cover President Mubarak’s era, followed by the 25th of January Revolution 

and the writing of constitution, which represents the beginning of a new era in Egypt. The 

constitution reflects the Egyptian Society’s high aspirations. 

Salmawy said: “I was honored to be chosen as the spokesman of the Constitution’s Committee, 

and to include a chapter on culture, for the first time in the Egyptian history.  The first article 

stipulates that Culture is a right to every citizen. The State shall secure and support this right and 

make available all types of cultural materials to all strata of the people, without any 

discrimination based on financial capability, geographic location or others. The State shall give 

special attention to remote areas and the neediest groups.  

One of the attendees praised Sadat for what he did for the country, and drew Salmawy’s 

attention that he did not say a good word about this president. Salmawy responded by saying 

that he was not writing a historical document, he wrote what he had faced during Sadat’s time. 

He was in prison for no reason, except that he showed enthusiasm for Nasser’s ideology. He 

added that this does not mean that he condemned the whole era. He came back to Al-Ahram 

during the October war, overcoming his personal disappointment in the regime, and 

appreciating the decision of defending Egypt.  He emphasized that freedom of expression was 

lacking during Sadat, and he personally suffered as a result.  

“ I had decided to return to my work in Al Ahram newspaper once the war erupted, because 

such major public event was bigger and more important than my personal grief”, Salmawy said.  

He continued: “So, in my biography, I have written about the events that I took part in, or which 

had an impact on me.” 

Responding to a question on his column on Naguib Mahfouz, Salmawy explains:  

“Naguib Mahfouz was a very dear and special person to me, and I have never met someone like 

him. Although I have written about him in part one of the biography, but part two will even 

cover more about him. It will cover the time when he won the Noble prize and chose me to 

represent him in receiving the prize and reading his letter. The second part of the biography will 



also cover when he has selected me to edit and write his words for Al -Ahram, on weekly basis, 

after he has survived a failed assassination attempt. Mahfouz has reflected and represented the 

national characteristics of Egypt at its best. He was very modest, self-confident, authentic, and 

smart. He also had a great sense of humor.” 

 


