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الخلاصة

جائزة  على  والحائز  المصري  الكاتب  محفوظ،  نجيب  مساهمات  في  الدراسة  هذه  تبحث 

نوبل، في الحداثة في الأدب العربي المعاصر. يبحث في دوره في تحديد وتحدي وإعادة تعريف 

الاتجاهات الأدبية في الأدب العربي من خلال تحليل شامل لأعماله الرئيسية. تم تطبيق منهج 

أدبية واسعة لكل من  لروايات محفوظ مع مراجعات  النصي  التحليل  بين  نوعي يجمع  بحث 

المصادر الأولية والثانوية. تتضمن هذه الدراسة أيضًا تحليل الخطاب ودراسات الأدب المقارن 

التحليل  يكشف  العربية.  الحداثة  على  وتأثيره  محفوظ  لكتابات  المميزة  السمات  فهم  لزيادة 

والوجودية  الاجتماعية  الواقعية  من  بمزيج  يتميز  الذي  الفريد  السردي  محفوظ  أسلوب  عن 

القضايا  حول  الغالب  في  موضوعاته  تدور  العربية.  الحداثة  في  الزاوية  حجر  وهو  الفلسفية، 

الاجتماعية والصراعات الطبقية والسعي الوجودي البشري. قدم محفوظ أيضًا تقنيات السرد، 

مثل تيار الوعي ووجهات النظر المتعددة، التي لم تكن مألوفة في السابق في الأدب العربي. تشير 

النتائج إلى أن محفوظ لعب دورًا حاسمًا في تشكيل الحداثة العربية، حيث ترمز أعماله إلى جسر 

وأثر على  ما وراء حدود مصر  إلى  نفوذه  امتد  التقليدي والعصر الحديث.  العربي  بين الأدب 

الأدب العربي على نطاق أوسع. أثبتت أساليبه في السرد واستكشافاته الموضوعية أنها مصدر 

العربي  المعاصرين. مساهمات نجيب محفوظ في الحداثة في الأدب  العرب  للكتاب  دائم  إلهام 

الموضوعي  التركيز  مع  إلى جنب  المبتكرة، جنبًا  السردية  تقنياته  أدت  ودائمة.  كبيرة  المعاصر 

فهمًا شاملاً لمكانة  النتائج  توفر  العربي، مما ساهم في تحديثه.  إلى توسيع مشهد الأدب  المميز، 

محفوظ في إطار الأدب العربي الحديث وتؤسس أساسًا متيناً للبحث المستقبلي في تأثير أعماله 

على عالم الأدب العربي.

الكلمات المفتاحية: المعاصرة، العربية، نجيب محفوظ، الحداثة



842 ISSN:  2075 - 2954 (Print)

مجلة كلية اليرموك - المجلد )20( - العدد )7( الجزء )1( - آب - 2023 م

Abstract
This study examines the contributions of Naguib Mahfouz, an Egyptian writ-
er and Nobel laureate, to modernism in contemporary Arabic literature. It 
investigates his role in defining, challenging, and redefining literary trends 
in Arabic literature through a comprehensive analysis of his major works. A 
qualitative research method was applied, combining textual analysis of Mah-
fouz’s novels with extensive literature reviews of both primary and second-
ary sources. This study also incorporates discourse analysis and comparative 
literature studies to further understand the distinctive features of Mahfouz’s 
writings and his influence on Arabic modernism. The analysis uncovers Mah-
fouz’s unique narrative style, characterized by a blend of social realism and 
philosophical existentialism, a cornerstone of Arabic modernism. His themes 
predominantly revolve around social issues, class struggles, and the human 
existential quest. Mahfouz also introduced narrative techniques, such as 
stream of consciousness and multiple perspectives, previously unfamiliar 
in Arabic literature. The results indicate that Mahfouz played a critical role 
in shaping Arabic modernism, with his works symbolizing a bridge between 
traditional Arabic literature and the modern era. His influence extended be-
yond the borders of Egypt and influenced Arabic literature on a larger scale. 
His narrative styles and thematic explorations have proven to be an endur-
ing source of inspiration for contemporary Arabic writers. Naguib Mahfouz’s 
contributions to modernism in contemporary Arabic literature are significant 
and enduring. His innovative narrative techniques, combined with a distinct 
thematic focus, broadened the landscape of Arabic literature, contributing 
to its modernization. The findings provide a comprehensive understanding 
of Mahfouz’s place within the framework of modern Arabic literature and 
establish a solid foundation for future research into the impact of his works 
on the Arab literary world.

Keywords: Contemporary, Arabic, Naguib Mahfouz’s, Modernism
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Introduction

In the realm of contemporary 

Arabic literature, few names res-

onate as profoundly as Naguib 

Mahfouz’s. Throughout the 20th 

century, Mahfouz emerged as a 

literary luminary, leaving an in-

delible mark on modern Arabic 

prose and significantly shaping 

the course of Arabic literature. As 

the first Arab writer to be award-

ed the Nobel Prize in Literature 

in 1988, his works have garnered 

international acclaim, bringing 

attention to the rich literary tra-

dition of the Arab world. This 

article delves into the profound 

impact of Naguib Mahfouz on 

modernism within Arabic litera-

ture, meticulously examining his 

contributions to the genre and 

their lasting implications on liter-

ary expression.

Mahfouz’s literary journey be-

gan in the early 1930s, during a 

time when Arabic literature was 

undergoing a profound transfor-

mation. The emergence of mod-

ernism challenged traditional 

literary conventions, paving the 

way for writers like Mahfouz 

to explore new narrative tech-

niques, themes, and styles. Em-

ploying a masterful blend of real-

ism and allegory, Mahfouz delved 

into the complexities of Egyptian 

society, delving deep into the hu-

man psyche and probing the ex-

istential questions that plagued 

individuals in a rapidly changing 

world (Ali, 2017).

To comprehend the significance 

of Mahfouz’s contributions, this 

article draws upon a rich array of 

primary and secondary sources 

that have meticulously explored 
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his works and their impact on 

modern Arabic literature. Nota-

ble scholars and critics’ analyses 

will be utilized to highlight the 

profound themes and narrative 

innovations present in his literary 

masterpieces. By analyzing key 

works such as “The Cairo Trilo-

gy” and “Children of Gebelawi,” 

this article aims to unravel the 

essence of Mahfouz’s modern-

ist vision and the philosophical 

depths of his narratives.

Furthermore, this analysis will 

consider the broader cultural and 

historical context that influenced 

Mahfouz’s writing, shedding light 

on how his works mirrored and 

shaped the changing Arab soci-

ety. His literary endeavors not 

only transcended geographical 

boundaries but also offered in-

sightful reflections on the human 

condition, inviting readers from 

diverse backgrounds to engage 

with his profound insights.

Naguib Mahfouz’s unparalleled 

contributions to modernism 

within contemporary Arabic lit-

erature have earned him an es-

teemed place in the literary pan-

theon. His ability to interweave 

the personal and the universal, 

the historical and the allegorical, 

has left an enduring impact on 

subsequent generations of Arab 

writers. By examining Mahfouz’s 

oeuvre and the transformative 

effect of his writings, this article 

aims to celebrate his enduring 

legacy, cementing his position as 

a pioneer of modern Arabic liter-

ature and an inspiration to liter-

ary enthusiasts worldwide.
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Literature Review

Contemporary Arabic literature 

has experienced significant trans-

formations over the years, with 

the works of numerous promi-

nent writers shaping its trajecto-

ry. Among these literary figures, 

Naguib Mahfouz stands out as an 

influential modernist whose con-

tributions have left an indelible 

mark on the Arab literary land-

scape. This literary review delves 

into an analysis of Naguib Mah-

fouz’s role as a pioneer of mod-

ernism in Arabic literature, exam-

ining the key aspects of his works 

that have cemented his position 

as a literary icon. By exploring the 

themes, narrative techniques, 

and social critiques in Mahfouz’s 

writing, this review seeks to high-

light the profound impact he has 

had on contemporary Arabic lit-

erature (Milson, 2008).

Allen’s work provides a broad 

background on the historical 

context of Arabic literature, and 

within this, Mahfouz’s role is po-

sitioned as a transformative one. 

Allen (2006) argues that Mah-

fouz spearheaded a movement 

towards realism and modern-

ism in Arabic literature that had 

lasting effects. El-Enany (1993) 

presents an in-depth analysis 

of Mahfouz’s body of work, em-

phasizing his break from tradi-

tional forms of Arabic literature. 

El-Enany argues that Mahfouz 

introduced techniques charac-

teristic of modernist literature, 

such as shifting perspectives, 

stream-of-consciousness narra-

tion, and an emphasis on interi-

ority and subjective experience.

Le Gassick’s collection (1981) in-
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cludes a variety of perspectives 

on Mahfouz’s work. Several con-

tributors emphasize Mahfouz’s 

role in modernizing Arabic liter-

ature and breaking from tradi-

tional storytelling norms. In his 

biography of Mahfouz, Moosa 

(1997) details the writer’s liter-

ary journey, emphasizing how 

Mahfouz incorporated mod-

ernist techniques into his work, 

greatly contributing to a shift in 

contemporary Arabic literature. 

Milson (2008) takes a broader 

perspective on Mahfouz’s influ-

ence, arguing that his embrace 

of modernist techniques played a 

significant role in bringing Arabic 

literature to a global audience.

Naguib Mahfouz is one of the 

most celebrated Arabic authors, 

awarded the Nobel Prize in Lit-

erature in 1988 for his remark-

able literary contributions. His 

body of work includes a pleth-

ora of novels, short stories, and 

essays, spanning various themes 

and periods in Egypt’s history. A 

fundamental aspect of Mahfouz’s 

modernist approach is his mas-

terful blend of tradition and in-

novation. He adeptly intertwines 

classical Arabic storytelling tech-

niques with modern narrative 

styles, effectively bridging the 

gap between the past and the 

present (Ali, 2017).

One of the recurring themes in 

Mahfouz’s works is his explora-

tion of the complexities of hu-

man nature and the human con-

dition. His characters are richly 

layered, grappling with moral 

dilemmas, existential questions, 

and the clash between tradition 

and modernity (Hassan, 2019). 
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For instance, in his renowned 

Cairo Trilogy, composed of “Pal-

ace Walk,” “Palace of Desire,” and 

“Sugar Street,” Mahfouz delves 

into the life of a middle-class 

family during Egypt’s nationalist 

movement, adeptly portraying 

the internal struggles and socie-

tal pressures faced by his charac-

ters.

Furthermore, Mahfouz’s narra-

tives often serve as a poignant 

reflection of the socio-political 

landscape of Egypt and the Arab 

world. His works subtly critique 

the prevailing societal norms, re-

ligious orthodoxy, and political 

authority, giving voice to margin-

alized individuals and question-

ing established power structures 

(Hafez, 2020). In “Children of the 

Alley,” Mahfouz boldly reimag-

ines biblical and Quranic tales, 

employing allegory to comment 

on contemporary issues of colo-

nialism, oppression, and societal 

change.

The stylistic elements in Mah-

fouz’s writing are equally note-

worthy. Employing a prose that 

is both accessible and profound, 

he captivates his readers with in-

tricate plots and vivid imagery. 

His language is imbued with cul-

tural nuances and colloquial ex-

pressions, further connecting his 

works to the roots of Arab literary 

heritage (Hakim, 2018). Simul-

taneously, he experiments with 

innovative narrative structures, 

challenging conventional story-

telling methods and presenting 

a fresh perspective on the mod-

ern Arab experience (Al-Masry, 

2016).

Naguib Mahfouz’s contributions 
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to modernism in contemporary 

Arabic literature are undeniably 

significant. His works not only 

showcase the rich literary her-

itage of the Arab world but also 

push the boundaries of tradi-

tional storytelling, reflecting the 

complexities of modern society. 

By seamlessly blending tradition 

and modernity, Mahfouz’s nov-

els and stories offer profound 

insights into human nature, so-

ciety, and politics, making him 

a seminal figure in the develop-

ment of Arabic literature.

Through this literary review, it 

becomes evident that Mahfouz’s 

literary legacy continues to in-

spire subsequent generations of 

Arab writers and readers alike. 

His enduring influence on con-

temporary Arabic literature can 

be attributed to his bold explora-

tion of themes, his adept critique 

of societal norms, and his innova-

tive narrative techniques. As the 

Arab world evolves, Naguib Mah-

fouz’s works remain timeless, 

continuing to resonate with audi-

ences and solidifying his position 

as a literary icon of modernism in 

Arabic literature.

Methodology

Research Design: This study will 

use qualitative research design, 

primarily focusing on descrip-

tive and analytical approaches. 

The aim is to provide an in-depth 

understanding of Naguib Mah-

fouz’s contributions to modern-

ism within contemporary Arabic 

literature. Sample Selection: The 

corpus of this study will encom-

pass a diverse selection of Na-

guib Mahfouz’s works, including 
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novels, short stories, and essays. 

The specific works chosen will be 

selected based on their relevance 

to the exploration of modernist 

themes and style.

Data Collection: Primary data will 

be collected from selected works 

of Naguib Mahfouz. Secondary 

data will be obtained from schol-

arly articles, books, and research 

papers that discuss Mahfouz’s 

works and modernism in Arabic 

literature. Textual Analysis: Each 

selected work will be subjected 

to a close textual analysis to iden-

tify and explore the presence of 

modernist themes, literary de-

vices, narrative techniques, and 

characterizations.

Thematic Analysis: This involves 

identifying recurring themes that 

illustrate the manifestation of 

modernism in Mahfouz’s works. 

The identified themes will be 

analyzed in the context of mod-

ernism as observed in other Ar-

abic literature, thereby assessing 

Mahfouz’s unique contributions 

and influence. Comparative Anal-

ysis: Mahfouz’s works will be 

compared with other contem-

porary Arabic authors, as well as 

non-Arabic modernist writers. 

This analysis will highlight the 

distinctiveness and significance 

of Mahfouz’s contributions to 

modernism.

Critical Approach: Interpretations 

will be guided by established 

critical theories of modernism, 

postmodernism, and post-colo-

nialism. These frameworks will 

assist in analyzing how Mahfouz’s 

works resonate with or challenge 

these theories. The findings from 

the textual, thematic, and com-
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parative analyses will be com-

pared and contrasted to ensure a 

comprehensive understanding of 

Mahfouz’s contributions to mod-

ernism.

Data Presentation: The study’s 

findings will be presented in a 

systematic manner, starting with 

an exploration of modernism 

in Arabic literature, an in-depth 

analysis of Mahfouz’s works, fol-

lowed by a comparative study 

with other Arabic and non-Arabic 

authors. The discussion will be 

concluded by emphasizing Mah-

fouz’s unique contributions to 

modernism.

Limitations: The study recognizes 

that the interpretation of litera-

ture is subjective and the conclu-

sions drawn may be influenced 

by the researcher’s perspectives. 

Therefore, it is crucial to ap-

proach the findings as one possi-

ble interpretation among many. 

By adopting this methodology, 

the study will provide a compre-

hensive understanding of Naguib 

Mahfouz’s contributions to mod-

ernism within the realm of con-

temporary Arabic literature.

Results

This study analyzed Naguib Mah-

fouz’s contributions to Modern-

ism in the context of contempo-

rary Arabic literature. Mahfouz, 

a Nobel Laureate in Literature 

(1988), has been central to the 

proliferation and advancement 

of modern Arabic literature and, 

more specifically, the adoption 

and adaptation of literary Mod-

ernism within it. His works reflect 

a distinctive integration of West-

ern literary concepts with tradi-
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tional Arabic storytelling.

Mahfouz’s seminal work, ‘The 

Cairo Trilogy’ (1956-57), un-

derscores his pioneering role 

in adopting a modernistic nar-

rative style in Arabic literature. 

The trilogy presented a multi-

layered narrative, interspersed 

with intricate character studies 

and reflections of socio-political 

realities, pioneering a modernis-

tic narrative style in Arabic liter-

ature (Beard and Haydar, 2008). 

Through the ‘Trilogy,’ Mahfouz 

also explored the themes of ex-

istentialism and social realism, 

marking a significant departure 

from the dominant romantic and 

mythical narratives prevalent in 

the Arabic literary canon at the 

time (Allen, 2002).

In ‘Children of the Alley’ (1959), 

Mahfouz further solidified his 

modernist credentials. The nov-

el is regarded as an allegorical 

exploration of Egyptian history 

and its sociopolitical evolution, 

utilizing non-linear narrative 

structures and fragmented time-

lines to engage with the histori-

cal narrative (El-Enany, 1993). 

The sophisticated use of allegory 

and metaphor in ‘Children of the 

Alley’ is demonstrative of Mah-

fouz’s masterful incorporation of 

modernist techniques into Arabic 

literature.

Mahfouz’s experimentation with 

the narrative form is also evi-

dent in ‘The Thief and the Dogs’ 

(1961), a novel employing a 

stream-of-consciousness narra-

tive mode, a distinctly modern-

ist technique hitherto seldom 

used in Arabic literature (Peled,  

1992). Mahfouz’s contribution 
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to Arabic literary modernism is 

not limited to stylistic or themat-

ic innovations. His works have 

also significantly influenced the 

genre’s development by opening 

up discourse on complex social, 

political, and existential themes, 

often through a critical lens. In 

doing so, Mahfouz has expanded 

the realm of what is considered 

acceptable or possible within Ar-

abic literature, paving the way for 

future writers and adding new 

depth to the contemporary liter-

ary landscape (El-Enany, 2004).

Mahfouz’s works mark a signifi-

cant transition and maturation of 

contemporary Arabic literature, 

with his unique blend of tradi-

tional storytelling and modern-

ist literary techniques. His works 

remain a lasting testament to his 

profound influence on the devel-

opment of literary Modernism 

within Arabic literature.

Discussion

Naguib Mahfouz, a recipient of 

the 1988 Nobel Prize in Litera-

ture, holds an instrumental po-

sition in contemporary Arabic 

literature. His unique amalgama-

tion of Egyptian cultural ethos 

with universal themes of existen-

tialism and societal transitions 

showcases his influential role in 

shaping modern Arabic literature 

(Salmawy, 2012).

Mahfouz’s Cairo Trilogy —”Pal-

ace Walk,” “Palace of Desire,” 

and “Sugar Street” — serves as 

a critical exemplar of his literary 

modernism. Set against the back-

drop of the sociopolitical chang-

es Egypt underwent from World 

War I to the 1952 revolution, the 

trilogy embodies a departure 
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from traditional storytelling in its 

narrative structure and character 

development (El-Enany, 1993). 

The profound realism and psy-

chological depth of the charac-

ters, interwoven with the histor-

ical events, illustrate Mahfouz’s 

innovative modernistic approach 

to literature.

Mahfouz’s experimentation with 

time and space is another tes-

tament to his contributions to 

modernism. In his novel “The 

Thief and the Dogs” (1961), 

he employs a fragmented, 

stream-of-consciousness nar-

rative — a narrative technique 

associated with modernist writ-

ers like James Joyce and Virginia 

Woolf (Allen, 2002). This adop-

tion of an avant-garde narrative 

style stands as an epitome of his 

boldness in pioneering modern-

istic trends in Arabic literature.

Mahfouz’s incorporation of philo-

sophical existentialism within his 

work further asserts his impact 

on modernism. His novel “The 

Mirage” (1948) is a compelling 

exploration of existential themes 

of self-identity and alienation 

(Beard & Haydar, 2008). The pro-

tagonist’s intense introspection 

and struggle with his selfhood 

elucidate Mahfouz’s exploration 

of existentialist concepts, hence 

marking a shift towards mod-

ernist philosophies in Arabic lit-

erature. Naguib Mahfouz’s ex-

ceptional narrative techniques, 

profound character studies, and 

exploration of existentialism con-

firm his influential contributions 

to modernism in contemporary 

Arabic literature. His literature 

serves as a landmark, ushering in 
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an era of modernistic expression 

that continues to inspire authors 

today.

Conclusion

Our research delved into the pro-

found contributions of Naguib 

Mahfouz to the contemporary 

Arabic literature, establishing him 

as a central figure in the realm 

of literary modernism. Our ex-

ploration reveals that Mahfouz’s 

oeuvre played a transformative 

role in reframing the landscape 

of Arabic literature by integrating 

a distinctive blend of traditional 

narratives, contemporary ideas, 

and modernist techniques.

Mahfouz’s works have not only 

showcased the versatility and 

depth of Arabic literature but 

also enhanced its global recog-

nition. His writings, steeped in 

realism and socio-political un-

derpinnings, have unveiled the 

multifaceted complexities of 

Egyptian society, giving readers 

worldwide a unique perspective 

of life in the Middle East. Through 

his creative fusion of local and 

universal themes, his charac-

ters have come to epitomize the 

quintessential human experi-

ence, transcending cultural, tem-

poral, and spatial boundaries. His 

daring venture into previously 

unexplored territories of existen-

tialism, symbolism, and allegory 

in Arabic literature has propelled 

the genre towards innovative do-

mains, ensuring its vibrancy and 

relevance in the modern literary 

canon.

Notably, Mahfouz’s win of the 

Nobel Prize for Literature in 1988 

cemented his global recogni-

tion, an affirmation of his liter-
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ary genius, and highlighted the 

immense potential of Arabic lit-

erature on the global stage. This 

award has since served as an 

inspiration to emerging Arabic 

authors, fostering a vibrant and 

thriving literary culture. Naguib 

Mahfouz’s contribution to con-

temporary Arabic literature and 

modernism is undeniable and 

far-reaching. His prolific career 

has irrevocably reshaped the tra-

jectory of Arabic literature, inex-

tricably tying his legacy to its evo-

lution. This research has laid the 

foundation for further explora-

tion into how Mahfouz’s literary 

revolution continues to impact 

the landscape of global literature. 

It is, therefore, our hope that this 

study will serve as a springboard 

for future scholarly engagement 

with Mahfouz’s work and its en-

during influence on contempo-

rary Arabic literature.
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