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It truly is a pleasure to be here in the company of so many kindred spirits – booksellers, readers, 

and advocates for the written word. I’m grateful to be in your midst.  

 

Today I would like to share a story. As someone who grew up listening to alf layla w layla’s 

abundance of tales, storytelling is a habit. It is also a valuable way of processing the world 

around us and taking from it lessons and ideas that might prove useful.  

 

On Friday March 8th, 2002, coincidentally International Women’s Day, Diwan Bookstore 

opened its doors on an island in the middle of the river Nile surrounded by the Sahara Desert. 

Egypt’s first modern-style bookstore retailed books, music, films, stationery, and had a café at 

its heart that invited customers to prolong their experience—by sitting and browsing through 

whatever book caught their interest, meeting other readers, or simply being in a space that 

demanded nothing of them. 

 

Here is an inventory of what the three women behind this endeavour—me, my sister, Hind, our 

friend and partner, Nihal—had: guts, dreams, our mothers’ prayers, and a blissful ignorance of 

what could go wrong. Here’s what we didn’t have: a warehouse, industry knowledge, revolving 

capital, and most importantly, a business plan.  

 

Ten years later, Diwan had ten shops, 150 employees, and was on the brink of financial ruin. 

Incidentally, by that time, we did have a business plan, but nothing went according to it.  

 

Another ten years on, March 2022, Diwan—now downsized and reformulated—celebrated 

twenty years of survival with six stores, two trucks, two seasonal branches on Egypt’s north 

coast, and its new venture: Diwan Publishing. Transformation, the capacity to adapt to the ever-

changing and ever-challenging environments that interrupt our otherwise perfectly laid plans, 

is one of the keys to such survival. In Diwan’s case, over the last twenty years, we had to 

contend with a global financial crisis, a revolution, a counter-revolution, four currency 
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devaluations—oh, and a global pandemic. Like the few who survived the last decades, it’s easy 

to ascribe cause after the fact and talk about grit, experimentation, resilience, and any number 

of attributes we would like to bestow on ourselves; just as we assign a host of reasons to explain 

away those who didn’t. I suppose bookselling is like marriage and football: while a tremendous 

amount of skill and hard work is needed, fate and luck have a role to play. But it’s more than 

that; it’s about identity and character.  

 

Bookstores have been dubbed many things: secular places of worship, shrines to knowledge, 

heartbeats of communities. I think of them as public places where personal quests unfold, 

commercial spaces where you don’t have to practise commerce, somewhere to escape the 

world, or engage more fully with it. But perhaps what we don’t think of bookstores as being, 

are characters, with personalities, and identities that shift over time. When we were 

conceptualizing Diwan, we were conscious of creating a brand with a purpose, a living being 

with a mission, open to change. When the graphic artist charged with designing Diwan’s logo 

asked us to describe our brand as if she were a person, we told her that she was a person, and 

this was her story:  

Diwan was conceived as a reaction to a world that had stopped 

caring about the written word. Because her name can mean a 

collection of poetry in Persian and Arabic, a calligraphy script, a 

meeting place, a guesthouse, a sofa, and a title for high-ranking 

officials, she is different things to different people. She doesn’t 

like the binary world that surrounds her, and she is set on 

changing it, one book at a time. She believes that North and 

South, East and West are restrictive terms, so she offers books in 

Arabic, English, French, and German. She brings people and 

ideas together. Like a good host, she invites patrons to stay a 

while longer in her café. She welcomes and respects others in all 

their differences. She makes book buying a joyful interactive 

experience. She cherishes her past and her many heritages, while 

using them as a springboard catapulting her into an exciting 

future.  

But before we talk about the future, we need to journey into the past. 
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In this conference we have heard about how booksellers engaged with their communities 

through social media, digital channels, and other forms of outreach, but what about a time that 

preceded all these new and exciting vehicles for interaction? 

 

In the early 2000s, because necessity is the mother of invention, we looked for ways to spread 

the word about Diwan, to tell existing and potential customers our news, but most importantly, 

to export our identity. We faced two challenges: we couldn’t afford traditional print and 

advertising media, and whatever minuscule budget we had, I had spent on beautifully crafted 

bags that featured our bold logo on a multi-layered background of typography and modernized 

Arabo-Islamic patterns in rich earth tones. Coated paper. Sturdy black handles. No expense 

spared. As their appeal grew, the Diwan shopping bag became a cultural status symbol on the 

streets of Cairo, a signifier of a shared affinity, a love of reading, and a pride in cultural heritage. 

They then began travelling the globe. In later years, when I glimpsed one of our bags on a 

London street, or a New York subway, the feeling was electrifying. Registering their success, 

we chose to maximize it: we would release a new bag to announce an anniversary, the opening 

of a new store, to cast a light on Sufi poetry, long-forgotten writers, artists, or thinkers. All 

these efforts were underpinned by, and in service of, the desire to highlight the importance and 

reintegration of the written word—reading—into the mainstream. The bags also shaped our 

marketing policy: Diwan never paid for above-the-line advertising. At first, it was because we 

couldn’t afford to, since the bags had decimated the little funds we had; then we started to 

realize that we could increase our reach by bartering book reviews and recommendations in 

print media in exchange for our logo’s presence.  

 

I have to interrupt with a spoiler alert to tell you that by 2010, due to economic hardships, we 

could no longer afford the bags that had made up so much of our brand, of our identity, and 

our messaging. But as always, we found other ways.  

 

The lesson here is to know who you are and what you stand for. Readers today are conscious 

of the power of their loyalty and their money, and they choose to use or withhold both 

accordingly: while buying a book from Amazon might be cheaper and faster, some opt to buy 

from other online—or indeed bricks-and-mortar—sellers in support of them and in protest 

against Amazon. But if no one knows who you are and what you stand for, then they can’t 

engage with you emotionally or ideologically. I realize that the focus of brands on growing 

their outreach is largely driven by the hope of a proportionate growth in sales, but beyond the 
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monetization of all interaction and the obsession with engagement, there is something all too 

human that we lose sight of—the desire to be seen and understood; who you are and what you 

represent.  

The export of our identities to our readers, customers, target audiences, through whichever 

means we can enlist, engenders a realization about the role of booksellers: we don’t just sell 

books; we strike up conversations. Bookselling is a dialogue, and as with every dialogue, there 

are those who drive it, participate in it, interrupt it, or simply eavesdrop on it. Booksellers 

transcend their job title, shifting between roles to act as guardians, matchmakers, and the 

devisers and detectors of trends. How? By learning from our books and our customers—which 

brings me to our next challenge: now that we’ve secured our customers’ attention, having got 

them, and the books through our doors, what are we going to do with it? 

In Diwan, our book displays were a continuation of that conversation. It was no accident that I 

placed a stack of Robert Greene’s The 48 Laws of Power next to Yuval Noah Harari’s Sapiens, 

or Orhan Pamuk’s My Name Is Red next to Umberto Eco’s The Name of the Rose, or Miral al-

Tahawy’s Blue Aubergine next to Sonallah Ibrahim’s Zaat. I wondered if books would be 

received differently depending on where they were categorized—could alf layla w layla be 

perceived as a girl’s guide to surviving marriage, or Maggie O’Farrell’s Hamnet as a Pregnancy 

and Parenting treatise? What if we created a section entitled “Colonialism” and filled it with 

the histories of our colonizers and the literature produced by the colonized? On a more practical 

level, I found myself arguing with my staff about the amount of space allocated to literature 

versus self-help books. Which brings into sharp relief another reality, another struggle, that 

booksellers confront daily: as a bookseller, I had a duty to challenge and broaden readers’ 

horizons. As a business owner, I owed my partners and my balance sheet the greatest margins 

and the highest sales volumes that I could generate. As a passionate reader, I allowed myself 

the luxury of inhabiting the latitudes of love and hate. So, while I was thrilled to be selling 

hundreds of copies of Robert Fisk’s books and inviting him to speak at Diwan about the Middle 

East’s political past and future, I was also very frustrated by how many copies of Chicken Soup 

for the Soul we were selling! What you buy and what you promote, the space you allocate to 

it, speaks to who you are and what type of a personality your bookstore has; and it’s alright to 

be different. No, it’s essential.  

At a time when customer service was rarely, if ever, a pillar of retail activity, Diwan placed a 

great deal of emphasis on readers and their experiences. Our greatest asset, as booksellers, isn’t 
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the choices we make about which books we line our shelves with, but the people we choose to 

champion them. The booksellers we in our turn recruit, train, and empower are vital to our 

ecosystems. During Diwan’s early years, one of our biggest obstacles wasn’t Egypt’s infamous 

bureaucracy, or the nonexistence of an infrastructure that supported bookselling, but rather the 

absence of an understanding of the role of a bookseller—that job description simply didn’t 

exist. There were permutations of it: a librarian, a student of literature, or a salesperson—who 

could’ve just as easily been selling shoes. None of which hit the spot. We recruited people with 

positive dispositions open to learning new things, and decided not to make knowledge of books 

or retail a prerequisite for eligibility. Then we went about training them. Our focus wasn’t 

confined to the copious manuals that we created by category and theme, introducing key 

authors and their works. Our focus extended to the facilitation of a relationship—a bond, 

even—between readers and books: placing the book in their hands, suggesting another one, 

maintaining eye contact and avoiding turning their back to the customer. Our new generation 

of booksellers fulfilled another vital function: the relay of information from shop floors to back 

offices, ensuring that the bookselling conversation was heard in different corners of the 

company. They reported back to buyers on what customers were looking for, they were the 

scouts who could tell the trends that were hatching, the mood on the shop floors, the product 

lines that could be removed, or receive less space, to make way for new ones. Through their 

interactions and observations, they facilitated Diwan’s survival and shaped her identity. 

Ten years ago, industry experts predicted the global death of physical books, and of their 

purveyors, the booksellers in their bricks-and-mortar stores. Today, the same experts celebrate 

the resilience of the book and the comeback of independent booksellers. Even though 

everything except for the book itself, from production to retail, has become electronic, paper 

and ink remain. Keith Houston’s The Book: A Cover-To-Cover Exploration of the Most 

Powerful Object of Our Time, summarizes the changes well, 

After more than a thousand years as the world’s most important 

form of written record, the book as we know it faces an unknown 

future. Just as paper superseded parchment, movable type put 

scribes out of a job, and the codex, or paged book, overtook the 

papyrus scroll, so computers and electronic books threaten the 

very existence of the physical book. 
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 So why are books the outliers? Music and its retailers certainly didn’t survive the onslaught of 

the digital age, resulting in the merger of the product and its distribution—the digitized 

downloadable song. Books have endured because of the grit and resilience of booksellers who 

have managed to make themselves central to the process and, in so doing, protect and align 

themselves with the product they sell. Booksellers have also been integral in the creation of a 

community. While book signings and book launches aren’t newcomers to the bookselling 

arena, their relevance has grown. Not only do they facilitate, if not create, the relationship 

between writers, their books, and readers, increasing each group’s exposure to the other, but 

they make material the immaterial—they turn consciousness, interaction, into community. 

They remind us of the shortcomings of the all too efficient digital world. If online retail is 

geared towards reducing “friction”—those things that make a transaction falter, like too many 

choices, too much thinking required on the part of the user—the very act of buying a book is 

built on exactly that.  

Another challenge that Diwan—like most booksellers, and retailers the world over who are 

bigger than a boutique but smaller than a superchain—faces is that of location. Where can we 

afford to exist? What does the limitation of space (the physical world) impose? For one thing, 

it forces us to focus and prioritize. We can’t be everything to everyone, so it makes us decide 

who we want to be as a bookstore, what we will showcase, and how we will project our unique 

identity. On the way we seek different formulations to insert the book into—community 

centres, cafés, bars, concept stores—never giving up on finding the next thing. We vary the 

product mixes, trying to find revenue streams that will protect and bolster our bookselling; we 

engage in different activities related to the book, such as publishing. We adapt and expand our 

spaces to be welcoming and inclusive of as many consumer groups as possible.  

Conversely, what does an infinity of space (the virtual world) give, and take away from us in 

return? It furnishes us with the ability to showcase endless titles, while providing a transactional 

experience devoid of any other; ease and efficiency trump meaningfulness. Readers don’t meet 

other readers, laugh, talk, and exchange recommendations, while shopping for a book online. 

That interaction—which cannot be replicated on digital platforms—has saved bookstores from 

perdition. While many of you exist triumphantly in a virtual world through websites and similar 

vehicles of e-commerce, and others have adopted a hybrid model, few can deny the necessity 

of bricks-and-mortar stores. These third spaces are where communities are born and cemented, 

and where significant and impactful relationships between books and people come into being. 
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Covid has accelerated the realization that the high street is under threat, and that malls may 

become the arena where experiential hybrids of the physical and the digital meet and morph. 

What does that mean for bookstores?  

It means that once more we come face to face with our mortality. We need to have a raison 

d’etre—a reason to be—not only to justify our existence to ourselves, but to also retain our 

customers. Only our adaptive, responsive identities, together with our developed characters, 

will see us through.  

Our biggest challenge remains the uncertainty of the future. We require resilience. We need 

experimentation. Be aware of different experiments; try your own. Be aware that timing is just 

as important as hard work and good luck, and sometimes, we can be ahead of our time. We 

must innovate, but innovation has a cost, and that cost is borne by the innovator, not the 

imitator. Let me explain: when Diwan began, we were a pioneer in that we were the first 

modern-style bookstore in Egypt. Many doubted our endeavour would survive. Once it did, 

others imitated. And while imitation is lazy flattery, it is not a skilled market shaper. The result? 

A market that didn’t expand in new and interesting ways, spurred on by bookstores with 

unexpected identities. No one opened a children’s bookstore, a cross-cultural hub, a travel 

bookstore. Rather than horizontal market growth, we were faced with a vertical plunge: a war 

of price undercutting in an industry plagued by slim margins. So, my advice will always be to 

take the gamble of innovation, because it is the only insurance policy against the future worth 

having. Develop your bookstore’s identity in an unexpected way, surprise yourself and your 

reader. I can never forget the first time I walked into Daunt’s on Marylebone High Street in 

London and realized that their fiction section was stacked according to the nationality of the 

author, not simply in alphabetical order of surname. I once put an aquarium in the middle of 

the children’s section of one of our stores—it was the height of Finding Nemo mania, I had two 

young children, and I watched a lot of cartoons in my spare time. That didn’t work so well, but 

I’m glad I tried it. And as we must try, we must fail. In the words of Samuel Beckett, my 

favourite pessimist: “Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail better.”  

So how do we keep on going? We need to celebrate and champion one another; get to know 

who we are and extol our differences. I have been inspired by some of the practices of the 

Scuola Per Librai Umberto e Elisabetta Mauri founded in 1983 which lend some room for 

positive emulation. Like them, we should give prizes for excellence and innovation in 

bookselling. Create opportunities for exchange—just as booksellers forge experiences for 
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readers, so we must for one another. Invite a bookseller to come and work in your shop for a 

month, then go and work in theirs. We talk about cultural difference, but experiencing it is the 

only way of taking it out of the realm of talk into that of appreciation and understanding. We 

need to avoid the scarcity mindset; know that scarcity breeds scarcity, and imagining 

abundance brings it into being.  

 

The life story of your favourite bookstore is not much different from the biography of the most 

interesting person you know, or the social history of your favourite city. Moments of triumph 

make bearable longer periods of doubt, despair, and loss of vision. It is worth mentioning that 

at the lowest points during the years where Diwan’s survival was under threat, I started to 

believe that Diwan, my first born, then a teenager, had developed her own personality, and was 

rebelling against me, her own mother. She didn’t like my plans for her and she thwarted them 

at every turn. Our relationship has since improved because I have stopped to listen to what 

Diwan wants. Diwan has taught me that failure and success aren’t opposites, but friends locked 

in an embrace. Diwan continues to teach me that human relationships matter. People who enter 

bookstores are a special type of person, and they all have one thing in common—they want to 

know things about things, and about themselves. They have a personality and they aren’t scared 

to develop it, just like your favourite bookstore… 

 

 

 

 


