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ARTICLES 

HEIKKI PALVA 

FOLIA ORIENTALIA 
TOME XVIII 1977 

THE DESCRIPTIVE IMPERATIVE OF NARRATIVE STYLE 
IN SPOKEN ARABIC 

INTRODUCTION 

Modern recording techniques have made it possible to reveal 
featmes previously unknown or inadequately known in the Arabic 
dialects. This is particularly true of ,,plain colloquial", but to 
some degree also of the stylistic variant called ,,artistic colloquial". 
In the latter category the more or less bound form of songs, pro­
verbs, riddles, and the like facilitated their recording in an authentic. 
form with older methods, but as far as the formally unbound 
oral· narrative prose is concerned, the situation was different. The 
narrator had to dictate the stories and was thus compelled to 
give up his normal speech tempo. Consequently, the narration 
lost much of its natural vividness and the style became more 
literary. In addition to the stylistic changes due to the unnatural 
tempo, the eventual questions and other factors affecting the 
narrative situation inevitably disturbed the narrator. Modern 
recording methods have certainly not done away with all problems 
of this kind, for the very presence of the microphone and a stranger 
may turn out to have a considerably disturbing effect. This is, 
however, not necessarily the case, since a skilled storyteller usually 
seems to be al:>le to speak undisturbed. 

The narrative situation involves the presence of several listeners 
who are supposed to take part by setting themselves into the 




