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ABSTRACT

This research explores the evolving relationship between modernity and tradition in contemporary Arabic literature. In the face of
globalization, technological advancements, and political transformations, Arab societies are experiencing rapid changes that are reflected
in their literary works. Arabic writers are tasked with the challenge of maintaining a connection to their classical linguistic and cultural
heritage while adopting modern forms of literary expression. The tension between preserving classical Arabic and integrating more
contemporary, colloquial language forms presents a significant dilemma for authors. This article delves into how contemporary writers
navigate this duality, examining the innovative ways they merge traditional elements with modernist techniques in narrative structures,
themes, and linguistic choices. By analyzing the works of prominent authors and poets, the study highlights how issues such as identity,
exile, political struggle, and cultural globalization are explored within this framework. Additionally, it addresses the cultural
significance of this balancing act, considering how the interplay between tradition and modernity reflects broader social and political
realities in the Arab world. Ultimately, this research sheds light on the rich diversity of Arabic literature today, illustrating how
contemporary writers are shaping the future of their literary tradition while responding to the challenges of modernity.
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INTRODUCTION

The Arabic language, with its profound literary and historical
roots, occupies a central place in the cultural and intellectual
identity of the Arab world. As the language of the Qur'an, classical
Arabic (Fusha) has been a symbol of not only religious and
spiritual heritage but also centuries of intellectual and literary
achievement.! Over time, classical Arabic became the standard for
formal writing, literature, and religious discourse, shaping the
foundations of Arab thought and expression. From pre-Islamic
poetry to the Golden Age of Islamic civilization, Arabic literature
evolved in dialogue with this linguistic tradition, producing works
that continue to resonate today.

However, as the Arab world confronts the forces of modernization,
globalization, and rapid technological advances, the role of the
Arabic language in contemporary literature faces new challenges.
Globalization has introduced Western literary forms and concepts,
while technological innovation has accelerated the spread of
colloquial dialects, digital communication, and global languages
like English and French. These shifts have influenced
contemporary Arabic writers, who now must navigate the delicate
balance between preserving classical Arabic’s literary heritage
and embracing modern storytelling techniques that reflect the
realities of the 21st century.

1 Al-Musawi, Muhsin ]. The Postcolonial Arabic Novel: Debating
Ambivalence. Brill, 2003.
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This research investigates how contemporary Arabic writers
handle the tension between tradition and modernity, analyzing
their linguistic choices, narrative structures, and thematic
concerns. The study focuses on how these writers blend classical
forms with modern expressions, using innovative techniques to
address social, political, and cultural issues facing the Arab world.
By exploring the works of key contemporary authors and poets,
this article aims to understand the cultural significance of this
balancing act, and how the interplay between tradition and
innovation reflects the evolving nature of Arabic literature today.
The research ultimately highlights how contemporary Arabic
literature maintains its rich heritage while evolving to meet the
demands of the modern era.?

Historical Context of Arabic Literature

Arabic literature has a long and diverse history, evolving through
several distinct periods that reflect the cultural, political, and social
transformations of the Arab world. The origins of Arabic literary
expression date back to the pre-Islamic period, known as
Jahiliyyah, when oral poetry held a central role in Arab culture.
This early poetry, rich with themes of heroism, honor, and love,
was crucial in shaping the linguistic and poetic traditions that
would later flourish.

With the rise of Islam, Arabic literature entered a new era,
reaching unprecedented heights during the Abbasid Caliphate

2 Allen, Roger. Modern Arabic Fiction: An Anthology. Columbia
University Press, 2005.
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(750-1258 CE). This period, often referred to as the Islamic
Golden Age, saw the development of classical Arabic prose and
poetry, as scholars and poets expanded the boundaries of literary
expression. Influential figures like Al-Mutanabbi and Al-Jahiz
contributed to the richness of Arabic literature, producing works
that continue to be celebrated today. During this time, Fusha
(classical Arabic) became the dominant standard for writing,
revered not only for its religious significance in the Qur’an but
also for its role in preserving Arab identity and intellectual
thought.

The 19th and early 20th centuries saw the emergence of the
Nahda, or Arabic literary renaissance, as Arab intellectuals sought
to modernize their literary traditions. Influenced by European
literature, the Nahda introduced new genres such as the novel,
short story, and modern poetry. Writers during this period, such as
Taha Hussein and Naguib Mahfouz, successfully integrated these
forms with classical Arabic styles, paving the way for
contemporary Arabic literature and setting the stage for further
literary innovation in the 20th and 21st centuries.®

The Linguistic Dilemma: Classical vs. Colloquial Arabic

One of the most significant challenges facing contemporary
Arabic literature is the coexistence of Fusha (Classical Arabic)
and Ammiyya (colloquial Arabic). This linguistic duality, or
diglossia, is a defining feature of the Arabic language, with Fusha
serving as the formal language of writing, education, and media,
while Ammiyya is spoken in daily life, varying widely from region
to region. This presents a unique dilemma for modern Arabic
writers: should they continue to use the prestigious classical
language, rooted in centuries of literary tradition, or should they
embrace the colloquial dialects that better reflect the lived
experiences of contemporary Arab societies?

Fusha, with its deep association with the Qur’an, classical poetry,
and historical prose, remains revered across the Arab world. It is
seen as the custodian of Arab intellectual and cultural identity,
embodying the linguistic unity of a diverse region. For centuries,
it has been the primary language of literary expression, and many
Arab readers still regard it as the proper medium for serious
literature. However, it is increasingly seen as distant from the
everyday reality of many Arabs, whose daily communication
occurs in Ammiyya, often specific to their local dialects.

The question of whether to use classical or colloquial Arabic in
literary works is more than just a technical decision—it is tied to
questions of cultural identity, accessibility, and the evolving role
of literature in society. For many modern writers, Fusha can feel
restrictive or antiquated when attempting to depict the
complexities and rapid transformations of contemporary life. Yet,

3 Asfour, John, and Nabeel Asfour, editors. When the Words Burn: An
Anthology of Modern Arabic Poetry. Mosaic Press, 1988.

4 Badawi, M.M. A Short History of Modern Arabic Literature. Oxford
University Press, 1992.

5 Hiddleston, Jane. Understanding Postcolonialism. Routledge, 2014.
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the use of colloquial Arabic in literary contexts has often been
viewed with skepticism, as it lacks the universal prestige and
formal structure of Fusha.

Egyptian novelist Naguib Mahfouz, who won the Nobel Prize in
Literature in 1988, successfully navigated this linguistic divide by
blending both classical and colloquial Arabic in his works. His
Cairo Trilogy, among his other novels, integrates colloquial
dialogue into a predominantly classical framework, reflecting the
vernacular speech patterns of his characters while maintaining the
literary gravitas of Fusha. This approach allowed him to capture
the complexity of 20th-century Egyptian society and urban life,
making his works accessible to a broad audience while preserving
literary depth.’

In contrast, some modern poets, particularly those influenced by
Western literary movements, have broken away from classical
Arabic's rigid structures, embracing free verse and modernist
techniques that challenge traditional poetic forms. Poets like
Mahmoud Darwish and Adonis (Ali Ahmad Said Esber) have
experimented with language in ways that deviate from the strict
rules of classical Arabic poetry. For instance, Darwish, a
Palestinian poet, often infused his work with colloquial
expressions, blending personal and national themes while pushing
the boundaries of poetic expression. Adonis, a key figure in Arabic
modernism, went even further, using fragmented, abstract
language to break away from classical modes of writing, reflecting
his rejection of cultural and political conservatism.®

These differing approaches illustrate the complexity of the
linguistic dilemma in contemporary Arabic literature. While some
writers seek to preserve the literary and cultural significance of
Fusha, others view the incorporation of colloquial language and
modern techniques as essential to making literature more relevant
and reflective of the current Arab experience. This ongoing
tension between classical and colloquial Arabic is central to the
development of modern Arabic literature, reflecting broader
debates about tradition, modernity, and cultural identity in the
Arab world.

Modernity and Innovation in Arabic Literature

The infusion of modernity into Arabic literature goes beyond
linguistic evolution; it also transforms the themes and narrative
techniques that contemporary writers employ. As Arab societies
experience rapid political, social, and cultural shifts, modern
Arabic literature has evolved to address pressing issues such as
identity, exile, political oppression, gender dynamics, and cultural
globalization. These themes reflect the diverse challenges facing

6 Hutchins, William. The Arab Renaissance: A Bilingual Anthology of
the Nahda. Syracuse University Press, 2003.
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the Arab world in the 20th and 21st centuries, as writers
increasingly explore the complexities of modern life.”

Lebanese author Hanan al-Shaykh is a prime example of a writer
who blends modernity with tradition in her exploration of women's
experiences in conservative societies. Her novel The Story of
Zahra (1980) delves into personal struggles while critiquing
broader societal issues such as war, mental illness, and sexuality.
Al-Shaykh uses a fluid, modern narrative style that departs from
rigid classical forms, allowing her to confront both local concerns
and global feminist discourses. Her work highlights the
intersection of personal trauma and political turmoil, illustrating
how modern Arabic literature is addressing contemporary gender
issues in ways that resonate with a global readership.

Similarly, Syrian writer Zakaria Tamer has revolutionized the
Arabic short story with his innovative use of surrealism and
symbolism. His collection Breaking Knees: 63 Short Stories
employs modernist techniques to explore themes of political and
social repression, showcasing how Arabic literature can push the
boundaries of narrative while remaining deeply connected to the
socio-political realities of the Arab world. Tamer's stories often
critique authoritarianism and injustice, using surreal scenarios to
mirror the absurdities of real-life oppression.®

Through these examples, it is clear that contemporary Arabic
literature is increasingly characterized by a blend of modern
narrative techniques and engagement with current socio-political
issues. This innovation ensures that Arabic literature remains
relevant, adaptable, and reflective of the ongoing struggles and
aspirations of the Arab people in a globalized world.

Cultural Implications: Tradition as Identity vs. Modernity as
Progress

The tension between tradition and modernity in Arabic literature
is not merely a linguistic or aesthetic concern—it carries
significant cultural and political implications. Classical Arabic
represents not just a literary tradition, but also a sense of cultural
continuity and identity, especially in the face of colonialism,
globalization, and political instability.®

In many Arab societies, the use of classical Arabic in literature is
seen as an act of resistance against cultural homogenization and
the imposition of foreign ideologies. By maintaining classical
Arabic, writers contribute to the preservation of a language that is
intimately tied to religious, historical, and cultural identity.

However, the embrace of modern forms, themes, and linguistic
experimentation is equally important for writers who seek to
address contemporary issues. The ability to express the
complexities of modern life, from political turmoil to

7 Kilito, Abdelfattah. The Author and His Doubles: Essays on Classical
Arabic Culture. Syracuse University Press, 2001.

8 Sarnou, Dalal. Narratives of Arab Modernity: The Rise of Fictional
Narrative in Arabic Literary Culture. Springer, 2014.
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technological advancement, requires literary forms that break
away from rigid traditions.

Writers like Iragi author Ahmed Saadawi, whose novel
Frankenstein in Baghdad (2014) reimagines Mary Shelley’s
Frankenstein within the context of war-torn Baghdad, highlight
the necessity of literary innovation in capturing the fragmented
and chaotic realities of modern Arab societies.

CONCLUSION

The relationship between modernity and tradition in contemporary
Arabic literature is characterized by a dynamic interplay that
reflects the complexities of the Arab experience. Arab writers
today are engaged in a delicate balancing act: they are striving to
engage with the modern world, its challenges, and its
transformations while remaining deeply rooted in a linguistic and
cultural tradition that stretches back centuries. This fusion of the
old and the new allows for a rich and diverse body of work that
captures the multifaceted realities of Arab societies in the 21st
century. 0

The tension between classical and colloquial Arabic, and between
traditional and modern narrative techniques, creates a vibrant
space for literary experimentation. Some writers, like Naguib
Mahfouz and Hanan al-Shaykh, find ways to merge classical
language with colloquial expressions, or personal narratives with
broader social critiques. Others, like Zakaria Tamer and Adonis,
challenge traditional forms altogether, using modernist and
surrealist approaches to reflect political and social realities.
Through their varied approaches, these writers highlight how
Arabic literature continues to evolve, maintaining a dialogue
between its historical legacy and contemporary concerns.

As globalization, digital culture, and shifting political landscapes
continue to influence Arab societies, the future of Arabic literature
will likely see further evolution. New generations of writers will
undoubtedly grapple with these challenges, producing works that
reflect their unique perspectives on identity, power, and cultural
change. Whether they choose to write in Fusha or Ammiyya,
whether they adhere to classical forms or experiment with
modernist techniques, contemporary Arabic authors are
contributing to an ongoing conversation that bridges past and
present. This dialogue between tradition and innovation ensures
that Arabic literature will remain a vital, evolving force in global
literature, capable of addressing both local concerns and universal
themes in the years to come.
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