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THE FUNCTIONING OF THE MONOLOGUE 

IN MODERN ARABIC LITERATURE 

1.0. It is only very seldom that one realizes that a literary work is 

actualy a monologue or a composition of monologues. While speaking of a 

monologue, one has usualy in mind a monologue in the current meaning of 

the term, i. e. a scenic or literary short pi~ce of work, mostly satiric or 

witty, usualy ·delivered orally by a single person. In the book of ,AnTs 'al-
' • 

-MakdisT on the literary trends in the contemporary Arab world the author, 

as one of the few if not the only one mentioning the existence of this li­

terary kind in the Arabic literature, inserts a short chapter on the mono­

logue, exactly thus appreh_~nded. He says among others: J, 7-, y _,.J.I 
{>.)~~~., ~'., y ~. Jl> ~lh ~.:)~_,¼Uy~ 

• }~d\ ~ Y~<Y-~ c.J ~u..cr' '~, &-11, J}1!' tJ1 
1 ~I L·~·:I\ 4uz.ll • • U; i Al.I' .. \\ l.ki\11 . ..y:.- (;)~ <d' FIJ ···J J V 

1. 1. However, the monologue seems to make itself more manifest 

and to play considerably broader role in modern Arabic I iterature. Indeed, 

the narrative and inner monologues, mostly retrospective, intermingling 

each other appear to be the main literary form in many modern Arabic 

novels and short stories. They are usual~ told by the narrator or the hero. 
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It is only through them that the reader becomes acquainted with other cha­

racters as wel I as with the action of the I iterary work. 

2.0.0. This results in a certain "staticity" and mediality of contact of 

the reader, both with the cf:iaracters and with the action of a given litera­

ry work. 

From this point of view, modern Arabic literary works can be divided 

into two groups: 

a) the works with a narrator = chief character = literary subject in 

which both monologues:narrative and inner come from him and the reader 

learns everything from and through him; 

b) the works with a narrator + [chief-character = literary subject]; in 

this case, the_ narrative monologues are delivered by the narrator and so­

metimes· partly also by the chief-character while the inner ones belong to 

this last one. Here, the reader learns of the hero and partly of what con­

cerns him. from the narrator and becomes acquainted with other characters 

and with the action by and through the chief-character. 

2. 1. 0. In order to i I lustrate this phenomenon, we adduce the works 

of four contemporary authors, chosen at random and put to examination 

in this regard, viz.: Gu~nu 1;1:-zaytun by M'ubammad 'Abdu' H;lalTm 'Abdu' I­

lah, ,al-i)ahira, n. d., p. 249; 'al-Li~?u wa'l-kilab by Nagib Mat,fu~, 'al­

-~ahira, 1962, p. 175; Rit,latu Sindabad. ~ar-Rit,latu' t-tal it_a by Muf:iam­

mad Slid >al-'Uryan, >al-~ahira, 1963, p. 207 and four short stories: 

>al-f>ub' atu' I-galidiyya (p. 67-76); Mamarru' I-,ayyam (p. 77-85); Zanuba 

(p. 39-54); and $af:ira' 'abade!l (p. 29-37) taken from the volume of short 

stories entitled Duhhan min kalb-i by 'at-Tahir Wattar, published in Tu­

nis, n. d. 

2.2.0. Gusnu'z-zaytun is a story of an unhappy love of a man to his 

wife who at first did not requite him with the same feeling but finally 

learned t:o love him too. The whole text counting 4146 lines is a report 

delivered by the main character. 99,98% of it is narrative 
2

, 0,02% is 
3 

an inner monologue 

2.2.1. 'al-Li??u wa'l-kilab is a story of a man who for patriotic 

reasons became a thief and found himself in the prison. Released from 

it, betrayed by his wife and his friends and robbed of his only I itt le 
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daughter, he is fi I led with bitterness and cannot find his way back to the 

society and to normal life while the society does not seem. to want to be 

helpful for him either. Being not able to adapt himself to the changed_ con­

ditions and_ therefore frustrated, he decides to take reveng~ on those whom 

he chiefly accuses as a main cause oJ his misfortune. Committing grave 

mistakes at this occasion, he begins to be hunted by the society. Wanting 

not to surrender, he finally pays for everything with his J.ife. The text of 

the novel contains 2296 lines. 78% of it are narrative monolo_gues of the 

narrator 
4 

and 22 % - inner. monol?gues of the hero 
5 

2. 2. 2. Rif;ilatu Sindabad are the adventures of a smal I boy named Sind­

bad looking for his merchant-father who is permanently on his comrnercial 

trips and somehow the fate causes that he misses his family. The text con­

tains 2966 lines altogether. With the exception of few instances when the 

narrator speaks up· which form 0,3% of the text 6 , the rest i. e.99,7% is 

reported by the sma 11 hero. 

2. 2. 3. The contents of the four. tales by 'at-Tahir Wattar concerns 

the psychic and moral sufferings of young people of both sexes in their 

struggle against the traditional customs and indifference of the society. 

However the youths often succumb to inertia in their struggle (Mamarru' 1-

- 'ayyam, $al:ira' 'abadiiD) and only rare cases succeed (Zanuba, 'al-~ub'­

atu' I-galTdiyya). The distribution of the texts in the mentioned short sto­

ries runs in the fol lowing way: 

a) 'al-i)ub' atu' I-galidiyya: the whole text is a narrative monologue de­

livered by the narrator °who at the same time is the hero and the literary 

subject of the story; 

b) Mamarru'·l-'ayyam: the text contains 146 lines.91,4% ot it comes 

from the narrator as his ,..;arrative monlogue 
7 

and the rest i. e.8,6% be-

longs to. the main-character, the liter:ary subject as his 

c) Zanuba: the ·text contains 248 I ines. In 81, 1 % it 

8 
inner monologue ; 

is a narrative mo-
• 9 

nologue of the narrator and in 
10 

18, 9% an inner monologue of the hero ; 

d) Sahra' 'o':)ad·an: the text containing 145 I ines comes in 65, 1 % from 
• • 11 

the narrator in the form of a narrative monologue while its 34, 9% be-
12 

longs to the chief-character as his inner monologue 
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2. 2. 4. The structure and the distribution of the texts presented above 

and in the notes seem to justify the inclusion of 'al-f>ub' atu' 1-galTdiyya by 

'at-Tahir Wattar and of Gusnu' z-zaytun by Mul;iammad 'Abdu' H;-lalim 'Ab-.. -~---~--
du' llah in the above-mentioned a) group of modern Arabic literary works 

(s. 2.0.0.a) while the rest, i. e. 'al-Lissu wa'l-kilab by Nagib Mal:ifu?, 

Riblatu Sindabad 'ar-Riolatu'!-Vili.t.a by Mul)ammad Sa'id 'al-'Uryan and the 

three short stories:_ Mamarru' I- 'ayyam, Zanuba and ~al;ira' 'abadan by ,at­

-Tahir Wattar in the above-mentioned b) group (s. 2.0.,0.b). 

3. The effect of such a literary technics is that: 

a) the reader has an immediate contad only with the main-character 

(or with the narrator), while of the other chq~acters he is only aware and 

knows th~m to the extent the main-charade~ lets him to know them; 

b) the whole fable appears to the reader rather distant and· loses most 

of its dynamism. 

4. The origins and reasons of the preference of the Arab writers to 

the discussed literary technics seem to lie in the coincidence of the influ­

ence of the Western(= European) literature from the turn.of the XIX/XX-th 

cc. the date on which the rebirth of the Arabic literature falls (and time 
• 13 

in which this literary technics was very popular ), with the traditional 

Arab tale-telling, on·e of the most bel.oved arts arnong the Arabs even to-

-day. 
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g. Prosper Merimee, Daniel Defoe, Ja~es Joyce. etc .• 
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