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50 Years Ago in These Pages 
“NEAR EASTERN LITERATURES have a long and impressive leg-
acy, the youngest back more than twelve centuries. By the nineteenth 
century, Arabic, Persian, Hebrew, and Turkish were suffering from 
their own ancient and tired traditions, from lack of self-renewal. 
Cultural contact with the West placed at the disposal of Near Eastern 
authors a whole spectrum of literary forms and values. Most Arab, 
Turkish, and Persian writers, perhaps grudgingly, but certainly with 
conviction, started to imitate and emulate Western literatures. . . .

For decades Near Eastern countries have willingly, sometimes 
voraciously, absorbed the patterns of Western cultures. This assimi-
lation has not always been without evaluation, criticism, or compar-
ison. The prominent Egyptian writer Tawfik al-Hakim has observed: 
‘Europe’s strength lies in its mind; Egypt’s strength lies in its head.’ 
The famous Turkish poet Mehmet Akif Ersoy disparaged Western 
civilization as ‘the dragon which has only one tooth left.’ Most Near 
Eastern authors who resent having to bow to Western military and 
technological superiority salvage their cultural self-esteem by stress-
ing with pride the long literary heritage and the humanistic values of 
their nations. 

Now, following decades of anxious and envious imitation, a strong 
reaction against the West has emerged. Perhaps the most fruitful 
approach is ‘syncretism.’ Eminent writers like the Egyptian Taha 
Hussein, for example, have emphasized the importance of bringing 
about a confluence or synthesis of cultures rather than exclusive 
reliance on the West or remaining within the confines of indigenous 
traditional culture. Particularly in Arabic writing, there has been 
extensive debate East versus West in such broad categories as soul 
versus intellect, spirit versus materialism, humanism versus modern 
technology, etc.”

—Talât Sait Halman, “Literatures of the Near East: A Generation 
of Renewal,” Books Abroad 46, no. 2 (Spring 1972): 184
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