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Abstract

Contemporary studies have already explored al-Risālah magazine’s (1933–1953) 
dynamic role in championing a far-reaching secular-grounded educational mission— 
which was made more urgent by the encounter with Western innovations. Still, little 
attention has been paid to the journal’s strong linkages with Arabic classical heritage. 
This article argues that al-Risālah’s writings employed concepts and terminology 
related to al-balāghah, or eloquence, that were by turns accurate, controversial, and 
innovative. These uses enriched the spectrum of al-balāghah’s applicability also to the 
discussion of current preoccupations with other fields like psychology. While account-
ing for thought-provoking works like Tāhā Ḥusayn’s al-Bayān al-ʿarabī min al-Jāḥiẓ ilā 
ʿAbd al-Qāhir [The Arabic Bayān, from al-Jāḥiẓ to ʿAbd al-Qāhir, 1933,] Amīn al-Khūlī’s 
al-Balāghah wa-ʿilm al-nafs [al-Balāghah and Psychology, 1939,] and al-Zayyāt’s Difāʿun 
ʿan al-balāghah [In Defense of al-Balāghah, 1945] as pioneering studies towards the 
new conceptualizations of the discipline up to the mid-half of the twentieth-century, 
this study purports to trace the presence of al-balāghah in al-Risālah’s articles in 
both quantitative and qualitative terms through the employment of DH tools for data 
mining. By mapping the ontological shifts that occurred in traditional languages and 
concepts’ employment as both contrastive and continuous, the present inquiries 
showcase modern Arab culture’s dialectics of secularism and literary revisionism as 
self-sufficient, culturally embedded and integrated, and not as byproducts of contact 
with the West.
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Among the early twentieth-century Arabic cultural journals that championed 
social, literary, and artistic enlightenment along rational free-thinking lines, 
al-Risālah [The Message] magazine occupies a prominent role. Published for 
twenty years (1933–53), its editor, the renowned intellectual Aḥmad Ḥasan 
al-Zayyāt (d. 1968), gathered an exceptional pool of scholars and writers like 
Aḥmad Amīn (d. 1954), Ṭāhā Ḥusayn (d. 1973), and Ṭawfīq al-Ḥakīm (d. 1987) 
who discussed change and creativity in Arabic culture through the prism of 
secularity and its multifarious interconnections with Arab nationalism.

Suspended between a penchant for secular renewal and a strong interest in 
re-reading the tradition, al-Risālah’s writers pursued a continuous negotiation 
between misleading understandings of the turāth (heritage) and its demise 
after centuries of taqlīd (imitation). In particular, following Ṭāhā Ḥusayn’s 
thought-provoking Fī al-adab al-Jāhilī [On Pre-Islamic Poetry, 1928] questions 
on how to read past legacies—such as the ones of ʿilm al-kalām (theology) and 
al-balāghah (roughly, eloquence)1—arose copiously throughout the first half 
of the last century, with much controversy.

As this paper shows, between the thirties and early fifties, al-Risālah’s 
authors bolstered a preliminary, dialectical reflection on al-balāghah’s poten-
tial as a cognitive frame for literary creativity, a re-conceptualization of the 
discipline and a new definition of corpora that incorporated both the ruwwād 
(Arab classicists) and modern scholars’ perspectives. The present study 
attempts to shed light on a crucial period of renewal in modern balāghah stud-
ies that has gone undetected in modern scholarship, which customarily date a 
significant change of direction no earlier than the sixties.2 Cultural journals, in 

1	 Since it is not possible to trace a perfect correspondence between al-balāghah, eloquence 
and rhetoric, the term will appear throughout the present study without further translation.

2	 Here, incidentally, the so called “revolution Jurjanianne” encouraged by Pierre Larcher, Kamāl 
Abū Dīb, Wolfhart Heinrichs, and differently by Iḥsān ʿAbbās and Adūnīs, would have advo-
cated a more hardliner adoption of ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Jurjānī’s (d. 471 H / 1078 AD) approach, 
steering away from al-Sakkākī’s (d. 626 H / 1229 AD) and other masters’ dry approach to the 
discipline. Pierre Larcher, “Un grammarian retrouvé: ‛Abd al-Qāhir al-Jurjānī. Note sur qua 
tre éditionds récentes de ses ouvrage grammaticaux,” in Arabica, 40 (1988), 248–53. Kamal 
Abu Deeb, al-Jurjānī’s Theory of Poetic Imagery, Approaches to Arabic Criticism (Warminster: 
Wilts, Aris & Phillips, 1979) and Jadāliyyat al-khafā’ wa-l-tajallī. Dirāsah bunyawiyyah fī 
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fact, not only conveyed these topics to new audiences, but also laid the ground 
for them to be debated outside religious and philological circles.

It is this journalistic domain and the methods pursued therein that form 
the substance of the secular for our purposes. As explored by Catherine 
Mayeur-Jaouen’s Adab and Modernity regarding specific authors rather than a 
journal editorial board,3 secularity constitutes one of the ideological features 
of a changing cultural milieu, eager to pursue a civilizing mission in alterna-
tive ways to the past. While I am not in agreement with this use of ‘civilizing 
mission,’ I apply the secular in opposition to the conservative traditionalist 
perspective that was no less active during the twenties and thirties of the last 
century. Al-Risālah’s secularist penchant should not be placed outside “religion” 
or considered a rival to it, as Sherman Jackson’s recent review of the subject 
corroborates,4 it is a convenient but loaded term to imply a non-traditionalist 
viewpoint. Instead, it helped authors navigate the notional binary of tradition 
and renewal according to a culturally embedded perspective that acted as a 
mirror for their times.

To analyze how al-Risālah mediated the legacy of balāghah studies, I applied 
DH tools for data mining, including topic modeling, which mines texts to iden-
tify groups of topics and arguments across a large data set. I also used cluster 
keys, or strings of words resulting from exploratory research algorithms to 
establish patterns. I applied these techniques to the magazine’s 12,300 articles, 
exploring them from the general to the particular. Then I pursued a semantic 
and lexicological analysis of the cluster keys’ most significant results.5

I ultimately draw upon distant and close readings of 76 articles from 1933 up 
to 1953, which I selected as the corpus through these methods, and from which 
some coordinate studies for the journal’s authors emerge. In particular, I show 
that Ṭāhā Ḥusayn’s pioneering acknowledgment of the multi-cultural matrixes 

al-shiʿr (Beirut, Dār al-‛Ilm li-l-Malāyyīn 1995). Among the several studies of Wolfhart 
Heinrichs I mention, The Hand of the Northwind: Opinions on Metaphor and the Early 
Meaning of “Istiʿārah” in Arabic poetics (Wiesbaden: Steiner, 1977) and “On the Genesis of 
the Ḥaqīqa-Majāz Dichotomy,” in Studia Islamica, 59 (1984), 112–140. Cf. Iḥsān ʿAbbās, Fann 
al-shiʿr, 2nd ed. (Beirut: Dār al-Thaqāfah, 1959), 28–37. Adūnīs, al-Thābit wa-l-mutaḥawwil  
(4 vols. Beirut: Dār al-Sāqī, 1994), vol. 1, pp. 145–146.

3	 Catherine Mayeur-Jaouen (ed.), Adab and Modernity. A Civilising Process? (Sixteenth-Twenty- 
First Century) (Leiden: Brill, 2020), introduction, 8.

4	 Sherman A. Jackson, The Islamic Secular (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2024) 22.
5	 The DH team specialized in corpus linguistics and involved in the Qatar National Research 

Fund Project “Computational Study of Culture: Cultural Analytics for Modern Arab and 
Islamic Studies” took care of the corpus digitalization. As an analyst, I worked alongside 
them, providing the data preprocessing criteria via topic modeling and cluster keys. The ana-
lyst verifies the results according to a continuous process of trial/failure.
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of al-balāghah in his al-Bayān al-ʿArabī min al-Jāḥiẓ ilā ʿAbd al-Qāhir [The 
Arabic Bayān, from al-Jāḥiẓ to ʿ Abd al-Qāhir 1933], Amīn al-Khūlī’s sensational-
ist essay al-Balāghah wa-ʿilm al-nafs [al-Balāghah and Psychology, 1939], and 
al-Zayyāt’s revolutionary Difāʿun ʿan al-balāghah [In Defense of al-Balāghah, 
1945] help map the ultimate evolution in culturally-embedded frameworks for 
Arabic gnoseology and hermeneutics.6

First, I contextualize al-balāghah’s restoration as a dynamic communica-
tive practice, observing how al-Risālah’s intellectuals arguably conceived it 
as the compass through which to proceed to an innovative exploration of the 
tradition and a reflection on the Arabic language’s future. Second, I consider 
the journal authors’ attempts to broaden the spectrum of balāghah’s appli-
cability to modern sciences such as psychology and cognitive studies. I trace 
this, for instance, in how Amīn al-Khūlī’s work was reviewed and debated in 
al-Risālah’s pages. Lastly, I situate al-Zayyāt and his contributors’ suggestions 
for the renewal of the discipline of balāghah, both terminologically and con-
ceptually, in response to new channels for cultural dissemination, such as 
those provided by cultural magazines. I demonstrate Arab authors’ ability to 
read these conceptual and technological changes through both endogenous 
and exogenous perspectives while also revitalizing the Nahḍa’s aims with 
unexpected timeliness, vivacity, and indeed, great anxiety. As such, a reading 
of al-Risālah’s ‘cardiogram’ attesting to its vibrant twenty-year life is a crucial 
point. Yet, a brief, preliminary note on the methodology employed to navigate 
through al-Risālah’s immense corpus is due.

	 Exploring; al-Balāghah’s Legacy in al-Risālah as a Case Study:  
Notes on the Computational Approach

Because of this twenty-year history, al-Risālah is a bulky source for research. It 
encompasses 1,025 volumes and more than 12,300 articles. Therefore, identify-
ing specific insights and topics is no easy task. Computational research tools 
provided great help in finding topical articles, their authors, and publication 
details. They were also helpful in tracking the authors’ intellectual trajectory 

6	 Tāhā Ḥusayn, al-Bayān al-ʿarabī min al-Jāḥiẓ ilā ʿAbd al-Qāhir, introduction to the volume 
Qudāmah ibn Jaʿfar, Naqd al-nathr, edited by Ṭāhā Ḥusayn and ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd Hindāwī 
(Cairo: Maṭbaʿat Dār al-Kutub al-Miṣriyyah, 1933), v–xxix; Amīn al-Khūlī, al-Balāghah wa-ʿilm 
al-nafs (Cairo: Maṭbaʿat al-Maʿhad al-ʿIlmī al-Faransī fī al-Qāhirah, 1939); Aḥmad Ḥasan 
al-Zayyāt, Difāʿun ʿan al-balāghah (Cairo: ʿĀlam al-Kutub, 1st ed. 1945, 2nd ed. 1967).
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across time, allowing me to follow the flux of linkages between different topics 
jointly explored for sustained periods.

To provide essential information for the case study of how al-Risālah medi-
ated the legacy of balāghah studies, I applied topic modeling research tools to 
all the magazine’s articles. In natural language processing (NLP), topic model-
ing is a text mining technique identifying common keywords or phrases in a 
text dataset and group those words under several topics. Topic models thereby 
aim to uncover the latent topics or themes characterizing a set of documents. 
In this way, topic models are a machine learning-based form of text analysis 
very useful to thematically annotate large text corpora, like al-Risālah.7

In order to explore the articles resulting from the topic modeling process 
from the general to the particular, I then pursued a semantic and lexicological 
analysis via cluster keys (i.e., the application of a family of exploratory research 
algorithms to a whole corpus). Through this, I verified the resulting strings of 
words according to a continuous process of trial/failure.8 Cluster keys should 
match the matter(s) of interest to discover dense areas of the data space, 
intervals, or particular statistical distributions of information—through the 
twenty years of al-Risālah’s publication, in this case. Therefore, I observed  
the 10 cluster keys’ results up to the 100 cluster keys’ one for a total of 550 clus-
ters examined.

Supporting computational research with bibliographical research, I applied  
30 balāghah-related keywords frequently employed in both classical and 
modern studies and their possible different morphological variations to 
each topic-modeling result (e.g., maʿnā/maʿānī—meaning/(s), lafẓ/alfāẓ— 
term/(s), ḥaqīqah—truth / non-tropical referent, majāz—figurative language, 
al-bayān—the science of clarification, al-badīʿ—the science of semantic of 
euphonic embellishment). This operation showed the highest occurrence  
of balāghah’s terminology and related insights between 1935–1945, with 
some peaks around the three years 1935–1937 and the six years 1942–1947, 
or the swathes of time which respectively followed the publications of Ṭāhā 
Ḥusayn (1933) and ʿAbd al-Munʿim Khafājī’s (1935) works on new approaches to 
al-bayān and Amīn al-Khūlī (1939–1942) and Aḥmad Ḥasan al-Zayyāt’s (1945) 
inquiries on al-balāghah.

7	 Daniel Jurafsky and James Martin, Speech and Language Processing: An Introduction to 
Natural Language Processing, Computational Linguistics, and Speech Recognition (Redwood 
City: Standford University Press, 2000), 51.

8	 Jay Alammar and Maarten Grootendorst, Hands-On Large Language Models (Newton MA: 
O’Reilly, 2024), 32. See note no. 5.
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To support lexicon exploration with semantic investigations, I selected 
80 relevant clusters and provided semantic analysis of multiple topics’ 
co-occurrence for each. Drawing upon clustering approach, through a more 
conventional semantic analysis I captured nuanced changes in both high- and 
low-frequency word senses across time. This study linked al-balāghah’s insights 
to psychological, cognitive, gnoseological, and epistemological sciences- 
grounded debates. I applied the same computational analysis process for 
each of these disciplines. After completing a multi-step data retrieval process 
through the DH tool, I ultimately relied on a selected corpus of the 76 most 
significant articles for my close readings and analysis.

The reading of computational analysis outputs produced several results. It 
showed the presence of cross-disciplinary reflections on al-balāghah, psychol-
ogy, and cognitive studies within the same paper, in some of al-Risālah specific 
issues, and across the selected periods of references. Moreover, it also offered 
valuable data on how the authors, alternatively devoting their reflections to 
psychology or cognitive studies, sustained vigorous research on literary canons 
and the re-reading of literary tradition while frequently debating balāghah’s 
pertinence to other subjects—implicitly or explicitly—throughout the period 
of investigation.

	 A Revolutionary Cultural Enterprise: al-Risālah and the Cultural 
Arena of 1930s–1950s Egypt

In one recent overview of cultural journals and periodicals, Ṣabrī Ḥāfiẓ frames 
the construction of al-sāḥḥah al-thaqāfiyyah al-ʿarabiyyah (the Arabic cultural 
arena) throughout the first half of the last century as a multi-dimensional pro-
cess, which “has a life and a dynamic of its own” and entails “players who have 
been historically placed outside of any institution.”9

With particular reference to late-nineteenth-century Egypt, after the ʿUrabī 
revolt (1879–82), personalities like Yaʿqūb Ṣannūʿ (d. 1912) and ʿAbd Allāh 
al-Nadīm (d. 1896) already confirmed that “Egypt had reached a high enough 
cultural sophistication level for its journals to succeed” as Elizabeth Kendall 
observes10—and, arguably, an equal level of maturity to free itself from politi-
cal powers’ paternalism, too.

9		�  Sabri Hafez, “Cultural Journals and Modern Arabic Literature: A Historical Overview,” in 
Alif: Journal of Comparative Poetics (2017, 37, 9–49), 9–10.

10		  Elisabeth Kendall, “The Marginal Voice: Journals and the Avant-Garde in Egypt,” in Journal 
of Islamic Studies (1997, 8, 2, 216–238), 218.
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The anti-establishment orientation attributed to cultural journalism from 
the early twentieth century, such as Jurjī Zaydān’s (d. 1914) al-Hilāl [The Cres-
cent, 1892-present] or later magazines like Aḥmad Ḥasan al-Zayyāt’s al-Risālah 
and Aḥmad Amīn’s (d. 1954) al-Thaqāfah [Culture 1939–1953], orients us to the 
twofold challenge that later was taken up by the most influential journals of 
the nineteen thirtiess. While combining progressivist thought with new ethi-
cal subjects, cultural magazines also addressed the sudden development of 
modern Arabic literature and its most important themes, schools, and trans-
formations, ardently seeking a definition of adab jadīd (new literature).11 
This development, in turn, primarily occurred with respect to three relevant 
phenomena: vigorous nationalist claims; a ripening stage of pan-Arabist per-
spective on the verge of supplanting of the pan-Islamic one; and the desire to 
interiorize colonialists’ cultural models.

The first issue of al-Risālah appeared on 15 January 1933. At first a biweekly, 
by the twenty-second issue (4 December 1933) it was regularly published 
every week for the following twenty years, becoming one of the most popu-
lar intellectual forums in the Arab world. Among the leading intellectuals of 
al-Risālah—about twenty or thirty of them were regular—were Muḥammad 
Ḥusayn Haykal, Ṭāhā Ḥusayn, ʿAbbās Maḥmūd al-ʿAqqād, Aḥmad Amīn  
(d. 1954) alongside ʿAbd al-Qādir al-Māzinī (d. 1949), ʿAbd Allāh ʿInān (d. 1986), 
Amīn al-Khulī (d. 1966), Zākī Mubārak (d. 1952), Aḥmad Zākī (d. 1975), and also 
Tawfīq al-Ḥakīm (d. 1987), Muṣṭafā Ṣādiq al-Rāfiʿ (d. 1937), Jawād ʿAlī (d. 1987), 
ʿAlī ʿAbd al-Rāziq (d. 1966), ʿAbd al-Razzāq al-Sanhūrī (d.1971), and Maḥmūd 
Taymūr (d. 1921). The owner and editor of the periodical, Aḥmad Ḥasan 
al-Zayyāt, himself a renowned intellectual figure, also recruited prominent 
non-Egyptian intellectuals like Muḥammad Kurd ʿAlī (d. 1953), Yūsuf Haykal 
(d. 1989) and Niqūlā Ḥaddād (d. 1954) into the mission of al-Risālah.

Not concealing the grand ambitions underpinning his project, al-Zayyāt 
indicated in al-Risālah’s first editorial that his journal aimed “at exerting con-
siderable influence in Egypt and elsewhere in the Arab world.”12

In the wake of previous experiments like Aḥmad Luṭfī al-Sayyid’s (d. 1963) 
al-Jarīdah [The Journal, 1907–15], Muṣṭafā ʿAbd al-Rāziq’s (d. 1947) al-Sufūr 
[The Disclosure, Cairo, 1915–24], and Muḥammad Ḥusayn Haykal’s al-Siyāsah 
al-usbūʿiyyah [The Weekly Politics, 1926–30], al-adab al-qawmī (national lit-
erature) was therefore amongst the pivotal concerns of al-Risālah’s newborn 
cultural enterprise. It actively contributed to overcoming Egypt’s borders and 

11		  Mayeur-Jaouen (ed.), Adab and Modernity, 8.
12		  Aḥmad Ḥassan al-Zayyāt, editorial, in al-Risālah, hereafter RS, 1, 1 (1933), 1.
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the trends of the nineteen twenties ‘Pharaonism’,13 energizing different artistic 
forms and articulating a different set of demands against both British influ-
ence and the country’s weak monarchic establishment.

Al-Risālah soon emerged as a cultural journal whose vast interests ranged 
from politics to ethics, religion, literature, and beyond, and with an unprece-
dented outlook. Writing of al-Risālah’s intellectuals’ unwavering investment in 
democratic, liberal-constitutionalist values, Israel Gershoni observes that they 
created an immediate context for “producing a rich repertoire of voices and 
texts to cope with the totalitarian threat,” posed by the ever-growing presence 
of Mussolini and Hitler in the international arena.14 Authors like Muḥammad 
ʿAbd Allāh ʿInān, Khalīl al-Hindāwī, and ʿAbd al-Razzāq al-Sanhūrī addressed 
egalitarianism and the role of individuals in al-dawlah al-dīmuqrāṭiyyah (dem-
ocratic state), while attacking racism as the most dehumanizing trait of Nazi 
and Fascist regimes.15 They also looked with concern to the metamorphosis 
of mass cultural movements into political ones (e.g., Young Egypt, the Muslim 
Brothers, and radical anarchist groups), conceiving them as a significant 
obstacle for the “democratic growth of the Arab people and their nations,” as 
al-Zayyāt claimed.16

From the late-thirties, al-Risālah became a sensational commercial success 
due to the contributors’ ability to address a broad Arab community of intel-
lectuals, respectively attracting young literati and the emerging middle-class 

13		  Fawaz A. Gerges, “Young Sayyid Qutb,” in Making the Arab World: Nasser, Qutb, and the 
Clash That Shaped the Middle East, ed. F.A. Gerges (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2018, 175–86), 178. As Pharaonism ideology celebrated the uniqueness of Egyptian 
roots and its profound connection to the Mediterranean identity, it served as a booster 
of nationalistic claims (see Ḥusayn’s editorial in Kawkab al-Sharq [The Eastern Planet], 
August 12, 1933). In contrast, Aḥmad Ḥasan al-Zayyāt, refused Pharaonismas “the Arabic 
language and literature and the Islamic religion are the elements that constitute the Arab 
national identity of Egyptians” in RS, 1, 18 (1933) 3–4. Cf. Michael Wood, “The Use of the 
Pharaonic Past in Modern Egyptian Nationalism,” in Journal of the American Research 
Center in Egypt, 35 (1998), 179–196 (188).

14		  Israel Gershoni, “Egyptian Liberalism in an Age of Crisis of Orientation: Al-Risala’s 
Reaction to Fascism and Nazism, 1933–39,” in IJMES, 31, 4 (1999), 551–576 (554).

15		  Among the several articles published on al-Risālah I mention: Muhammad ʽAbd Allāh 
ʽInān “al-Azmah al-dīmuqrāṭiyyah”, RS 39 (2 April 1934), 528–30. Among the number of 
articles devoted to this subject see also: Muhammad ʽAwad Muhammad, “Ḥawla kitāb 
Hitlar Mein Kampf,” RS 60 (27 August 1934), 1413; ̔ Abd Allāh ̔ Inān, “Dhikrayyāt ̔ an qaḍiyyat 
Drayfus,” RS 110 (12 August 1935), 1290–93; Khalīl Hindawī, “Maṣdar al-Hitlariyyah,”  
RS 278 (31 October 1938), 1775–76; Jawād ʽAlī, “ʽAqīdat al-zaʽāmah fī al-Nāziyyah,” RS 324 
(18 September 1939), 1825–27.

16		  Quoted in Dennis Walker, “Turks and Iraq’s Impact on Early Egyptian Pan-Arabs: Ahmad 
Hasan al-Zayyat,” in JAIS, 2, 1 (1995), 60–80 (60).
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readership (effendiyyah). According to the studies of Niʿmāt Aḥmad Fūʾād 
and Muḥammad Sayyid Muḥammad its circulation ranged from 15,000 to 
30,000—and toward the end of the decade, reached 40,000.17 As Gershoni 
highlights, “the weekly was a product par excellence of the thirties.”18 But it 
was also the herald of a golden age for Egypt’s secular educational mission, 
now re-envisioning the pivots of Arabic culture outside from the mosques and 
al-Azhar.

Primarily, al-Risālah promoted a progressive Islam whose form was to be 
debated among a broad public. The journal was a pluralistic forum, as dis-
cussed by the historian ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz Ramaḍān. Imbued with rational and 
secular values, it became a key mouthpiece of Egypt’s liberal-democratic camp, 
discussing challenging issues from disparate points of view: women’s role in 
society, economics, psychology, and Arabic literary renewal and its broad con-
nection with Western cultural models.19 Not by chance, Muḥammad Kurd ʿAlī’s 
comments on the Jean Larnac’s 1929-work Histoire de la littérature féminine en 
France found a place in its pages, but so did Saʿīd al-Afghānī’s (d. 1997) warn-
ings against women’s participation in politics and public activities.20

This disposition also foregrounds al-Risālah authors’ demeanor towards 
literary subjects. They laid the foundation for a thoughtful reflection on moder-
nity and tradition in broader terms, a centrepiece of which was balāghah. This 
insight, as Maha Abdel Mejeed recently highlighted in her work Literary Optics, 
does not only contribute to “determining the specific literary, discursive, and 
ideological forms for registering the drama of the encounter with [the West, 
fostered by the Nahḍah] from the vantage point of literature.”21 It also allows 
us to evaluate transformations of literary canons that occurred beyond seem-
ingly central, in-vogue genres like the novel, reading the collective discourse on 
literature fostered by al-Risālah’s pens as a conscious, theoretical attempt to 
modernize Arabic literary panorama from inside. As suggested by Catherine 
Mayeur-Jaouen:

17		  Niʿmāt Aḥmad Fūʾād, Qimam adabiyyah: dirāsāt wa-tarājim li-iʿlām al-adab al-miṣrī 
al-ḥadīth (Cairo: ʿĀlam al-Kutub, 1984), 177; Muḥammad Sayyid Muḥammad, al-Zayyāt 
wa-al-Risālah: dirāsāt fī al-ṣaḥāfah al-adabiyyah (Riyadh: Dār al-Rifāʿī, 1982), 190.

18		  Gershoni, “Egyptian Liberalism,” 555.
19		  ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz Ramaḍān, Taṭawwur al-ḥarakah al-waṭaniyyah fī Miṣr min sanat 1937 ilā sanat 

1948, 2 vols., part 1 (Cairo: al-Hay’ah al-Miṣriyyah al-ʿĀmmah li-l-Kitāb, 1973), 35.
20		  Muḥammad Kurd ʿAlī, “Tārīkh al-adab al-nisawī fī Fransā” RS, 4, 132 and 133 (13th and  

20th January 1936), 51–3 and 99–101 and Saʿīd al-Afghānī, “Ḥidhār yā Sayyidatī” RS, 12, 731 
(7th July 1947), 759–61.

21		  Maha AbdelMegeed, Literary Optics Staging the Collective in the Nahda (New York: 
Syracuse University Press, 2024), 8.
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An intense debate on what was or what should be the culture, ethics, 
and norms of Muslim societies and amongst individuals (including 
non-Muslims) accompanied [early twentieth century-] modernity as a 
comparative mirror of European civilisation, or their simplified vision 
of it. One of the main stakes was instead to redefine adab, a concept 
situated at the heart of Arabic and Islamic civilisation. This sometimes 
progressive, sometimes brutal process of redefinition was spectacular. It 
touched on the intimate and the definition of self.22

Thanks to the magnitude of the journal’s mission, this endeavor was more a 
modernization process than a proper milestone in modernism. Still, while call-
ing both the new litterateur and the reader to witness the change, al-Risālah’s 
encyclopaedical reflection on literature attempted to force the Nahḍah’s intel-
lectual world into a culturally embedded revisionism, though not always with 
success, as I explain below.

Al-Risālah always merged political and ethical discourses with literary ones, 
addressing the common reader’s concerns in the East-West encounter while 
also making this encounter a new basis for criticism. Ṣabrī Ḥafīẓ affirms:

Journals such as al-Risālah also established the role of literary criticism 
and introduced the reader to new critical approaches and methods of 
analysis of poetic and narrative texts. They aimed at educating more than 
innovating or breaking new ground.23

In this sense, ʿAlī Shalash eloquently defines al-Risālah, as a “free university 
of the thirties and forties” and explains how it “expanded the Arab world-
view to include the best of European literature.”24 It was in that period that 
Ṭāhā Ḥusayn promoted rational thought and objective and critical scrutiny of 
literature in its pages, while al-Sayyid, al-Rāziq, and Haykal became active con-
tributors to the journal as well.

Still, as is widely known, al-Risālah never pretended to be a ‘literary jour-
nal’ in a proper sense. Although al-Risālah’s section devoted to literary insights 
roughly covered half of each issue’s pages until issue no. 234 (December 1937),25 

22		  Mayeur-Jaouen (ed.), Adab and Modernity, 2.
23		  Hafez, “Cultural Journals,” 24.
24		  ʿAlī Shalash, al-Majallāt al-adabiyyah fï Misr: Taṭawwuru-hā wa-dawru-hā, 1939–52 (Cairo: 

al-Hay’ah al-Miṣriyyah al-ʿĀmmah li-l-Kitāb, 1988), 150.
25		  According to Kendall’s estimates taken at six-monthly intervals, during the first five 

years of al-Risālah’s life about the 55 per cent of the journal’s pages addressed literature.  
Cf. Kendall, Literature, Journalism and the Avant-Garde, 51.
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its revisionist, rather than experimental, approach to literary subjects was far 
less conducive to broadcasting new trends if compared with the journal’s pro-
motion of anthropological, sociological, and political insights. Nevertheless, 
even during WWII—when all magazines’ insights gravitated around inter-
national politics—the publication of short stories and the vivid translation 
movement that al-Risālah fostered were never set aside completely.

Reflecting on a possible definition for ‘literary journals’ with reference also 
to al-Risālah, Kendall reasonably responds to ʿAlī Shalash that the adoption of 
the mere quantitative criterion—i.e., to consider the number of literary sub-
jects addressed within a magazine—is not sufficient:

[It is] the nature of the literary content [that] must play a role in our 
categorization. General cultural journals tended to lack a specific sense 
of duty within the literary field; their literary content was of a more tried 
and tested nature, rather than experimental, intended to respond to pop-
ular demand, rather than to provoke debate.26

While I agree with Kendall on stressing a qualitative criterion for identify-
ing literary magazines, I argue that assuming al-Risālah is an unconducive 
forum for literary debates might be too much of a hazard. During the forties, 
al-Risālah promoted conversations about the role of the literary canon, the 
revision of classics, the renewal of the Arabic language, comparative methods 
to interpret tradition, and the interdisciplinarity through which cultural heri-
tage should be read. Thus, the issue is not that al-Risālah did not encourage 
debates. Instead, the topics in question were no longer at the new readership’s 
horizon of interests and expectations.

Al-Risālah’s literary interests throughout the forties may be described by 
two interconnected trends: its strong focus on translation from foreign lan-
guages and its interest in preserving the linkages with the past.

Like other influential journals of the time such as Salāmah Mūsā’s (d. 1958) 
al-Majallah [The Journal, 1929–31, 1933–44] and Aḥmad al-Ṣāwī Muḥammad’s 
(d. 1989) Majallat-ī [My Journal, 1934–45], al-Risālah introduced Arab readers 
to Chinese, Indian, Japanese and South American authors alongside vibrant 
insights on past masters like Abū Nuwās (d. 198 / 814 AD), Abū Tammām  
(d. 231 / 845) and Sufi poets, now made by authors working outside the Arabic 
ivory tower. As the cluster approach showed, authors’ discussions, mainly con-
ceived as distant readings of the Arabic literary heritage, were often pursued 

26		  Kendall, Literature, Journalism and the Avant-Garde, 39. Cf. Shalash, al-Majallāt, 7–8  
and 35.



499Al-Balāghah’s Legacy in Modern Secular Journalism

Journal of Arabic Literature 55 (2024) 488–525

in the light of standard categorizations for styles in use by their English coun-
terparts (e.g.: Klāsīkiyyah—Classicism, al-Rūmānsiyyah—Romanticism), but 
according to different periodization. Their insights had the ultimate aim of 
placing Arabic literary heritage among modern world literatures, as al-Zayyāt 
explained in a letter to then-Minister of Culture ʿAbd al-Razzāq Sanhūrī.27 
However, the journal’s ‘lack of synchronism’ was criticized as sustaining a 
dichotomy between endogenous and exogenous literary models, which both 
literati and readerships sought to overcome.28 The linkages with literary heri-
tage and canon soon started to vex al-Risālah’s forties readership, now far more 
curious and conversant in these topics than it was just ten years before.

Especially from the mid-forties onwards, the editor Aḥmad Ḥasan al-Zayyāt 
showed greater concern to maintain links with the Arab past. While still eager 
for readers to assimilate Europe’s ‘high’ literature, with the help of Fakhrī 
Abū al-Saʿūd (d. 1940), ʿAbd al-Wāḥid Wāfī (d. 1991), ʿAbd al-Laṭīf Muḥammad 
Thābit (d. 1956), he ran regular articles on past Islamic literature and history 
and sought to defend the Arabic language’s charm and beauty as well as the 
endogenous frameworks for literary creation such as al-balāghah. In this sense, 
the journal fostered a continuative approach, against which many mid-forties 
and fifties intellectuals elsewhere dissented.29

Doggedly proud of its cultural mission and prestige, up to the mid-forties, 
al-Risālah seemed unintimidated by Egyptian literary journalism’s sudden 
evolution and specialist magazines’ robust growth. During WWII, many liter-
ary journals shuttered due to flagging captivate readerships and high printing 
costs. Others had already been incorporated within influential journals, as in 
the case of Majallat al-ʿIshrīn Qissah [The Twenty Story Journal, 1937–45] into 
al-Jāmi‘ah [The Community] in 1939 and al-Riwāyah [The Novel] into al-Risālah 
in 1940. Par contre, newborn magazines like al-Kātib al-Miṣrī [The Egyptian 
Writer 1945–8], born under the star of the former co-editor of al-Risālah, Ṭāhā 
Ḥusayn, broke ground on wider-ranging literary novelties with deliberation. 
During its short period of activity—and with just 32 volumes issued—al-Kātib 
al-Miṣrī supplied readership with innovative matters that al-Risālah was 
neglecting in favor of more familiar contents. For our journal, this was the 

27		  Aḥmad Ḥasan al-Zayyāt, “Ilā Sāḥib al-Maʿālī ʿAbd al-Razzāq Sanhūrī Bek,” in RS, 22, 616 
(23rd April 1945), 1–2.

28		  Hāfiẓ and Kendall recall that the demand for translation could pose other problems. The 
production of faulty, untrained, or summative translations and outright fakes worked 
to decrease the largest journals’ degree of reliability in literary matters. Kendall, “The 
Marginal Voice,” 222.

29		  al-Jayyusi, Trends and Movements, 362–7. Cf. Muhsin J. al-Musawi, Islam on the Street 
(New York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2009), xiii–xv and 171–2.
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beginning of the end. Its demise was spurred on further in the aftermath of 
the 1952 Free Officials’ Revolution, which placed major journals under govern-
ment oversight and led to the growth of avant-garde journals like the famous 
Gallīrī 68 [Gallery 68, 1968–71] in response.

Al-Risālah closed down in 1953. After Yūsuf al-Sibāʿī’s experience with 
al-Risālah al-Jadīdah [The New Dispatch, 1954–8], al-Risālah was resurrected 
briefly (1963–5) by the Ministry of Culture under its pre-revolution editor, 
Aḥmad Ḥasan al-Zayyāt. It contributed to the right’s battle against the left, sup-
ported culturally and politically by little avant-garde magazines.

As Kendall recalls, al-Zayyāt’s overview of al-Risālah’s impact in fact applies 
to general cultural journals en masse: “they helped to awaken and unite the 
Arabs, educate a class of men of letters, and cultivate a nation of readers.”30 
This fact could not, however, prevent its end, which is emblematic of Pollak’s 
readings of the histories of worldwide major cultural journals as ‘literary car-
diograms’ of given eras and their sensitivities:

The heartbeats changed with time […], and if a journal lived long  
enough, some of its original ideas and aims were likely to become modi-
fied or lost.31

	 Like Fire Under the Sand: Balāghah’s Literary Scrutiny and  
New Conceptualizations Before and After al-Risālah

While complying with transformations in contemporary Arabic culture, 
al-Risālah sustained public interest in specific branches of knowledge, such 
as fiqh al-lughah (philology) and ʿilm al-kalām (theology) outside of religious 
circles, although some inaccuracies on its part were noted by specialist maga-
zines like Louis Cheikho’s al-Mashriq [The East 1898–1998]. The premises from 
which al-Risālah’s authors proceeded in this field entailed an argumentative 
approach to inherited knowledge and are thus essential to understanding how 
their discourse on balāghah and related concepts evolved.

As claimed by the Iraqi scholar of Arabic rhetoric, Aḥmad al-Maṭlūb, in 
his thoughtful introduction to al-Balāghah ʿinda al-Sakkākī,32 revision and 

30		  al-Zayyāt quoted in Kendall, Literature, Journalism and the Avant-Garde, 58.
31		  Felix Pollak, ‘The World of the Little Magazines,” in Arts in Society, 2, 1 (Spring/Summer  

1962), 50–66 (66).
32		  Aḥmad Maṭlūb, al-Balāghah ʿinda al-Sakkākī (Baghdad: Manshūrāt Maktabat al-Nahḍah 

bi-Baghdad, 1964), 20.
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expansion in balāghah studies seemingly started no earlier than the late nine-
teenth century. To paraphrase George Makdisi, balāghah inquiries arguably 
never went through a clear phase of neglect or atrophied interest.33 As Avigail  
Noy confirms:

The science of eloquence refers to the scholastic systematization of the  
discipline of ‘rhetoric’ which never stopped, even when it became an 
ancillary science to legal and religious education, beginning in the 
eighth/fourteenth century onwards.34

Nevertheless, insofar as the modern era is concerned, it was by the last decades 
of the nineteenth century that shaykh Muḥammad ʿAbduh’s (d. 1905) les-
sons on ʿilm al-kalām (speculative theology) at al-Azhar University in Cairo 
boosted renewed scrutiny of previous scholarly literature, as opposed to the 
old didactic model provided, for instance, by ʿAlī ʿAbd al-Razzāq (d. 1966). This 
last, together with several coeval traditionalist ʿulamāʾ such as Muḥammad 
al-Bassiūnī (d. 1913), Ḥafnī Nāṣif (d. 1915) Aḥmad al-Ḥamalāwī (d. 1928), argued 
mnemonic methods were still valuable means “to prevent tradition from dis-
persal or unnecessary misreadings.”35 Thus, they claimed the importance of 
al-imlāʾ (dictation) for al-sharḥ (explanation) while dealing with topics such 
al-bayān (the science of clarification) or the reflections on literary techniques 
( funūn) advanced by al-Jāḥiẓ (d. 868) or al-Sakkākī. For Arabic scholars such 
as ʿAbduh and his pupils—who already learned the Nahḍah’s lessons at the 
dawn of the twentieth century—this position limited the spectrum of dialec-
tics and the horizons of al-balāghah’s interaction with modern sciences, while 
also contrasting with the exegetic mission of al-bayān and tabyīn per se.36

Thus, the first stirrings of a methodological revolution, or better yet, a flicker 
of fire arising from the sand of taqlīd (imitation), actually traces to about two 

33		  George Makdisi, The Rise of Humanism in Classical Islam and the Christian West 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1990), 148–52.

34		  Avigail Noy, The Emergence of ʿIlm al-Bayān: Classical Arabic Literary Theory in the Arabic 
East in the 7th/13th Century, Ph.D. dissertation (Cambridge MA: Harvard University,  
2016), 1.

35		  ʿAlī ʿAbd al-Razzāq, Amālī ʿAlī ʿAbd al-Razzāq fī ʿilm al-bayān wa-tarīkhi-hi (Cairo: Dār 
Muqaddad, 1912), 82. As for the other authors mentioned see, Muḥammad al-Bassiūnī, 
Ḥusn al-sanīʿ fī al-maʿānī wa-l-bayān wa-l-badīʿ (Cairo: Maṭbaʿ Diwān ʿUmūm al-Maʿārif, 
1883); Ḥafnī Nāṣif, Durūs al-balāghah (Beirut, Dār Ibn Ḥazm, ed. 2012); Aḥmad 
al-Ḥamalāwī, Zahr al-rabīʿ fī al-maʿānī wa-l-bayān wa-l-badīʿ (Cairo, Kutub al-Turāth, 
1905).

36		  Maṭlūb, al-Balāghah ʿinda al-Sakkākī, 21–2.
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decades before the rise of Risālah and its call for debating between modernity 
and tradition. However, although early-twentieth century scholars’ contribu-
tions were widely circulating as lecture notes inside al-Azhar and subsequently 
discussed by cultural journals, most were published significantly later, from 
the fifties onwards.37

Early examples include the works of Aḥmad Muṣṭafā al-Marāghī (d. 1952). 
In his ʿUlūm al-balāghah [Balāghah Studies], he suggested steering away from 
al-Sakkākī’s (d. 1229) classical tripartition of the discipline, instead advocat-
ing a stricter adoption of ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Jurjānī’s (d. 1078) semantic model 
for linguistic and literary investigations. While in his renowned Tārīkh ʿulūm 
al-balāghah wa-l-taʿrīf bi-rijāli-hā [History of Rhetorical Studies and Its 
Eminent Scholars, ed. 1950] or the earlier Buḥūth wa-ārāʾ fī ʿulūm al-balāghah 
[Research and Views on al-Balāghah’s Studies, ed. 1940] al-Marāghī shows a 
highly prejudicial attitude regarding thirteenth-century classical canoniza-
tion, it could nonetheless not be stated that his works effectively encouraged 
an innovative reading of the tradition and al-Jurjānī’s theories.38

In fact, together with ʿAbd al-Hādī al-ʿAdl’s Dirāsāt tafṣīliyyah shāmilah 
li-balāghat ʿAbd al-Qāhir fī tashbīh wa-taqdīm wa-tāʾkhīr [Complete Studies 
of ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Jurjānī’s Theories on Tashbīh, Taqdīm, and Tāʾkhīr 1950], 
al-Marāghī’s scholarly pursuits could be seen as a corrective reading of thir-
teenth century-scholars’ alleged missteps with respect to the discipline’s early 
masters. Both scholars identified al-Sakkākī’s conceptualizations as danger-
ous drifts away from previous theories rather than the logical product of the 
Islamic cultural environment of the time.39 Their position was hotly contested 
by al-Risālah’s contributors.

In his research on al-Sakkākī’s oeuvre and the predominance of academic 
commentary (sharḥ) in the bibliography of the medieval Islamic world, 
William Smyth shows that academic commentaries were not sterile exercises, 
but rather arenas for expanding upon new paths for debate and controversy.40 

37		  The crisis in cultural printing industry during the WWII, arguably prevented the dissemi-
nation of specialistic works, especially as their first folios were already widely discussed 
by students and in majālis. See Kendall, “The Marginal Voice,” 220.

38		  Aḥmad Muṣṭafā al-Maraghī, ʿUlūm al-balāghah (Beirut: Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyyah, 1993); 
Of the same author, Tārīkh ʿulūm al-balāghah wa-l-taʿrīf bi-rijāli-hā (Cairo: Maktabah 
Muṣṭafā al-Bābī al-Ḥalabī, 1950) and Buḥūth wa-ārāʾ fī ʿulūm al-balāghah (Cairo: Dār 
al-Ulūm, 1st ed. 1940).

39		  ʿAbd al-Hādī al-ʿAdl, Dirāsāt tafṣīliyyah shāmilah li-balāghat ʿAbd al-Qāhir fī tashbīh 
wa-taqdīm wa-tāʾkhīr (Cairo: Dār al-Fikr al-Ḥadīth, 1950), 22.

40		  William Smyth, “Controversy in a Tradition of Commentary: The Academic Legacy of 
al-Sakkākī’s Miftāḥ Al-ʿUlūm,” in Journal of the American Oriental Society, 112, 4 (Oct.–Dec, 
1992), 589–597 (589).
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Scholars such as Makdisi and Josef van Ess describe this ‘agonistic’ qual-
ity as peculiar to traditional education in the post-classical Islamic world.41 
As it had been inherited without substantial changes by the late nineteenth 
century-modern Egyptian arena as well, it might be argued that the previously 
mentioned balāghah scholars, like ʿAlī ʿAbd al-Razzāq and al-Marāghī, negoti-
ated their desire for renewal within the bounds of already defined approaches 
and positions. It was only by the beginning of the twenties and beyond that 
more groundbreaking considerations evolved, fueled by both historical condi-
tions and modern means for dissemination such as cultural journals. These 
supplied the cultural arena with interactive spaces for scholars’ discussions 
that, in turn, started deeply affecting academic discourse.

In 1935 Ignaty Y. Krachkovsky published his edited translation of Ibn 
al-Muʿtazz’s Kitāb al-badīʿ.42 Muḥammad ʿAbd al-Munʿim Khafājī (d. 2006) 
argues that Ibn al-Muʿtazz’s blurring of categorizations in his work contrib-
uted to reshaping the discipline of balāghah.43 Notably, he claimed that Ibn 
Muʿtazz’s influence became more evident as al-balāghah’s branches and 
corpora were further systematized throughout the twelfth-thirteenth centu-
ries. Importantly, Ibn al-Muʿtazz’s contribution, vicissitudes, and expertise in 
Arabic, Greek, and medicine laid the foundations for a reflection on the cross- 
cultural origins of Arabic classic corpora which, up to those times, had found 
firm opposition.44 Al-Risālah enthusiastically supported overcoming a mono-
cultural interpretation of Arabic eloquence’s heritage, particularly alongside 
of one of its most prominent contributors, Ṭāhā Ḥusayn.

Just a few years after the publication the groundbreaking work Fī al-adab 
al-Jāhilī [On Preislamic Poetry, 1926], Ṭāḥā Ḥusayn supplied much food for 
thought in his al-Bayān al-ʿarabī min al-Jāḥiẓ ilā ʿAbd al-Qāhir [The Arabic 
Bayān from al-Jāḥiẓ to ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Jurjānī],45 published in 1933—the 
same year when al-Risālah was born. There, while providing a detailed 

41		  George Makdisi, The Rise of Colleges: Institutions of Learning in Islam and the West 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1981), 61; Josef van Ess, Theologie und Gesellschaft 
im 2. und 3. Jahrhundert Hidschra: Eine Geschichte des religiösen Denkens im frühen Islam, 
6 vols (Berlin: de Gruyter 1991–7), vol. 1, 50.

42		  ʿAbd Allāh Ibn al-Muʿtazz bi-Allāh, Kitāb al-Badīʿ edited by Ignatius Kratchkovsky 
(London: Luzac, 1935).

43		  Muḥammad ʿAbd al-Munʿim Khafājī, Ibn al-Muʿtazz wa-turāthi-hi fī al-adab wa-l-naqd 
wa-l-bayān (Cairo: Maktabat al-Ḥusayn al-Tijāriyyah, ed. 1949).

44		  Khafājī, Ibn al-Muʿtazz wa-turāthi-hi, 34–8.
45		  Tāhā, Ḥusayn, Fī al-adab al-Jāhilī (1st ed. 1926, Cairo: Dār al-Maʽārif, 4th ed., 1947); The 

author presented the paper at the Congress of Orientalists, Paris (1931; proceedings were 
published by Brill in 1933). Later on it was translated from French by ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd 
al-ʿAbbādī and included in the aforementioned source, Qudāmah ibn Jaʿfar’s, Naqd  
al-nathr, intr. v–xxix.
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excursus of the less quoted excerpts from al-Jāḥiẓ’s al-Bayān wa-l-tabyīn [The 
Book of Clarity and Clarification], Ḥusayn reflected on the interplay between 
the different cultural elements that harmoniously contribute to constructing 
al-bayān, and in turn, al-balāghah as a monumental corpus of knowledge(s) 
and competencies:

Al-Jāḥiẓ tells us in his al-Bayān wa-l-tabyīn: ‘A Persian was asked: “What 
is balāghah?” The competence in diversifying and bounding [concepts]. 
An ancient Greek was asked: “What is balāghah?” Choosing the right 
words and tracing differences between language categories. A Byzantine 
was asked: “What is balāghah?” The art of concision, hence, being able 
to follow impromptu inspiration or sustain eloquence effortlessly. An 
Indian was asked: “What is balāghah?” Clarifying ideas through dialec-
tics, being able to ad-lib and understand signs.’ Despite the apologetic 
tones expressed on the Arabs’ contribution found at a later stage in the 
work, […] it would not have been possible for al-Jāḥiẓ to say what he said 
if he were not informed about literatures and balāghah’s conceptual-
izations traced among al-Aʿjām [non-Arabs] and their different literary 
productions.46

It seems clear that Ḥusayn does not identify al-balāghah as an enumeration 
of semantic or euphonic embellishments, as it seemingly emerges from the 
traditionalists’ manuals of his time. Rather, it is the umbrella under which 
it is possible to exercise epistemology, hermeneutics, and gnoseology and 
through which Arab people showcase their interiorization of Persian, Greek, 
and Indian cultural traditions. In other words, Arabs from the past arguably 
worked “in both continuity and counterpoint to the same cosmopolitan 
politico-literary movement that had previously helped to make Arabic the heir 
of Late Antiquity in the task of state formation,” to employ synthesis on this 
point provided by Julia Bray.47

The evaluation of cultural hybridism and cultural manipulations, as well as 
their acknowledgment in Ṭāhā Ḥusayn’s work was extremely timely in an era 
when the encounter with Western models had alternatively become a source 
of promise and threat. Al-Risālah often witnessed this twofold perception 
while addressing balāghah and conveying the terms of Ḥusayn’s comparatist 
approach in cross-temporal fashion.

46		  Ḥusayn, “al-Bayān al-ʽArabī,” 8.
47		  Julia Bray, “Ibn al-Muʿtazz and Politics: The Question of the Fuṣūl Qiṣār,” in Oriens, vol. 38 

(2010), 107–143 (137).
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While Ḥusayn critiqued the hardcore partisans of Arabic cultural purity, he 
emphasized the importance of Aristotelian thought in Arabic culture, enhanc-
ing the Mediterranean aspect of Arabic heritage. Levelling many accusations 
for what, in his view, was the ‘scandalous’ misconception of Aristotle’s thought 
in Muslim scholars’ classical works, his reflections contributed to the cre-
ation of a modern ‘Aristotelian mythology’ in Egyptian intellectual discourse. 
Nevertheless, his efforts to destabilize canons and traditional frameworks bore 
the fruits of a profound revision of classical epistemology, Greek heritage in 
Arabic culture, and al-balāghah’s conceptualization, which his colleagues  
in al-Risālah took up with curiosity and excitement.48

Following Ḥusayn’s article on al-bayān, many other studies through-
out the thirties considered the Aristotelian influence on balāghah. Ibrāhīm 
Salāmah—one of al-Risālah’s contributors—expanded upon Ḥusayn’s theo-
ries, also tracing Greek philosophy’s impact on al-Jāḥiẓ and al-Jurjānī.49 
Respectively 1939 and 1945 witnessed the publication of Amīn al-Khūlī’s influ-
ential series of essays including al-Balāghah wa-ʿilm al-nafs [al-Balāghah and 
Psychology] and Aḥmad al-Shāyyib’s Uṣūl al-naqd al-ʿarabī [The Origins of 
Arabic Criticism, 1945],50 widely discussed in al-Risālah.

As this background and my computational analysis reveal, the interdisci-
plinary connection between al-Risālah contributors and their intellectual 
trajectories is evident in their continuous focus on tajdīd/taqlīd (renewal / 
tradition) as a central subject to be investigated. The employment of recently 
introduced Western sciences alongside a culturally endogenous approach can 
be seen from two perspectives. On the one hand, al-Risālah authors initially 
assumed hardline attitudes towards tradition, either defending or blaming it. 
On the other, their primary columns, dedicated to comparative literature (e.g., 
“Fī al-adab al-muqāran”—On Comparative Literature), vernacular literary pro-
duction in a comparative perspective (e.g., “al-Adab al-ʿāmmī bayna al-adabayn 

48		  I mention some prominent articles on the topic, Aḥmad Ḥasan al-Zayyāt, “Ḥājat al-
lughah al-ʿarabiyyah ilā dirāsat al-thaqāfah al-yūnāniyyah,” in RS 1, 12 (1st July 1933), 
19–21; Muḥammad Rashshād Rashdī, “Ṭarīqat Arisṭū fī al-naqd al-adabī,” in RS 2, 115  
(16 September 1935), 1496–8; Māhir Qindīl, “Bayna al-fikr al-yūnānī wa-l-fikr al-miṣrī,” in 
RS 9, 543 (29th November1942), 958; Aḥmad al-Ḥawfī, “Kitāb al-khaṭābah li-Arisṭūtālīs,”  
in RS 17, 907 (20 November 1950), 1325–6. Ibrāhīm al-Tarzī, “Miṣr wa-l-yūnān,” in RS 18, 930 
(30th April 1951), 494–8.

49		  Ibrāhīm Salāmah, Balāghat Arisṭū bayna al-ʿarab wa-l-yunān (Cairo: al-Maktabah 
al-Anglū-Miṣriyyah, 1950).

50		  The essay of Amīn al-Khūlī was lately included in a collection entitled Fann al-qawl: 
Aʿmāl al-mukhtārah li-Amīn al-Khūlī (Cairo: Maktabah Dār al-Kutub al-ʿIlmiyyah, 1996) 
employed here as primary source of consultation. Aḥmad al-Shāyyib’s Uṣūl al-naqd 
al-ʿarabī (1st ed. 1945—Cairo: Maktabat al-Nahḍah al-Miṣriyyah, 1994).
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al-ʿarabī wa-l-injlīzī”—Vernacular Literature in Arabic and English traditions), 
innovation and tradition (e.g., “al-Taṭawwur wa-l-taqlīd”—Development 
and Imitation), and stylistic evolution through the Nahḍa (e.g., “al-Maʿnā 
wa-l-uslūb”—Meaning and Style), provided specific insights on al-balāghah 
across indirect paths of exploration around 1935–47. Al-Risālah’s explorers 
‘scouted’ the ancient homeland of the Arabic literary tradition, holding onto 
al-balāghah as a compass and flag in their hands while stepping into the terri-
tories of comparative literature. Although their choice to do so is not be entirely 
unexpected, observing how far it brought them is nonetheless interesting.

	 al-Balāghah as a Compass: al-Risālah’s Companion Read the 
Tradition Through the Prism of Modern Cognitive Studies and 
Massive Cultural Dissemination

Devising new approaches to criticism constituted the most robust vocation of 
contributors running al-Risālah’s columns on literary issues, which included 
Fakhrī Abū al-Saʿūd, ʿAbd al-Wāḥid Wāfī, ʿAbd al-Laṭīf Muḥammad Thābit and 
the editor Aḥmad Ḥasan al-Zayyāt. Within this context, al-balāghah served 
as an entry point to argue their claims. Their call for critical renewal mostly 
concerned the scarce theoretical contribution provided by modern com-
pendia of ‘histories of literature’ composed by the Nahḍah literati. In 1936  
Abū al-Saʿūd states:

There are many tendencies in criticism: for some, it means to study the 
foundations of literature, its aims and tools, and this is the field of per-
tinence for al-bayān [science of clarification], al-balāghah [eloquence], 
al-ʿarūḍ [prosody] and al-qāfiyah [rhyme], topics of interest for both the 
Arabic and English literary critics. Nevertheless, although some prefer 
to devote their efforts to one author or a specific genre […], many advo-
cate a whole chronological study of literature: the history of literature. 
Although this last implies a good dose of criticism, it does not convey 
it properly. Unfortunately, this new-old approach seems to be still in  
vogue today.51

Thus, while claiming a more specialized approach to prominent authors 
and movements, al-Risālah’s pens, and Abū al-Saʿūd in particular, frequently 

51		  Abū al-Saʿūd, “al-Naqd bayna al-adabayni al-ʿarabī wa-l-injlīzī,” RS, 4, 178 (30th Novem- 
ber 1936), 1946–49 (1946).
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showed judgmental attitudes towards sacred cows of the Arabic tradition 
“who advocated the adoration of previous models and were reluctant about  
innovations.”52 Abū al-Saʿūd, however, reconsidered his position in other 
articles of the thirties, where he instead acknowledged Arabic literary 
developments:

Insofar as English literature developed with the development of politics, 
science, and religion, likewise did Arabic literature: the rugged language 
of the Jāhiliyyah was followed by the language of early Islam, and the 
language of the Abbasid period, which became exaggerated for softness 
and elegance. Arabic literature has developed a general refining style and 
expanding its critical purposes.53

In contrast with Nahḍawī encyclopedism and their own tout-court criticisms 
of Classical authors, the idea of a specialist didactic renewal, also corroborated 
by Amīn al-Khūlī a few years later, seemed to be one of the most compelling 
proposals such authors came up with after ten years of al-Risālah’s activity. 
Al-Khūlī affirms:

In scientific praxis, it is no longer acceptable that only one man is 
appointed to write the whole history of knowledge, arts, philosophy, and 
sciences, religion and secularism, expressing his general opinion and then 
judging it. […] My concern is to limit my study to the method employed 
and the related concepts of the discipline and its history, certain that this 
is what we need now and the real renewal.54

At the basis of scholars’ simmering anxiety in defining the terms of al-adab 
al-jadīd (the new literature) within their articles, there was difficulty in deal-
ing with the troublesome reception of previous models and disciplines, and 
al-balāghah was undoubtedly among these. Although some revisionists like 
Abū al-Saʿūd seemingly perceived al-balāghah—according to a later com-
ment of Iḥsān ʿAbbās—as “the broader framework from which it is possible 
to observe the artistic and communicative aims and tools at the basis of the 

52		  Ibid., 1949.
53		  Abū al-Saʿūd, “Fī al-adabayni al-ʿarabī wa-l-injlīzī” RS, 3, 110 (12th August 1935), 1298–99 

(1298). The same Abū al-Saʽūd harshly criticized classical authors’ reluctance to inno-
vation also in other al-Risālah’s articles, e.g., “al-Shiʿr wa-l-nathr fī al-adabayni al-ʿarabī 
wa-l-injlīzī,” RS, 5, 196 (5th April 1937) 584–587, and “al-Ṭawr al-fannī fī al-adabayni 
al-ʿarabī wa-l-injlīzī,” RS, 5, 197 (12th April 1937), 610–613.

54		  al-Khūlī Fann al-qawl, 137.
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literary expression,”55 its cumbersome prestige as a paradigm for criticism elic-
ited mixed emotions in many modern intellectuals.

As anticipated, in the years that followed the publication of Ḥusayn’s work 
(1933) on the cross-cultural origins of al-balāghah as well as the circulation 
of al-Marāghī and Salāmah’s lecture notes (1920s–1930s) on the atrophy of 
eloquence ascribed to Ibn al-Muʿtazz’s Kitāb al-badīʿ, reactions were many. 
Some, seemingly contradicting Ḥusayn, focused on the diachronic recep-
tion of al-bayān as “an entirely Arab creation and vaunt, mostly practiced 
by princes like Ibn al-Muʿtazz,”56 neglecting the synchronic dimension of its 
cross-cultural makeup. Others instead looked at sophisticated formal aspects 
of literary production in keeping with al-balāghah’s prescriptions as a smoke-
screen concealing from the eyes of modern readers the “irreparable lack of 
contents of the Arabic classical production.”57 Abū al-Saʿūd affirms:

The eloquent literature we know is often affected by the preponderance 
of the word over the content, and the predominance of decoration over 
the substance, the appearance of elegance and pedantry over true feel-
ings and emotions. The sublime meaning and the beautiful, refined style 
are the mainstays of the new literature deserving this name; one cannot 
exist regardless of the other.58

Throughout the forties, positions on this subject changed. ʿAbd al-Laṭīf Thābit, 
for instance, was less quarrelsome towards moderns’ efforts who, in his view, 
show “a great deal of victimhood” in arguing they are ‘hostages’ of a barren 
tradition. In his reply to an article by Aḥmad Amīn, Thābit ironically stated:

Professor Amīn says that this idea of literature built on formalism is 
harmful to young generations; hence, what more can we do than thank 
God for guiding our writers now to evaluate contents more than forms?59

Thābit, al-Wāfī, al-Zayyāt and Abū al-Saʿūd held that al-balāghah cannot be 
reduced to the triumph of formalism. Rather, the central issue for al-Risālah’s 

55		  ʿAbbās, Fann al-shiʽr, p. 28.
56		  ʿAbd al-Wāḥid Wāfī, “Fī al-ijtimāʿ al-lughawī,” RS, 8, 373 (26th August 1940), 1347– 

1348 (1347).
57		  Abū al-Saʿud, “al-Ṭawr al-fannī,” 612.
58		  Abū al-Saʿūd, “Fī al-adabayni al-ʿarabī wa-l-injlīzī,” 1299.
59		  ʿAbd al-Laṭīf Thābit, “Fī al-adab al-ʿarabī,”RS, 13, 611 (19th March 1945), 284. Here, the 

author refers to Aḥmad Amīn’s article “al-Sharq wa-l-gharb,” published on al-Thaqāfah, 
323 (6th March 1945), 6–9.
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contributors was not al-balāghah’s unsuitability to literary innovation, but the 
ongoing misemployment of al-balāghah paradigms as a means “to instruct 
future generations in the slavish imitation of the past ones.”60

As Abū al-Saʿūd argued from a comparative perspective, this attitude that 
was “unreasonably imbued with cultural and linguistic self-centeredness can-
not be traced in European models”—such as the English one—“that instead 
sustained contacts with the Ancient Greek, French, and Italian literary tradi-
tions throughout its evolution.”61

In addition, other scholars, such as ʿAlī ʿAbd al-Wāḥid Wāfī, started to 
address to the Arab udabāʾ’s vanity as responsible for the irreparable fracture 
between the author and the critic, ultimately considering al-balāghah as the 
quintessence of formalism.62 Aḥmad Ḥasan al-Zayyāt contributed to clarifying 
this point a few years later, stating:

It should be clear that al-balāghah is not a matter everyone can interpret 
as he likes, nor a personal issue. It is a bold system where mind and taste, 
ideas and words, contents and style, are always involved altogether in the 
creative process and essential to each other.63

Even before al-Risālah’s editor called on his fellows “in defense of al-balāghah,” 
most of the authors had already disagreed with viewing rhetoric as a scapegoat 
through which it would finally be possible to sacrifice the “ruḥ al-muḥāfaẓah” 
(traditionalist spirit). Still, during the trial/failure verification process aimed 
at the refinement of the cluster keys, the frequent cooccurrence of terms like 
al-balāghah and takalluf (mannerism) at a macrolevel and microlevel of analy-
sis eventually unveiled an alleged synonymy between those terms within many 
articles. Thus, a question arises: why did most of these authors keep blurring 
categorizations and concepts they clearly knew did not match each other?

Partly, authors varied widely in reception of portions of past corpora. If, in 
the view of some authors, modern reception could no longer account for the 
works of al-Suyūtī (d. 911/1505) and al-Tahānawī (d. 1158/1745)—and in gen-
eral all the production following ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Jurjānī—as a valid reference 

60		  Ibid.
61		  Abū al-Saʽūd, “al-Rūmānsiyyah wa-l-Klāsīkiyyah fī al-adabayni al-ʿarabī wa-l-injlīzī,”  

RS, 5, 192 (8th March 1937), 373–376 (375).
62		  ʿAbd al-Wāḥid Wāfī, “Athar al-ʿawāmil al-adabiyyah al-maqṣūdah: al-tajdīd fī al-lughah,” 

RS, 8, 382 (28th October 1940), 1622–1623 (1623).
63		  Aḥmad Ḥasan al-Zayyāt, Difāʿun, 45.
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to understand balāghah’s frameworks,64 at the same time other al-Risālah 
scholars continued employing literary sources that did not follow al-Jurjānī’s 
methods, such as those provided by Abū Hilāl al-ʿAskarī (d. 395/1005) and 
al-Sakkākī. In doing so, the modern scholars neither made clear selections nor 
entirely dismissed a continuative chronological approach to the tradition.

As for the difficulties in pairing renewal and tradition, throughout the late 
thirties and early forties, the magazine contributors advocated the urgency of 
new models, but through a twofold negation: figuring out what modern mod-
els should not be while also being reluctant to cut all ties with the past. The 
pivotal topics of al-lafẓ wa-l-maʿnā (signifier and signified) and al-ḥaqīqah 
wa-l-majāz (truth and figurative speech) show these contradictions. According 
to the computational tracking, each one is mentioned at least 80 times in 
al-Risālah throughout the period of reference. While authors frequently went 
back to literarily-grounded definitions in order to explain the binary of lafẓ and 
maʿnā, it is notable that they unconsciously dressed their definitions with the 
same inherited conceptualizations they ardently wished to dismiss:

Arabic critics used to pay more attention to the alfāẓ than to the maʿānī, 
as they found the ability to exalt words’ soundness to be the quality of 
the excellent adīb. Abū Hilāl al-ʿAskarī once stated: “Dealing with mean-
ings is easy to do for everyone among Arabs or ʿAjamīs, no matter if they 
were peasants or Bedouins. Meanwhile, , managing the word is a matter 
of men of letters.” Ibn al-Athīr adds: “I have seen many ignorant people 
such as craftsmen or traders being smart in developing meanings, but 
they are not good at stringing two words together. Every human being 
can extract meanings from the mind, but just a few can measure the qual-
ity of words.”65

Arguably neglecting what emerges from balāghah compendia, modern 
authors argued Classical Arabic critics’ attention to the alfāẓ (lexemes) and 
asālīb (styles) as the means through which they cultivated what they called the 
science of beauty [i.e., ʿilm al-badīʿ]. Also, as in Abū al-Saʿūd’s view, Classical 
Arabic scholars’ efforts in classifying the various typologies of jinās (pun, 
paronomasia), ṭibāq (antithesis, oxymoron) and sajʿ (prose rhyme) clarifies 

64		  Abū al-Saʽūd, “Al-adab al-ʽāmmī fī al-adabayni al-ʽarabī wa-l-injlīzī,” al-Risālah, 184 
(10 January 1937): 26–32 (31).

65		  Abū al-Saʿūd, “al-Naqd bayna al-adabayni al-ʿarabī wa-l-injlīzī,” RS, 4, 178, 1947.
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ʿilm al-badīʿ (the science of the embellishment) was the ultimate proof of the 
Arab critics’ and literati’s primary interest in lafẓ at the expense of maʿnā.66

However, going back to rhetoricians such as al-Jurjānī—to whom many  
of al-Risālah’s authors had sworn allegiance—the term lafẓ is never devoid of 
semantic meaningfulness. Being identified as nafs al-kalimah, or the phonetic 
and visual chain tied to dhāt al-kalimah i.e., the semantic reference attributed 
to morphology according to an arbitrary process (al-waḍaʿ), lafẓ is thus part 
of the binary semantic nucleus of kalimah. A word then acquires broader 
sense from its correlation with the utterance’s other components, al-tartīb 
and al-iʿrāb (grammatical and syntactic order).67 As Antonella Ghersetti also 
confirms, al-Jurjānī’s detailed inspections into the realm of semantics gained 
little following in the works of al-Zamakhsharī (d. 538/1144) or al-Sakkākī 
frequently mentioned in al-Risālah.68 In other words, classic scholarship in 
al-balāghah progressively stressed the importance of embellished language. 
Still, the rhetoricians mentioned (yet not properly discussed) by al-Risālah’s 
pens invested many more efforts in fighting against al-takalluf (mannerism) 
than early-twentieth century authors alleged.

While acknowledging al-balāghah as a differently-theorized framework for 
language performativity and literary imagination, al-Risālah’s intellectuals hes-
itated in dismissing a unitary reception of tradition. They often came up with 
manifestos that highlight the (unavoidable) degree of inconsistency between 
past heterogenous theories. Nevertheless, prompted by ideological anxiety to 
explore new paths, they were frequently tempted to leave behind the baggage 
of inherited knowledge. Importantly, it seems that a unitary perception of tra-
dition, while reassuring for those whose horizon of expectations was set by 
classically trained Nahḍah scholars, also instilled a desire for a completely new 

66		  Abū al-Saʿūd, “al-Maʿnā wa-l-uslūb,” RS, 3, 114 (5th September 1935), 1456–7 (1457).
67		  ʿAbd al-Qāhir al-Jurjānī, Dalā’il al-iʿjāz (Damascus: ed. F. ad-Dāya, 1947), 336–337. See also 

Antonella Ghersetti, “The Word in the Linguistic Thinking of al-Jurjānī,” in G. Lancioni 
e Lidia Bettini (eds.), The Word in Arabic (Leiden: Brill 2011), 85–108 (90–92). al-Jurjānī 
addresses even more specifically and on an exegetical level the elements lafẓiyyah and 
ma‛nawiyyah ruling statements in his two didactic texts al-ʿAwāmil al- mi’ah al-naḥwiyya 
fī uṣūl ʿilm al-‛arabiyyah sharḥ al-shaykh Khālid al-Azharī al-Jurjānī, edited by Badr Rāwī 
Zahrān (Cairo: Dār al-Ma‛ārif, 1988) and Kitāb al-jumal, edited by A. Haydar (Damascus: 
Maktabat Majmaʿ al-Lughah al-ʿArabiyyah, 1972).

68		  Antonella Ghersetti, Per una rilettura in chiave pragmatica di Dalā’il al-iʿjāz di ʿ Abd a-Qāhir 
al-Jurjānī (Florence: PhD Thesis—University of Florence), 31. We should consider that 
al-Kashshāf or al-Miftāḥ were however shurūḥ (commentaries) of al-Jurjānī’s master-
pieces, and hence a complement to his theory. See William Smyth, ‘The Making of a 
Textbook,’ Studia Islamica, 78 (1993), pp. 99–115 (114).
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approach upon encountering Western models, even if it was teetering on pre-
carious, still undefined bases.

The premises underpinning al-Risālah contributors’ conceptualization 
of al-ḥaqīqah wa-l-majāz also confirms these assumptions. As shown by the 
co-occurrence of these terms alongside others like kadhb (falsehood) or wāqiʿ 
(reality) in the clusters’ strings of words, these concepts went through a meta-
morphosis across the articles. ʿAlī Abd al-Wāḥid Wāfī offers one definition:

As for Arabic literature, the evaluation of uslūb [style] prevailed over a 
large part of it in its various eras and the meaning was altered or can-
celled by many majāzāt (instances of figurative speech): many are the 
examples of prose and poetry which are of terrific style, but meanings 
in them are minor, scanty or false, not expressing a correct feeling or 
sound thinking. Authors stressed the importance of style over expressing 
a truth, troubling the creative process.69

Al-majāz ought to have expressed true meaning, no matter how far it departed 
from the plain language al-faṣāḥah provides, and to have genuinely reflected 
the author’s qaṣd (intention) and complied with the reader’s expectations. 
Instead, for Wāfī it appears as the veil of Maya separating the reader from real-
ity, or even impeding mimesis, which was not prioritized by classical literati. 
This new conceptualization of majāz, conceived of as a ‘waste product’ of the 
creative process rather than an inner component of it, is perhaps better under-
stood as a response to the definition of ḥaqīqah that al-Risālah’s contributors 
provided. Al-Zayyāt affirms:

High literature spoke about the soul’s deep feelings and how they affect 
life and the scenes of the universe. It deals with humanity’s life in total, 
looking at its past, present, and future, expressing its hopes and pains. 
So where is this in Abū Nuwās’s khamriyyāt, the gargoyles of Jarīr and 
al-Farazdaq, and the insomnia of Bashshār [ibn Burd]?70

Al-ḥaqīqah was no longer what al-Jurjānī and past rhetoricians conceived. If 
in the past al-Mutanabbī was expected not to give voice to his own experi-
ence, but rather to recreate his imaginary vividly, in modernity—at the eve of 
relevant socio-political transformations—the author who writes for a cultural 

69		  ʿAlī Abd al-Wāḥid Wāfī, “al-Lahajāt al-ʿāmmiyyah al-ḥadīthah,” RS, 9, 411 (19th May 1941), 
670–3 (672).

70		  al-Zayyāt, Difāʿun, 32.
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magazine feels the responsibility to create opportunities to express genuine 
feelings about material and cultural realities:

Our lives have become so complicated and sophisticated that you find 
no instinct, no ritual habits in their manners, no genuine or real emo-
tion. We flirt without love, praise without emotion, describe what we 
have not seen, relate what did not happen, and impersonate fictional or 
real people in stories, so we speak with their tongues and feel their feel-
ings. So how can we, in these circumstances, find the expression and the 
warmth that the Bedouin or the savage finds without efforts? We have 
made nature as an art by sophistication, so we must make art as a kind of 
nature, by nature.71

Conscious of the massive educational mission of cultural journalism, the 
‘truth’ that the Nahḍawī litterateur looks for in adab is the potential expressiv-
ity of the modern everyday man, trapped in the meshes of an artificial life, yet, 
by nature, well equipped to express his emotions to reflect his soul in litera-
ture. As Thābit claims, “the modern man of letters (adīb) should engage with 
his own ability to perceive,” the same ability that the writer who is investing 
all of his energies in thinking about how to polish his feelings irremediably 
misses. Thus, “he departs from literature (adab) and cannot be called a gentle-
man (adīb) anymore.72”

Concerns about the separation of modern man from frank introspection 
and self-expression in turn relate to al-Risālah contributors’ insistence on an 
in-depth investigation of the human mind and soul’s functions, through which 
they tied the balāghah-grounded framework for literary production to psycho-
logical and cognitive studies. From 1934 to 1951, al-Risālah’s column “al-ʿUlūm” 
(The Sciences) hosted 54 articles about psychology and cognitive studies. 
Considering that the column expanded upon all modern sciences—including 
economy, sociology, technology, medicine, and chemistry—the amount of 
research on human cognitive functions shows the sincere interest of some  
of the magazine’s contributors. ʿAbd al-Fattāḥ Salāmah, Ṣiddīq Shaybūb, 
Muḥammad Ḥusnī Wilāyah, ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz Jādū, Muḥammad Jamāl al-Dīn 
Ḥasan, Aḥmad Zākī, Niqūlā Ḥaddād and Fāʾizah ʿAlī Kāmil all explored al-ʿaql 
al-basharī (the human mind)—a periphrasis which was frequently employed 
as subtitle in their articles. Topic modeling related to issues centered on 
al-balāghah raised a curious intersection tying eloquence, language creativity, 

71		  al-Zayyāt, Difāʿun, 61.
72		  ʿAbd al-Laṭīf Muḥammad Thābit, “Fī al-adab al-ʿarabī,” RS, 13, 611 (19th March 1945), 274.
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and psychology in many articles. Conceived as the missing link in the chain, 
al-balāghah could be used to explain how the genesis of past glories could be 
replicated or even corrected in accordance with the conditions that modern 
“primitive” literature could now satisfy.

The DH tools employed for data mining helped identify a similar lexicon 
employed in articles addressing psychology and eloquence. Indeed, insights on 
al-balāghah during the same years resonate strongly with conceptualizations 
of the effortless creative process, showing a profound fascination for seemingly 
‘primordial’ literary experiences and considering them as the most representa-
tive ones in the history of human knowledge. Abū al-Saʿūd states:

The literature of primitive times was naive, simple, direct, and incarnated 
the absolute expression of human feelings authentically. This feature 
remained until people abandoned nature and settled into the cities. 
While material culture and speculative thinking provided by civilization 
broadened literary aspects, they were also a source of temptations. […] 
Literature developed into great sophistication and takalluf, perhaps fal-
sifying human feelings and cooperating with that material civilization to 
block its horizons and narrow its boundaries, mixing feelings with badīʿ’s 
tricks of words, and deviating from all that is acceptable to taste or mind, 
and therefore conveying words (alfāẓ) without meanings (maʿānī.)73

Deviating from Ṭāhā Husayn’s claims of al-adab al-Jāhilī’s artificiality and unre-
alistic consistency with later literary forms, the issue of authenticity or the 
literary scrutiny of sources here gives way to a reflection on the innate sources 
and environmental conditions for human creativity.

Simple lifestyles, Bedouin culture’s customs, and conservative environ-
ments also considerably attracted scholars writing about psychology in 
al-Risālah. Notably, in a 1942 article, Muḥammad Ḥusnī al-Wilāyah employed 
an approach to the interpretation of dreams, which merges Ibn Sīrīn’s tradi-
tional noesis with the eminent German and Hungarian psychologists Karl 
Abraham (1877–1925) and Sándor Ferenczi’s (1873–1933) theories. In his argu-
mentation, al-Wilāyah mainly draws upon the Bedouin rituals of marriage and 
fertility, recognizing primordial symbols like the ʿ abāʾah (cloak, i.e., protection) 
the ʿankabūt (spider, i.e., danger of incestuous desire), jisr (bridge, i.e., phallus) 
as also powerful means for literary inspiration.74

73		  Abū Saʿūd, “al-Shiʿr wa-l-nathr fī al-adabayni al-ʿarabī wa-l-injlīzī,” 586.
74		  Muḥammad Ḥusnī al-Wilāyah, “al-Aḥlām li-l-ʿālim al-nafsānī Sījmūnd Fruīd,” RS, 447 

(26th January 1942), 94–5 (95).
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Language’s development from the Bedouin period and onwards is described 
as a physiological process accompanying a society’s path to civilization  
without interruption. In this sense, and as recalled by Thābit, ʿAbd al-Wāḥid Wāfī, 
and Abū al-Saʿūd—who alternate balāghah and comparative investigations— 
al-adab al-ʿāmmī (vernacular literature) represents the indefatigable spirit of 
adaptation of human creativity to the surrounding context in a particular era.75

In line with Egyptian journalism’s previous experience in rehabilitating ver-
nacular language, as found in Abū naẓẓarah al-zarqāʾ (1877–1910) run by Yaʿqūb 
Sanūʿ (d. 1912),76 al-Risālah’s scholars developed this further using motifs from 
classic works such as Alf Laylah wa-Laylah and Kitāb al-Aghānī, or the inqui-
ries of al-Ḥillī (d. 749/1349) and Ibn Khaldūn (d. 808/1406) on the sabaʿ funūn 
(seven arts) to argue a consolidated appreciation for effortless, primitive cre-
ativity also in premodern works.77

Within this context of innovative readings of literary heritage, Amīn 
al-Khūlī’s controversial essay Al-balāghah wa-ʿilm al-nafs (1939) assumes piv-
otal importance, if not for its challenging premises then for the long echo it 
had for more than ten years after its publication. Given the journal’s contribu-
tors’ penchant to conceal references, omit surnames, flinging pointed barbs to 
other authors, the digital data mining helped tracking the scattered references 
to this work during the reporting period (1939–1949). Organized in ten sec-
tions, al-Khūlī’s essay starts with the groundbreaking proposal of identifying 
the foundational connections between psychology, al-balāghah, and philoso-
phy, as each contributed to developing fann al-qawl, i.e., al-adab:

[…] as the framework expressing the innate human tendency to get closer 
to al-jamāl (beauty) and al-jamīl (a beautiful subject), hence, the primor-
dial human vocation to pursue a joint reflection on reviving both rational 
thought and the sensory perception of the spirit.78

Claiming the stagnation of modern balāghah studies, al-Khūlī advocates 
employing sharḥ (commentary), but on a secular basis that accounts for the 
milieu of cultural production. He criticizes the extent to which material devel-
opment has distorted the conceptualization of art, leading modern societies 

75		  Fakhrī Abū al-Saʽūd, “al-Adab al-ʽāmmī fī al-adabayni al-ʽarabī wa-l-injlīzī,” 31.
76		  It was a famous satirical journal, among the first to extensively use the vernacular.
77		  Ṣafī ad-Dīn al-Ḥillī, Kitāb al-‘Āṭil al- Ḥālī wa-al-Murakhkhaṣ al-ghālī (edited by Ḥusayn 

Naṣṣār, al-Hay’ah al-Miṣriyyah al-‘Āmmah li-l-Kitāb, Cairo: 1981), 25–6. Walī ad-Dīn Ibn 
Khaldūn, al-Muqaddimah,(edited by ‘Abd Allāh Muḥammad Darwīsh, Damascus: Dār 
Ya‘rub, 2004), § 5.32, 423–8.

78		  al-Khūlī, Fann al-qawl, 182.
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to view it as an appendix to human progress. Using the powerful motto “art is 
not a luxury,”79 al-Khūlī—alongside his al-Risālah colleagues—argues for fann 
as essential while also defining philosophical and rhetorical discourse as the 
means of “supporting the natural development of feelings, intellectual compe-
tencies ensuring a gateway from superficiality and ambiguities.”80

In his first five sections, he identifies al-takhayyul (spontaneous imagina- 
tion) as the depository of wahm (suggestion) and al-takhyīl (conscious imagi-
nation) as the ability to draw specific ilhām (inspiration) from surrounding 
reality. He also considers balāghah’s traditional topics such as muqtaḍā al-ḥāl 
(influences of the context of enunciation),81 al-ḥaqīqah wa-l-majāz (truth and 
figurative speech), and al-ḥissī wa-l-ʿaqlī (the sensory and the cerebral) as cogni-
tive creative processes. In his view, these processes give voice to wijdān (affect), 
ʿāṭifah (affection of fondness), amal (hope), gharbah (desire), and al-bāṭin 
(subconscious) according to a logical organization that ultimately—and often 
unconsciously—aims at the catharsis of the human soul.

Proceeding with the reading of al-Khūlī’s essay, it is worth noting that he 
does not consider ʿilm al-nafs as modern science. Accounting for Plato and 
Aristotle’s endeavors in exploring rationality, memory functions, and imagi-
native sources for the “Other Self,” he flagrantly accuses classic bulaghāʾ and 
udabā’ of willfully neglecting psychological inquiries within their frame-
works.82 Yet despite his robust premises, sensationalist titles, and charming 
dialectics, unfortunately, al-Khūlī’s essay soon unveils itself as a redundant, 
enthusiastic paean to humankind’s natural vocation to artistic commitment 
and speculative reasoning. It has little to do with both al-balāghah and psychol-
ogy in proper scientific terms, and he does not elaborate in his core sections 
on the relationship with cognition implied by representational processes such 
as al-tashbīh (analogy) and al-istiʿārah (metaphor), as literary critics would 
pursue.83 Nor does he make the defiant secularist leap promised by his section 

79		  Ibid., 188.
80		  al-Khūlī, Fann al-qawl, 183.
81		  Rhetoricians, however, have understood the term differently over time, see Antonella 

Ghersetti, ʿQuelques notes sur la définition canonique de balāgha‌ ʾ, Orientalia, n. 87  
(1998) 63.

82		  al-Khūlī, Fann al-qawl, 185.
83		  Jacques Lacan, The agency of Letter Unconscious or Reason since Freud, in Jacques Lacan 

Écrits: A Selection, translated into English by Alan Sheridan (W.W. Norton & Company, 
New York, 1977) 146–176; Roman Jacobson, Two Aspects of Language and Two Types of 
Aphasic Disturbances, in R. Jacobson, M. Hale, Fundamentals of Language (The Hague, 
Parigi, 1971) 67–96; Nicolas Ruwet, “Metaphor and Metonymy” in Poetique, n. 6 (1975) 
371–388.
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title al-Iʿjāz al-nafsī (The Inimitability of the Soul)84 to connect inimitability 
with human literary production.

Therefore, it would be reasonable to ask why this essay, despite the lack of 
authentic innovation, reached great popularity to the extent that in 1946— 
seven years after its publication  -  ʿAlī al-ʿAmārī still considered it appropri-
ate to review it in al-Risālah.85 It could be argued that al-Khūlī’s works clearly 
suggested the theoretical framework of al-balāghah as a means to investigate 
the genesis of the creative process and how intellectual endeavors, authors’ 
intentions, and readers’ expectations are entangled with the performance 
of language, as is better explained later by Heinrichs, Kamāl Abū Dīb, Fassi 
Fehri and many other prominent scholars in the field from the sixties on.86 
As stated by al-ʿAmārī, “the transitional phase of the renewal to which the 
Nahḍah authors gave life does not imply adamant positions towards tradition, 
but rather a cross-disciplinary approach that al-Khūlī still advocated despite 
its weak bases, aptly reflecting the new permeability of cultural discourse at 
the rise of mass dissemination.”87

Indeed, al-Khūlī’s al-Balāghah wa-ʿilm al-nafs, provided food for thought to 
al-Risālah’s intellectuals who put some of al-Khūlī’s impassioned suggestions 
under the microscope of rationalist and scholarly discourse.

Subjects such as “language as tarjamah (translation) of ideas”88 or language 
learning were developed fruitfully by Siddīq Shaybūb, Muḥammad Jamāl 
al-Dīn Ḥasan, and Fa‌ʾizah ʿAlī Kāmil in opposed fashions, each reaching excit-
ing conclusions.

Having already internalized the lesson of Muḥammad Kurd ʿAlī, who fre-
quently disseminated essential insights on the communicative language 
learning method devised by the German scholar and educator Maximilian 
Berlitz (1852–1921) in the pages of his journal al-Muqtbas (1906–13),89 
al-Risālah’s authors took opposing directions with respect to al-Khūlī, who 
sees traditional language learning methods as built on translation. Muḥammad 
Jamāl al-Dīn Ḥasan states:

Recent studies confirm that even children dream. They start to learn their 
native language, being unconscious of words’ correct employment but 

84		  al-Khūlī, Fann al-qawl, 199–210.
85		  ʿAlī al-ʿĀmārī, “al-Balāghah wa-ʿilm al-nafs” (review), RS 14, 682 (29th July 1946), 833–4.
86		  See note 2.
87		  ʿAlī al-ʿĀmārī, “al-Balāghah wa-ʿilm al-nafs” (review), 834.
88		  al-Khūlī, Fann al-qawl, 199–212.
89		  Muḥammad Kurd ʿAlī, “Taʿlīm al-lughāt,” al-Muqtabas, 1, 1, (1st January 1906), 13–8.
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overall receptive to general meanings, in the same way their oneiric activ-
ity generally gives life to sensations and ideas that do not respond to a 
specific visual memory: the warmth of the mother’s womb, the pleasure 
of being close to her face, rather than the womb or the face themselves.90

Reflecting on memory, oblivion, and slips or parapraxes in general (errors 
in speech, memory, or physical actions), Fāʾizah ʿAlī Kāmil wrote two crucial 
papers in al-Risālah in 1951, which I believe could also be interpreted as an 
exemplary portrait of the intellectual dynamics characterizing her time.

Navigating through specialized sources with ease, Kāmil redresses the 
Freudian pathologization of errors in speech and memory, arguing they are 
necessary processes to revise previous knowledge and exercise mental func-
tions correctly. As discussed by Jung,91 oblivion refreshes the brain and allows 
it to refocus on new thoughts. Human mental ability cannot process uncount-
able information simultaneously, so it automatically stores past information in 
the subconscious or unconscious for later reworking. This process is particu-
larly crucial in creative work and literary production:

The author usually does not care about what he has finished because 
recently completed work can no longer occupy his mind after such 
lengthy concentration. Thus, the writer is simply yearning for something 
new. How often do we hear about authors who cannot recognize their 
works, or look at them with surprise, asking themselves: I wrote this? The 
author creates a particular mental state for each of his works. It is usual 
for him to leave a specific subject with positive relief that we trivially 
call ‘oblivion.’ There is no doubt that this forgetfulness is normal. As for 
forgetfulness, in which there is loss without compensation, thoughts dis-
appear completely, endangering the unity of the self and destroying the 
mental balance, well, this is the proper mental disease.92

Collecting scientific insights on Freudian theories, dream interpretation, 
language learning processes, and the genesis of artistic and literary creation, 
al-Risālah contributors in psychological and cognitive studies contributed 

90		  Muḥammad Jamāl al-Dīn Ḥasan, “Tafsīr al-aḥlām,” RS, 15, 721 (28th April 1947), 472–5 
(472).

91		  Carl Gustav Jung, Psychology of the Unconscious: A Study of the Transformations and 
Symbolisms of the Libido, translated by Beatrice M. Hinkle (London: Kegan Paul Trench 
Trubner, 1916), 195.

92		  Fāʾizah ʿAlī Kāmil, “al-Nisyān fī al-taḥlīl al-nafsī,” RS, 18, 949 (10th September 1951), 1024–5 
(1025).
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significantly to the reflection on Arabic literary canons of al-balāghah. As with 
general interest in balāghah, al-Risālah authors’ experiments with psychology 
predate its supposed era of efflorescence. Although Omnia el-Shakri affirms in 
her The Arabic Freud that only in 1945 Yūsuf Murād introduced the Arabic term 
al-lāshuʿūr—i.e., the unconscious—as “a term borrowed from the medieval Sufi 
philosopher Ibn ʿArabī [d. 638/1240] and redolent with mystical overtones,”93 
in fact al-Risālah’s contributors had already introduced this concept nine years 
before Cairo became the Arab world’s epicenter for majālis of psychologists 
in venues like the newly founded Egyptian Majallat ʿilm al-nafs (Journal of 
Psychology). Indeed, when in 1943 Murād published Shifāʾ al-Nafs (Healing the 
Psyche) as part of the famous Iqra‌ʾ (Read) series, fundamental theories and 
concepts of psychology and its schools of thought had already been known to 
the effendiyah readers of al-Risālah—who approached it without mysticism of 
any sort—thanks to inquiries made by authors throughout the thirties.94

Even in these early explorations, language was considered central to ques-
tions of human cognitive and intellectual ability. It was essential for expressing 
needs and seeking beauty by creatively re-elaborating visions, images, and 
memories. ʿAbd al-Fattāḥ al-Salāmah, whose 1934 study introduced thought-
ful insights on Sigmund Freud’s (1856–1939) life and works to the Egyptian 
reader, clarified natural language as the means to unveil one’s innate concerns 
and solve inner conflicts, preventing humans from experiencing mental pain 
or imbalance.95 Al-Risālah’s authors considered forms of literary expression 
like balāghah alongside the fundamentals of mental development within this 
context. And, paradoxically, they achieved a degree of consistency and harmo-
nization of intents that is not found in the papers where balāghah’s specialists 
debate the complex relationship between literary tradition/innovation. Across 
their writings, al-balāghah becomes a cognitive framework employable for 
new literature, based on the primordial yearning to forget the past, accomplish 
something new, and later rehabilitate old treasures. However, this would have 

93		  Omnia el-Shakri, The Arabic Freud: Psychoanalysis and Islam in Modern Egypt (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2017), introduction, I.

94		  Authors like Jādū, Salāmah and Zākī respectively addressed particular themes such as 
hysteria, suicide, and war trauma, far from being persecuted as disgraces or threats to 
moral conventions and read in the light of Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams (1899). 
ʿAbd al-Fattāḥ Salāmah, “al-ʿAql al-basharī,” RS, 2, 46 (21st May 1934), 871–4 (872); ʿAbd  
al-ʿAzīz Jādū, “al-Aḥlām,” RS, 11, 575 (10th July 1944), 14–5 (15); ʿAbd al-Fattāḥ Salāmah, 
“al-ʿAql al-basharī” (873); Aḥmad Zākī, “al-ʿUnṣūriyyah,” RS, 2 (29th January 1934),  
191–4 (191).

95		  ʿAbd al-Fattāḥ Salāmah, “al-ʿAql al-basharī,” 873. ʿAbd al-Fattāḥ Salāmah, “al-Fikrah 
al-dhātiyyah wa-al-fikrah al-muwwaḥāh,” RS, 2, 49 (11th June 1934), 988–91 (988).
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never been possible without accurate, thoughtful revision of groundwork and 
terminologies, the crowning example of which is found in its editor al-Zayyāt’s 
Difāʿun ʿan al-balāghah (1945).

Seeking to clarify the employment of tradition in modern times and the 
suitability of al-balāghah to recent literary explorations, Aḥmad Ḥasan 
al-Zayyāt initially decided to reply to what arose from al-Risālah’s insights into 
al-balāghah through a series of eighteen editorials published every two weeks, 
and occasionally monthly, from November 1942 to July 1943 and then from 
February to June 1944.96 Immediately after, he collected his reflections into a 
book, Difāʿun ʿan al-balāghah, which he considered the most suitable means 
to convey his reflections and expand them to the criticism of journalism itself. 
The book sparked intrigue among his crew of valuable contributors, including 
ʿAbbās Maḥmūd al-ʿAqqād (d. 1964) and Sayyid Quṭb (d. 1966).97

The computational tracking of al-balāghah’s terminology and the pair 
balāghah/saḥāfah (eloquence/journalism) led immediately to the articles  
published by al-Zayyāt. Al-Zayyāt aimed to weave all the reflections on 
al-balāghah, tajdīd/taqlīd (renewal / tradition), and effortless or ‘primitive’ 
literature poured into al-Risālah’s pages over thirteen years of activity accord-
ing to a cohesive intellectual trajectory. He introduced the reader to the three 
factors affecting al-balāghah in modern times that prevent its correct con-
ceptualization and employment: surʿah (velocity), ṣaḥāfah (journalism) and 
taṭafful (parasitism).98

In order to explain the first two factors, al-Zayyāt examines parasitism. 
He distinguishes between cultural actors’ connivance with powers in the 

96		  Aḥmad Ḥasan al-Zayyāt, “Difāʿun ʿan al-balāghah” (series), RS, 10, 488 (9th November 
1942), 1033–4 ; RS, 10, 490 (23rd November 1942), 1073–4 ; RS, 10, 492 (7th December 1942), 
1113–4; RS, 10, 494 (21st December 1942), 1153–4; RS, 11, 500 (1st February 1943), 81–2; RS, 11, 
506 (15th March 1943), 201–2; RS, 11, 508 (29th March 1943), 241–2; RS, 11, 512 (26th April 
1943), 321–2; RS, 11, 514 (10th May 1943), 361–2; RS, 11, 518 (7th June 1943), 441–2; RS, 11, 520 
(21st June 1943), 481–2; RS, 11, 522 (5th July 1943), 521–2; RS, 11, 524 (19th July 1943), 561–2; 
RS, 12, 556 (28th February 1944), 1–3; RS, 12, 558 (13th March 1944), 1–3; RS, 12, 566 (8th May 
1944), 1–3; RS, 12, 568 (22nd May 1944), 1–3; RS, 12, 570 (5th June 1944), 1–3.

97		  Bashar Fāris, “al-Barīd al-adabī” (review), RS, 12, 580 (14th August 1944), 33–35; ʿAbbās 
Maḥmūd al-ʿAqqād, “Difāʿ balīgh,” RS, 13, 631 (6th August 1945), 827–9. ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz 
Fahmī, “al-Barīd al-adabī: rāʾī ʿaẓīm fī Difāʿun ʿan al-balāghah,” RS, 13, 641, 1130–1; Sayyid 
Quṭb, “Difāʿun ʿan al-balāghah” (three-part review), RS, 14, 676 (17th June 1946), 662–5; 
RS, 14, 677 (24th June 1946), 689–692 and RS, 14, 678 (1st June 1946), 717–9 (inverted num-
bers); ʿAbbās Maḥmūd al-ʿAqqād “al-Barīd al-adabī: taḥqīqāt tārīkhiyyah ʿ alā hāmish kitāb 
Difāʿun ʿan al-balāghah,” RS, 15, 726 (2nd June 1947), 632–3; Anonymous reader “al-Barīd 
al-adabī” (review), RS, 15, 733 (21st July 1947), 828–9; Muḥammad Farīd Abū Ḥadīd, 
“Khuṭbat al-istiqbāl,”RS, 17, 851 (24th October 1949), 1501–5 (1503).

98		  al-Zayyāt, Difāʿun, 5 and 19–20.
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Umayyad and Abbasid times frequently denounced by al-Risālah’s pens and 
modern political actors’\’ intrusive interference in culture. The massive and 
hasty dissemination of writings and works in modern times, if not supported 
by adequate training, risks “giving equal visibility to pretentious, wannabe 
authors and the literati themselves,”99 whom the uneducated public can hardly 
distinguish from each other.

Al-Zayyāt then argues that the distorted conceptualization of al-balāghah 
was not due to its prestige in the premodern period, but rather its later dis-
torted conceptualization. Explicitly mocking industrial jargon, he introduces 
the public to the “Balāghah Machine” and its structure, arguing that it is 
one-of-a-kind in modern times, “arguably, the exception that confirms the rule: 
a device that does not accomplish products in series, rather it enables one to 
realize unique literary masterpieces.”100

Al-Zayyāt’s approach to literary writing aligns with al-Risālah scholars’ con-
cerns about natural instinct, primordial inspiration, and psychological stances. 
Still, far from the impassioned yet nebulous allusions to the mysterious poten-
tial of the psyche emerging in al-Khūlī’s essay al-Balāghah wa-ʿilm al-nafs, he 
argues that the construction of the literary image does not rely on the innate 
ability of humans to convey conscious or unconscious thoughts into language 
expressions. Instead, language requires “holistic training, in-depth knowledge, 
and writing practice, but also talent and taste (dhawq), something that not 
everyone can take for granted.”101

Al-Zayyāt’s chapter on the Balāghah Machine [Ch. 4 Ālat al-balāghah] argues 
that the psyche’s use in literature must be conscious and rigorous, as it is crucial 
for creating characters, fitting their sensitivity and moral attitudes to the nar-
rative network (tashkīl shukhūṣ al-qiṣṣāh wa-rasm shakhṣiyyāti-him wa-taḥlīl 
akhlāqi-him), and complying with readers’ expectations (nazaʿāt al-nass) and 
societal and emotional changes in modern communities.102 Al-balāghah,  
in this sense, “is broader and nobler than the beauty accomplished through 
al-bayān devices and al-badīʿ embellishments.”103 It is the primary tool to 
achieve Art ( fann), as it ultimately serves to “convey life, emotion, beauty, pas-
sions, and inspire motifs for delight behind human sorrows and concerns.”104 
While the uslūb (style) guides the spirit, it also refines taste (dhawq) insofar as 

99		  Ibid., 23.
100	 Ibid., 45
101	 Ibid.
102	 Ibid., 49.
103	 Ibid., 85.
104	 Ibid., 49.
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they are grounded in originality (aṣālah), harmony (talāʾum), and concision 
(ījāz).105

In Difāʿun ʿan al-balāghah, al-Zayyāt revises the most crucial terminological 
intuitions about balāghah advanced by al-Risālah scholars in thirteen years of 
ceaseless cultural commitment. Above, I have shown the confusion in trans-
posing lafẓ and maʿnā onto sign and signifier; now, al-Zayyāt uses kalimah and 
fikrah (expression/idea) as the correct terms to mirror the new conceptualiza-
tions reached by his colleagues, so as to avoid the ambiguity of using canonical 
balāghah terminology in modern times. Likewise, sināʿah (literary artistry) and 
takalluf (mannerism) went through a groundbreaking semantic reconceptu-
alization, which ultimately reflects the primacy of the term fann in modern 
and contemporary Arabic culture. This last datum is confirmed by the com-
putational tracking, which shows a peak of occurrences of the term fann as 
related to literary mastery between 1942 and 1947, occurring after the publica-
tions of al-Khūlī and al-Zayyāt and when they had been thoroughly reviewed 
in the journal’s pages. As confirmed by Adam Mestyan, factors influencing the 
canonization of fann as art—now ranging from literature to visual and per-
formative arts—included the influence of nineteenth-century European and 
non-European dictionaries and the importance of the early Arab press in dis-
cussing and negotiating usages of words and concepts.106

As scrutiny of al-Risālah’s issues attests, the frequent replacement of takal-
luf with ṣināʿah throughout its articles at times indicates some authors’ degree 
of naivety in interchanging the two terms. The same could not be stated for 
specific articles such as those of ʿAbd al-Laṭīf Thābit and Niqūlā Ḥaddād,107 or 
for al-Zayyāt in his Difāʿun ʿan al-balāghah. At the dawn of the industrialized 
era and considering the threats against old modes of craftsmanship, al-Zayyāt 
argues that takalluf (ornate speech) no longer signifies the classical affected-
ness that modern literature has completely reshaped and subverted. Modern 
takalluf no longer implies investing vain efforts in embellishing a void of art, 
but instead conceiving of art and beauty as a surplus or a luxury that does not 
deserve investment, and thus uncovering a more dangerous void of values:

If man ardently desires to surround himself with material beauty and has 
even invented machines to obtain it in series, according to the desired 

105	 Ibid., 86.
106	 Adam Mestyan, “Arabic Lexicography and European Aesthetics: The Origin of Fann,” 
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design, why then does he think he can live without the beauty of words? 
Perhaps because a machine cannot be enough to create them. Well, if 
someone would ever succeed in this, the result would be no doubt 
monstrous.108

After arguing that literary expression is the symbiosis between language, 
psyche, and nature that al-balāghah helps in realizing brilliantly, al-Zayyāt, 
the commander of al-Risālah’s fellowship, also humbly admits he is no longer 
able to see further through the mist of uncertain historical and socio-political 
transformations and cultural turmoil. What indeed remains are his strenuous 
efforts in redirecting the intellectual trajectory of the journal he had founded 
towards more even-tempered scrutiny of past and modern references, to 
which all of al-Risālah’s writers meanwhile contributed heterogeneously. The 
incredible acumen of his manifesto in defense of al-balāghah could arguably 
be conceived of as the ultimate proof of al-Risālah’s continuous negotiation 
between taqlīd and tajdīd. It anticipated far in advance the new changes and 
challenges that arose after al-Risālah exhausted its role, closing down seven 
years after the publication of this work.

…
This reflection on how al-balāghah was explored, discussed, and reconcep-
tualized throughout the twenty years of al-Risālah’s activity, including in the 
light of groundbreaking cognitive and psychological studies, gives an idea of 
the continuum followed by the editorial board in reflecting on the challenges 
of al-adab al-jadīd (new literature). As the case study showed, authors gravi-
tated around this concept frantically, but they addressed it scantily. While 
they never demanded that they achieve a clear-cut result, they collaboratively 
explored the paths of literary modernization through undirect channels, 
broadly reflecting on what creativity should, or better yet, should not mean for 
the early twentieth-century adīb. The degree of novelty implied by al-Risālah’s 
years-long grappling with the concept of balāghah along these several lines 
relies upon a multitude of factors.

First, it was carried out by a group of intellectuals, who nuanced the debate 
with their specific standings but were cohesively inspired by a far-reaching 
revisionist approach to cultural fruition and education during those years. 
Second, al-Risālah dared to involve a broader public, besides scholars and 

108	 al-Zayyāt, Difāʿun, 105.
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literati, in the debate about constituting cultural renewal. This operation inno-
vatively placed the concept of urbanitas implied by the pre-modern notion of 
adab within the broader frame of fann—art, of which literature constitutes 
its mainstay. According to the journal’s trajectory, however, art cannot be 
separated from cultural commitment, the acquisition of a broader knowledge 
in many fields and background of secularity and democratic values through 
which it is possible to erode the authority of previous cultural actors. In this 
sense, al-Risālah’s parterre of contributors was prestigious enough not only to 
expand the horizon of investigation on al-balāghah through cross-disciplinary 
and cross-temporal readings but also foster a criticism of the ‘voracious jour-
nalism machine’ itself, questioning their own role and responsibilities at the 
concretization of the Nahḍah’s revisionist and civilizing dream.

The ‘rolling stones’ that al-Risālah threw in the cultural arena fueled trans-
formative processes in contemporary Arabic culture whose results were 
unpredictable for everyone at that time. Although Al-Risālah’s inquisitive out-
look on traditional poetry, ante-litteram Arabic literary criticism, and balāghah 
was filled with all the inconsistencies arising from a lively debate, al-Risālah’s 
and al-Zayyāt’s struggle to rethink traditional knowledge and theoretical 
frameworks in modern terms represents that essential step without which 
the flourishing and actualization on balāghah studies from the mid-fifties and 
onwards would have hardly been possible. In this sense, the modernization in 
the field they pursued does not center them within the boundaries of modern-
ism or any other current, but in the large spectrum of a new approach to the 
discipline that does not consider al-balāghah as a prerogative of the past but 
rather a lively matter.

As a conclusive note on the methodology, the DH basic tools adopted in 
this study for text mining were essential for navigating a bulky source like 
al-Risālah. Still, more in-depth computationalization work might open inno-
vative scenarios of research on massive corpora: among these, the possibility 
to pursue a sentiment analysis (i.e., opinion mining) or studies about argu-
mentation via AI would help trace the evolution in the way the intellectuals 
related themselves to specific topics and the range of emotions accompany-
ing their path.109 This assumes a preliminary implementation of DH tools for 
studying Arabic texts, which we hope to see in the near future.

109	 D. Jurafsky and J. Martin, Speech and Language Processing, 78. J.H. Wagemans, “Analogy, 
Similarity, and the Periodic Table of Arguments” Studies in Logic, Grammar, and Rhetoric 
(2018, 55, 1) 63–75.
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