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ABSTRACT

This thesis deals with the trends and movements of contemporary
Arabic poetry. It is arranged in two parts and comprises an introduction,
ten chapters, a conclusion and & bibliography.

In the introduction the method followed in writing this work is
explained and compared with various methods of writing literary history.
Part I, in two chapters, is a study of the cultural roots of
contemporary Arabic poetry in the eighteenth and ninetecnth centuries.
A section depicts the emergence in the nineteenth century of a healthy

poetic revival along Classical lines.

Part II: The first chapter deals with the confirmation of
neo—Classiciem, the early infiltration of Romanticism, and the first
gigns of interest in new ideas and forms.

The second chapter examines the poetry of the Immigrant Arab
poets in Latin America and the United States; known as Mahjar poetry.
The North American contribution, which established the trend of
Romanticism in Arabic poetry, is shown to be radically different from
the South American, which continued to be mainly along Classical lines.

Chapter 3 deals with the change of poetic sensibility and critical
criteria in the Arab world.

Chapter 4 is dedicated to the discussion of the Romantic movement
in the poetry of the Arab Hast. The achievements of modern Arab
Romantics are assessed and the rise of decadent streaks is discussed.

Chapter 5 deals with the Symbolist trend in contemporary poetry,
assesses the depth and importance of this experiment and shows its
relativity to the current poetic scenc.

The output of oritics Marin ‘Abbid and Muhammad. Mandur has been
instrumental in bringing about poetic change. Chapter 6 represents

a critical evalnation of their roles and methods.




Chapter 7 gives an account of the beginning of the frce verse
movement, the theorisation which accompanied its initial stages, the
vehement controversy it produced, and the vital role of avant-garde
magazines, The categories of "committed poetry" and "platform poeiry"
are also dealt with.

Chapter 8 is devoted to the technical achievements of contemporary
poetry in the sphere of form (with o study of prose poetry); tone;
attitude and themes; diction; dramatic poetry; imagery; and obligquities:

symbol, allusion, folklore ¢ myth and archetype.
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INTRODUCTION
T

Many books have been written on contemporary Arabic poetry ond
every year their numbor grows. One would he led, therefore, to believe
that any new attempt to write about contemporary Arabic poetry would merely
be o repetition or an elaboration on an already exhaousgted theme. However;
thig is far from being true. While the higtorical development of this
poetry has been the subject of several partial studies, no single full
account has been attempted of this poetry as an art form. The enormous
changes it has undergone in technique, form, tone, attitude, emotion,
imegery, diction and theme since its revival in the ninetcenth century
have not been followed up in any comprehensive fashion that can furnish
the reader with a continuous line of development. For this purpose, in
attempting to examine the trends ond movements of Arabic poetry in
contemporary times, it has been neocessary to trace them back to their roots
in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

The development of modern Arabic poetry took on an orgonic growbh,
evolving along lines determined, not only by social and cultural
developments, bubt largely also by artistic needs. Its evolution is not
only o fascinating story for those intecrested in modern Arabic poetry as
oan expression of o particular pecople who have undergone great chonges in
all the aspects of their life, but is also a demongtration both extensive
and in%ensive of artistic development over a relatively short period of
time. Hence 1t is also of iﬁterest %0 all critics of poetry generally,

This study proposes, therefore, to tell the story of the Arab poctic
genius in contemporary times. It ig through the sustained effort of
this gonius that modern Arabic poetry has developed steadily through the
decades despite the many hindrances put in its way by traditional elements.
1+ has therefore bheen necessary in dealing with the achievements of

this genius, also to pause in order to look at the activity and the




work of those whose influence has hindered or sought to hinder its
development.

One of the greatest difficulties with which a writer is faced when
trying to review contemporary Arabic poetry as a whole is the vastness and
diversity of the field he has to cover in that the centre of gravity of
this movement has tended to shift in modern times from one Arab country to
another. Regional differences in temperament,; cultural background and
poetic traditions have contributed greatly to the richness and variety of
the various poetioc experiments but have also been responsible for the
development of some negative streaks, although these were mostly of a
regional charaocter. The full story of modern Arabic poelry can be covered
only by exemining the poetry of all the countries which played an active
part in its development and by attempting to put each contribution in its
right place. By Mactive part” is meant here that the poetic contribution
of any pagyicular country has entered the living stream of modern Arabic
positry, imﬁosing itself on a considerable reading public outside its own
boundaries, or that it has at least made its influence on the poets whose
own work has proved decisive in this development. It will be clear,
therefore, that were gome poetic genius to have written in isolation from
the main stream of Arabic¢ poetry remaining unknown to the poets and critics
of the Arab world, his poetry would not come within the sooge of this work.
The poetry of several Arab countrieg mugt therefore be left untreated.

This will be better understood if one bears in mind that this is the story
of the poetic evolution and not merely the recounting of the details of
literary history. It is a critical study of the various factors that have
promoted or hindered the main stream and is not directly concerned with

igolated streams.

IT
During the relatively short period since the Arab poetic revival in

modern times, a little over a hundred years; Arabic poetry has undergone
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drastic changes, and it is these changes that constitute the subjeot of
this work. Such changes were acoompanied by similar ones in the Arab
people themselves in all spheres: political, social, economic, cultural
and psychological. Since this ig a history of a poetry written in the
Glassical language, it deals with the contribution of those poets who belong
1o the more cultured group of men and women in the Arab world. A higher
degree of consciousness is expected here, therefore, and a nature at least
ag complex as any among the more cultivated individuals in the different
Arab countries. The role played by this group of individuals was more
complex and their reaction to chiange more profound than that of the average
educated man. A study, therefore, that deals with the analysis of the
changes that have taken place in the psyche and consciousness of these
individuals would need a highly specialised approach. A writer on literamy
higtory would need the help of the historian, the economist, the sociologizﬁl
the historian of ideas and culture, and the social psychologist. The
description of the political life of the Arab world alone is an exhaustive
study, especially so in an introduction to a work that deals with the
evolution of poetry, because the political event, before it is discussed,
must be translated into its psychological significance before it is shown
to be relevant to the literary study at hand. HMany landmarks of the
political history of the Arab world in the last century and a half have
been arbitrarily accepted as landmarks of poetic change. To give a single
example, oertain coritics have related the Romantic movement,; at least in
part, to the failure of the 1919 revolution in Egypt, a very astonishing
conclusion since it wag by no means limited to Egypt nor could it be tied
to that particular date; it had already begun among the Arab poets in North
America, and even in Bgypt itself before that date.

It should not follow from this that no particular political event
could-exercise & profound direot influence on poetry, but it is not the
fact that an event has taken place that is signifiocant in a study of this

sort. It is the reaction of the people to it and their sapacity to
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agsimilate the full meaning of that event that is significant.

Moreover; political events are never sufficient alone to explain
the external forces at play on poetry. Cultural, social and economioc
forces are inseparable from the politioal foroces.

A sustained process of conditioning of the Arab individual to life
in the modern world was taking place. The important developments in Arab
life whether political, cultural,; sociological or economic,; if seen to be
particularly effective on poetry at a certain period, will be mentioned
throughout the following work. Otherwise the general scene must form a
kind of moving picture in the background. But we could deal with it here
only in the abstract. 3t is a picture of constant change. The best way
t0 begin is to recognise the immense difference that has taken place over
the years in the educated individual in the Arab world. It would not
perhaps be untrue to think of the men who were writing in the nineteenth
century as belonging to a different order; to a Mediaeval culture with which
the modern life of contemporary avant garde authors (sophisticated,
rebellious and thinking mainly on secular lines) has very little in common
and which was virtually unaware of the culture of the men who were writing
literature in Europe.

The process of metamorphosis was accomplished through a realisation,
sometimes gradual; at others extremely sudden, of the presence of a happier,
more enlightened, more progressive life outside their wide borders. From
the Napoleonic invasion of 179§‘to the 1948 Palestine catastrophe, the Arsh
world was exposed to a series of disasters which shook its very foundations.

The outer enemy is the first menace which the Arabs discovered.

The awareness of this outer enemy and his role in the act of oppression,
deprivation and impoverishment inflicted upon them was a wnifying force
which integrated, to some extent, their efforts and attitudes. The fact
that the nation was steeped in ignorance, stagnation, stupor and squalor

in addition to an inner spiritual emptiness, started to dawn on them only
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at the turn of the century but became a full emotional realisation in the
late forties after the Palestine disaster. Their first awareness of their
backwardness was mixed with feelings of pride in past Arab glory and accom-—
plishments, and a hope of imminent possibilities of revival and independence.
The absolute failure of the old order of things did nobt dominate their way
of thinking early in the century, although men like Salamah Musa did
hold that "national independence was of no value in itself, but must be
combined with internal change. Reform and independence go together and the
enemies of the two have always been allies: DRuropean imperialists and
Egyptian reactionaries have worked togetherg"1

The whole Arab world in this century started to be exposed to the
game currents of thought blowing on it from Western and Hastern Burope, all

be it certain Arab countries were more directly and strongly influenced

-

than others. Their modern history is a history of revolt and strife, of
heart wrenching disappointments and failed endeavours, and of renewed strite
and revolt. Thig, plus the constant cultural contacts were able finally
to produce the archetype of the more sophisticated modern Arab poeit: divided,

deeply wounded,; dominated by varying attitudes of anger; rejection and dreed.

IIT

When Arab literary historians relate the history of modern Arabic
poetry to political events, they do so because they feel, rightly, that
poetry and politios have always been connected in modern times. However,
a writer on the effects of politics on poetry must guard against regarding
the change in theme as the only criterion with which he is concerned.
Usually the majority of poeis react to a particular poetic event by writing
directly about it without achieving any change in the more decisive elemewt
of poetry. But theme alone is no criterion of value in a poem, nor does
the fact that a poet is dealing with a contemporary event indicate that he
ig veally modern in outlook.

The aim of a coritic who is studying the connection of politics with
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poetry must be to try to find -the ek;eut to which politico have influenced 3i%
as an art. This is certainly a more difficult course of study since

changes in the artistic aspeocts of poetry are more subtle and need finer
critical criteria. The student of modern Arabic poetry might be surprised
to find that politics have had two contradictory effects on the art of
poetry, one positive and renovating, the other rcadtionary and conventional

This will be elaborated in its proper places in this work.

v

Modern Arab writers on literary history have resorted to -
gseveral: methods of writing. Some of these methods are a continnvation of
the usual methods of writing literary history in Arabic, others have
benefited by some Westorn writcers. The following are the main types of
literary history in modern Arabic literature:
&  Many literary historiesg are a collection of biographics, written in
the usual encyclopaedic manner. Some of these may include some extracts
of the poetry of the persons dealt with. Some of these writers try to
form some critical opinion on the poets and writers discussed, but this is
often of little help because 1t is counteracted by the fact that they,
right from the beginning, do not show any selectiveness in their choice of
poets and writers but crowd their books with as many as they can lay hands
ono2 Such books arc in Ffact neither literary histories nor bhooks of
criticism, for they neither speak of litcrary evolution, nor do they discuss
poetry and literature with a reference to a definite scale of valueso3
b Other writers divide the history of poetry in a chronological order,
by calendar centuries, half or any other part of a century, by decades or
in an annalistic fashionn4 However, the mere fact of chronological
sequence is not enough to explain historical development. Most literary
histories seem to prefer this type. While this is unavoidable in writing
on modern Arabic poetry since this poetry grew in sophistication and depth

steadily over the years; a strict application of the chronological order
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is not possible, because Arabio poetry did not develop in the same degree

5

and order all over the Arab world, This will be elaborated more fully in
paragraph nine of the introduction.
Ce Beveral books on literature have treated poetry as a document for
national growth and the study of ideas and national institutions. R.Wellek,
in dealing with this kind of literary history throws doubts on the correct-
ness of the relation between history and literature. He agks: "How far
can literature be congsidered a reliable document for cultural history?
Should we not consider the obliqueness between literature and life, the
difficulties and the dangers of confusing literature with documents, the
specific nature of a fictional statement?"6 Surely it would be an over-
simplification of the highly complex nature of artistic growth to measure
this growth by the changes effected in the content only. Poetry as an art
hag its own criteria of values. It also has its own conventions and
dimengions and cannot be regarded as an accurate social or political
document. There are always other factors pertaining to the domain of art
which interfere and impose themselves on the poet. There is for example
the weight of the poetic traditions on the conventional poet whe,; becausr
of the smelf-assertive nature of the traditional approach; diction; emotion
and idiom on him is for ever drawn to adhere to a more traditional point of
view. Thus the traditional rhetoric with its pompous insistence on bravado
and fakhr took hold of the conventional nationalistic poet of the fifties
and stifled the deeper feelings of rebellion; rejection and despair that
were dominant among the more cultivated individuals in the Arab world.
Another great factor which might confuse the direct relationship
between events and poetry is that of the influence of foreign poetry.
In an age of rapid poetic and ocultural borrowing from foreign fields, there
is bound 1o be a oertain amomnt of simulation and pretentiousness; even
among some good poets. Their poetry might not be representative even of

what F.N.W. Bateson calls "the point of maximum consciousness"7 of their
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generation. = When Sa‘id ‘Aql was writing his Symbolist poetry in the
thirties and forties many grave events were happening in the Arab World,
but his poetry was not in line with them. The Symboliem of the thirties
and forties had little to do with the spirit of the Arab world except frcm
the point of view that i1t constituted a cultural adventure which the Arab
world appreciasted at the time.

This should not mean that a social historian or psychologist can
find no material for his field of work in poetry, for he will indeed do soa&
B. Greenlaw asserts that the literary contribution may be taken as
documentary material to heip appraise the civilisation of the period=9
However, such an appraisal must be related to an inner knowledge of all
the forces that make poetry, and these are by no means limited to social
and cultural factors. To return to the example of the national poetry cf
the fifties one can eagily say that the conventiocnal poets who tried to Dbe
leaders in a general national awakening, contributed very little to the
self-knowledge which is the greatest 'social! function of poetry. In this
poetry the historian of civilisation and ideas will find nothing which is
authentically representative or new. This poetry by ho means represents
the highest growth of the national mind. There is very little in this
peetry which is different in spirit and human consciousness from similar
national poetry written much earlier in the century. Would this mean then
that the Arab mind and personality have not developed in depth and sophis-
tication over these crowded decades in which so much has happened?

Moreover; in any study on poetry what we expect to read is
something about poetry itself not a document of ideas and a list of
themes. We want to know about poetry as an art not as "an illustration
of national and social themes".1o When a writer is looking at poetry es
a social document illustrating some theme or another; he will inevitably
ignore value judgements and he will perforce take into account poetry

“which has more life than art in it",11 as J. Baily pute it, a poetry
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which might be "full of truth and moral insight, but being deficient in
art" fails to be "a permenent factor in 1ife".12

There is no doubt that this way of writing literary history is a
much easier method than the one which discusses the artistic aspects anl
development of poetry. Artistic growth is subtle and aesthetic problom:
can be illusive to the less sensitive critic. The external functiong o’
art are "much more accessible to treatment in terms of intellectual

(I

concepts than the aesthetic function and preference is therefore given %o
an examination of the external relations of a work of art, to the social
context to which it refers, to the psychclogy of the author, to its

13

communicative contents.™ Such a history will have, moreover, to
accumulate a groat amount of material and the writer will find himsel’
dealing more with the less able poets of a period because it is "authors
of minor artistic ability and weak personality Z;hg7 usuelly take
protective colouring in relation to their time and place more supinely
than do their superiors, [Ehg7 their work can thereforg7 be profitel’
studied in embodying streams of intellectual tendencies — political,

14

There are several books of this ki: .

15

religious, social and aesthetic®.
of literary history in modern Arabic.
d. More sophisticated works on the history of modern Arabic poetry hav~
tried to explain poetry in terms of its setting. This takes into acnvy:.
the external social, political, psychological an: economic influences on

a work of art. The nineteenth century French critic,H. Taine,was the
greatest propagator of this idea un which he expootulated in hir 7~
history of English literature, although other writers before him had
worked in this directionn16 His method of writing literary history is
baged on the influence on art by what he calls "the moment, the race ound

17

the milicu™. This takes particular account of the historical origingc
of works of literature; of the role of external elements of environment

and events in debtermining literary change.18
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There are, however, other types of deterministic interpretation
of literature. At the time of Taine another Frenchman, 7. Sainte-Beuve,
postulated another deterministic method of interpreting literature. His
method was to interpret works of art in the light of the personalities

19

behind them. The psychology of the writer plays a primary role in the
nature of the work he creates.

Tach of these two methods has had further developments which played
o major role in the history of criticism and of literary history in the
twenticth century. Taine's method of historical environmental determinism
bred yet another factor, that inspired by the Dialectical Materialism
propagated by Morx and Engels in the middle of the aineteenth century.
This related the works of literature to what Marx ond Engels coalled “the
economic base”,20 and was far less simple than Taine's. The propagators
of this idea believed that the creative authors did not only belong to the
superstructure of human activity, but also that they tended to constitute
social groupsaa1 Such terms as bourgeois shrinkings ond middle class
snobbery begon to have a meaning in the interpretation of literature, and
for the first time a creative writer or poet was seen to produce the kind
of particular sentiment gencrated by his class in society; i.e. by the
economic hasis of his existence. Wilson trics to show how the idea of
political committment evolved after Marx and.Engels,22 His osscessment of

Trotsky's concepts in Literature and Revolution, 1924, however, is wrong.

Far from praising or rebuking a writer according to his harmony or
disgension with the aims of the govornment; Trotsky insists that
"Marxist methods are not the same as the artistic"n23
A development of Sainte-Beuve's psychological method was the
psychoanalytical method of Sigmund Freud. This method takes carc of the
biographical incidents in a creative writer's life. It also findg great

intercst and significant meaning in emotional patterns which repeat

themgelves in an artist's work and in recurring attitudes and compulsions.

24
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These are the four major deterministic methods employed in the
interpretation of literature, but other approaches exist most of which
combine two of these methods. In modern Arabic literary histories,
however, it is more usual to find writers who employ one of the two
gocially based methods, rather than the psychology based onesn25 The
interpretation of literature in the light of the personalities behind them
is not much used in writings on modern Arabic poetry°26 This is fortunate,
because such kinds of analytic study need a high degree of specialisation
which very few writers have. TEven in the West one reads criticism of
"pseudo-scientific criticism and equally misleading pseudoaesthetic writings

27

by analysig", attempted by different Western critics in this century.
What are the advaniages and dangers of the deterministic method in
literary interpretation? It is certainly impossible to deny "that a work
of art has some relation to the social context and that it is dependent on
the mind of the author"gzs But the aesthetic function of a piece of art

29

begins beyond the questions of external relations. "Determinists,
whether followers of Marx or Taine cannot explain why the same time, place,
race, and economic conditions bring forth utterly different powers of
artistic articulateness in individualsa"3o Moreover, causal explanation
"ugsually singles out only one kind of external relationship,; either
pasychological or social, and assumes that the work of literature can be
completely reduced to being the consequences of these outside foroes“.31
Thug the literary work is ignored in its central capaocity as a work of

art. This is an oversimplification of the matter and forgets that works
of literature themselves influence society. It also fails to account for
genius,32 and ignores the possibility of having writers or poets writing
relatively out of the context ¢f their own time or society. The relation-
ghips mentioned in the previous paragraph are also valid here. An

elaboration of this argument will be made in the course of this work

wherever relavent.
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The Marxist theery of literary interpretation is usually toc much
concerned with politics, with the importance of mass consumption, with the
utilitarian use of poetry and art, and is too little concerned with the
appreciation of the art of poetry itself. Critics tend to be more tolerant
of the artistic weaknesses of a socially minded poet, and might malign the
work of a great poet who seemed $o0 be at odds with their own concept of
life and politics.

Just as it is not possible to draw clear parallels between social
and political life and a work of art, it is not possible to limit one's
interpretation of a work of art to the knowledge of the personality of the
artist. The most important reason for this is that we do not read a poem
with the object of understanding its author. In fact what happens when
we read good poetry is that we immediately translate the poet's experience
into our own, or empathetically identify it with a more general expericnc..
This argument could be carried much further if there were scope hereo33
The psychoanalytic method entails, of course, more danger. The most out-
gtanding example of a dangorous and banal employment of it in modern Arabic
is the constantly recurring idea, treated as often as not by persons lackirg
any critiocal or psychoanalytic knowledge, that the poetry of women poets
must unfailingly éhow the symptoms of sexual repressionv34

However, the advantages of employing external explanations can help,
if applied carefully and knowledgeably, to throw some light on the reasons
why ocertain motifs do occur and will tend to occur perhaps in the future,
why it was not spontanecusly easy to adopt certain forms and genres such
as dramatic poetry for example, the reason why certain themes are more
adhered to than others, etc. These and other questions could be even
better explained if a critic had some correct knowledge of the "non-ration-l
determination of men",35 fo& the "beliefs and acts of individuals and social
groups are not Zﬁerel£7 shaped by ‘'intellectual' processes, but by unavowed

36

or 'subconscious'! non-rational desires, passions or interests". However,
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these are elastic hypotheses and can entail many dangers and harbour many
inacouracieso3' In general, despite the faot that literary historians in

the future will benefit from the best of these methods when a higher degrce
of specialisation will be more available in these fields, at the present
time it is safer to remember that "parallels between life and work,
experience and expression are extremely dangerous and should be drawn with
the utmost caution“.38

€. The history of "individual pervasive and widely ramifying ideas or
doctrines® hag heen adopted by some modern Arab writers to write literary
histories. In such histories an idea or a group of related ideas arec
followed through the periods studied and their development and diversity
pointed out. However, such bookgf'despite their value to those who want

to understand something about the ideas that dominated the minds of men ai
certain periods of their history, give us no aesthetic knowledge of the
poetry discussed. But the historian of ideas has a scope here to mitigelc
the absolute dependence of the social historian of literature on historical
(politioal and. social) factors. H. Clark explains this admirably when he s37s
that "the historian of ideas can help to balance the tendency of the socia%
historian to an extreme deterministioc emphasis on environmental influenoos;j
Hence an Arab literary historian who lays the emphasis of the nationalistic
contribution in poetry on the actual political events alone, can be reminded
that many of those ideas had been engendered in the first place directly
from Western sources, notably from the ideas of the Prench revelution. he

would be referred further to an excellent book written on the subject by

Ra'if al-Khouri entitled Al-Fikr al-‘Arabi al-Hadlih wa Athar Of-Thavrch
41

£1 Tanjihihi al-Siyasi wa '1-Ijtima 4.

£ The greatest number of books written on modern Arabic poetry by Arab

‘writers deal either with the history of poetry in one particular Arab

country,42 or with the history of a poetic movementn43 While there is

every advantage in studying the history of a particular movement in poeiry,





























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































