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INTERACTION BETWEEN FROSE STYLES AND LINGUISTIC DEVELOPMENTS

IN ARABIC AFTER WORLD WAR II
1

Raji M. Rammuny

Center for Research on Language and Language Behavior
The University of Michigan

This article has Lwo objectives: first, to review the prose literary
styles used in literary Arabic in the period following the Second World
War, and second, to attempt to explain the considerable relationship
)etween these prose styles and the developments whith characterize Arabic
prose in terms of form and content in this period.

This article is based on linguistic research sponsored by the Center
for Research on Language and Language Behavior at the University of
Michigan in the United States of America. The purpose of this study is
to arrive at the linguistic developments which have occurred in Arabic
prose in the last 30 years. Tne following participated in the study:
Dr. Ernest McCarus of the University of Michigan, Dr. Wallace Erwin of
Georgetown University, Dr. Peter Abboud of the University of Texas and
the writer of this article. This study was undertaken in accordance
with scientific method; we first sent a questionnaire to professors
spe.:ializing in Arabic language and literature in the United States
and the Arab world, requesting that they provide us with names of 40
famous Arab prose authors who best represent the period after World War II;
and second, that they give the mot,t, important works of each author they
mention. The lists we received curtained names of prose writers from most
parts of thc. Arab world, as well as works representative cf various types
of modern Arabic prose, i.e., novels, short stories, plays, crit..cism,
speeches, journalism, autobiography, and essays dealing with political,
social and literary theme:;. Also 1-1cludecl are works dealing with

philosophy, history, science, art and religion which were written during
this period.

On the basis of those lists, we chose 36 authors representing 12
Arab geographical areas. We then chose one to three works of each writer
in consideration of his importance, popularity and the literary subjects
for which he is distinguished. We thus acquired d representative number
of writers end works, representing the period which we wanted to explore.
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Our method of research t.s to analyze a minimum of 2,500 pages of
prose and to categorize them in precise linguistic terms using a com-
prehensive description of each sentence with its components as well as
its vocabulary. A distinctive feature of our study is the utilization
of modern methods and scientific apparatus in the analysis and compila-
tion of the information needed for study. After undertaking the process
of concise linguistic analysis, the analyzed products are fed into a
computer, which thereafter gives us whatever grammatical constructions
we want to study, after it categorizes and examines them for us in the
manner desired.

The prose writings who analysis has been completed reveal to us
that modern Arabic prose falls into three style types. I should like
to make it clear that these divisions are mere generalizations, since it
is difficult at this point to decisively categorize the writers, or to
designate distinctive criteria for each style. This is due to the
amount of intermingling of these styles and the autiors' utilization
of more than one designated s:yle, ds will be seen [Ater. Thes, styles
are:

1. The modern pimple style, in which simplicit and freedom of ex-
pression prevail. This style employs simple sentences ;ad -trtxtures,
which include language that eau ho easi'y understood by the public.
The principle aim, here, is the Iree and full description of life':;
realities. It also utilizes, At time,;, words aua e%pressiells from the

local dialect and from foreign langual,es, with the purpose of edin.atin
the masses and serving their interests. '!his style has become wide-

spread today, especially amort youm; authors, :a addition to recent.

works of authors who wrote before wol]a II and still write today.
Examples: Yousuf Al-Sibaly, Ihsau Abdul-Ouddeus Tnwfig Ai fli'

The best two examples of this t..),pe or style nr the 1.1fowing two

"ssages: The first one is an excerpt from the book,:-1 j

"nahnu_laajlazracu-!4awk", 'he D Not Sc,w Thorns' by the hyptian
lite,rateur You, uf Al-Sibaly (Volum,. 1, p. 282, 19(+).
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The second passage is from the hook ?anaa i:urra 'I

Am Free' by Thsan Abdul-Quddous, pp. 53-54, 1958:
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These two passdges represent the long strides which this "simple
style' has taken to reach the intellect of the masses, through the use
of simple and concise language. It should again be noted that this
type of style utilizes vocabulary items and expressions from that local
dialect and frcm foreign languages equally, for the realistic depiction
of characters and events. Thus, it flows more smoothly and is easier to
comprehend.

2. The pure middle style, where moderation in the choice of vocabulary
items and in the construction of sentences is observed. The general aim
of this style is to secularize and de-romanticize modern Arabic prose by
ridding it of rhymed prose and other traditional ernbelliwbsmotts while at
the same time preserving a purely Arabic language which is almost free
of foreign and dialectal elements. Since the proponents of this style
are always seeking to create a balance be:ween form and content, their
works inevitably emerge unshackled by fanciful refinements of syntax,

.1
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weak Arabic constructions or loan-translations. The promoters of this
style comprise those who matured profesionally before World Wr.r. II

(and continued writing afterwards) as well as those who have mime onto
the scene since then. Among thom we find Taha Hussein, Mikhail
Ahmad Al-Zayyat, Abbas Al-Aqqad, Maroun Abboud, Ahmad Amin, Mohammed
Hussein Haikal, Suhail Idris, Nazik Al-Malaika Satif Al-Husari and
(in some of their !:ritings) Najib Nahfouz and Mahmoud Taymonr.

Of this modern prose, distinguished rur its superb control of ex-
pression and concern with content as well as fo.,'m, the following two
excerpts' will serve as examples. The first is from Taha Hussein's book

" Adib 'Literateur' (p. 147,1961):

I L
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And from Najib Mahfouz's " " baytun sayvi?u_ssumia-
'House of ill-Repute' (pp. 218-219, 1965) is the following pas:4age:

J 1.0-e _ c L-'
j I

I L-.1.5, 3 2 1

c r I J I t J 1 .i -

11



Raurruny

)11

S II ,L1,

The most outstanding thing in these two samplings is the use of a
purely Arabic medium capable of expressing ideas as well as feelings
without being overcharged with erudite forms and abstractions and with-
out, at the same time being lowered to the use of a "street-level"
dialect. The creators of this style appear to be trying to lift the
standards of the reader, with respect to his spoken language, to this
intermediate "written" mode which they employ.

In spite of the fact that most Arab writers of our time are
endeavoring to simplify their language and render it intelligible to
all, we still find this 'middle style' and its proponents to be gain-
ing the most ground. Heading the aforementioned lists are the names
of writers who now use this style exclvsively, e.g., Taha Hussein,

Mahmoud Taymour, Ahmad Amin and Suhayl Idris.

3. The grandiose style, whih is laden with formal embellishments
and rhaoical niceties. This style is rife with metaphorical and
figuratiNe devices which serve to satisfy the author's desire for
eloquence and pedantry.

Although this style still follows the old model of rhymed prose and
traditional rhetoric by its use of language replete with preciosities,
hazy references and cliches, it nevertheless has not been unaffected by
modern literary trends. This is apparent by the use of psychological
and social analysis and precise description wherever necessary, as yell
as the resolution and ambiguities through the use of punctuation marks
without being tied down by prescriptive traditional roles. This style
is characterized by its,, use of traditional rhetorical devices, its
tendency to revive passe forms from the lexicon of Classical Arabic and
its widening of the application of Arabic's built-in derivational
machinery. This style is not used to any notable degree today. Thus
far, I have only come across one book which employs this style; a boo:
by M:hmoud Taymour entitled " oif l'aggaxsixyaatu-lCigruun,
"The Twenty Personalities" (1969). The following two excerpts are taken from
that book. In the first, Taymour describes Lutfi Alsayyid (pp. 9-10) in the
following manners

, JAci (I
._/-2-5

' + 1 Lik_1> 5'

jj I 'lb cc J.--1 r+;.-2 1 Lsil J I

J I Lsic J / J I a, 0 L I ( -1

' f t)-- J1,-"' I w
s 1 45-1 'I°

. . 131,

t LirJ1 I ;i J I

! 1._1 .LAL, I td-t-e t (



Ica anuny 6

Vic. L.,1 1:J I cJ I J....;J I

ji c

1 j jL; 1 JI

5-5 c I L I

:jo.,11 L-1.5 J_LI

j C L..JI .c I

In the second passage (pp. 41-42) the author describes the ludicial
attitude of Ahmad Amin:
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I would like to repeat here that it is not easy to make "precise"
correlations between these styles and the writers who use them; especially
since we find that some well-known writers in our time write in two or
more styles. Mahmoud Taymour, for exar,ple, sometimes eploys the grandiose
style and sometimes the pure middle, while Najib Mahfouz, Tawfiq
and Halim Barakat use the pure modern and simple styles. These writers
vary their style in accordance with the nature and requirements of their
subject matter.

After this general survey of contemporary prose literary styles, I

will move on to talk about the extent of the influence of these styles
upon contemporary Arabic prose with regard to form and content. I shall
begin with the developments in form as follows:

1. Developments perta!ning Co vocabulary. Those developments
include the use of the following:

a. Familiar Arabic vocabulary, such as the vocabulary ised by
Mahmoud Taymour in his book " n " ?agsgaxsiyyaatu_lSisruun
It is a classical Arabic vocabulary containing nous, adjectives, and verbs
of rare usage, despite the fact that they are found within dictionaries, i.e.:

L.J.J I s 61 mil, l.,1.> 4 L.A. 4

( t j I 4 w is 4 j L., 4 C ems. C ala

LA-.5"""i C

b. Colloquial Arabic vocabulary, which is chiefly found in simple
style writings especially in dialogue situations or discussions between
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characters in a novel or play. The use of the colloquial has now become
a matter of course among certain contemporary prose literateurs, for
example: Ihsan Abdul-Quddous, Tawfuq Al-hakim and Yousuf Al-Siba'i.
There are many examples of colloquial vocabulary and exprssions in their
novels and plays such as the above from Yousuf Al-Siba'i and Ihsan
Abdul-Quddous,2

c. Foreign vocabulary, which has become, after its Arabicization,
more familiar and more common than its Arabic equivalents. This vocab-
ulary consists of names of newly-appeared machinery and equipment, as
well as certain scientific and technical terms. The use of this vocab-
ulary depends on the type of style and the education of the writer.
The users of the modern simple style, for example, employ it frequently,
even though equivalents in Arabic are widespread. Those who employ the
pure middle style also use this vocabulary, but only where its equivalents
in Arabic do not give the precise meaning. Its use in the grandiose style
is rare, however. The following selection from, L. book " "

?al-SaaYid 'The Man Who Returned' by the writer Khalil Taqiyy Al-Din
(p. 82, 1968) gives us a clear idea of the use in the modern Arabic novel
of Arabicized foreign vocabulary items.

LrJ 1 0 j I 01..",;-±, "

J f

Li, I L.

2-Le

Ls..-.-;_SJ ;LS

I

LsJ

;.+ 1_ 9 LS j

) j JJ j J 0 L,
2. Developments pertaining to Arabic expressions and sentences

influenced by foreign languages with regard to derivation and usage of
some of their vocabulary and lexical implications. Some of the writers
who were educated or lived in the '.,'est are inclined to use expressions
and sentences of this type, exar;-.1)1(s of whom are: hlim Jabro
Ilirohiel L-vla Y :abokki. followin are ex.oples of these

'HQ tuok the plane'

'programmed learni.1g,'

'the sciontific field'

'tile starry night'

'a starry sky'
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to mould man'

'delectable trances'

3. Linguistic developments pertaining to certain grammatical con-
structions, especially the use and manning of certain particles found
in these constructions. have noticed, for example, that contemporary
Arabic uses certain constructions containing certain negative particles
which have, since classical times, unaergone changes in meaning and
usage. Some particles have taken or new .acanin while the meanings
of others have become broader, and tiie use of still others lies fallen
off markedly. The constructieas containing the negative particle
lama 'not yet' which ncgates the event in the past connected with the
present. is now very rare. i,ive found only eight examples of it in
the 25 hooks thct I have examined. It is worth mentioning that these
examples appeared in the writins of Taha Hossein, ikhael Nuaimy, Mahmoud
Taymour and Oahai all of whom are of writers who appeared
and matured before the Second War.

On the other hand, 'didn't' which is mainly used to negate
an event in the past, is new frequently used to negate the past whose
result is still present. I have found many e:.aplcs containing the
negative particle lam indicating negation of an act in the past
connected with the present, as in the following examples:

I r

Likewise, the use of constructions containing Liz hat which indicates a
negative sense inferred from intonation in the sentence, has become
very infrequent. I have found only three examples of this type in the
books that I have read.

Regarding Lanta avid vnieh gramf:arians call negative
particles, their use has Leceme nrici,sto..i:ary or nonexistent today.

Other categories of i,entvx have also lwen affected by developments
similar to those of ncot(1.. i have found that grammatical construc-
tions beginning with the I11 (the eircic-.1stantial clause) such as

musriSlitn,ttadfiratu mui;aaLiratun, 'the plane is
traveling fast', or those in which the hhl impiies comparison like
o " 1.):7;adan the cat attacked (like)
a lion' or other constructions whiu the meaning of the b51 is an
affirmation of the content of the iclltenee before it " "

xaliil ?aliuuka rahiiman 'Khalil is your father, as being merciful'--all have
become rare, for I have not yet found any example of them.4
grammatical constructions in whiia the 1171i complicates the meaning in an

indirect way have be,eme su iutriqueot (hat taey are now confined to the
rare grandiose style. ii,e fellewing two examples from "

I ti
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7aLt,axsiy:iaatu,1ruun by Xah--.:nd 23) are tlo: best
illustrations of this:

'AJ9

I H.-C.

And also his description n of Ain-ati Amin (p , 41) :

c Lc._J L-5 ii
1 :5

develop,qonts mentioned ai,ove Jr. : not intended to 1,i2 a te,neraliza-

tion but a description of the dove grarm:ar of contemporary
Arabic is under.toing. o wi 1 1 puhl i dotal al 1 of the syn tact ic

developments which 'have iLappened t the 111_111,1 I-L.)1.P,, cate,,tories of ;vntd% in
special .11.-ticles:, ai ter Lc,mplote data art. available and analyzed scienti f-
ically and precisely, rely fl0 u vint4 exa-;p1t. do rderived ; H.raty

books wiij li arc nov avai I ahlo.

4. Development:; pertainin: to the i t ion of Arabic :.;eater.cc,.:,
and the construction ol their .012 ........... 1 the use 01 punctuation
marks, followin Lodern t rends in wr: t Today we oft in find Arabic
novels and plays 'allcse autOcr:-; di. not pAy at.1,111:011 10 the old rules of
pnnctuati.nt or scaten:e lenztU and Ho patts,

A me!, clone . tor , la

Ba 'labakki , r,t', at, i I an Al- IV and ,a12
ill 5c11;e of ibo ro : a 1 ,it.

about , c'11 1111, 111 11.-1.1,1C11 OL1H.ofl ,1;L

word to a 1 or :t11-att .itt ,. 'lore it
siderat i L'f

1/1.1iLl.-.11..'111_ (1i 1._51.1111, 1-1, 1-, 1,11.1,1:-. A11.: LH'. 1 11,11 ,h11 .11'1'11-1; 1,- .L11 .1.-

w. 1,t tiL1r ,:1/ 1.11, if t i11 -11H, .ascd..
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1' , 7. o r: tit r i ).:
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A study of the development of pros. literary styles, as well as the
linguistic chanties yhich they affected in form, and content, reveals that
all of them have happened naturally as required by our living conditions
and contemporary life. The euvirint where we live with all its
cultural. and social influencer is that which dictates what we write.
As a result of this, whater rile differences among prose styles today,
they are all appropriate :or .yir suriaiundings, our language and our
reality. In fa,:ti, all of these diffrencos in style and the resulting
linguistic developments clearly point out the flexibility of contemporary
Arabic and its pliability in ex:.ressinc most ideas and meanings with
accuracy, profundity and o,;e.

The noticeable variety in today's prose styles can be attributed
to the use of the language to enpress a diversity of cultural inc
social scenes. As long as conteraporary writers consider modern literary
principles in the handling at their subjects, present social and literary
life as their eyes see ft, and mak e. an effort to serve the public masses
which they address or to serve Arabic culture and aft which they represent,
it is not necessary that they all 'art ti in inc style for a common single
goal. Had they :one so, our i.terature today would be characterized by
.,:eakriess and constraint ihstead of s%.ength and expansion.

This is with regard to the literary prose styles. As for the
influences which modern litecarY '.rends have introduced to Arabic prose,
such as the. new treatment of the suhlsubject matter, the use of punctuation
ma Ps, the use of foreign word- and expressions and the derivation of new
Arabic words, they do net mar our contemporry Arabic language or our
prose writcr.-1. Faith in renewal, in ii 'oration, in the harmony betyeen
our writings and conteoporar: ii to and in all the influences they receive
from modern trends in writ ii' and education is necessary these day .

There is an advantage in fel us, an enlightonment for our minds,
nourishment for our literature and strength for car language.

Ihe Cairene Selentilie Acadoify works hard to create Arabic equivalents
for foreign words LT II these Arabic equivalents would come
at the right time, writers yoold appreciate and use them, and, naturally,
readers mould approve and aceopt tier. On the other hand, if they come
late or if they do dot give ti g. which the foreign words
do, especially with reard to of machiniry and scientific equipment
and medical and artistO. di Llen the. use of the Alabicizei
fir words ther*He 'Hes oil bia.0MC their meaning
is camp let e and el eat .
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Likewiae, the use of the colloquial language in certain modern
novels and plays to portray the events and characters in a more true-
to-life fashion is a gain which makes our literature deal with teal
life. Whether or not this phenomenon is drawn from foreign literatures
or obtained as a result of the natural developent which both Arab
and world literacurcs are experiencing, there is no doubt that it is a

sound phetenenen, right in its path and goal. And so long as its use
is confined to discussion or arguments for geniine literary objectives,
harm will not ensue from it.

flee fear which certain writer.' and critics have had recently,
aamely that the use of simple stled which employ colloquialisms and
certain foreign words corrosive to the Arabic language and destructive
of its grammatical foundations, is built on fancy, not fact. The concern
of the advocates of the simpla style with content and their consideration
of the poauiar classes for whom they write is not a condemnation of the
Arabic language and its grammar, but rather a s]nplificatirn and render-
ing of it appropriate to the cultural and intellectual levels of these
classes. Indeed, what comes from this state of affairs is simply the
disappearance of the use of syntactic constructions which do not state
our ideas clearly, and in an easily digestible way. The developments we
observes' in the use of certain negative constructions and the hal in
contemporary prose writings is the best proof of that The tendency of
simple style writer:; not to use negative particles showing indirect
negation (such as the negative sense inferred trom intonation when
using car the ocmprehension of the meaning of the sentence
by considering what ',recedes and ftliows it when using (a' and

.

; o.. the common use today of the particle of negation to

indicate negation of a past event cendeeted .,uth the present tine- -all
of these things have hot ond L.All net u.irn, Lia. Arabic lahguaiie or offend
its grammatical rules. The same thing can be saiu of the avoidance by
those who use the simple and middle st:.les of the use of t'il.. 1,il at the

beginning of the sentence, or their avoidance of usnig an

adjective, and (this can ext(ndea) other :,t,i1dird:-; "eloquenle"
where cutter their ntzclition or fora and embellishment, instead
of etinveying tld m(dning In a clear, easy f:dinier.

In oriel, Aral.ic prcso has ho(n nniergoin a chur(a of complete
stabili?atfon World War II. lief ex1,7-,,les cited in ,he first dit
of this article gr.. oily tc=,iy to the develerent of prose .,tvles Jul
subjects in are.m.nt with the (ontemporary modern spirit. Altldingh

these developments ,,al bo,tte up dot ing 1 1 .111(1 11:1,1

begun to incr.' isc short l. prior to 'Vox. lc Pier I ! , iu.ntt

in tho tel the last c,-dr,

we used to find controversy, ran, or prevailing ar.ong ere-

World Wor II grcupu of writcr!,, ((a .(c, that tbdt 11A b. en reversed

to solidnlity, i.rdert A lin, ,and closeness setter the Aha wh(rea

we use to rs in the past belain' to tradition and
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conservatism, and others zealously embracing the new and original, we
see most writers today drawing from contemporary literary sources,
even those who still long for the use of the old traditional style.

Hence, it is possible for modern Arabic prosy to be in direct contact wi
with the life of the people, influencing spiritual, social and political
factors. A spirit of research and analysis appeared in it and It
became more and more inclined toward concern with meaning and form
together.

Nowadays the rapprochement has becoe,e so obvious among groups of
,writers that we find some of them using varied styles rather than only
one, according to the exigencies of the circumstances and occasions of
writing. As a result it ha become difficult, as mentioned earlier,
to distinguish one group from another, except in generalities.

We have already seen how this div..rsity in contemporary literary
styles is necessary to our literature and our people, because it opens
the field to all people, despite their differences in type and their
disparity in culture and concepts, in order that they nay drink from
it as much as they want. For it is unjust in a time such as this time
of ours that we restrict the field of prose writ_in to one style or to
one faction of writers. The logic of contemporary life and ti nature
of people in it particularly demiand varied colors in literature, and
not lust one.

The testimony which I have given while talking about negation and
hal are but a few examples of the actual developments whicn have
occurred within our echlemporary Arabic prose. These developments,
and others similar to them, conliui to us our contemporary wrfters'
hwareness of the necessity of having concord between the style and
language which the writer employs on the one hand, and between the
writer, his style and ch.:, occasions of writing on the other. The
inclusion of this concord in Arabic prose styles has great importance,
for it explains to us clearly Al the developments which have occurred,
such as the use or non-use of sure particles and syntactic constructions
in accordance with the demands of styles arH occasions together.

And now I would like to (A)nelue this article with the following
statement: If our goal is to keep our modern Arabic prose alive,
progressing with uur modern life, harmonious with both ..ricers and
reader, we cannot but accept with satisfaction the modern developments
which have occurred in our contemporary prose and which have granted it
fl._xibility in expiession and image, case in description and understand-
ing. As a matter of fact, the powe, of language in expression and pre-
seitaion and its power in description and clarification, come from the
wti, in which sentences are constructed and in which elements are
arranged, the congruity of the .tole et.ployed with the exigencies of
the circumstances, and also from adhering to toe genera] basic
principles observed in writing Arabic prose. If at anv time we find
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any prose literary work which is so weak in its composition and
construction that there is no strong connection between its elements,
we must reject it and wage war against it, whether its style be simplc
or eloquent.

Foctnotes

1
This is a translation of the pr ceding articleart icL to Arabic

has been submitted t a Lebanese jourrA for phTlicAtion.
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See pages 34, i) of !:111.S Article.
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385, 1968).
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Office of Lduc,v..iwi, under thc provisi es of 1'. L. l- II, ocerol vc
Rese,irCA, and the proviioils of Title P. 1..


