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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Modern Arabic prose has evolved significantly since the 19th century, reflecting
the socio-political transformations of the Arab world. As traditional forms gave
way to new genres during the Nahda (Arab Renaissance), Arabic literature
embraced modernity while addressing issues such as colonialism, identity, and
societal change. Key genres include the novel, which rose as a powerful medium
for social realism and psychological exploration; the short story, known for its
brevity and sharp social commentary; and autobiography, often intertwining
personal narratives with political critique. Additionally, essays have been
instrumental in shaping intellectual discourse, while prose poetry and magical
realism have pushed the boundaries of literary expression, blending personal
reflection with allegorical critiques of politics and culture. This introduction
highlights the diversity of modern Arabic prose, where realism, experimentation,
and intellectual exploration converge to address themes like identity, gender,
political oppression, and the clash between tradition and modernity. These
genres collectively reflect the dynamic and evolving nature of Arabic literature,
capturing the complexities of life in a rapidly changing Arab world.

Keywords: Modern Arabic Prose, Nahda, Social Realism, Identity, Post-
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Introduction:

Modern Arabic prose has undergone a remarkable transformation since the late 19th century, emerging as a
vibrant reflection of the socio-political and cultural changes within the Arab world this period, known as the
Nahda (Arab Renaissance), marked a shift away from traditional literary forms towards new, more diverse
genres that embraced modernity while grappling with colonialism, nationalism, and the quest for identity. As
Arab societies navigated the challenges of modernization, their literature became a vital space for exploring
and critiquing these complex realities.

Key genres that shaped modern Arabic prose include the novel, which provided a powerful medium for
addressing social realism and psychological depth, often critiquing the effects of colonialism and societal
hierarchies. Similarly, the short story emerged as a sharp tool for social commentary, focusing on political
oppression, poverty, and gender inequality. Autobiography and memoir genres allowed writers to blend
personal experiences with broader political contexts, while essays became a platform for intellectuals to debate
pressing issues of nationalism, identity, and cultural reform.

Meanwhile, rhymed prose and magical realism pushed the boundaries of literary form, offering a more
experimental approach to prose. These works often combined the fantastical with the real to address existential
themes, personal struggles, and critiques of authoritarianism.

Description:

Based on the discussion, the 19th century was merely a preliminary phase foreshadowing the significant
developments that Arabic literature would witness in the 20th century. The achievements of the 19th century
did not go beyond “preparing the ground” for the seeds of renewal, which would yield ripe—or nearly ripe—
fruits in the 20th century, encompassing various literary forms and genres as recognized in world literature.
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In terms of style, prose in the 19th century was burdened with rhetorical embellishments and rhymed prose.
There were even attempts to revive the art of the magama by Sheikh Nasif al-Yaziji. The literary genre “rhymed
prose” has a distinct position in Arabic literature. As for content, prose dealt with social and political issues,
but in the manner of moral preaching and satirical criticism that addressed appearances rather than essences.
A researcher examining 20th-century Arabic literature would observe that all of this was surpassed. Contact
with the West encouraged the introduction of developments to traditional literary genres and the emergence
of new prose forms with novel expressive frameworks.!

The Essay (Al-Magqala):

It is well-known that the essay originated within the realm of journalism. Perhaps the first to use the term
“essay” (maqgala) was Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq when he wrote an article titled “An Essay on the Source of the
Nile” in the “Al-Jawd’ib” magazine. In its early days, newspapers focused on editorials, which were usually
featured on the front page and dealt with a main topic, often political. The emergence of magazines expanded
the scope of the essay and influenced its development, broadening its subjects to include various aspects of
public life. Many writers began compiling their essays into books to preserve them from loss and make them
more accessible to future generations.

Critics have traditionally categorized essays by their content into several types: political, social, and literary. As
knowledge expanded into various fields, new categories emerged, such as intellectual, philosophical,
humanistic, psychological, religious, and critical essays. Essays are also divided into two main types: the
personal essay and the objective essay.

In the personal essay, the writer addresses a specific subject, reflecting their impressions. The writer’s emotions
and subjective reactions govern the writing, with a personal perspective expressed in a spontaneous style.
Naturally, these essays vary based on their topics and the individuality of each writer, regarding clarity, depth,
and aesthetic beauty.

The objective essay, on the other hand, involves the writer addressing a subject with logic, reason, and
methodological structure. These essays usually have an introduction, followed by a discussion, analysis,
conclusions, and conclusion. The subject typically revolves around a scientific, philosophical, social, political,
or critical issue.

Among the most notable writers of personal essays, characterized by delicate emotions, imaginative breadth,
artistic depiction, and short, musical sentences, are Mustafa Lutfi al-Manfalti in his books Al-Nazarat and Al-
‘Abarat , and Gibran Khalil Gibran in his works “Tears and Laughter” (Dam‘a wa Ibtissma), “The Tempests”
(Al-‘Awasif) , and “Wonders and Beauties” (Al-Bada’i‘ wa al-Tara’ib). May Ziadeh also contributed to this genre
in her works “Thoughts of a Girl” (Sawanih Fatadh) and “Darkness and Rays” (Zulmat wa Ashi‘a). This type of
personal essay began to decline after the 1950s, though some writers in various Arab countries continued to
practice it.

In another style of personal essays, many writers adopted a humorous approach characterized by satirical
depiction intertwined with narrative, marked by lively expression. One of the prominent essayists of this style
in the 19th century was Ahmad Faris al-Shidyaq in his books “Leg over Leg” (Al-Saq ‘Ala al-Saq Fi Ma Huwa
Al-Fariyaq) and “Uncovering Europe’s Arts” (Kashf al-Makhba ‘An Funiin Urubba). In the 20th century,
Ibrahim Abdel Qadir Al-Mazini stood out with his works “Chasing the Wind” (Qabd al-Rih), “From the
Window” (Min al-Nafidha), and “The Harvest of Chaff” (Hasad al-Hashim). Even though “The Harvest of Chaff”
is a collection of critical essays, its satirical tone is clear, and the personal nature of the writer is one of its
prominent features. This illustrates the overlap between the personal and objective essay styles.

A third style is distinguished by profound ideas, refined diction, and poetic imagination. The most prominent
writers of this style in the 20th century include Mustafa Sadiq al-Rafi’i in his works “Inspiration of the Pen”
(Wahy al-Qalam) and “The Moon’s Discourse” (Hadith al-Qamar), where readers encounter some ambiguity
and complexity in the imagery and style.

With the flourishing of Arab journalism, the rise in education, and the evolution of literature in the 20th
century, the number of authors writing personal essays addressing objective issues and social, political, or
economic problems increased significantly. It is rare to find an Arab writer across the Arab world who has not
engaged in this form of essay writing in a newspaper or magazine, making it difficult to comprehensively list
them all.

Among the most famous writers of objective essays—although these still carry subjective elements by nature—
are Ahmad Amin in his book “Stream of Thought” (Faid al-Khatir), Taha Husayn in many of his works such as
“Wednesday Talks” (Hadith al-Arbi‘d”) and Renewing the Memory of Abu Al-Ala’ (Tajdid Dhikra Abi al-‘Ald’),
Muhammad Kurd Ali, Muhammad Hussein Haykal, and Mikhail Naima in “The Barns” (Al-Bayadir), “Light
and Darkness” (Al-Niir wa al-Daijtir), and “The Sieve” (Al-Ghirbal), as well as Abbas Mahmoud al-Aqqad, and
al-Mazini in “The Divan” (Al-Diwéan) ... and many others.

With the complex developments in Arab life and literature after the 1950s, the number of objective essay writers
increased significantly. Newspapers and magazines of all kinds relied on this type of essay, written by both
journalists and literary figures alike. Lectures, radio, and television programs dedicated to literature also
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flourished, and these were essentially extended essays adapted to suit different media formats. Even
symposiums can be considered part of this category.

Contemporary writers continue to compile their essays into books, following the tradition established by the
pioneers of the 19th and 20th centuries, whose famous names have already been mentioned. Although it is
impossible to list the many authors who write objective essays today in different Arab countries, numbering in
the hundreds, it is worth noting that some essays, especially those published in specialized journals, have
expanded in scope and thought, resembling short literary studies that include several parts, each addressing a
different aspect of the subject or its ideas. 2

Speech (Al-Khitabah):

The field of ‘oration’ or speech expanded in the modern era, with a diversification of its topics and styles, driven
by the rise of national movements and the establishment of literary societies, clubs, and other platforms.
Notable figures in this field during the 19th and early 20th centuries included Abdullah al-Nadim, Adeeb Ishaq,
Mustafa Kamil, Amin al-Rihani, and Mihaela Ziada. Rhetoric became increasingly prominent at national, party,
and political events, as well as at local and international conferences. Its spread was facilitated by radio and
television.

In addition to religious speeches delivered during gatherings and holidays, there are various forms of speeches,
such as lectures, which, as previously mentioned, are akin to essays. They combine elements of both literary
forms. There are also speeches for various occasions, as well as radio and television talks, with seminars playing
arole in this area.

In its original sense, rhetoric today has become primarily associated with politics, as politicians direct their
speeches to the public during specific occasions, with these addresses often broadcast to those who could not
attend the events in person via audio and visual media. The literary aspect of these speeches tends to fade, as
the focus of the speaker, who is often a statesman, is primarily on explaining local, Arab, and international
political situations to the public in the local community and various Arab countries.

In the modern era, a group of eloquent speakers has emerged, mostly consisting of political leaders, including
Abdul Rahman al-Shahbandar, President Jamal ‘Abd al-Nasir, and President Hafiz al-Asad. 3

Story (Al-Qissa):

The tradition of storytelling in Arabic literature is steeped in history, reflecting a rich tapestry of cultural
narratives that have been passed down through generations. Storytelling has been an integral part of Arab
culture, serving as a means of entertainment, education, and the preservation of history and values. From the
oral traditions of the pre-Islamic era, where poets and storytellers captivated audiences with tales of valor, love,
and the supernatural, to the formalized written narratives that emerged later, the art of storytelling has
continually evolved.

In the modern era, particularly since the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the short story has emerged as a
distinct and influential form of prose within Arabic literature. This transformation can be attributed to several
factors, including the influence of Western literary movements, the rise of national consciousness, and the
socio-political changes sweeping across the Arab world.

Modern Arabic short stories draw inspiration from both classical literary themes and contemporary societal
issues. Writers often weave traditional motifs into their narratives, exploring timeless themes such as love,
honor, and conflict, while simultaneously addressing the complexities of modern human experience. These
stories frequently delve into the nuances of individual lives set against the backdrop of larger societal dynamics,
capturing the struggles and triumphs of characters navigating a rapidly changing cultural landscape.

The short story form allows for a concise yet powerful exploration of characters’ inner lives and the challenges
they face. Authors often employ rich symbolism and layered meanings, using the brevity of the form to provoke
thought and evoke emotional responses from readers. Through their narratives, modern Arabic writers bring
to life the diverse experiences of their societies, reflecting on issues such as identity, migration, and the impact
of globalization.

Notable figures in modern Arabic short story writing include Naguib Mahfouz, whose works explore the
complexities of Egyptian society, and Ghassan Kanafani, whose stories reflect the Palestinian experience. Other
significant contributors like Saadallah Wannous and Ahlam Mosteghanemi have also made their mark, each
adding unique perspectives and styles to the genre.

As modern Arabic storytelling continues to flourish, it reflects not only the individual voices of its writers but
also the collective narrative of a society grappling with its past, present, and future. Through the lens of the
short story, readers are invited to engage with the rich cultural heritage of the Arab world while navigating the
intricacies of modern life. In this way, the tradition of storytelling remains a vital and dynamic force within
Arabic literature, enriching the literary landscape and resonating with audiences both within the Arab world
and beyond. 4
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Novel (Al-Riwaya):

The emergence of the novel as a significant genre in modern Arabic prose represents a pivotal moment in the
evolution of Arabic literature. This transformation can be traced back to the 19th century, a period marked by
a growing engagement with Western literary forms and ideas. The novel distinguished itself from earlier
literary forms by its capacity to explore intricate narratives, delve deeply into character development, and
reflect the complexities of contemporary society.

Ali Mubarak, an Egyptian writer and intellectual, is often credited as a pioneering figure in the Arabic novel
genre. His landmark work, Tlm al-Din, published in 1880, is considered one of the first modern Arabic novels
and laid the groundwork for future developments in the genre. Mubarak’s novel is notable not only for its
narrative structure but also for its thematic exploration of social and political issues relevant to the Arab world
at the time. The novel presents a detailed portrayal of life in Egypt, blending elements of history, culture, and
societal critique. It employs a narrative style that incorporates dialogue, character development, and a rich
description of settings, all of which contribute to a more immersive reading experience.

Following Mubarak’s pioneering efforts, a multitude of novelists emerged, each contributing to the richness
and diversity of Arabic fiction. This period saw writers like Taha Husayn, whose novels often addressed themes
of identity, modernity, and social justice; and Naguib Mahfouz, who became internationally renowned for his
ability to weave complex narratives that reflect the Egyptian socio-political landscape. Mahfouz's works,
particularly his “Cairo Trilogy”, exemplify the depth and complexity that modern Arabic novels can achieve.
As the genre evolved, it absorbed influences from various literary traditions, leading to a rich tapestry of
narrative forms that address a broad spectrum of human experiences. Novelists began experimenting with
different styles, from realism to existentialism, each reflecting the changing dynamics of Arab societies in
response to colonialism, nationalism, and modernity.

The Arabic novel has also been a vehicle for exploring themes of personal and collective identity, social change,
and the challenges of modern life. Contemporary authors continue to push the boundaries of the genre,
addressing issues such as gender, class, and globalization, thereby ensuring that the Arabic novel remains a
vibrant and evolving form of literary expression.

The novel has emerged as a central genre in modern Arabic literature, characterized by its intricate narratives
and deep character exploration. Ali Mubarak’s “Ilm al-Din” serves as a foundational work that set the stage for
the flourishing of the Arabic novel, which has since developed into a diverse and significant form of literary
expression. Through the contributions of various writers, the Arabic novel continues to reflect the complexities
of life in the Arab world and engages with both local and global issues.5

Play (Al-Masrahiyya):

The theatrical tradition in Arabic literature has undergone a significant transformation in the modern era,
giving rise to the play as a distinctive form of prose. This evolution has been greatly influenced by both Western
dramatic traditions and indigenous storytelling practices. The convergence of these diverse influences has
allowed Arabic plays to delve deeply into a myriad of themes, such as societal issues, historical events, and the
intricacies of human relationships. Playwrights like Tawfiq al-Hakim have emerged as pivotal figures in this
genre, crafting works that resonate with audiences while addressing pressing cultural and social concerns.
Tawfiq al-Hakim, often hailed as the father of modern Arabic drama, was instrumental in shaping the landscape
of Arabic theater. His works reflect a profound understanding of the human condition, often intertwining
philosophical inquiries with social critique. Al-Hakim’s plays, such as “The People of the Cave” and
“Shahrazad”, showcase a blend of traditional storytelling techniques and modern existential themes, reflecting
the complexities of life in the Arab world. Through his innovative approach, he not only enriched the theatrical
tradition but also paved the way for subsequent generations of playwrights to explore the nuances of Arabic
identity and culture.

The modern Arabic play has become a vibrant medium for exploring and questioning the status quo. Many
contemporary playwrights address issues such as gender inequality, political oppression, and social injustice,
using the stage as a platform for dialogue and reflection. This emphasis on societal themes has revitalized the
theatrical landscape, allowing it to catalyze change and a voice for the marginalized.

From the discussion of modern Arabic literature, it is evident that this rich tapestry is woven from various
strands of prose, each contributing uniquely to the overall literary expression. The foundational role of the
article or essay has provided a platform for intellectual discourse, enabling writers to engage with complex
ideas and foster critical dialogue. The essay has evolved to become a space for personal reflection and societal
critique, often bridging the gap between individual experiences and broader cultural narratives.

Similarly, the influential power of speeches has played a crucial role in mobilizing societal change. Historical
and political contexts have given rise to eloquent orators who have utilized the art of rhetoric to inspire and
galvanize communities. The interplay between spoken word and written prose has enriched the literary
tradition, allowing for a dynamic exchange of ideas and fostering a sense of collective identity among diverse
audiences.

The deep roots of storytelling in Arabic culture have also found new expressions in the modern short story. This
genre has evolved into a powerful vehicle for exploring the complexities of human experience, capturing the
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essence of daily life while reflecting the socio-political landscape. Short stories often encapsulate the struggles
and triumphs of individuals, offering readers insights into the intricacies of relationships and the broader
societal context.

At the same time, the emergence of the novel as a prominent literary form has marked a significant shift in
narrative structure and character development. Modern Arabic novels delve into intricate narratives, revealing
their characters' internal conflicts and aspirations while addressing contemporary issues. Writers have
embraced various styles and genres, contributing to a rich and diverse literary canon that reflects the evolving
cultural landscape.

Finally, the vibrant exploration of societal issues through plays has further enriched the Arabic literary
tradition. The theater has become a space for critical reflection and social commentary, engaging audiences in
conversations about identity, power, and the human condition. The fusion of Western influences with
traditional elements has given rise to innovative theatrical expressions that resonate deeply with contemporary
audiences.¢

The evolution of these diverse prose forms in modern Arabic literature illustrates the dynamism and
adaptability of the Arabic literary tradition. This literary landscape reflects an engagement with Western ideas
and philosophies and a continuous exploration of the complexities of human experience and societal dynamics.
Through the creative efforts of writers, intellectuals, and playwrights, modern Arabic literature stands as a
testament to the enduring spirit of creativity and expression, capturing the essence of a society in transition
while remaining rooted in its rich cultural heritage.

Discussion:

A detailed exploration of the literary genres of modern Arabic prose involves understanding its evolution and
the various forms that have emerged as a reflection of both cultural heritage and contemporary influences. The
study of “modern Arabic prose” reveals a dynamic and diverse literary tradition that has undergone significant
transformations over the past century. Modern Arabic literature showcases the interplay between tradition and
modernity, reflecting social, political, and cultural shifts across the Arab world. This genre incorporates various
forms—novels, short stories, essays, and memoirs—all of which serve as mediums for expressing complex
identities, existential themes, and the struggles for independence and justice.

The novel has become one of the most influential genres in modern Arabic literature. Early Arabic novels, such
as “Zaynab” by Muhammad Husayn Haykal (1913), set the stage for this form by combining Western narrative
techniques with Arabic storytelling traditions. The genre later flourished with the works of Naguib Mahfouz,
whose “Cairo Trilogy” explores social and historical themes within Egypt’s changing society. 7

The short story genre gained popularity as a means of addressing rapidly changing social conditions and
challenging traditional values. Yiisuf Idris is celebrated for his realistic portrayal of marginalized communities
and societal issues, as seen in collections like “House of Flesh”.8

Arabic autobiographical writing has evolved as a significant genre, often delving into personal and national
identities. Memoirs, such as Ahdaf Soueif’s “In the Eye of the Sun” (Fi ‘Uy{in al-Shams) and Taha Husayn’s
“The Days” (Al-Ayyam), highlight personal journeys that mirror broader social changes.?

Arabic essays have traditionally been a space for intellectual discourse, where writers like Jabra Ibrahim Jabra
and Edward Said examine identity, exile, and the role of intellectuals in society. This genre often bridges
literature and social critique, emphasizing analytical depth.t°

A recurring theme in modern Arabic prose is the tension between self-identity and the experience of exile,
particularly for authors who lived through periods of displacement or cultural alienation. Writers like “Ghada
Samman” tackle themes of alienation and belonging in works such as “Beirut Nightmares” (Samman, 1976, pp.
90-95).

Modern prose often critiques political regimes and social injustice. Sonallah Ibrahim’s “That Smell” and Hanan
al-Shaykh’s “The Story of Zahra” (Qissa al-Zahra’) address oppression and gender issues, sparking dialogue on
taboo subjects within Arabic society. 1

Modern Arabic writers incorporate diverse narrative techniques, drawing from Western literary movements
like modernism and realism while integrating Arabic oral traditions. This hybrid style is evident in works by
Elias Khoury and Tayeb Salih, where fragmented narratives and stream-of-consciousness techniques create a
distinct Arabic prose style that resonates globally. 2

Conclusion:

Modern Arabic prose encompasses a diverse array of genres that reflect the social, cultural, and political
complexities of the Arab world. From novels and short stories to essays, memoirs, and autobiographical
narratives, each genre serves as a lens through which writers examine and convey the struggles, aspirations,
and evolving identities of their societies. Influential authors such as Naguib Mahfouz, Yiisuf Idris, and Tayeb
Salih have not only brought attention to specific regional issues but also positioned Arabic literature as a
dynamic field of global relevance.

The themes prevalent in modern Arabic prose—identity, exile, resistance, and social critique—allow readers
worldwide to engage with universal human experiences, while also gaining insight into the unique cultural
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context of the Arab world. The use of innovative narrative techniques, blending traditional Arabic storytelling
with modern forms, has further solidified this literature as a significant part of world literature. Ultimately,
modern Arabic prose exemplifies the richness of Arabic literary heritage, revealing the adaptability and
resilience of Arabic culture in the face of modern challenges, and positioning it as a vital contributor to the
global literary landscape.
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